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PREFACE
Note to Readers
Many trends are born and magnified in the tech-heavy San Francisco Bay area, which is where we both lived when we started writing this book. There wasn't one event that inspired the book's creation; rather it resembled a light rain that slowly turned into a torrential downpour. While one of us had started clipping articles out of the newspaper about boys' poor academic performance and noticing the dwindling number of male graduate students in his class, the other had started to notice her male peers crowding around computers and video games at parties, rather than having conversations. We began to wonder why more young men didn't care about getting their driving licenses, or moving out of their parents' homes, and why they preferred to masturbate to porn than be with a real woman. Down the rabbit hole we went.
Around the same time, I (Phil) was asked by the TED organization to give a five-minute talk on a topic of my choosing. I wanted to discuss what we were observing. At the end of my short but provocative TED Talk in 2011, I made clear that my primary goal at the conference was to raise awareness and even alarm people into action about an impending disaster. After the talk was greeted with much enthusiasm, Nikita, already familiar with the issues as my assistant, came on board and together we wrote a short TED eBook inspired by that talk in 2012 called The Demise of Guys. Demise was a polemic meant to stimulate controversy and conversation around these topics and encourage others to do research on the different dimensions of these challenges.
Man, Interrupted is an elaboration of Demise that delves much deeper into this important discussion about young men and the complex issues and challenges they face. Man, Interrupted has also been restructured by symptoms, causes, and solutions, making the issues easier for readers to understand and navigate.
We felt it was important to approach the topics from multiple angles. This book weaves together the perspectives of a young female, Nikita, who, as a millennial, has grown up in the thick of changing technologies, and an older male, Phil, who has an abundance of life experience, along with the views of many young men and women, making it a unique collaboration. In order to challenge our personal views, we developed a detailed online survey with a host of questions that touched on different aspects of Demise. We created a survey related to this topic and posted it alongside the TED Talk, asking questions such as, “How would you change the school environment to engage young men?” and “How can we empower men in safe, pro-social ways?”
Remarkably, in barely two months, 20,000 people took the short survey. About three-quarters (76 percent) of the participants were men; more than half were between eighteen and thirty-four years old. But people of all ages and backgrounds and both sexes shared their thoughts and feelings about these issues and their subplots. In addition, thousands of respondents were sufficiently motivated to go further by adding personal comments, from a sentence to a page long. After reading all of the replies, we followed up with some of the respondents for personal interviews, and their opinions and experiences will be shared later on. You can find more highlights of the survey in Appendix I of this book. We also encourage you to look at the additional supportive statistics that can be found in the endnotes.
Furthering the conversation with new information and collective dialogue is our ultimate aim. Our book is presented with the intention of discussing mankind's continual adaptation to technology, finding solutions to the problems we highlight, and also inspiring young men, and those who love them, to find their voice and create positive social change in their lives and the new world that surrounds them.
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INTRODUCTION
Just Drifting
Why do you sit there looking like an envelope without any address on it?
—Mark Twain, nineteenth-century American novelist
It's a new world out there for everybody, but amid the shifting economic, social, and technological climates, young men are getting left behind. Unlike the women's movement, there has been no cohesive men's movement to give a much-needed update to men's roles in society. Instead there are a record number of young men who are flaming out academically, wiping out socially with girls, and failing sexually with women. You don't have to look too far to see what we're talking about; everyone knows a young man who is struggling. Maybe he's under-motivated in school, has emotional disturbances, doesn't get along with others, has few real friends or no female friends, or is in a gang. He may even be in prison. Maybe he's your son or relative. Maybe he's you.
Asking what's wrong with them or why they aren't motivated the same way young men used to be isn't the right question. Young men are motivated, just not the way other people want them to be. Western societies want men to be upstanding, proactive citizens who take responsibility for themselves, who work with others to improve their communities and nation as a whole. The irony is that society is not giving the support, guidance, means, or places for these young men even to be motivated or interested in aspiring to these goals. In fact, society—from politics to the media to the classroom to our very own families—is a major contributor to this demise because it is inhibiting young men's intellectual, creative, and social abilities right from the start. And the irony is only compounded by the fact that men play such a powerful part in society, which means they are effectively denying their younger counterparts the opportunity to thrive.
Whenever we want to understand and explain complex human behavior, it is essential to resort to a three-part analysis: first, what the individual brings into the behavioral context—his or her dispositional traits; next, what the situation brings out of the person who is behaving in a particular social or physical setting; and finally, how the underlying system of power creates, maintains, or modifies those situations. That sort of analysis, which was featured in my (Phil's) book The Lucifer Effect, helped to explain the abusive behavior of guards in the Stanford Prison Experiment, and also the brutalizing behavior of US guards in Iraq's Abu Ghraib prison.
In applying that reasoning to understanding why today's young men are failing academically, socially, and sexually, we first highlight aspects of their dispositions, such as shyness, impulsiveness, and a lack of conscientiousness. Next, we take into account situational factors, such as widespread fatherlessness, the availability of exciting video games, and free access to online pornography. Finally, systemic factors enter in to add another layer of complexity, including the political and economic consequences of legislation that recognizes women's needs but not men's, environmentally generated physiological changes that decrease testosterone and increase estrogen, media influences, the resulting lack of jobs from the recent economic downturn, and the widespread failure of school systems in many nations to create stimulating environments that challenge the curiosity of boys.
This three-pronged attack has resulted in many young men lacking purposeful direction and basic social skills. Today, many live off, and often with, their parents well into their twenties and even thirties, expanding their adolescence into an age once reserved for making a career and starting a family.1 Many would rather live at home under the security blanket of their parents than head out on their own into a world of uncertainty.
It is true that since the economic downturn, across the globe, young people have fewer opportunities for employment to demonstrate their abilities and professional attributes. The diminished opportunities are a problem for men and women, but young women under thirty years old are surpassing their male counterparts academically and financially for the first time. Young men are also more likely than young women to be living at home with their parents.2 Relating it to gender role expectations, since young women are better able to take care of themselves financially than guys their age, they are less likely to find a male partner of similar status, which consequently creates new challenges for young men. Society has a hegemonic view of masculinity, and for men, there are no socially acceptable alternatives to being a warrior or a breadwinner. All the possible new roles threaten the traditional concept of masculinity, and any male who embraces them gets less respect from his male peers and fewer social and romantic opportunities with the opposite sex.
A couple of the most common examples are the ways in which stay-at-home dads are seen as losers, and “nice guys” don't get dates. One father, commenting in a New York Times article about the stigma of paternity leave, said he would almost prefer to tell future employers that he had been in prison than admit he had taken time off to be a stay-at-home dad.3 Across the blogosphere countless posts are written by women claiming there is a lack of nice and respectful men to date, while there are about as many posts written by “nice and respectful” men asking for dating advice because women have told them they come across as too nice, passive, or desperate. This gridlock of men's roles makes it difficult for young men to want to change, and for young men and young women to relate to each other as equals.
Because of the new difficulties facing young men in this changing, uncertain world, many are choosing to isolate themselves in a more rewarding place, a place where they have control over outcomes, where there is no fear of rejection and they are praised for their abilities.
While removing oneself from the demands of society may be a conscious decision for adult men, as in the Men Going Their Own Way (MGTOW) movement, it is often an unconscious decision for young men, who find safety and sovereignty in video games and porn. They become increasingly adept and skilled at gaming, refining their skills, allowing them to achieve high status and respect within the game.
This is not something you see women doing, because they typically don't find those kinds of competitions meaningful, nor do they receive respect for developing their gaming skills. (We will address the increasing number of female gamers and porn users later on.) Additionally, men may become more easily hooked on games. When Russian researcher Mikhail Budnikov broke down the propensity to become addicted to computer games into low, medium, and high levels of risk, he found that women slightly outnumbered men in medium-level risk while men were more than three times likelier than women (26 percent versus 8 percent, respectively) to have a high level of risk.4
We have nothing against playing video games; they have many good features and benefits. Our concern is that when they are played to excess, especially in social isolation, they can hinder a young man's ability and interest in developing his face-to-face social skills. Multiple problems, including obesity, violence, anxiety, lower school performance, social phobia and shyness, greater impulsivity, and depression, have all been associated with excessive gaming.5 The variety and intensity of video game action makes other parts of life, like school, seem comparatively boring, and that creates a problem with their academic performance, which in turn might require medication to deal with attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD), which then leads to other problems down the road in a disastrous negative cycle, as we will see.
Porn adds to the confusion. Porn itself is not as great a problem for casual viewers, or for those with some personal sexual experience to juxtapose it against what they see. But for young men that have had no sex education or real-life sexual experiences, it can be very problematic. Many, we have learned, are developing their sense of sexuality around hard-core porn, not around real people. During our research, a lot of young men told us about how porn has given them a “twisted” or unrealistic view of what sex and intimacy are supposed to be, and how they then found it difficult to get aroused by a real-life partner. For many of them, a real-life sexual encounter can be a foreign and anxiety-provoking experience because communication skills are required, their body needs to be engaged, and they must interact with another flesh-and-blood person who has their own sexual and romantic needs. Other young men told us about how other areas of their life are affected, such as concentration and emotional well-being, by watching excessive amounts of porn because they noticed massive positive shifts in their personal lives and outlooks once they stopped masturbating to it. Other experts noticed this same phenomenon. Physiology teacher Gary Wilson, creator of www.YourBrainOnPorn.com and author of the book of the same name, has collected hundreds of self-reports from online forums where young men have been experimenting with giving up online porn. They recount how their social anxiety improved drastically—including increased confidence, eye contact, and comfort interacting with women. The young men also often reported more energy to get through their daily lives, concentration became easier, depression was alleviated, and erections and sexual responsiveness were stronger after voluntarily engaging in a “no fap” challenge (no masturbating to online porn).6
Like video games, we emphasize the overuse of porn as a problem. Overuse is difficult to define however. Though there are more and more studies being done on porn's physiological and psychological effects on adults, most studies do not control for personality or other extraneous factors, and there are no similar studies done on children below eighteen years old, only the occasional survey. It is also difficult to find a control group of young people that has not watched porn online. One University of Montreal study that initially sought to compare the behavior of men who used porn versus those who didn't could not even find a single twenty-something male participant who had not seen porn.7
Plus, most health and psychology communities do not officially recognize porn as something a person can get addicted to. In some circles it is thrown in with Internet Addiction Disorder (IAD), which has only recently been acknowledged as a legitimate problem.8 Despite this, many young people, mostly young men, are beginning to speak up about how porn is affecting their motivation, ability to focus, social and sexual abilities, and perceptions of the world,9 and their testimonies should not be ignored. Their symptoms are real, and shouldn't be brushed aside as merely a phase or “all in their heads.”
Again, we're not saying women don't play video games and watch porn—they do. But they don't do it nearly as much as men do. And the concept of watching porn is definitely a male thing. For their book, A Billion Wicked Thoughts, researchers Ogi Ogas and Sai Gaddam sifted through over 400 million Internet searches and found that 55 million of them (about 13 percent) were for erotic content. Who is doing these searches? You guessed it: guys (mostly). Though more women seek out erotic stories than men, Ogas and Gaddam determined that men preferred viewing erotic images and movies more than women six times to one. Indeed, on popular pay sites like Brazzers and Bang Bros, the audience is about 75 percent male, but when it comes to actually paying for porn, only 2 percent of all the subscriptions are made on credit cards in women's names. Even CCBill, the popular billing service used by adult sites, flags female names as possible fraud.10
Why the differences? Certainly there are many female porn connoisseurs and men who enjoy erotic literature. Ogas and Gaddam explore this by delving into men's ability to be aroused by “or” and women's need to be aroused by “and.” They explain that men have single-cue arousability: nice breasts or a round butt or a hot MILF [mother-I'd-like-to-fuck] will do; whereas women need multiple cues: attractive and nice to children and self-confident. Though most women are actually physically turned on by just about any kind of porn, they become psychologically aroused only when the “and” threshold is met. The woman herself must also feel safe and irresistible and physically healthy. The “Power of Or” exists to help men exploit opportunities for sex. Women do not work the same way. In stressful environments, for example, a man's libido goes up while a woman's libido goes down. Male brains separate sex and romance, neural systems that are united in female brains, while female brains separate mental arousal from physical arousal, which are united in male brains.11 Men and women just pick up on different erotic cues, have different ways of processing those cues, and behave differently in response to those cues.
If you look at why young men are gaming and using porn you'll find that those factors are both symptoms and causes of their overall decline. There is reciprocal causality where a person may watch a lot of porn or play video games to excess and develop social, sexual, and motivational problems, and vice versa. This perpetuates a cycle of social isolation. We are concerned that the more provocative and lifelike video games and porn become, the more reality will mesh with virtual reality, and the more egocentric young men will become—living entirely in their own carefully-crafted digital worlds.
Overuse of either outlet can result in real-life problems, but it's the combination of excessive video game playing and porn use that creates a deadly duo, leading to ever more withdrawal from usual activities, social alienation, and inability to relate to anybody, especially girls and women.
Porn and video games have addictive qualities, but it's not the same as other addictions. With alcohol, drugs, or gambling you want more of the same, but with porn and video games you want the same . . . but different; you need novelty in order to achieve the same high. The enemy is habituation to a regularly experienced stimulus. We call this arousal addiction; in order to get the same amount of stimulation, you need new material: seeing the same images over and over again becomes uninteresting after a short time. The key is novelty of visual experience. Both these industries are poised to give users that endless variety, so it's up to each individual to find what the best balance is for engaging in these digital outlets along with other activities in their lives—especially with constructive and creative ones, not just consumer ones.
Diversion is a double-edged sword. We have more information at our fingertips than ever before, but we can lose ourselves in alternative worlds. These alternative worlds are not even necessarily more efficient, as many of them purport themselves to be. They are just more distracting. For example, a busy New York restaurant was perplexed as to why the number of customers they served hadn't changed in the last ten years, despite adding more staff and reducing the number of items on the menu. When they watched a surveillance tape from 2004 and compared it with a tape from the same time in 2014, they found out it was not such a mystery. Between customers taking pictures of the food, pictures of themselves, asking waiters to take photos of themselves and their friends, and then sending their food back to be reheated, customers were there twice as long.12
One of our strengths and weaknesses as humans is our natural inclination to shift our attention from one thing to another. We do this so we can be aware of what's happening all around us in our environment. Having nearly everything available instantly at any time on the Internet exacerbates this impulse. “Clouds”—virtual storage spaces accessed through the web—act as a second brain where we can put our memories and tasks, allowing us to focus on the present instead of the past or future. They are an incredible technology that goes wherever we go, provided we have the means to access them. The flip side is that this makes us more focused on ourselves and less conscious of the world around us and other people, because we don't have to remember as many details about them, nor do they seem as relevant to fulfilling our immediate needs.
When neuropsychologist Ian Robertson took a poll of 3,000 people and found that while almost everyone over fifty years old could remember a relative's birthday off the top of their head, less than half of the “digital natives” (millennials) could do the same. The rest had to reach for their mobile phones to find out. Clive Thompson, a writer for Wired, says the reflexive gesture of reaching into one's pocket to find the answer epitomizes the problem. By offloading data onto computer memory, we're remembering fewer basic facts. Thinking about the future, Thompson wonders whether our growing dependence on machine memory will disrupt other ways of understanding the world, eventually causing people to be mentally impaired when they're not plugged in.13 Whether he's right or wrong, the externalization of our thoughts and memories to technology and the Internet is only going to become more pronounced, especially as younger and younger children access them regularly.
Writing and reading enlivens people's experiences of life and nature through thoughtful consideration, reflection, and imagination. Yet writing anything by hand is going extinct, and books and newspapers in their current form are becoming obsolete. Many newspapers and magazines have either gone out of business or now focus on the web as their main way to distribute content. It's great for the forests, which, paradoxically, don't get visited by many young people. Instead, the web has become our loyal companion and our preferred place to find, process, and share information. It's clear that companies pay a price if they don't have a presence on the Internet, losing readership, sales, and business from advertisers. American schools too have “lost” students' interest with static and understimulating lesson plans and outdated technologies.
In 2013 the American Academy of Pediatrics (AAP) published a report saying children now spend more time engrossed in media than they do in school: “it is the leading activity for children and teenagers other than sleeping.” The imbalances were even greater if an adolescent had a television in their bedroom, which the majority of teens do. Though the AAP believes that media can be pro-social and teach children ethnic tolerance and a variety of interpersonal skills, they recommend children have no more than one to two hours of screen time per day.14 But as they pointed out, many youths are spending five to ten times that amount of time in front of a screen, and their brains are becoming accustomed to it.
Sherry Turkle, cultural analyst and founder of the MIT Initiative on Technology and Self, says that all the tweets, texts, and “sips” of online communication don't add up to one big gulp of conversation because we learn how to have productive inner dialogue through our conversations with others. Thus, limiting in-person communication with others can limit one's own ability for self-reflection and deep thinking. Turkle observed that people were becoming so used to functioning with fewer real conversations that many almost felt they could get through life without having any direct conversations with other people.15
Our ability to engage in the deep thinking required to understand printed material and engage in lengthy conversations is slipping away as the physical makeup of our brains adapts to short spurts of information. The more we are required to shift our attention from moment to moment, the less able we are to experience the more profound forms of emotions, including empathy and compassion. Underdeveloped emotions combined with a lack of engagement with others can stunt future social and romantic relationships, which require going beyond superficial considerations.
Over the past decade, this pattern has escalated into adulthood, where many grown men function socially and interpersonally like boys, having difficulty relating to women as equals, friends, partners, intimates, or even as cherished wives. Some have come to prefer the company of men over that of women. Through our survey, we discovered that many young men aren't interested in maintaining long-term romantic relationships, marriage, fatherhood, and being the head of their own family—which is, in part, due to the high percentage of young men who are growing up with physically or emotionally absent fathers. Others, who are either sheltered by their parents or are banking on becoming “the next big thing” or simply becoming financially stable, are reluctant to move out of their parents' houses.
Today many of the young men who do manage to find a partner feel entitled to do nothing to add substance to that relationship beyond just showing up. New emasculating terms such as “man-child” and “moodle” (man-poodle) have emerged to describe men who haven't matured emotionally or are otherwise incapable of taking care of themselves. Hollywood has caught on, too, to this awkward bunch of males, who appear to be comically hopeless. Recent films such as Knocked Up, Failure to Launch, the Jackass series, the Hangover series, and Hall Pass present men as expendable commodities, living only for mindless fun, “bromances,” and intricate but never-realized plans to get laid. Their female co-stars, meanwhile, are often attractive, focused, and mature, with success-oriented agendas guiding their lives. The sense of being entitled to have things without having to work hard for them—attributed to one's male nature—runs counter to the Protestant work ethic, as well as to the US football coach Vince Lombardi's victory creed: “Winning isn't everything. It's the only thing.” Feeling entitled to have things done for you or to you, without having to work for it, just because you are a male, is a dead-end in any relationship with women, except those who are desperate to have any guy, even a loser, rather than being alone.
Through illuminating the symptoms and causes of these gloomy trends, we hope to shed more light on how we arrived at this state of affairs as well as provide context for the solutions we will present to you in Part III.
PART I
Symptoms
ONE
Disenchantment with Education
New York Times columnist David Brooks wrote that the information age is liberating because it allows us to offload mundane mental chores to “cognitive servants.”1 At some point in the future Mr. Brooks may be right. But for now, as liberating as this ability to externalize is in many ways, it is making the world—as spoken-word artist Gary Turk succinctly put it—full of “smart phones and dumb people.”2 The problem with this notion, explains Nicholas Carr, author of The Shallows, is “the proponents of the outsourcing idea confuse working memory with long-term memory. When a person fails to consolidate a fact, an idea, or an experience in long-term memory, he's not ‘freeing up’ space in his brain for other functions.”3 Carr argues that storing long-term memories does not bog down our mental powers; rather it increases our level of intelligence because it makes it easier to learn new ideas and skills in the future. In other words, we think we're smarter than we actually are.
As a culture, we are losing our ability for sustained attention. The more we “outsource” the less we retain, and in turn, the less we know. While 76 percent of Americans said they watched, read, or heard the news on a daily basis, less than half said they went beyond the headlines.4 So there's this potential illusion of knowing. It is the danger of having a superficial level of knowledge, yet believing you know everything. A retired English professor mentioned to us that toward the end of his career he noticed that although his students thought they understood something, when they were asked to describe the topic they stumbled over their words. One student even dropped the class after refusing to do revisions on his work. This example is a microcosm of the “giving up before you try” attitude that has permeated the minds of young men en masse.
Some people think it's been a case of boys not doing well in school and giving their teachers hell since the beginning of recorded history. A recent large-scale meta analysis of over 300 studies that reflected the grades of more than 500,000 boys and nearly 600,000 girls revealed that, for many decades, girls all over the world have been making higher grades than boys in all subjects.5 The authors suggested that this data undermines the “boy crisis,” but we have to disagree. Good grades have become crucial to earning a living wage—and it is all the more reason for society to show boys the importance of doing well in school. Boys also used to have far more motivation to compete and succeed in every other aspect of life—moving out of their parents' house, getting a girlfriend or wife, setting long-term goals, and embarking on a career—which they are sorely lacking now.
For the first time in US history, boys are having less education than their fathers.6 Moreover, academics are now more of a female pursuit. Girls are outperforming boys at every level, from primary school through university. In the US, by thirteen or fourteen years old, not even a quarter of boys are proficient in either writing or reading, versus 41 percent of girls who are proficient in writing and 34 percent who are proficient in reading.7 Boys also account for 70 percent of all the lowest grades given out at school.8 Similar achievement gaps between the genders have been documented worldwide. The Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) found that boys are more likely to repeat school years than girls, had poorer grades, and got lower pass rates on school leaving examinations. In some countries, such as Sweden, Italy, New Zealand, and Poland, the girls scored so much higher than the boys on reading in the PISA Assessment (a global measure of skills and knowledge) that they were essentially a year to a year and a half ahead in school.9 Internationally, in just over half of the countries that participated in the 2009 PISA Assessment, boys outperformed girls only in mathematics, but the mathematics gap was only one-third the size of the reading gap.10
In her book, The War Against Boys, Christina Hoff Sommers, a resident scholar at the American Enterprise Institute for Public Policy Research, described even more imbalances. She said that girls not only outnumber boys in student government, honor societies, and after school clubs, but they also do more homework, read more books, and outperform boys in the arts and in musical abilities. Meanwhile, more boys are suspended from school and more are held back from advancing to the next grade level. Simply put, girls are more “engaged” academically.11
More boys than girls are coming to school unprepared—without books, paper and pencil, or their homework.12 Twice as many boys think school is a “waste of time” and arrive at class late.13 Predictably, students with the lowest test scores who came to school unprepared outnumbered the unprepared high-scoring students more than two to one.14
The top reason for disability filings for children is now mental illness, “representing half of all claims filed in 2012, compared to just 5 to 6 percent of claims twenty years prior,” says child psychiatrist Victoria Dunckley.15 Rates of ADHD diagnoses increased 5 percent every year between 2003 and 2011; boys are between two to three times more likely than girls to have ever been diagnosed in their lifetime,16 and therefore are more likely to be prescribed stimulants, such as Ritalin, even in primary school.
On top of this, boys are far more likely to drop out of school.17 The National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) notes the ripple effects of this trend:
Dropouts ages 25 and older reported being in worse health than adults who are not dropouts, regardless of income . . . Dropouts also make up disproportionately higher percentages of the nation's prison and death row inmates. Comparing those who drop out of high school with those who complete high school, the average high school dropout is associated with costs to the economy of approximately $240,000 over his or her lifetime in terms of lower tax contributions . . . higher rates of criminal activity, and higher reliance on welfare.18
The National Longitudinal Survey of Youth, a study that began in 1997 and ended in 2012, found that by twenty-seven years old a third of women had received bachelor's degrees compared with one out of four men.19 By 2021, in the US it is estimated that women will get 58 percent of bachelor's degrees, 62 percent of master's degrees and 54 percent of PhDs.20 Abroad there are similar trends. In Canada and Australia, 60 percent of university graduates are women.21 Fewer than three boys apply to university in England for every four girls who do, and in Wales and Scotland, 40 percent more girls apply than boys,22 a gap that widens among those from disadvantaged backgrounds.23
Two-thirds of students in special education remedial programs are boys. It's not a question of IQ—young men are just not putting in the effort, and it translates into a lack of career options. These gaps are much greater for males from minority backgrounds: only 34 percent of college bachelor's degrees awarded to black students go to black men, and 39 percent of bachelor's degrees awarded to Hispanic students go to Hispanic men.24
It is obvious to us that it is time for a loud wake-up call, to be sounded in every nation around the world where young males are failing to perform adequately in academic domains. The consequences for them, their families, their communities, and even national destinies could be catastrophic unless dramatic corrective actions are taken soon.
TWO
Men Opting Out of the Workforce
Where has the Protestant work ethic gone these days in the minds of young men? In the first decade of the twenty-first century, the percentage of American teens and those in their early twenties who participated in the workforce dropped dramatically;1 and male employment between the ages of twenty-five and fifty-four has declined steadily since the late 1960s.2 Around the world there are similar trends,3 which means millions of men are not working.
The growing interconnectedness of the world's economies means that modern boom and bust cycles have further and deeper reaching consequences for all nations. The global recession of 2009 was the worst recession since the Second World War, causing male unemployment to double. Half of the 6.5 million US jobs lost since the most recent recession were in manufacturing and construction4 and many of those kinds of jobs aren't coming back.5 Manufacturing industries that de-emphasize manual and technical skills in favor of technological advances—such as the car industry—mean that many developed countries no longer make things, creating an atmosphere of uncertainty for many men. Even having a higher degree is no guarantee of employment.
Health care—a major female-dominated industry—was relatively insulated. Personal care and home health aides are projected to be the fastest-growing occupations, and women are predicted to fill a large portion of these new jobs.6 So while this new landscape of opportunities offers a bright future for many young women, it offers a rather grim harvest for bright young men, compared to what would have been available to them only a generation or two ago.
But there's more—an entitlement curse. Although the adverse state of the Western economy has contributed to fewer men in the workforce, a highly educated female colleague alerted us to a new phenomenon. Some males now feel a sense of total entitlement simply because they exist as males. And they do not have to do anything to earn that special privilege. Many now seek long-term shelter either with Mom and Dad or within their marriages or relationships with a live-in partner. A surprising amount of men don't seem to want to work at jobs that will bring in money or even help out with household chores that will keep their living space tidy. One out of six men of prime working age who are not working willingly admit they don't want a job,7 and nearly half said the jobs that are available are beneath them or don't pay enough to “improve their lives”8 These guys are content just to hang around doing “their thing” but perform nothing that traditionally resembles work.
Some of these men have even reframed dependency to make it look like an accomplishment and not a social failure, and they feel it is their right to absent themselves from having to make money or do drudgery around the house. In a sense, they are like old-fashioned gigolos, attractive men who were taken care of by older women in return for being charming dates or sexual adventurers, except this new breed of males want it all while giving little in return. Consider a couple of the vignettes that our colleague shared with us:
A physical therapist I know married a guy who basically quit his job once they got married. She did all the work and all the housework. She would come home after a long day at work, schlepping her heavy equipment through the rain, and he would not even come out to help her carry anything. When she got in, he would ask her what was for dinner, and she would have to go back out to the store and come home and cook. He sat on his ass all day and did nothing. Nice guy, handsome, but did not work or want to work. She divorced him after four years of marriage.
Another academic I know gets together with this guy who quits his job to go back to graduate school. He incurs a $100,000 debt and is not able to get a steady job. She supports him although he is not willing to get married nor help with any house chores.
Why do women stick it out with such guys? Even their mothers might call them slackers. As we'll explore in more depth in Chapter 20, the depressing alternative for these well-educated women appears to be no man at all, so they stick with their bad decision until it gets so unbearable that they decide to dump the deadbeat.
In the years following my (Phil's) Demise of Guys TED Talk, many talented and attractive young women came up to me at my various lectures around the world and shared their experiences. These professional women in their midtwenties to early forties all echoed the same theme: it is difficult to find a man of similar age and with a similar background to theirs who knows how to carry on a basic social conversation or understands the social etiquette of interpersonal communication with a new acquaintance where there appears to be some social attraction.
The standard script is the guy describes in great detail his background, his current job, the new app he is working on or new website he plans to develop, and then he glazes over, maybe orders a drink, or worse, pulls out his phone mid-conversation and stars checking his emails and texts. There is no hint that he wants the woman to share her personal or professional story. “And what about you?” They don't ask.
When I first lectured on the topic, my focus was on young guys in their teens and early twenties. These women agreed that it starts there and snowballs. Whatever the cause, the cure is obvious: men who want to attract, date, and maybe even mate with women in their common talent pool have to learn how to talk with them. They need to take time to practice being social animals, to be more sociocentric, and be able to find common ground.
Aside from not understanding that all relationships involve a negotiation of rights and obligations, what this entitlement suggests to us is the abandonment of a sense of having to work for anything. The stigma of unemployment still exists, but isn't even close to what it used to be. These men don't make the connection between responsibility, paying dues, and success. Some of them don't care. Others are acting as if one gets what one wants just by being at the front of the line when the doors open or the party starts.
A young man told us this in his survey comments:
It is my belief that entitlement can help shape men. What they are entitled to is responsibility. The achievement is fulfillment of responsibility that will let the world trust them to shape the future. Yes, men can be strong if they care about others. Responsibilities—such as being gentle and a gentleman, manners to others to show courtesy, to take on duties to reassure others, being selfless-will help a young man find himself . . . The key to being a man lies in responsibility. The responsibility to care about oneself and not ruin or abuse oneself, to care about others and not ruin or abuse them.
We could not agree more. But it seems to us that this new sense of male entitlement is different from what it may have been in the past. It is more generalized, spreading to more settings and activities that tend to undermine any meaningful social or romantic relationships. These men seem to be emulating successful media celebrities and personalities such as basketball star Michael Jordan, actor Ashton Kutcher or entrepreneur Mark Zuckerberg, who appear to have it all; but they see and admire only the desirable outcomes and products. What is missing from the analysis is any appreciation of what goes into any kind of success: a lot of hard work, trial and tribulation, practice and failures that are part of the process of trying to attain a goal. The good things in life usually take a commitment to success, to delaying gratification, to putting work before play, and to understanding the importance and vitality of the social contract—not expecting more than what is being put in.
THREE
Excessive Maleness
Social Intensity Syndrome (SIS)
Shyness plays a key role in the complex causal cycle between the self-imposed social isolation of many young men and their excessive time spent on watching porn and gaming.
Traditionally shyness implied a fear of rejection by being socially unacceptable to certain social groups or individuals, such as authorities, or those a person wished to impress, such as members of the opposite sex. In the 1970s and 1980s when I (Phil) pioneered the scientific study of shyness among adolescents and adults, about 40 percent of the US population rated themselves as currently shy people, or dispositionally shy. An equal percentage reported that they had been shy in the past but had overcome its negative impact. Fifteen percent more said that their shyness was situationally induced, such as on blind dates or having to perform in public. So only 5 percent or so were true-blue never-ever shy.
Over the past thirty years, however, that percentage has increased. In a 2007 survey of students by the Shyness Research Institute at Indiana University Southeast, 84 percent of participants said they were shy at some point in their life, 43 percent said they were presently shy, and just 1 percent said they had never been shy. Two-thirds of those who were currently shy said that their shyness was a personal problem.1 The deep fear of social rejection has risen in part as a result of technology, which minimizes direct, face-to-face social interaction such as conversing with other people, seeking information, shopping, going to the bank, getting library books, and much more. The net does it all for us faster, more accurately, and without any need for making social connections. In one sense, online communication enables the very shy to make easier contact with others in the realm of asynchronistic communication. However, we believe it then makes it more difficult to make real-life connections. As one of the researchers, Bernardo Carducci, noted:
. . . changes in technology are affecting the nature of interpersonal communication so that we are experiencing more structured electronic interactions and less spontaneous social interactions where there is the opportunity to develop and practice interpersonal skills, such as negotiating, making conversation, reading body language and facial cues, which are important for making new friends and fostering more intimate relationships.2
The new breed of shyness then arises not from wanting to reach out but fearing social rejection from making a poor impression, but, rather, not wanting to make social contact because of not knowing how to, and then further distancing oneself from others the more out of practice one gets. Thus, this new shyness gets continually reinforced, internalized, and, worse, not even recognized when it leads to the absence of contact with most other people. Thus, many shy people behave awkwardly or inappropriately with peers, superiors, in unfamiliar situations, and in one-on-one opposite-sex interactions.
Aside from the steady increase in shyness, what is different today is that shyness among young men is less about a fear of rejection and more about fundamental social awkwardness—not knowing what to do, when, where, or how. Most young men used to know how to dance. Now they don't even know where to look for common ground, and they wander about the social landscape like tourists in a foreign land, unable and unwilling to ask for directions. Many of them don't know the language of face contact, the nonverbal and verbal set of rules that enable a person to comfortably talk with and listen to somebody else and get them to respond back in kind. This lack of social skills surfaces most especially when around desirable females.
The absence of such critical social skills, essential to navigating intimate social situations, encourages a strategy of retreat, going fail-safe. Girls and women equal likely failure; safe equals the retreat into online and fantasy worlds that, with regular practice, become ever more familiar, predictable, and, in the case of video games, more controllable. A twisted sort of shyness has evolved as the digital self becomes less and less like the real-life operator. The ego is the playmaker; the character is the observer, as the external world shrinks to the size of a young man's bedroom. In this way, we can say that shyness is both a cause of the problem as well as one of the consequences of excessive gaming and porn use. As one young man from our survey commented:
I play video games and watch pornography on a regular basis . . . but I've always been average looking and I've hated the tiresome aspect of having to make the effort to appease the opposite sex. It's expensive, confusing and rarely successful. I feel like the personal relationships with any girl/woman I've known have meant nothing to me and can be easily substituted with male company whilst pornography fills the rest.
Bros before Hoes: Social Intensity Syndrome (SIS)
In the film My Fair Lady (based on George Bernard Shaw's play Pygmalion), lead actor Rex Harrison has just achieved his successful transformation of a poor flower-shop girl into a stunningly beautiful and sophisticated woman, played by Audrey Hepburn. When she becomes distressed that he fails to show her any affection or even recognition for all she has done to modify her entire being so dramatically, and hints that she would perhaps like a bit of romance as well, he rudely dismisses her. Harrison then sings a song of lament to his friend, Pickering: “Why can't a woman be more like a man?”3
In doing so, he reveals what we believe is actually a common set of attitudes and values held by a good portion of men: a deep preference for male company and bonding over association or partnership with women.
A more modern-day example of this attitude can be seen in the 1999 romantic comedy, She's All That, starring Freddie Prinze Jr. and Rachael Leigh Cook. After Zack's (Prinze) popular but self-absorbed girlfriend dumps him for a reality television star, Zack finds comfort in convincing himself she can be replaced by any girl in his high school. One of his jock friends disagrees and makes him a bet that he can't turn the unpopular art nerd girl Laney (Cook) into prom queen within six weeks. After repeated attempts to charm her and convince her that his efforts are not part of some “dork outreach program,” Laney steps into Zack's world and allows his sister to give her a makeover, revealing her hidden beauty. Only after her outward transformation does he become attracted to her and develop genuine feelings.
Along with co-researchers Sarah Brunskill and Anthony Ferreras, Phil has labeled this phenomenon Social Intensity Syndrome (SIS). Similar to “laddism” in the UK, the key dimensions of this “excessive maleness” are outlined as follows: having a strong preference for social settings that involve the ubiquitous presence of other men. The attraction to this social setting is greater the more intense the nature of the relationship, the more exclusive it is toward tolerating “outsiders” or those who have not qualified for that group membership, and the more embedded each man is perceived to be within that group. Examples of such social groups include the military—especially during boot camp and deployment— gangs, physical contact sports (i.e., American football, rugby), “gym rats,” and fraternities. Men experience a positive arousal—such as cortisol, adrenergic system activation, or an increase in testosterone—when they feel they are part of such all-male social groups. Men gradually adapt to that level of social intensity as the preferred form of social contact.
On the positive side, many of these organizations teach men how to work together with other men, which is crucial to the fabric of society. Yet over time, that degree of social intensity becomes a set point of desirable functioning, operating at an unconscious level of awareness. Men experience a sense of social isolation and then boredom immediately following their separation from such socially intense male group settings, such as having to participate in groups of men and women or family settings. Men may experience withdrawal symptoms when removed from such socially intense group settings; symptoms are greater the longer and more intense the prior duration of their all-male group participation has been.
This phenomenon peaks on days with important sports matches, such as the World Cup Final or Super Bowl Sunday, when many males would rather be in a bar with strangers, watching a totally suited-up Tom Brady, the New England Patriots' star quarterback, than with a totally naked Kim Kardashian in their bedroom. The popular porn site PornHub recently released a report confirming this occurrence. During Superbowl XLVIII, traffic to their site dramatically decreased while the event was taking place, especially in Denver and Seattle, the two cities whose teams were competing for the championship. After the game there was a noticeable spike in traffic across the US and Canada, and a smaller spike in worldwide traffic.4
This hidden desire to be an alpha male or part of the “guy thing” is double-edged, however. For young, straight men, it must not become too intimate and personal for fear of seeming feminine or gay, or throwing off the cohesion or morale of the group. So that enforces a rule of superficiality and of physical distance with other guys, except for high-fives, mid-air shoulder bumping, and slaps across the back. As one Infantryman told us:
The emotional distance between guys is one that resides in the context of warrior societies or the fighting classes. Men will communicate to other men that they care but that there is a fine line that emotions cannot cross. This is anchored in several concepts: among peers, men are their own individual being, and are not to be influenced by anything but their own logic. Men don't go to war because someone convinced them to; they go to war because they know it is right. Men's friendships among peers in competitive atmospheres are based on what abilities they bring to the group; remembering that their life is devalued but their skillsets are not. Showing concern means that you question their ability in that competition and have compromised the dynamic of the group, or fear for their performance level, which pits them against the team as a whole. Lastly, it strikes too similarly to the concerns of a woman's nagging.
It is possible to generate some interesting predictions of potential behavioral consequences for men with high SIS levels. They might respond to the negative effect of disengagement from such groups by partaking in arousing activities, such as high-risk hobbies or behaviors, arguments and fights, drinking to excess, developing strange or rigid eating habits, gambling, and speeding. They may also develop unfavorable comparisons between men and women. They will spend more time in symbolic male groups, such as watching sports in a sports bar or even engaging in fantasy football or baseball competitions, and are unable to find common ground with women. They do not have many, if any, female friends.
Texting is often an exclusive form of communication of this crowd. Not only is it convenient, but it also allows them to passively communicate on their terms. New apps like BroApp—which sends prescheduled texts to a girlfriend or partner—take the trend to a whole new level. The creators offered this explanation on their site: “BroApp is a tool to help Bros out. We know that people are busy and sometimes forget to send enough love to their partners. We invented BroApp so that even if you forget to manually write a message, your love is still communicated. BroApp provides seamless relationship outsourcing.”5 If Easy Cheese were an app, it might look like BroApp—it vaguely resembles the real thing, but there's something a bit . . . off. Actually, a lot off. Why have a relationship at all if you can't even bring yourself to text a simple “I love you” or “Thinking of you?”
For some, there is even memory distortion with greater recall of positive aspects and poorer recall of negative aspects of their time in those previous male-bonding groups.
Members of the military sometimes deal with the arousal deficit by seeking redeployment or hanging around settings where there are likely to be other men who also belong to such high-intensity groupings, such as soldiers hanging around VA hospital lobbies. Nonmilitary men who are sports fans may become team “fanatics.”
Poor bonding with family and spouse also characterize SIS. These men are more likely to abuse their spouse, especially when drinking, and more likely to become divorced or separated from partners with whom they had a positive relationship prior to deployment or team membership. They are also likely to develop generally negative attitudes toward women as “the other” who do not understand them, and prefer porn, sex with prostitutes, or generally unhealthy energy-intensive relationships with little foreseeable reward to consensual and sustainable sexual relationships with equal-status female partners.
Paradoxically, then, males can get used to a certain level of generalized stimulation from being in the presence of other men in group settings, yet acknowledging feelings of intimacy from these settings is forbidden. When they are in coed settings, they may become socially anxious, and then, when they are presented with the prospect of intimacy with a woman, the opposite response can occur: they may fail to get sexually aroused. More than a third of young military servicemen reported experiencing erectile dysfunction in a recent study.6 Other recent studies had similar findings among nonmilitary youth, with rates showing a marked increase after high speed Internet porn became widespread.7
Worldwide, there are similar phenomena. In Japan, young men are increasingly apathetic to sex. Even married couples have less sex. The Japan Family Planning Association recently reported that the number of young men aged sixteen to nineteen who have no interest in sex is now more than one in three, double the estimate from 2008, and four out of ten marriages have been sexless for a month or more.8 The phenomenon is so common that these men have been given a name: soshoku danshi, or “herbivorous men,” in contrast to carnivorous men, who are still interested in sex. One particularly poignant response to our survey came from a young male student at Bard College in New York:
I must admit that I haven't had one real physical relationship in my entire life. I'm a complete extrovert who has a core group of [male] friends along with a whole bunch of other friends [including some women] but has always been rather unsure when it comes to women. I feel like I can't really interact with them, and end up treating them like men, which makes them my friend but not someone who is a romantic interest . . . I would definitely rather hang out with my friends and enjoy the company of a small group of guy friends where we hang out and relax.
Another young man commented on our forum after reading The Demise of Guys:
It hits close to me because I grew up without a father, spent a lot of time playing video games as a teenager, and was addicted to porn. When I turned 18, I joined the Army and became an Infantryman. The infantry is a very tight-knit brotherhood. I deployed to Afghanistan in 09–[2010]. Now that I'm out of the Army, I find myself missing the camaraderie a lot, even hoping for another war to break out so I have an excuse to re-enlist. I have trouble in school and find it hard to focus. I'm socially awkward, shy, and not very successful with women. I don't live at home anymore though, I have two female roommates but I still feel isolated, lonely, and depressed even to the point of suicide sometimes. I am 22 years old and trying to change my life. I see the effects that these things have had on my life . . . I feel as men, our environment is changing and we're in this transition phase but the old rules still apply. Therefore those of us stuck in the middle are just screwed over.
We wish his story wasn't as common as it is, but many of the veterans that Sarah Brunskill and I (Phil) interviewed shared similar experiences. You can learn more about the scale that measures the different aspects of SIS in Appendix II.
FOUR
Excessive Gaming
Mastering the Universe from Your Bedroom
What if somebody out there develops a magic formula, a better place for humans to be? Why would anyone stay here?
—Edward Castronova, professor of telecommunications, Indiana University Bloomington1
In the late 1960s, if you wanted to connect a computer up to a video screen, you could do it at only a handful of places, and you had to be one of only a few people that had access to this sort of technology. Things have changed quite a bit in the last fifty years. There is an assumption that the more time we devote to the Internet the less time we spend watching television, but statistics reveal the opposite. Europeans are spending just as much time in front of a TV as they ever have, and Americans now spend sixty hours a week across an average of four digital devices, the majority owning high-definition televisions (HDTVs), computers, tablets, and smartphones. Complementing these devices are more choices for how and when people access content.2 In addition, Jane McGonigal, director of game research and development at the Institute for the Future in Palo Alto, California, estimates people spend a collective 3 billion hours playing video games each week! She predicts that the average young person will spend 10,000 hours gaming by the time they reach age twenty-one.3 To put this figure in context, it takes the average university student half that time—4,800 hours—to earn a bachelor's degree.4
Some gamers are females, there is no doubt; and video game companies are very aware of this. (Farm Ville, World of Warcraft or Mario Kart, anyone?) Still, young women don't play nearly to the extent that young men do—only five hours per week compared to guys' thirteen.5 For many young men, thirteen hours a day can also become habitual.
There are also differences in how young women and men play games. Young women primarily play games on smartphones and tablets; games that are short (such as Words with Friends) and nonviolent, whereas guys are playing immersive first-person shooter games on consoles or computers that require a keyboard and mouse and have a much larger time commitment. Some journalists are trying to convince people that women are just as into gaming as guys, but it's misleading. The 10,000 hours figure is the average of young men and young women, and since guys play almost triple the amount, the hours spent gaming by age twenty-one is probably more like 14,400 hours for young men versus 5,600 hours for young women. Girls' interest in gaming generally tapers off by their teenage years where as boys' interest increases.6
And, like porn, when it comes to actually designing the games, paying for games, and competing for prizes, guys outnumber the girls. Young men are also more likely than young women to have access to a gaming console (91 percent versus 70 percent)7 and have a computer in their bedroom (62 percent versus 49 percent), and consequently spend less time reading, less time on academic tasks, and more time engaged in an on-screen activity.8
One month after its release in 2010, Call of Duty: Black Ops had been collectively played for 68,000 years.9 In 2012 Call of Duty: Black Ops 2 made $500 million in sales in its first twenty-four hours, and in 2013 more than 8,300 stores in North America had midnight openings to help Grand Theft Auto 5—one of the most controversial game series of all time—rack up $800 million in its first day.10 Grand Theft Auto 5 surpassed the $1 billion mark after only three days, faster than any movie in history, including any of the Harry Potter films and Avatar.11
In 2013 the worldwide revenue of the gaming industry, including mobile games played on smartphones and tablets, was $66 billion, a $3 billion increase from 2012.12 Compare these numbers with the US Department of Education's annual discretionary appropriations budget of $68.8 billion in 201313 or the size of the entire US publishing industry, which in 2010 had net sales revenue of $27.9 billion.14 Game Informer, a monthly magazine featuring news, strategies, and reviews on video games, was ranked the third-largest magazine in the United States by circulation in 2013. The only two above it were AARP The Magazine and AARP Bulletin,15 which are usually free for older and retired Americans.
When fifteen-year-old Steve Juraszek of Illinois set the world record for the arcade game Defender in 1981, he became an instant celebrity and had his picture taken for Time magazine. He played for sixteen hours straight.16 Today games not only test a player's skill, they test the player's bodily limits for intense duration. There are gamers like George Yao, who play online games like Clash of Clans for forty-eight hours straight. Yao even took iPads covered in plastic into the shower in order to continue playing and stay ranked number one.17
There are many other (mostly young) people who log thousands of hours in a single game just for the chance to pursue a professional gaming career and compete fiercely in televised tournaments for million-dollar-plus prizes.18 Marathon gaming has become so common there is even a term for the hazy, sleep-deprived state a gamer must endure on their third night of uninterrupted play: Valley of Death.19 For the ordinary gamer a sixteen-hour stretch would be just another typical weekend, and few parents would even bat an eyelid. Two-thirds of children and teens report that their parents have “no rules” regarding their media consumption, and the majority continue to play games and use other electronic devices after the lights are out.20
According to the Sleep Center at the University of California in Los Angeles (UCLA), teens need an average of nine hours of sleep each night to be alert and well rested the next day.21 Most teens don't get even close to this much. In the National Sleep Foundation's 2014 Sleep in America Poll, parents estimated their thirteen- and fourteen-year-olds got 7.7 hours of sleep each night while their fifteen- to seventeen-year-olds got just 7.1 hours;22 these estimates are probably high considering that kids themselves report staying up past their bedtime. Interestingly, because they share similar symptoms, a lack of sleep is often confused with having ADHD, and some teens are thought to have ADHD when instead they actually have a sleep problem.23 Kids who have at least one electronic device in their room also get one less hour of sleep per night than kids who don't.24
Colin Kinney, a teacher from Ireland, observed some students would spend nights gaming and come to class with such limited attention spans that “they may as well not be there.” He added, “I have spoken to a number of nursery teachers who have concerns over the increasing numbers of pupils who can swipe a screen but have little to no manipulative skills to play with building blocks or the like, or the pupils who cannot socialize with other pupils but whose parents talk proudly of their ability to use a tablet or smart phone.”25 We are talking about nursery-age children—three to five years old!
These problems continue beyond adolescence. In marriages where just one partner is a gamer, it is the husband 84 percent of the time. In the other couples where both spouses play but one person plays more than the other, it is the husband 73 percent of the time.26
Back in the early 1980s Duke University researchers started following several men who had become obsessed with gaming just before their respective marriages. After watching the men's game time quadruple—one man taking his fiancée on dates to watch him play, and another putting off leaving for his honeymoon to play just a few more games—the researchers made the assertion that marriage was both the cause and cure for the “Space Invaders Obsession.” They wrote that “the disintegration of invading aliens who were trying to overrun ‘home base’ took on symbolic significance.”27
Today, there are support groups online for “gamer widows,” where the partners of gamers can share their frustrations. Massively multiplayer online games (MMOs) are especially absorbing because a player can become anybody in the virtual world, attaining looks, acceptance, wealth, and status that are elusive in real life for most people without hard work, education, and social connections. “They aren't just better looking,” said one gamer widow, “they are ‘better’ people.”28
Even if games were originally designed to inspire players and make a better reality, they are now being used to replace reality, and many young men are losing themselves in increasingly sophisticated virtual worlds that are totally enchanting. As one decade-long gamer from our survey said, “I can't emphasize enough the predictability and control that a virtual world offers. In a world growing ever more complex, the simplicity of the virtual life is a very welcome distraction.”
FIVE
Becoming Obese
Today, roughly 70 percent of adult males in the US are overweight,1 and a third are obese.2 Though some countries are less flabby than others, obesity is a worldwide problem. Roughly a quarter of Australian, British, Canadian, German, Polish, and Spanish men are obese.3 “It's going up everywhere,” says Christopher Murray, director of the Institute for Health Metrics and Evaluation at the University of Washington-Seattle. He said he used to be optimistic that there would be some success stories that would serve as models, but found that there was not a single country that has seen a decrease in obesity in the past three decades.4 So we are dealing with a worldwide epidemic.
Americans, perhaps the most vocal in their antiobesity crusade, sabotage their own efforts by taking two steps back for every step forward. Ridiculous portion sizes, “all you can eat” buffets at family restaurants, fast food drive-thrus on nearly every busy street corner, the sedentary nature of many jobs, changing modes of transportation, and increasing urbanization combine to create a “fat ass” nation. In addition, we are teaching our children terrible habits. American schools are currently selling 400 billion calories of junk food every year—the equivalent of nearly 2 billion chocolate bars.5 Twenty-one percent of elementary schools, 62 percent of middle schools and 86 percent of high schools have vending machines, while just 20 percent of middle schools and 9 percent of high schools offer healthy snacks only.6
While adult obesity rates have doubled over the past thirty years, adolescent obesity rates have tripled.7 It is also evident from much research that obesity is a killer—shortening lifespans by triggering a range of autoimmune diseases, like “adult” type II diabetes. Young children have a one-in-three chance of developing type II diabetes—with a 50 percent chance if they are Hispanic—as well as a greater likelihood of developing heart disease, hypertension, and certain kinds of cancer.8 The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) noted that the trend was especially pronounced in boys, where the heaviest are getting progressively heavier.9
In America, this is creating a national emergency. The Army Times reported that military-age youth are “increasingly unfit to serve—mostly because they're in such lousy shape.”10 Recent statistics from the Pentagon showed that over a third of Americans aged seventeen to twenty-four would not qualify for military service just because of medical or physical problems. Curt Gilroy, the Pentagon's director of accessions, said that obesity was the main culprit: “There's no question about it . . . Kids are just not able to do push-ups . . . they can't do pull-ups. And they can't run.”11
Obesity is just one side of it, however. When men gain weight—the bad kind, as opposed to bulking up muscles—a metabolic change happens that drops the hormone levels in the body, making them surprisingly less effective socially and sexually. The more dominant a man becomes, the more testosterone he produces, which in turn increases his libido.12 Researchers from the University of Buffalo recently determined that obese men have lower levels of testosterone, and when that male hormone drops, one of the biggest victims, aside from male fertility, is his bedroom performance. The study shows that 40 percent of obese men have abnormally low levels of testosterone.13 Obesity can also trigger type II diabetes, one effect of which is restricted blood flow to veins, especially the small blood vessels in the penis and testicles. That surge of blood is essential for male erections. A curious corollary of this combination of obesity and testosterone decline in males is the unhealthy rise in their bodies of the female hormone estrogen, which is naturally present in small amounts, but excessive levels of which can in turn lead to erectile dysfunction and infertility.14 Talk about a double punch below the belt!
Over the last few decades, physical activity among youth has decreased while screen time has increased. Sedentary behavior fills time that children could be spending on physical activities or even sleeping, contributing to excessive snacking and eating meals in front of the television or computer screen. Young men and boys who spend their evenings gaming instead of getting a good night's rest are putting themselves at a much greater risk of becoming overweight.15
Childhood habits tend to stick with people for the rest of their lives, and an obese child often becomes an obese adult, the likelihood becoming stronger the older the child.16 Thus kids who watch television and play video games instead of being active are setting themselves up for a sedentary future.17 Not surprisingly, several studies have found a positive association between screen time and prevalence of excess weight in children.18 In sum, a sedentary lifestyle is not only unhealthy for males; but it can also lead to other wide-ranging problems and shorten their life-spans.
SIX
Excessive Porn Use
Orgasms on Demand
I have the same problem third-world refugees who relocate to suburban America report after visiting their first supermarket. They are paralyzed by the overwhelming options, unable to choose from so many nearly identical but clearly different brands of pasta sauce. They are stuck in a permanent, unpleasant state of browsing, fearful of making the wrong choice. Now imagine how much more difficult that decision would be if pasta sauce gave you an erection.
—Joel Stein, contributor for Playboy1
Back in 1996, a young man named Peter Morley-Souter drew a comic scene that depicted his initial shock at seeing a couple of his favorite cartoon characters, Calvin and Hobbes, having sex with Calvin's mother. He figured if there was porn of Calvin and Hobbes, everything could be made into porn, which resulted in the caption “Internet Rule #34: there is porn of it.”2 It is safe to say online porn is the marketplace of virtual pleasures. Although the top 5 percent of descriptive tags are associated with 90 percent of the videos, the popular site XNXX has compiled over 70,000 different tags to help users find the specific and less common content they're looking for.3 The notion that somewhere on the web anything you can imagine exists as porn has become difficult to disprove as the Internet becomes more saturated with X-rated images and videos. In fact, we are sure that there are porn categories that are beyond what most people could ever have imagined existed.
In 1997, just six years after the World Wide Web went live, there were approximately 900 online porn sites.4 Later, in 2005, approximately 13,500 full-length commercially available pornographic films were released, compared with the 600 or so films released in Hollywood.5 Today millions of companies and outlets are generating porn clips directly online in quantities impossible to calculate accurately. In 2013 alone, PornHub had nearly 15 billion views, or 1.68 million visits every hour for the entire year.6 Just type “porn” into Google and you'll get hundreds of millions of results, with the entire first page of hits offering free instant streaming videos.
By offering unlimited visual stimuli in a wide variety of categories and compilations, which can be paused or fast-forwarded at any time, tube sites like PornHub, Youporn, and Redtube are catering to the male sexual brain. Using a tool called PornIQ, PornHub will even generate a playlist for the user based on their specific desires.7
One in three boys are now considered a “heavy” porn user, watching more times than they can count.8 In the UK, PornHub was the thirty-fifth most visited website for children aged six to fourteen in 2013.9 A survey found that the average boy over there watches nearly two hours of porn every week. One in three of the young men categorized as “light” users spent less than an hour a week viewing porn, while four out of five who were categorized as heavy users (only a small percentage of those surveyed) watched more than ten hours a week.10 Surveys have shown similar findings in the US.11 Keep in mind that the majority of PornHub users are millenials, and their average session lasts 9 minutes, so even one hour a week could translate into one session per day.12 Though the popular time to use porn is between 11 p.m. and midnight,13 a third of the light users said they had missed an important deadline or appointment because they could not break away from their pornographic adventures.14
A new term has emerged—procrasturbation—which means procrastinating through porn. Add to the mix older guys, married men, and businessmen watching adult videos online, at work, at home, and in hotels across the country and around the world. Through their adult television or “late night” channels, hotels typically offer porn specials of unlimited viewing around the clock—before and after meals and appointments.
Can these guys make up for the lost time? That depends on how susceptible an individual is to media effects and how much porn they watch. A recent Belgian study of adolescent boys found that frequent use of online porn lowered academic performance. The researchers found that boys who went through puberty earlier and boys who scored high in sensation-seeking watched more porn than other boys their age. It was not just the time devoted to porn that displaced engagement with other activities; there was a cognitive absorption effect where the complete involvement in a highly pleasurable activity—porn—excited cognitive, sensory, and imaginative curiosity to the point where a boy lost track of time and other attentional demands became inferior. Using the excitation transfer model and sexual behavior sequence of psychologists Dolf Zillmann and Donn Byrne, respectively, the researchers also suggested that the high states of arousal achieved in porn stimulated impulsive and “restless” behavior that may impair actions that require long periods of constant focus. More research is needed to explore this intriguing theory.15
Another consequence of teenage boys watching many hours of online porn is they are beginning to treat their girlfriends like sex objects. The common sentiment among young women is: “Boys just want us to do all the stuff that they see porn stars do.”16 As a result, says Cindy Gallop, a dynamic TED speaker and author of Make Love Not Porn, young men don't know the difference between making love and reenacting porn.17 In an online survey conducted by the University of East London, one out of five young men between sixteen and twenty years old said they “relied on porn as a stimulant for real life sex.”18 Porn users report altered sexual tastes,19 less satisfaction in their relationships,20 and real-life intimacy and attachment problems.21
This spillage of porn culture into romantic encounters has been dubbed the “dating apocalypse.”22 Dates are becoming extinct as young people in their late teens and early twenties now use hookup apps like Tinder like they use porn. Users look at other local app users' photos, swiping left (not interested) until someone looks attractive enough, and then they swipe right (interested). If the person they're interested in swipes right on their profile too they will exchange a few texts, meet up, and have sex. Of course, unless someone better comes along as they continue to swipe, and, as one guy said, “there's always something better.” Another compared it to ordering online food, “but you're ordering a person.”23 To them, women have turned into options, rather than priorities.24
Of the 500 teens polled in a recent survey by the Institute for Public Policy Research (IPPR), two out of three boys and three out of four girls say they believe that porn causes unrealistic attitudes about sex. Two-thirds of boys and girls believe porn can become addictive, and 62 percent of boys and 78 percent of girls believe that porn may have a negative impact on young people's views of sex and relationships. Perhaps most revealingly, 77 percent of boys and 83 percent of girls believe “it's too easy for young people to accidentally see pornography online” and for teens who thought accessing porn was seen as typical for their peer group, approximately two-thirds said viewing porn became common by age fifteen.25
We think the negative effects of excessive, socially isolated porn use are worse for young people who have never had real-life sexual encounters. Why? They see sex as only physical performance, mechanical arrangements of body parts, without romance, emotion, intimacy, communication, negotiating, sharing, or even touching and kissing. Sex becomes an impersonal “thing,” and for men, a desirable sex partner becomes an object that they have no connection to after they “finish” on her or inside her. The average age young people have sex for the first time is seventeen years old.26 If the average guy has watched two hours of porn every week since he was fifteen, he's already had nearly 1,400 porn sessions before he's ever had real-life sex. What is he going to think is normal? Whereas adults may understand that the idea of porn is to turn real life into fantasy, some young people view what they see in porn as the opposite, or even something to strive for. As one teen told us, “the idea of porn is to make fantasies into real life.”
Then there are the other dimensions of unreality and inevitable negative social comparisons: the actors are generally good-looking, in great shape, with endless stamina to continue all-out sexual acts for long periods before orgasm. The effects of viewing film after film with male stars showing off huge penises that are instantly erect and stay that way even after the big O are not positive for young men, as we will discuss later.
Finally, it becomes the norm to have unprotected sex, from oral to anal, and to promote every possible arrangement of penises, vaginas, breasts, and mouths. Porn is a world of fantasy, not education. But without a decent real-world sex education, the high risks of certain sexual behaviors that are performed so casually in porn go unchecked. A recent study on sexuality by the Burnet Institute's Centre for Population Health in Australia found that weekly use of porn was significantly associated with early sexual behavior, inconsistent condom use, sexting, and anal sex.27 In the US, just 16 percent of women aged eighteen to twenty-four said they'd tried anal sex in 1992. Today, at least one in five women aged eighteen to nineteen, and two in five women aged twenty to twenty-four have tried it.28 Many times young people don't think they need to use protection during anal sex because pregnancy is far less likely to occur.29 What they are unaware of is how much easier it is to acquire a sexually transmitted infection through anal sex. Not incidentally, half of young people in the fifteen- to twenty-four-year-old age group will get a sexually transmitted infection by twenty-five years old.30
SEVEN
High on Life or High on Anything
Over-Reliance on Medications and Illegal Drugs
MIT professor John Gabrieli and his research team found that medication for ADHD improves the focus and academic performance of normal kids by the same degree that it improves the focus and performance of kids with ADHD.1 So when someone responds well to the medication—better behavior, focus, and grades—it doesn't necessarily mean they have ADHD, yet many parents and doctors are using these improvements to confirm the disorder exists.
What's the harm if the medications help the kid do better in class? While kids generally do perform better and become more manageable, being on these medications for even just a year can lead to changes in personality. Friendly, outgoing, adventurous boys become lazy and irritable. Children also learn that taking a pill can make their problems go away.
Professor William Carlezon and colleagues at Harvard University Medical School recently reported that giving stimulant medications—such as those used to treat boys with ADHD—to juvenile laboratory animals resulted in those animals displaying loss of drive when they grew up. These animals looked normal but were lazy. They didn't want to work hard, not even to escape a bad situation. The researchers suggested that similar effects could be seen in children. Children might look fine during and after taking these medications, but when they become adults they won't have as much motivation or drive as they would have had if they had not been reliant on those medications. So the apathy we noted in Chapter 2 may continue to worsen as these heavily medicated new generations get older.
The psychologist and family physician Leonard Sax wrote in Boys Adrift that stimulant medications appear to harm the brain by damaging an area called the nucleus accumbens, where inner motivation is turned into behavioral action. If a boy's nucleus accumbens is damaged, he may still be hungry or sexually aroused, but will lack the drive to do anything about it. Independent groups of researchers at universities in the US and Europe have found that even when young laboratory animals were exposed to low dosages of these medications for short periods of time, permanent damage to the nucleus accumbens can happen. Sax writes:
One particularly disturbing study—conducted jointly by researchers at Tufts, UCLA, and Brown University—documented a nearly linear correlation between the nucleus accumbens and individual motivation. The smaller the nucleus accumbens, the more likely that person was to be apathetic, lacking in drive. These investigators emphasized that apathy was quite independent of depression. A young man can be completely unmotivated—and still be perfectly happy and content.2
He just won't do much or want to do much, but be a smiling couch potato. This is especially relevant to young men in the US, since nearly 85 percent of all stimulant medications are prescribed to them.3
One of the side effects of taking stimulants is nervousness and anxiety. What's a great way to reduce these side effects? Smoking a joint and getting high. Marijuana has grown in popularity across the US over the last decade,4 and many young men, both those taking and not taking medication, smoke marijuana. But marijuana is not the same drug it used to be. The average potency of weed has risen steadily for the last three decades. The average THC content (the psychoactive constituent of marijuana) in 1983 was less than 4 percent, but in 2008 the THC content was more than 10 percent, and it is expected to rise to 15 percent or 16 percent within the next ten years.5 In Colorado, where recreational marijuana use is legal, the average THC content is 18.7 percent, but some are as high as 30 percent.6
In 2011 the Dutch government announced that high-potency weed (with a THC content of 15 percent or more) would now be classified in the hard drugs category along with cocaine and ecstasy.7 One reason for the reclassification may be that high-potency weed significantly impairs executive function and motor control,8 processes that are involved in planning, memory, attention, problem-solving, verbal reasoning, and resisting temptation. From one generation to the next, marijuana has become an entirely different drug that can potentially do more harm than good.
Perhaps a more serious concern should be young people's use of synthetic marijuana—chemicals that are sprayed onto shredded plant material to mimic the effects of THC when smoked. These drugs, known as K2 or “Spice,” can be extremely potent and unpredictable, yet are inexpensive, easy to acquire at convenience stores or onlineand cannot be as easily detected on standard drug tests. More and more high schoolers are recognizing the dangerous side effects (which can be as severe as acute psychosis and heart attacks), yet one out of sixteen has still tried it. They are marketed as a “natural” and “safe” alternative to other drugs, but they are not.9
Let's revisit exposure to temptation. Life is filled with temptations that are dangerous pleasures. “Lead us not into temptation,” is a common prayer for Christians. What makes people less able to resist temptation drives them to be more present-hedonistic than future-oriented. My (Phil's) research on the psychology of time perspective reveals that being present-hedonistic is being vulnerable to all addictive substances and behaviors.10 This is because being dominated by present-hedonism means you are constantly seeking out novelty and intense sensations.†
Your decisions are always limited to the immediate situation, what you are feeling, what others are doing and saying, what the tempting thing looks like, smells or tastes like. You never imagine the future risks and costs, as future-oriented people do. Meaning, when you see something you like, you “go for it,” enjoy it, derive pleasure from it—and then you are dependent on it. That is addiction in action.
One male college freshman told us a story that is becoming more and more common:
In the first grade, I was diagnosed with ADHD. I began taking Ritalin soon after. That diagnosis has complemented the trajectory of my social and academic life up to this very day. My teachers and parents always told me I was smart, but I had a hard time believing them, as I always found myself in trouble or with a tutor. Middle school was particularly turbulent for me, as I moved to an elite private school in the seventh grade. My grades were abysmal, and from the start, up until I transferred after the end of my freshman year of high school there, there was not a semester where I was not on some form of probation, be it academic or social. Furthermore, trouble, in school and out, has never failed to find me.
He added that he smoked a fair amount of marijuana, which was a common practice across campus.
In Part I, we briefly examined the “tip of the iceberg,” exploring a set of symptoms that we believe young men are manifesting in various ways to their detriment, including the overuse of video games and online porn, overreliance on prescribed medication and illegal drugs, lack of motivation and drive, social and sexual difficulties, and poor health choices. We believe these symptoms have resulted from a complex combination of interconnected causes, which we will now consider in Part II.
The Drug Enforcement Agency made the possession and sale of synthetic marijuana illegal in 2011; since then its use by high school seniors dropped from one in nine to one in sixteen in 2014.
† Not to be confused with the Buddhist practice of being in the present moment, which emphasizes mindfulness and a nonjudgmental focus on one's emotions, thoughts and sensations.
PART II
Causes
EIGHT
Rudderless Families, Absent Dads
Whatever landscape a child is exposed to early on, that will be the sort of gauze through which he or she will see all the world afterwards.
—Wallace Stegner, historian and novelist
The environments and social conditions in which young men hang out, go to school, mature, and woo girls have changed in recent years. If we take a closer look at those worlds and the way young men are conditioned to operate within them we can better understand the meaning behind the data that we just reviewed in Part I. In this section we'll examine the main situational and systemic factors that influence young men's thoughts and behaviors, including cultural changes, social expectations, and what's happening in schools, within families and among peers.
Throughout history the vast majority of humans lived in multi-generational, often multi-family groups, so whether or not they wanted to be, kids were surrounded by adults. Essentially there would have been two parents as well as other caregivers in the picture: siblings, grandparents, uncles, aunts, and cousins. Today, however, with classroom ratios at about one teacher per twenty students,1 with only one or two adults living at home, and with great distances between extended family members, children have far fewer quality relationships with any adults. Today the average household size in America is three or fewer.2 Furthermore, these ever-shrinking family units spend less time together, especially quality time like sharing a sit-down meal. Maia Szalavitz and Bruce D. Perry, authors of Born for Love: Why Empathy Is Essential—and Endangered, suggest this lack of relational richness is having a negative effect on our culture's capacity to care for others.
As infants we depend on our primary caregivers—first Mom and then Dad—to feed us when we're hungry and protect us when we're threatened. In other words, our parents regulate our level of stress until we are able to self-regulate, and how they respond to stress affects the way our stress response develops. Our earliest interactions with our mothers will serve as a kind of template for how we react to future human contact. But lately there has been a problem: because of modern demands, mothers are under constant pressure and stress. And if a mother is under stress, if she's not being nurtured, it's far less likely she's going to be able to provide consistent nurturing for her young children.
Furthermore, stress is regulated by social systems; the brain regions involved in social relationships are the same ones that control stress response. They develop together, and therefore development problems in the stress response can interfere with the development of social and emotional functioning and vice versa.3
Over the last few decades, the birth rate for unmarried women in the US has risen steadily from 18 percent in 1980 to 41 percent in 2012.4 For women under thirty years old, who bear two-thirds of all children, the rate is 53 percent. Many of the unmarried women are cohabiting with a partner at the outset of their child's birth, but those couplings disintegrate at twice the rate of marriages—two-thirds of them will break up before their child turns ten years old.5 In total, about a third of boys are raised in father-absent homes.6
With such high percentages of children born to single mothers today, who is nurturing these young, new mothers who raise these children? How will these children deal with stress when they have their own children? Moreover, as human life-span increases, there is an ever-larger number of older relatives in elderly care facilities. Who is responsible for visiting them regularly and dealing with their survival issues, even their basic legal and accounting problems? Usually, it's their daughters—the same overstressed mothers—who must deal with this new stress of caring for beloved parents who are feeble, suffering memory losses, and are able to give back little affection to their now grown girls.
One place where families used to talk, exchanging experiences, ideas, values, and more, was around the dinner table. That is now an ancient tradition, honored more in the breach than in practice. USA Today newspaper did a survey twenty-five years ago on the “time crunch” that people increasingly felt. One alarming statistic uncovered was that three in five of families said life was more hectic than five years ago and they were not able to do things like have regular sit-down family dinners.7
Today, about half of teens report having frequent dinners at home with their parents.8 According to the National Center on Addiction and Substance Abuse, compared with teens who have five to seven family dinners a week, teens who have infrequent family dinners (fewer than three times a week) are almost four times more likely to use tobacco, more than twice as likely to use alcohol, two and a half times likelier to use marijuana, and nearly four times likelier to engage in future drug use.9
Unstable Role Models, Tarnished Trust
Although it was far from routine, in the early twentieth century Americans had enough trust in each other that some actually affixed stamps to their children and “mailed” them to another destination, often to a relative's, via the US Postal Service.10 Contrast that to today where we don't even trust the babysitter; people buy small “nanny cams” that can easily be hidden in stuffed animals or alarm clocks to monitor what goes on in their own homes while their children are being “looked after.”11
The percentage of Americans who believe “most people can be trusted” plummeted from 55 percent in 1960 to 32 percent in 2009, meaning the majority of Americans now view other citizens as untrustworthy.12 Although numbers have increased since for the general population, in a 2012 Pew Social Trends survey, only 19 percent of millennial felt others were trustworthy.13 Sources of this downsizing of trust is the media highlighting instances of corruption, deception, and deceit by politicians; unreliable eye-witness accounts; shifting perceptions of the lower class as the gap between rich and poor widens; celebrity scandals; and the collapse of reputations of other public figures.
Other causes that merit further exploration are actual events people observe or experience firsthand. In his book Bowling Alone, Robert Putnam, Malkin Professor of Public Policy at Harvard, explained:
In virtually all societies “have-nots” are less trusting than “haves,” probably because haves are treated by others with more honesty and respect. In America blacks express less social trust than whites, the financially distressed less than the financially comfortable, people in big cities less than small-town dwellers, and people who have been victims of a crime or been through a divorce less than those who haven't had those experiences.14
We think that the high divorce rates of many nations are of particular concern, because the destructive effects of divorce are never isolated, even in subtle ways that we may not connect right away. For example, when psychologist and marriage expert John Gottman studied blood samples of divorced people and those in unhappy marriages, he found their immune systems were depressed and contained fewer white blood cells, making them less effective at fighting infectious diseases. When he examined samples from preschoolers being raised in various home environments, he found chronically elevated levels of stress hormones in the children from homes with hostile parental environments.15
In 1969 Governor Reagan of California enacted the nation's first no-fault divorce bill, eliminating the need for spouses to state a reason why they wished to end their marriage. Other states followed over the next decade and by 1980 the divorce rate more than doubled from what it had been in 1960.16 Today, more than half of first marriages in the US will split up before “death do us part”; about half of them will occur in the first seven years.17
Around the world there are similar trends. In the UK, which also allows for no-fault divorce, 48 percent of children will see their parents divorce by the time they are sixteen years old.18 In China, more people are filing for divorce than are tying the knot. The country's overall divorce rate is low, but it has been rising every year, with the most divorces occurring in larger cities.19 Even traditionally Catholic European countries like Poland, which have lower divorce rates than the less religious surrounding countries, have seen a spike in recent years—one marriage in three now ends in divorce there.20
One Polish mother wrote in observing that divorce was the result of many contemporary social phenomena:
The “dissolution” of the family and the instability of human relations are just some of them. Feminism, overprotectiveness of single mothers coping with raising a boy without any help from the male partner and the economic pressure to provide a livelihood that the women are under. Together with the omnipresent, stupefying media that promotes quasi-moral models. Young people are weak and lost as never before . . . The best example would be my unemployed, 30 year old son, who still runs away from life and responsibilities.
Divorce isn't easy for anyone. But it's not so much the separation itself that affects young people's perceptions of trust as it is how the parents handle the situation. Many children lose faith in relationships because they watch their parents become emotionally unstable and react irrationally, sometimes violently. Before the battles become overt, children often witness bickering, humiliation, and other negative social confrontations between their once loving parents.
This is the pattern many kids observe right now: man and woman meet, fall in love, get married, and make babies. Enter stress. Babies take over lives. Distance grows between man and woman; communication was never great to begin with but is now much worse. Enter stress-relieving but relationship-destroying behaviors, such as physical abuse, drug and alcohol use, and emotional and physical infidelities. Everyone is unhappy. Divorce follows. One or both parents now are struggling and are emotionally, mentally, and/or financially broken. Is that not a sad scenario for any child to observe and become a part of?
Many stay-at-home moms today express resentment and, while happy they had kids, wished they had maintained a career so that when they got divorced they weren't in such a tough position, having been out of the workforce for too many years to readily catch up. Only 10 percent of mothers surveyed in a 1962 Gallup poll hoped their daughters would follow the pattern of their—often traditional—lives.21 Fifty years later, not a whole lot has changed. Those daughters of 1962 now have daughters of their own, and the messages that those young women are getting from their own mothers are terribly inconsistent; on the one hand they say they wouldn't trade their kids for anything, but on the other hand they send the message that a career is more sustainable than having a family. Certainly there are few real-life examples of women who are able to do both well—by their own standard. Indeed, a Pew Research survey conducted in 2012 revealed that unmarried and working mothers are less happy than married and nonworking mothers.22
Daughters also pick up on the higher levels of unhappiness and stress that accompany divorce and single motherhood, and sometimes resent the position it puts them in growing up. As one young woman from our survey commented: “my mother was not empowered by the separation [from my father] . . . This happened when I was 15, and I felt like instead of becoming a young woman, I took over as man of the house, but my opinion of women suffered.”
The other, deeper message that is passed on is guilt: when mothers talk about how their lives would have been different (better) had they stayed in the workforce or communicate to their daughters that they do not want them to repeat “their mistakes,” they are indirectly telling their children that their existence is part of the mistakes, and has impeded the success they could have had in their prime years. Thus the children must live according to her wishes as a form of payback for Mom's mistake in having given birth to them.
Those messages from Mom, one of our most important mentors, along with the slew of celebrity mothers, such as Sofia Vergara, Gwyneth Paltrow, and Heidi Klum, being touted as “superwomen” who do it all and have it all, and still look hot at forty and fifty years old, leaves ordinary young women feeling anxious and confused, and eventually leaves them feeling disappointed when they realize they won't have it all—and not even much of what they had imagined and hoped their lives would be. The problem with these messages given to young children is that they erode the underlying beliefs necessary for a trusting and caring relationship to be built around. In short, it's divorce training. Daughters who do not take on a full-time career can feel like they are betraying their mother's wishes. Sons observe their mothers and wonder if they'll ever be able to make a woman happy; how could they when Dad failed miserably in doing so? After all, women initiate nearly seven out of ten divorces23 and largely determine the tone and direction of a relationship.24
On the other side of this sad ledger are all the dads who have watched their marriages disintegrate into a series of alimony and child-support payments. Only 10 to 15 percent of men win in custody battles,25 and many men end up feeling like they are spending their lives working for people who have been turned against them. Some even go to prison for falling behind on child support payments—for example, in South Carolina, one out of seven inmates is there for that very reason.26
When a man works long hours to try to keep up with payments and is then called callous, he feels misunderstood. If he has any blemish on his personal record he could be deemed unfit to parent; if he takes up a new hobby he's called selfish; and if he shies away from new intimate relationships out of fear that the cycle would repeat itself, he is told he has a fear of commitment. It's not a stretch to say these men have a deep sense of despair, their suicide rates after divorce being ten times higher than the suicide rates of women.27 While this might initially suggest that marriage must be more rewarding for men than for women, and many women undoubtedly feel they have to take on the bulk of the child care and household chores, it's clear from the health benefits alone that both men and women benefit from being married. However, because men are conditioned not to ask for help or reach out to others, they have more pent-up emotions and are likely to take more drastic action in times of crisis.
Since most children today are still brought up on a diet of Disney movies and fairy tales to think that conventional marriage is for everyone and that marriages are supposed to last forever, the break-up is devastating to the entire family. As a kid you think, “Is this what I have to look forward to?” Then as an adult you think, “Why bother? What's the point? The entire burden will fall on me in the end anyway.”
It doesn't have to be that way if the divorce is amicable and both parties communicate to their children their love for them and respect for the role of the other parent, but that's usually not what happens. Young people are not growing up seeing great role models for trust and reliability, especially in intimate relationships. Long-term monogamous relationships are now thought of in terms of what you lose rather than what you gain; they're seen as a restriction on independence and freedom, and commitment is seen as sacrificing your own goals and passions for something that will most likely fail in ten or twenty years, if not sooner. In my (Nikita's) observations and experience, many young people are more focused on Plan B—their escape plan—than Plan A. They are terrified of putting all their eggs in one basket, but it turns into a self-fulfilling prophecy of relationship failures.
Some young people also feel that they are one of the reasons why their parents' marriage ended, and avoid having children of their own in an effort to spare any potential future children the pain they witnessed and experienced. This conflicts with our childhood conditioning. We are still expected to want long-term committed relationships even though we are never taught how to talk about or handle the challenges that come with these commitments. Ultimately young people growing up wonder who they can trust. They wonder, “If I can't trust those closest to me, whom can I trust? If Mom and Dad can't even keep it together, who can?” Learning how to trust others starts with our primary relationships, so when our primary role models are unreliable and don't deliver on their promises or aren't there for one another, we will find it harder to rely on others or allow ourselves to be depended upon by others.
No doubt a precursor to a thriving marriage is trust. But another thing to consider is just how much else in society is built on top of that foundation. George Vaillant, professor of psychiatry at Harvard Medical School, ran the longitudinal Harvard Study of Adult Development, informally known as the Grant Study, for over forty years (since 1966). It was started in 1938 as a way to measure not just pathology, as was trendy at the time, but how nature and nurture influenced mental and physical health outcomes in men. The original researchers wanted not just to observe health over time, but optimum health.28
All the participants were sophomores from the all-male Harvard College. In his latest analysis, marking the seventy-fifth year of the study (many of the remaining participants now in their nineties), Vaillant mentions on multiple occasions the importance of a warm childhood—one that had a stable home environment where the child was close to his parents, parents were supportive and encouraging of initiative and autonomy, and the child was close to at least one sibling—and its role in the development of trust as well as future happiness and success. He noted that “children who fail to learn basic love and trust at home are handicapped later in mastering the assertiveness, initiative, and autonomy that are the foundation of successful adulthood.”29
Men with the warmest childhoods also made 50 percent more money than the men who had bleak childhoods.30 The most independent men were those who came from the most loving homes: “they had learned that they could put their trust in life, which gave them courage to go out and face it,” and a “lack of hope and trust in other people made [a man] extremely vulnerable to loneliness.”31 A young man in his mid-twenties who replied to our survey, and who largely grew up without a father, echoed this sentiment, telling us that he had been unable to leave home or finish his education until this past year: “It has only been since I started really taking a look at the underlying network of issues I had [growing up] that I recognized my false beliefs [around the impact of my upbringing], which has really been a major step in my personal growth.”
In a survey by the National Fatherhood Initiative, 56 percent of mothers who were married or lived with the father of their children said the father had a “very close and warm” relationship with the children versus 15 percent of mothers who did not live with the father, and just 3 percent of mothers who were married or lived with the father of their children said the father had a “distant and unemotional” relationship with the children versus 47 percent of mothers who did not live with the father.32
Although it seems like the warmth of a lone individual's childhood or their ability to trust and their choice to marry or not is not such a big deal, on a mass scale there are significant ramifications. More than mere social implications stem from this lack of trust; countries in which citizens don't trust each other don't do as well economically. As Paul Zak, professor of economics at Claremont Graduate University said: “countries with a higher proportion of trustworthy people are more prosperous . . . In these countries, more economic transactions occur and more wealth is created, alleviating poverty. So poor countries are, by and large, low-trust countries.”33 It is primarily the Nordic nations that have seen an increase in trust since the 1980s, with Danes being the most trusting of their fellow citizens (76 percent). Several nations with rates of trust below 20 percent include Mexico, France, South Africa, and Argentina.34
In his book Trust, Francis Fukuyama wrote: “Liberal political and economic institutions depend on a healthy and dynamic civil society for their vitality,” which all builds on a strong and stable family structure.35 Charles Murray shared a similar view in Coming Apart, arguing marriage is one of the foundations of a nation's strength and financial resilience. He wrote that families with children are the core of communities, which are the core of society. It is around these families that communities must be organized, he says, because families with children have always been “the engine” that makes society work.36
There is a strong correlation between partner status and employment status. Married men spend more time than single men and cohabiting men in the labor force. For women, there were no significant differences found in the number of weeks worked and partner status, though women with no children spent more time in the labor force than women whose children have left home. By twenty-seven years old, eight times the number of single women have a child living in their household than single men. These trends are more pronounced for those of minority backgrounds, the less educated and the unwed (see endnotes for specific statistics). Overall, the US unmarried population grew 41 percent between 2000 and 2010. The main alternative for unmarried couples, cohabitation, has grown 1,400 percent in the US since 1970.37
Though it can be a convenient setup for adults, it is well established that cohabiting and single parents do not provide as stable a foundation for children, who often end up living in two different worlds. Compared with children in intact, married families, children in cohabiting families are about twice as likely to drop out of high school, use drugs, or become depressed. Compared with marriage, cohabitation also provides less commitment and safety to children (who are three times more likely to suffer physical, sexual, or emotional abuse) and romantic partners. Consequently, cohabiting couples are more than twice as likely to break up and four times more likely to be unfaithful to each other.38 Thus, whatever benefits may accrue to cohabitation, there are clear negative costs and consequences.
There may also be a strong correlation between family trauma—like divorce—and being overweight. In a survey of almost 300 morbidly obese patients, researchers found a very high occurrence of severe family dysfunction, particularly sexual abuse. About half of the men and women reported they were sexually assaulted or abused as children. That rate is 300 percent higher than the general male population. Pretty much all those surveyed reported experiencing some lasting form of childhood trauma. Weight gain often immediately follows a distressing life event. Examples of this on a large scale include divorce, and divorce rates increased considerably just before obesity began to soar.39 Young boys often have more difficulty adapting to a parent's divorce than young girls—especially if the father leaves the home, putting them at higher risk. For example, a recent Norwegian study revealed that children that had frequent and positive interactions with their father, such as the father paying attention to the child's interests, offering encouragement, and smiling, during the first year of their life were calmer and better behaved than other children at age two. This was especially true for boys. Both mothers and fathers were equally positively engaged with their daughters, but fathers were more often positively engaged with their sons than mothers were.40
Interestingly, Vaillant found that, although recovery may take decades, with the passage of time the good things that happened in childhood outshine the childhood traumas, which become less important: “A warm childhood environment appeared to be a far better predictor of future social class and of adult employment (or unemployment) than was either childhood intelligence, parental dependence on welfare, or the presence of multiple problems within the family.”41 Even as the Grant Study men aged into their seventies, their level of contentment “was not even suggestively associated with parental social class or even the man's own income. What it was significantly associated with was warmth of childhood environment, and it was very significantly associated with a man's closeness to his father.”42 This relationship is now what is missing in all too many homes these days.
Where's Dad?
A woman simply is, but a man must become. Masculinity is risky and elusive. It is achieved by a revolt from woman, and it is confirmed only by other men.
—Camille Paglia, professor of humanities and media studies at the University of the Arts in Philadelphia43
If we do not initiate the boys, they will burn the village down.
—African proverb
As mentioned earlier, many children are now born and raised by single mothers. Forty-four percent of millennials and 43 percent of Gen Xers think that marriage is archaic,44 which raises the question: what will commitment look like in the twenty-first century? And how will those attitudes affect future generations and how those children are raised?
America leads the industrialized world in fatherlessness45—not something to put on a banner and salute. Among those who have fathers, the average school-age boy spends just half an hour per week in one-to-one conversation with his father, according to David Walsh, founder of Mind Positive Parenting. “That compares with forty-four hours a week in front of a television, video game screen, [and] Internet screen,” he says. “I think that we are neglecting our boys tremendously. The result of that is our boys aren't spending time with mentors, with elders, who can really show them the path, show them the way of how it is that we're supposed to behave as healthy men.”46
Jeff Perera, who does community engagement for the White Ribbon movement in Canada and founded the blog Higher Unlearning, both of which involve discussions on men, masculinity, fatherhood, healthy relationships, and working to end violence against women and girls, spent a morning in Toronto talking to eight- and nine-year-old boys from around the city about what they liked and didn't like about being a boy. One group came up with this list for what they didn't like about being boys:
Perera said many of the boys “usually share thoughts such as how they don't like that boys get very competitive, leading to aggressive behavior or cheating to be labeled a ‘winner.’” In all respects, it is all about being a winner for boys, sometimes at all costs.
Some will talk about how boys always are in trouble, as one boy indicated here with having “an automatic bad reputation.” Perera asked the boys if they could explain what they meant by not being able to be a mother. Most of the boys agree that they like that they don't have to give birth, but felt they would be missing out as parents. One boy stood up and said in commercials it's always girls playing with the dolls and boys don't get to do that. When Perera mentioned to the boys that they could be fathers, the boys looked confused. Perera writes:
My mind raced as I wondered just how many of these fifty boys had physically-present but not emotionally-present fathers or role-models, or had fathers who were present at all. If they did hang out, they did little more than throw the ball around. We need more Maps to Manhood. When we reinforce outdated codes and ideas of manhood, these young boys will strive to achieve a standard of being a man that ensures they will fail as a human being.47
The effect of fatherlessness and the lack of modern rites of passage are both underestimated as having negative causal influences on the social-emotional development of boys. Boys suffer when there's no father in the home or no positive male role models in their lives; they start to look for a male identity somewhere else. Some young men find it in a gang or terrorist group; other young men find it in drugs, alcohol, playing video games, or objectifying women. For example, it could hardly be a coincidence that all three of the gamers featured in the 2014 documentary Free to Play are young men who grew up without their fathers around. One of the gamers, “Dendi,” whose father passed away when he was young, poured himself into video games after his father's death—he said it was the “push to play more.” Another gamer, “Fear,” whose father walked out on his family when he was very young, started spending large amounts of time gaming after he wasn't picked for a basketball team, saying that his father's absence in many ways made him what he is today. The third young man, “Hyhy,” said his father worked fifteen to sixteen hours a day when he was growing up and had “pretty much given up on everything else in his life.” The documentary follows their individual journeys as some of the world's best Defense of the Ancients (DotA) players competing to win a one million dollar tournament prize.48 We should note that the prize pool of the 2015 International DotA 2 Championship increased to an incredible $18 million, and was won for the first time by a North American team, which was led by “Fear.”49
Another side effect of fatherlessness is increased incidence of attention and mood disturbances. A study of more than a million Swedish children aged six to nineteen found that children raised by single parents were 54 percent more likely to be on ADHD medication.50 The National Center for Health Statistics reports that children of unwed or divorced parents who live with only their mother are 375 percent more likely to need professional treatment for emotional or behavioral problems.51
Craig McClain, cofounder of the Boys to Men Mentoring Network, offers an unfortunate view of why men do not often engage teenage boys:
Men are afraid of teenage boys, deathly afraid, and they don't want anything to do with them. I saw it in a lot of my talks to men's groups, saying, “Hey, how many of you guys want to go up on a weekend with 30 teenage boys with me? Raise your hand.” And one of them will raise their hand, and I'll say, “That's the problem.” Men are afraid of teenage boys because all they remember about their [own] teenage years is pain and sorrow and sadness and being alone, and when they see teenage boys in that place, that's where they go, so they back off.52
What are young guys to do? The documentary film Journeyman followed two Minnesota teenagers—Mike and Joe—as they went through the Boys to Men mentoring and rites of passage program. Initially both young men were very distrusting of the world. Neither one had a father figure in his life. Mike and Joe were both individually matched with a male mentor. Both of the male mentors also had absent fathers and struggled with feelings of shame and guilt about who they were in their youth. Dennis Gilbert, one of the mentors, was unsure of his abilities as a mentor:
At first I was like, “I don't know if I want to be a mentor.” I had some issues then that I didn't know I had with adolescent boys, particularly in groups. I had this fear thing. A lot of times, we'd just sit in the car and we'd stare, and [I'd get] almost no response back from [him]. After about six months I thought, “Am I doing this right? I'm not noticing anything.” We're not feeling like good friends, I'm just somebody who picks him up because he's bored sometimes. So I called Charlie. I said, “I think I'm failing at this mentor thing. He doesn't like me, we don't talk about anything . . . Maybe there's somebody out there better to be a mentor here.” And Charlie said, “Dennis, you're doing . . . exactly what you need to be doing.” He was right. It passed . . . In another three months he started opening up.53
One of the most crucial things for these young men transitioning into manhood was simply having an adult male around who enjoyed their presence and could guide them so that they could be loved for who they were but also held accountable for what they did. Being loved simply for who they are is the unconditional love that moms usually give, and love based on performance and effectively trying to achieve something is typically Dad's domain. In this case, the mentors gave both.
After two years, Mike went from failing in every class to getting top grades across the board, and he did his first staffing on a Boys to Men weekend. He said the experience was transformational; he said he could see himself having a future now, whereas he couldn't before. Joe now had a child of his own and was looking forward to raising his family. The boys' mentors also found that they went on an emotional journey of their own to face unresolved issues from their youth that came to light through their interactions with the boys.
With involved dads or positive male role models, kids are more open, receptive, and trusting of new people. Compared to kids not living with Dad, one group of elementary school children surveyed who were living with their fathers scored better on twenty-one of twenty-seven social competence measures.54 And perhaps as a result, they also have more playmates.55 They're also more likely to do better and go further in school. Elementary school children raised with their fathers do better on eight out of nine academic measures, and a father's impact remains significant through high school.56
There's no question boys need men in their lives. A mother's role is extremely important, too, but “there's not one thing a single mother can do to help her . . . sons in adolescence to calm down and to be moral,” says Michael Gurian, author of The Minds of Boys. “Boys need a father. And why? Because that's how nature's set up. Because it's human nature. There's maternal nurturance and there's paternal nurturance, and they're wired differently. Males nurture in a somewhat different way than females do, and children—girls and boys—need both maternal and paternal nurturance.”57
Guys also need to learn that it's okay to want to be in their son's life. Gender issues researcher and activist Warren Farrell suggests that a more balanced perspective about what is possible for young men will benefit everyone, not just young men:
Prior to the women's movement, girls learned to row the family boat only from the right side (raise children); boys, only from the left (raise money). The women's movement helped girls become women who could row from both sides; but without a parallel force for boys, boys became men who had still learned to row only from the left—to only raise money. The problem? If our daughters try to exercise their newfound ability to row from the left, and our sons also row only from the left, the boat goes in circles. A family boat that goes only in circles is more likely to be sunk by the rocks of recessions. In the past, a man was a family's breadwinner and he might be with one company for life. In the future, advanced technologies make economic change the only constant, increasing the need for a family boat with flexibility—with our sons eventually able to raise children as comfortably as our daughters now raise money.58
Only a few decades ago, boys had not only dads but also uncles, grandfathers, older cousins, male family friends, and next-door neighbors who provided an extended, tribal family system that was often an informal source of social support and regulation. Facebook, Twitter, gaming forums, and a host of other Internet social media sites now try to replace those functions—but they cannot do so. Young men need more than “contacts.” They need confidants. They need people who will physically be there when they are down in the dumps, who can sense their need because they interact with males enough to recognize changes in their moods without them having to ask for help. It is hard and awkward for anyone to ask for help. Given that this is true for most people, most of the time, we should all be alert to ask if we can help others when we perceive that help is needed. This is another reason why young men need compassionate friends and family who are likely to notice they need help and who come to their aid. It is also important to have others recognizing when young men positively contribute to a situation, or achieve goals—to offer warranted praise and build up their sense of pride and honor.
At the same time, only men can hold boys to the accepted social and moral norms. If there is not a presence that holds a boy to a concept of real consequences for faltering, the boy will push his boundaries as far as they will go. This is a difficult, if not impossible, role for a mother to play, particularly during adolescence; she cannot be unconditional love and enforcer at the same time to a boy who is transitioning into a young man. Attempting to teach a boy to be a man through the conflicted position of a mother or technology is better than nothing but is giving boys and young men a diluted and virtual sense of connection to manhood.
Media influence
What does it mean to be a man? And where do young men get their information about what it means to be manly? Many males who we have surveyed said they felt most like a man when they were honest about who they were, confidently made decisions, and actively pursued their dreams. Men are naturally risktakers and explorers, they like to master things. Knowing that they're needed motivates them, and they want respect from their peers, specifically from other men. Again that respect is based both on who they are and what they do.
But that meaningful respect needs to come from doing pro-social things that make life better in some way for their own future and for others. It should not derive from out-drinking their buddies or doing some stupid shit better than them. Popular films and television shows, unfortunately, present few alternatives to this latter asshole image of males.
We strongly believe that television programs could use more men with triple-digit IQs. Why the overwhelming majority of male characters are testosterone-driven meatheads, douchebag detectives, obsessed chefs, vampires, womanizers, or overweight men with really hot wives is perhaps not such a mystery. Researchers at the University of Maryland concluded from over thirty years of data that unhappy people watch significantly more television.59 That makes sense—television is passive, provides an escape, and is an easy way to tune out of one's life. Drama is an amazing distraction. When you can watch tanned guidos duke it out like two betta fish in a small aquarium, you feel less inadequate about your own life. Disharmony seems to be appealing, too. As Leo Tolstoy wrote in Anna Karenina: “Happy families are all alike; every unhappy family is unhappy in its own way.”60 Watch one show about happy people and you've seen them all.
The problem is, without better role models in real life, young men become confused about what is and is not acceptable male behavior. Violence and sex, two overrepresented topics in media and underrepresented topics in conversation, become especially unclear. “It's very confusing to little boys . . . all around them they see violence on the news, on television, on video games—and at the same time, they're getting the message that the fantasies that boys seem to have always had are bad . . . I think the danger is giving the boys who are having those thoughts the idea that it says something bad about them as people,” says Jane Katch, kindergarten teacher and author of Far Away from the Tigers.61
Warren Farrell elaborated on this point in The Myth of Male Power by saying many young boys unconsciously learn that sex is dirtier and worse than killing, because parents will allow their kids to watch a Western in which people kill each other but will turn off the television or change the channel when there's nudity or sex.62 No doubt the graphic pornographic images that many young boys have access to today online do little to counter the sense of sex being dirty and void of love or emotional connection.
By thirteen or fourteen years old, the message comes across to boys that they want sex more than girls do—or that the girls who initiate sex are untrustworthy—so they feel they must take on the role of initiator. Naturally, there is a huge fear of rejection, which is a potent motivation inhibitor. Sex on television and porn reduce that fear of rejection. If a young man doesn't perceive himself among the best performers, he believes the girl he is most attracted to will reject him. Watching television and porn requires no commitment and has a zero rate of rejection; it provides instant gratification that can alleviate the fear to some degree. As a side effect, however, it also reduces the motivation to get the skills needed to attract the girl, creating further distance between a man and his ultimate goal.
The Flawed Welfare System
In 2015 an average of 4.2 million people in the US received welfare, known as Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF), or State Supplemental Program (SSP) benefits each month during the fiscal year; most were children.63 A recent report from Pew Research indicated 18 percent of American adults have received assistance from the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP), or “food stamps,” at some point in their lives. Democrats were twice as likely as Republicans to have used food stamps, women were about twice as likely as men, and minorities were twice as likely as whites to have received food stamps. People over sixty-five years old were the least likely age group to say they had received food stamps, while people with less education—a high school diploma or lower—were three times more likely than college graduates to have received those benefits.64
Over the last twenty years, the amount of cash assistance provided for the poorest families has grown weaker, not stronger.65 The lifetime limit of receiving benefits is five years, and many people have reached the imposed TANF limit in the most recent financial crisis. Whether or not you believe that welfare promotes out-of-wedlock childbearing, destroys the motivation to seek and attain an income, or does not offer adequate support to those most in need, most people can agree that the current system is flawed in many ways—particularly in the way that it is not balanced by adequate federal investments in public education, job training and support, and job creation.
The current system also discourages single mothers from establishing a stable two-parent household, despite a portion of welfare funds allocated to promote this kind of family structure. Surveys from the Office of the Assistant Secretary for Planning and Evaluation (ASPE), part of the US Department of Health and Human Services (HHS), show:
that the incentives of TANF-eligible women with children to cohabit or marry are affected by TANF program rules. The way in which incentives are affected depends on the financial resources of the male with whom the woman might cohabit or marry and on the male's relationship to the children. The relevant TANF rules that affect these incentives are those governing eligibility, how the basic grant is structured, how blended families are treated, how unrelated cohabitors are treated, and work rules.66
Women who marry or maintain a home with the biological father of their children can face the reduction or loss of their benefits:
Our main finding is that if a male has financial resources, TANF provides the greatest disincentive to form and/or maintain a biological family, and the least disincentive, if not an incentive, to form an unrelated cohabitor family. In a biological family, where the male is the father of all the children, he must be included in the unit and his resources counted. In an unrelated cohabitor family, where he is father of none of the children, he is not included and his resources are not counted. In addition, most states disregard unrelated cohabitor vendor and cash payments to the TANF recipient and her children.67
In other words, the current structure of TANF actually promotes having nearly any man but the biological father heading the house, inhibiting family formation and even inciting family breakdown.
These trends are happening elsewhere in the Western world. Britain, for example, has more single-parent households than the majority of European countries (only surpassed by Estonia, Ireland, and Latvia).68 On average, single-parent households in the UK claim more than double the amount of government benefit support as two-parent households,69 and are two-and-a-half times more likely to be in poverty.70 The Centre for Social Justice estimates that the cost of “family breakdown” is more than the entire defense budget.71 Here in the US, children of single parents are also far more likely to grow up in poverty and have lower rates of upward mobility than children of single parents.72
Essentially, the current systems are not helping people get out of poverty, and often the cycle continues from generation to generation.73 Most importantly, reform efforts are failing to address the effects of children being born into poverty. Children who experience family breakdown growing up are less likely to stay in school or get secondary education. A person with a poor education is more likely to rely on benefits and less likely to enter or stay in the workforce, and as a result is more likely to have debt or go to prison and live in poverty eternally.
Helicopter Parents
On the flip side of absent parents are “helicopter parents”—often of a higher socioeconomic status—who are reluctant to relinquish control over their children's environment, to allow them to grow up, develop resilience, and find solutions to their own problems. Lori Gottlieb, a clinical psychologist in New York, wrote about the role parents play in shaping their child's sense of happiness in Atlantic magazine. She wondered whether protecting children from unhappiness while they were growing up actually robbed them of happiness as adults. The rise of so-called helicopter parents, who hover over and around their children in school settings to be sure they are doing the right thing, supports this idea. The University of Vermont has even hired “parent bouncers” to help keep these parents at a healthy distance.74
Although their intentions may start out as good, helicopter parents' surveillance tactics not only undercut their kids' independence, they prevent them from soaring on their own. By making their kids their sense of purpose, these parents are robbing their kids of developing their own sense of purpose. This problem is seen in the extreme in modern China in the form of “sitting mothers.” Moms accompany their prized only child to college, especially the male, who must become the pride of the family and its legacy. They take apartments near the school and keep a keen eye on all the comings and goings of Junior. In some cases, when moms cannot live close by and dads have business to attend to, a “sitting grandmother” will do the job instead.
Failing is an inevitable and much underrated part of life, but many parents aren't letting their sons learn that it's okay to fail at most things some of the time. A life without failure is a life without risktaking; it is settling for the sure thing and not the best thing. This costs them later in life. One male college student from our survey offered this suggestion:
Let men fail when they are young. That way it doesn't seem like the end of the world if they do when they are older. I think a mistake my parents made when I was young is they always rescued me from the brink of failure. My biggest problem moving on to college is I never learned to learn from my failures. I see men around me fail over and over because they seem incapable of deriving any lessons from it.
Another perception that has come from helicopter parenting is the belief that neighborhoods aren't safe places any more, deterring their kids from playing pickup sports games outside their parentally managed and supervised teams, and indirectly cheating them of the opportunity to practice social organization skills as well as learning to resolve conflicts on their own. People generally spend time in nature to improve their physical, psychological, and spiritual sense of well-being, but kids aren't learning that. The fear-based mentality being passed down from their parents has effectively made kids neutral or apathetic toward the outdoors. Young people in their late teens are now the least likely age group to go to a national forest or wilderness—accounting for just 3 percent of the total visits in recent years.75 Again, we believe strongly that everyone's human nature is enhanced by regular connections with physical nature, with feeling part of the external environment. Being in a forest, or desert, or in the mountains or ocean often generates a sense of awe that contributes to a feeling of aliveness. It also helps your brain perform better on tasks.76
Gay Parents
While co-parents are not as effective as parents with intact marriages, the effectiveness of gay parents is a question that remains not fully studied. Do children need to have a married mother and father to have the brightest future, or will two same-sex parents who are in a marriage-like relationship and have been with the children since birth produce similar results? Gay marriage is now legal here in the US and in some countries around the world, but many gay couples who could be married are not. This means that some children with gay parents grow up with married parents while others grow up with parents who are technically cohabiting but perhaps model an analogous family dynamic.
The current data from the slim amount of research done on the parental efficacy of gay couples who have children is conflicted. One highly criticized study found that children with gay parents who began a same-sex romantic relationship later in the child's life were more likely to smoke marijuana and cigarettes, were more likely to have been arrested, were more likely to be in therapy or counseling for anxiety or depression, and watched more television than the children in intact biological families.77 In contrast, other studies with their own limitations suggest that the children of gay parents are just as happy78 and healthy,79 and develop normally sexually and socially (although they are more likely to experience bullying80), when compared to children with biological parents in intact marriages. The American Psychological Association says there's no scientific basis for believing that gays and lesbians are unfit to be parents based on sexual orientation alone.81
We expect that as the number of desirable men of marriageable age becomes a scarcer commodity, there will be an increase of women living in unconventional or bisexual cohabiting arrangements, as witnessed in the rise of the nonmonogamy movement.82 Throughout history, when there has been an oversupply of women, a lower value is placed on marriage and family, and sexual relationships outside marriage increase and become more openly talked about and accepted as the norm.83
Family dynamics are changing at a rapid pace, and the ripple effects from this evolution have yet to be fully felt. Education, on the other hand, is one institution that is lumbering along at a painfully slow speed, as we will discuss next.
NINE
Failing Schools
Young men might be failing at school; but the school system is also failing them. The US spends more money per pupil than the majority of other developed countries,1 but it achieves less gain per buck. And now that many schools receive federal and state funding based on test results, teachers teach for those outcomes, but not for stimulating student curiosity or critical thinking, nor for learning nonspecific principles or values. Over time such training to focus on fact memorization may come to lower the intellectual level of the teachers themselves, not just their bored students.
“The quality of teachers has been declining for decades, and no one wants to talk about it . . . We need to find a more powerful means to attract the most promising candidates to the teaching profession,” said Harold O. Levy, chancellor of the New York City Public Schools, back in 2000.2 There are a lot of amazing teachers out there, but in general, the current batch of teachers are less intelligent than earlier peers, buried in the bottom third of the SAT class.3
IQ is definitely not the sole predictor of good teaching, but the difference between having a strong or weak teacher lasts a lifetime. Kids who have a good teacher at nine years old are less likely to become teenage parents, are more likely to go to college and will, on average, earn $50,000 more over a lifetime.4 This research most likely could have used any other grade and got similar positive correlations.
But because there are few tangible incentives to being a dedicated teacher (poor wages, less status), over time many educators get discouraged and don't invest the effort to make their classes engaging or relevant to current events. Thus many kids end up just dumbed down by rote memorization to achieve teacher approval and school-targeted results. Much education is not problem-focused or solution-oriented, or relevant to real-world challenges, as many people believe it should be.
What else is wrong with school dynamics? Too much boring homework, and too many overworked or absent parents who are not interested in their kids' progress or academic problems, only the results on the report card. Too many schools have eliminated gym class and structured playtime, which means there is no longer a time or place to release pent-up energy, socialize at recess, or develop imagination. Financial constraints have led to science courses without labs, dropping courses with any kind of creativity altogether, and limiting nearly all field trips to places like natural history museums. And as kids are less challenged in their classroom, there arises the ever-tempting option to text and surf the Internet in class, which swamps directed attention away from the lesson.
Much of the active time kids used to have during school has all but vanished. Thirty years ago elementary schools offered recess twice a day. Many US schools now have recess only once a day, and some schools have eliminated free time completely. The lucky few kids who do still get let outside are often told to slow down and walk. Rarely do they get to learn what their own boundaries are, play unsupervised, or at least have the illusion of playing unsupervised. So all that restless energy that young boys have has nowhere to be released—except in the classroom.
What's good about recess? Kids pay more attention and are more focused in class.5 Studies show that cardio exercise consistently has a positive impact on both boys' and girls' memories, motor abilities, and academic performance.6 Older school administrators have told us that playtime at recess is also critical in the development of social bonding for many kids, as that is the place where friends are made and social groups have the chance to interact.
Time for roaming and daydreaming is even being cut out of kindergartens, which now resemble what used to be a first-grade class. Since boys' brains develop differently from girls', they aren't receptive to the intense reading exercises now given to kindergarteners. In general, boys will be more physically active, but less socially and verbally mature, than girls when they begin school. Since boys are more active than girls, they have more difficulty sitting still for long periods of time.7 A five year old boy and a three-and-a-half year old girl have roughly the same language abilities. Trying to get him to learn to read at that age is not developmentally appropriate.8
Furthermore, elementary classroom lessons are four-fifths language based.9 If a boy is forced to learn before his brain is ready, he is unintentionally conditioned to dislike the task, and those early negative experiences create resistance and resentment for learning in particular and school in general. Since 1980, there has been a 71 percent increase in the number of boys who say they don't like school, according to a University of Michigan study.10 That dislike is both the cause and effect of poor academic performance. This means schools must take into account variation in children's learning styles, and differential rates of knowledge acquisition, as well as gender variations by age and subject matter. Boys tend to learn best with hands-on learning activities, and schools don't offer enough opportunities to manipulate actual things. Furthermore, diaries and first-person narratives, writing styles preferred by girls, are often favored over adventure and science-fiction, themes favored by boys.11
One size education does not fit all and may end up “mis-fitting” boys more than girls. New evidence has revealed a teacher bias against boys; when tests are graded anonymously the gender gap decreases by a third.12 Essentially this is a female teacher bias against boys, as 98 percent of preschool teachers, and the vast majority of elementary, special education, and secondary schoolteachers, are women.13
Boys and girls both do better in school when they have same-sex teachers. But in science, social studies, and English, having a female teacher raised the girls' performance on a standardized test by 4 percent of the deviation while lowering the boys' performance by the same amount—creating a gender gap of 8 percent.14 Imagine how this effect is compounded for young men, who will most likely have an opposite-sex teacher for most subjects year after year.
Another problem may be that most teachers teach to the average student, yet many boys are pooled at the bottom and the very top of performers.15 Thus a lot of boys are bored because they are not being challenged while other boys don't understand or perhaps care what's going on.
One female teacher from our survey recognized the imbalance:
I taught in private schools in the USA for eighteen years. Overwhelmingly, teachers were women and I found the learning environment much more suited to girls than to boys encouraged by the requirement to sit still for long periods of time to “color inside the lines,” etc. Boys also tended to be placed on Ritalin and other drugs at a far higher rate than girls, probably to make them conform to a gynocentric environment. The notion that gender is socially constructed—while true to a large extent—only complicated the attempt to tease apart the complexity of being a boy in America.
We see this in the evidence that the US ranked thirty-sixth on math and twenty-fourth in reading, while Britain ranked twenty-fifth on math and twenty-third in reading on international comparative tests in 2012. Commonwealth nations such as Canada ranked thirteenth and eighth, Australia ranked nineteenth and thirteenth, and New Zealand ranked twenty-second and fourteenth, respectively.16 In Finland, which is one of the highest ranked countries in Europe, children don't start formal schooling until they are seven years old,17 but they are learning much at home from their families. Earlier education has many advantages when it recognizes individual differences by age and gender and type of material being taught. Children as young as two and three years old have been shown to learn a great deal of math and even basic science principles in Montessori-based schooling, which highlights tactile skills (hands-on manipulation of objects representing various things, like numbers or events) as an effective way into a child's mind, for boys as well as girls.
It takes a patient and wise adult to guide them at this age, as one middle-aged mother with both a son and daughter observed in our survey:
One of the most difficult things for small children to accomplish is to focus. Once a child's ability to focus has reached its coping limit, they start to fidget, wiggle, roll around. Anything but sit still. They literally move away from the activity that requires focus. They move away mentally, physically, and their heart is no longer in it. The more mature their brains are, then the longer they can sit still and focus. When I am with a child that starts to wiggle uncontrollably, I instinctively know that it's useless to continue trying to teach them anything. If pushed beyond that point, then that is when the child starts to get turned off of learning. If they are pushed past the good-focus-point too often, then they will reach for any distraction to avoid learning. Video games are a convenient and tantalizing distraction. Unfortunately, they are also “numbing” and socially isolating.
There is evidence young men are more responsive to external rewards and get less gratification than young women from being a good student.18 Peer acceptance and a sense of independence usually mean more than parents and school to both young men and young women. Unlike young men, however, young women still “let” each other work hard at school. A young man may see the value of working hard and doing well at school, but he will downplay homework and formal achievement in order to gain acceptance among his other male classmates. Some have suggested that this motivation of boys to be successful in school starts to disappear in elementary school.19
Once students are in college, they face other kinds of challenges. The late Clifford Nass, distinguished communications professor at Stanford University, saw consequences of the ubiquitous digital life:
You walk around the world and you see people multitasking. They're playing games and they're reading email and they're on Facebook, etc . . . On a college campus, most kids are doing two things at once, maybe three things at once . . . Virtually all multitaskers think they are brilliant at multitasking. And one of the big discoveries is, You know what? You're really lousy at it! It turns out multitaskers are terrible at every aspect of multitasking. They get distracted constantly. Their memory is very disorganized. Recent work we've done suggests they're worse at analytical reasoning. We worry that it may be creating people who are unable to think well and clearly.20
And that is true of some of the brightest college students in the world—the 1,500 select few who are accepted to Stanford from among the 30,000 applicants annually. If they can't multitask, but believe they can, what chance is there that less talented students can do so effectively? The short answer is—they can't.
All of us are forcing our minds to do a juggling act. The ability to have multiple monitors and Internet browsers open at the same time combined with the belief that we can multitask means we have rejected the intellectual tradition of solitary, single-minded concentration, which actually reduces the amount of content we remember. And with libraries reducing operating hours,21 the traditional location to concentrate and study without distractions is slowly becoming defunct.
Focused Effort Makes Success Possible
Another factor that may underlie the pressures that turn young men off could be a lack of a good work ethic, which many parents in Western countries no longer make a priority to teach to their children. Students in Shanghai were number one in both math and reading on the international PISA tests. Other places in East Asia such as Hong Kong, Singapore, Japan, Taiwan, and South Korea directly followed.22 Students in China take academics very seriously, and both parents and schools are determined to prepare children for success. Sometimes it's to an extreme, such as with the “sitting mothers.” In Vietnam, which ranked eighth place in math, half of all parents keep in touch with their child's teacher throughout the year to monitor their progress.23
The “all work and no play” philosophy has its trade-offs. In China, suicide is the leading cause of death in young people aged fifteen to thirty-four,24 mostly due to the stress young people feel in school, rising social inequality, as well as the difficulty in finding jobs after school is done.25 Excessive Internet use and excessive gaming are also well documented in South Korea and China, which have hundreds of treatment programs and bootcamp–style inpatient facilities to regulate sleep, diet, and exercise and rid the patients (mostly young men) of their compulsions.26
It is obvious that parents and societies must develop a balanced approach of promoting a solid work ethic in schools and in careers, but within the context of developing a more rounded child. Excessive stress on children to perform up to parents' overly high expectations can be devastating. In contrast, the laissez-faire approach, as in the US, of many parents can lead to chronic underachievement and failure to make the grade, not only in school, but with life's endless demands.
School's Out—Now What?
Today, all fingers are pointing toward careers in public and private educational services, healthcare, social sectors,27 and STEM (science, technology, engineering, and mathematics) areas as guaranteed employment in the coming years. Currently, nearly twice as many students from China and the European Union are getting engineering and science degrees than students from the US, which is making us less competitive. The National Science Foundation actually puts the US twentieth out of twenty-four industrialized nations in terms of twenty-four-year-olds who got their first degree in the “hard sciences.”28
The same idea was emphasized in a Casey Daily Research report: “intellectual capital” will be the most important factor not only for the job market but also for growing national economies. To remain competitive, nations must make STEM studies a priority, such as investing in computers, electronics, biosciences, engineering, and other growing high-tech fields, because more jobs require advanced technical skills. In essence, right now there are too many liberal arts majors!29 And there are too many people with too little education, whose hope for a living wage may soon be taken out by automation.30
A study from Georgetown University lists the five college majors with the highest unemployment rates (crossed against popularity), with clinical psychology, miscellaneous fine arts, US history, library science, military technologies and educational psychology topping the list—all were above 10 percent. Unemployment rates for STEM subjects hovered around 0 to 3 percent: astrophysics/astronomy, around 0 percent; geological and geophysics engineering, 0 percent; physical science, 2.5 percent; geosciences, 3.2 percent; and math/computer science, 3.5 percent. Parenthetically, for psychologists, these are personally worrying statistics.
STEM jobs also pay more. The list of the twenty highest mid-career median salaries, by college degree, features no careers from the liberal arts. Liberal arts degrees provide few prospects for graduates. Yet the bubble continues to inflate. In the 2015 school year, more than one million non-US citizens were enrolled at US colleges,31 the highest level in the world. Foreign students now earn more than half of the total advanced degrees awarded in many STEM fields, leaving their US counterparts in the dust.32
Anyone from our survey who selected “Young men in America will not be as innovative or capable as their peers in other First World countries” may have rightly noticed these trends that are a neon sign of the times not to be ignored except at one's future peril.
Women climb, men decline in college landscapes:
This graph is one of the most powerful visual representations of our message throughout this book—that guys are declining in academic proficiency as girls are rising, even soaring, above previous generations of women.
Sex Education versus Porn “Education”
The high availability of Internet porn combined with a lack of sex education means many young guys don't know what they're getting into. They're going to have challenges later with women because they don't realize how it's impacting or shaping their sexuality. For them, sex becomes an objectified experience. I have talked with guys that have to fantasize about being with their partner when they're actually with their partner because they're disconnected from the sensation of their own body connecting with another body.
—Celeste Hirschman, sex and relationship therapist, co-creator of the Somatica Method33
Sex education is to porn as reality is to fantasy. There's a lot of fantasy material freely available, but very few informative resources out there for young people regarding real-life sex. We cannot label porn as all bad, but when young men are on a regular diet of it—watching it before they've actually started having sex or even kissed a girl—one has to wonder how it affects their foundational concepts for intimacy and sexual behavior. Almost all people can recall the first erotic image they saw; like a flashbulb memory it is forever emblazoned in our minds. Ogi Ogas and Sai Gaddam explain the kind of lasting impact that erotic cues can have:
Many male sexual obsessions appear to form after a single sexual exposure . . . almost all life-long sexual interests in men first form during adolescence. Clinicians report that it is very rare for an adult man to form a new sexual obsession with a visual object. If the male desire software was operating solely according to the principles of conditioning, then age should not be a significant factor. Instead, there appears to be a special window of time when visual sexual interests can form—what neuroscientists call a critical period.34
When this critical period gets hijacked, it seems men can suffer from what one Italian study called “sexual anorexia,” which occurs after watching copious amounts of online porn. Many of the young men in this large-scale 28,000-person survey started “excessive consumption” of porn sites as early as fourteen years old and later on, in their mid-twenties, became inured to “even the most violent images.”35 The problem worsens when young men's sexuality develops independently from real-life sexual relationships. As they develop reduced responses to habitually watched porn sites, their libido drops, and then it becomes nearly impossible to get an erection. From 2005 to 2013, the number of Italian teens reporting low sexual desire jumped from 1.7 percent to over 10 percent.36 A lot of young men in our own 20,000-person survey said that porn distorted their idea of a healthy sexual relationship and that “the script” of porn was always playing in the back of their mind when they were with a real female. Many women however, reject the scripts, especially when men try to enact certain scenes without any prior communication.
Surely those views would be tempered by better sex education and conversations about what to expect from real-life sexual relationships. Here's how one male high school student from our survey responded:
I think that our society, one which allows the display of blood and gore and viscera on a network television but gawks at the slightest implication of a nipple, likely due to lingering protestant ideals, should become better acquainted [with] and less ashamed of its sexuality, especially considering how much more common and useful it is than a desensitization to death and disembowelment.
Many children have seen porn by the time they are in middle school. Sexual education in nonreligious public schools tends to begin around the same time, and in the US it is taught mainly in two forms: abstinence-only and comprehensive. The abstinence-only approach promotes the abstinence from sex before marriage. Comprehensive sex education promotes abstinence but also informs students of the benefits of contraception and how to avoid sexually transmitted infections (STIs). Neither the comprehensive nor the abstinence-only approach discusses porn. According to a 2010 report from the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), almost all teens in America have received a formal sex education by age eighteen, but only about two-thirds have been taught about birth control methods.37 Amazingly, only thirteen states require that instruction be medically accurate and nineteen require information on condoms or contraception, while thirty-seven require that information on abstinence be provided.38
Not surprisingly, neither the comprehensive nor the abstinence-only approach is very effective in its stated objectives. People are marrying later than they ever have; the average age in the US is twenty-eight for men and twenty-six for women.39 Meanwhile, 88 percent of teens who pledge abstinence and 90 percent of Americans overall will have sex before marriage.40
Obviously, nations with a strong religious orientation within their political realm, like the US, have pressures to downplay sex altogether, as something reserved only for marriage, and the topic is not discussed openly in civilized conversation.
Making contraception less available to teens tends to backfire, says Marty Klein, author of America's War on Sex. Teens that receive an abstinence-only sex education have the same amount of sex that other teens are having, except they don't use protection as often. Where abstinence-only sex education fails to impact sexual behavior, it still shapes how teens perceive their actions. Young people that get less sex education understand less about sex and their bodies, have lower self-worth and are less open to talking about their sexual feelings and experiences with an adult.41 It has been shown that when young people are given a comprehensive education about sex they have less sexual partners than those who didn't receive sex education. Rather, sex education programs help delay the onset of sexual behavior, and when those young people do begin having sex they use condoms more often, have fewer unplanned pregnancies, and contract fewer STIs.42
In the US fifteen- to twenty-four-year-olds made up about 25 percent of the sexually active population, yet they acquired nearly half of all new STIs.43 In 2012 there were 29.4 births per 1,000 women aged fifteen to nineteen—a higher teen birth rate than in almost every other developed country.44 An estimated 84 percent of women who had abortions in 2008 were unmarried.45 Despite the overall trend of declining teen births, approximately five out of six teen mothers in the US are unmarried, whereas just one out of six teen mothers in 1960 were unmarried.46
Teen childbearing cost the US about $3 billion in public expenditures and $6 billion in lost tax revenue each year, says the CDC.47 The direct medical costs of STIs among fifteen- to twenty-four-year-olds are estimated to cost another $6.5 billion annually.48 Yet the grand total for funding all abstinence education, pregnancy/STI/HIV prevention and education programs, and family planning services annually is only $874 million.49 If it's not already obvious, these numbers on their own clearly indicate that it is worth it to make these programs more effective.
Students want better programs, too, but unfortunately they have little influence on what information schools give them. With few public resources and no help from parents, the Internet has become the main go-to resource for unanswered questions and curiosities. Porn, being as accessible as it is, is now serving as both sexual educator and safe haven for emerging sexual needs.
One complicating factor in all this is the insidious intrusion of time perspective personalities in sexual decision-making, in particular the present-hedonistic orientation that typifies many teenagers. For most adults, there is a balance between being in the moment and being future-oriented, which involves setting long-term goals and making plans, along with integrating a sense of the past. Those who are present-hedonists predominantly seek continual stimulation, novelty, and pleasure, and avoid anything that is repetitive that will soon become boring.
In a classic research demonstration conducted by Walter Mischel at Stanford University many years ago, nursery age children won the prize of a marshmallow after winning a game. The experimenter gave them the option of eating the marshmallow immediately or, if they were able to wait with the one marshmallow and resist temptation while the experimenter stepped out of the room, would be rewarded with an additional marshmallow when he returned. All of the children wanted two marshmallows, but only some waited. That simple test turns out to be a test of willpower and mastery. When experimenters checked in with the children years later, there were amazing differences between those who waited and those who didn't: the ones who were able to delay gratification were much more successful academically, socially, and later in their work and family life. Mischel published his findings in the 2014 book, The Marshmallow Test: Mastering Self-Control.
We would argue that the kids who were the resisters were more future-oriented, realizing that two marshmallows in a while is a better deal than one on the table to be devoured now. The others who could not resist the temptation before them were living in a narrow present-hedonistic time zone, with the future out of sight and out of mind! We would bet that is the dominant mentality of young and even older compulsive gamers as well as porn users. In fact, recent research suggests the sexual rewards of online porn contribute to a lowered general ability to delay gratification, as users' preference for smaller and sooner rewards as opposed to larger and later rewards was somewhat mitigated after abstaining from porn for several weeks.50
Many teens act on impulse without concern for future consequences—they leap before looking. And they are curious, which is only natural. Young people are going to learn about sex one way or another, and technology is here to stay, which raises the question to parents: would you like to educate your children about sex—or would you rather let the industries, like porn and other popular media, which exploit your failure to do so, be their primary source of education? “Don't do it,” or “be safe,” isn't an education. Although condoms tend to break less than vows of abstinence, kids need more grown-ups they can talk with and readily accessible resources they can go to for issues and questions. Parents must begin sensitive conversations about sex with their children not later than ten or eleven years old.
TEN
Environmental Changes
Are young men less fertile than their fathers and grandfathers were? New research is suggesting that this is the case. In the US, male sperm count is estimated to be going down 1.5 percent every year.1 Richard Sharpe, a male reproductive health specialist at the University of Edinburgh, found from a series of synchronized studies that one in five young men in northern Europe has a sperm count low enough to negatively affect his fertility. Why such a dramatic change in a short time frame? Sharpe's observations, highlighted by the Wall Street Journal, were discussed along with other research from Australia that found low sperm count to be correlated with the men's own marijuana use, maternal smoking during pregnancy, having a low birth weight, and being overweight or underweight in childhood.2 Certain lifestyle choices such as alcohol and tobacco use, illegal drug use (including anabolic steroids and cocaine), stress, obesity, and prolonged use of computers or video display monitors, can also contribute to these newly discovered lower sperm counts.3
These factors are all-important, but are only a piece of the puzzle we are trying to solve. There are other elements at play that are beyond individual control. In recent years much attention has been given to pervasive and damaging hormone-altering chemicals in our living environments, such as endocrine disruptors.
The endocrine system, also known as the hormone system, regulates all biological processes in the body from conception to death, including the development of the brain and nervous system, growth and functioning of the reproductive system, and regulation of the metabolism and blood sugar levels. It is made up of glands (mainly the female ovaries, male testes, and pituitary, thyroid and adrenal glands), hormones that are produced and released by the glands into the bloodstream, and receptors on organs and tissues around the body that recognize and react to the hormones. The hormones act as chemical messengers that bind to compatible receptors, and once attached those receptors carry out the hormone's instructions. Some endocrine disruptors mimic natural hormones, which fool the body into over-producing or under-producing certain hormones (such as growth hormones, estrogen, androgen, insulin, or thyroid), and in doing so throws off the body's natural balance.4
According to the National Institute of Environmental Health Sciences (NIEHS), endocrine disruptors are chemicals found in a variety of natural and man-made products such as pharmaceuticals, food, metal food cans, plastic beverage bottles, detergents, cosmetics, toys, pesticides, and flame retardants—in the form of polybrominated diphenyl ethers (PBDEs)—that are often found in older furniture, carpets, car seats, and mattresses. These products may contain dioxin and dioxin-like compounds, polychlorinated biphenyls, DDT, and other pesticides, or plasticizers like phthalates and bisphenol A (BPA), which, at levels yet to be determined, interfere with the body's endocrine system and have detrimental immune, reproductive, developmental, and neurological effects in all animals, including humans.5
As far back as 1950, researchers noted that the pesticide DDT could hinder the sexual development of roosters, leading to “chemical castration,” and other reproductive peculiarities, say Theo Colborn, Dianne Dumanoski, and John Myers, authors of Our Stolen Future. Since then, more and more incidences popped up around North America and Europe; birds, otters, alligators, and fish had undergone noticeable hormonal and reproductive abnormalities because of exposure to PCBs— chemicals that are used to insulate electrical equipment—and other synthetic compounds.6
In a 2002 article for New Scientist, Julie Wakefield described how in the 1980s Mike Howell, a fish biologist at Samford University in Alabama, observed female mosquitofish in Florida rivers developing the same kind of enlarged anal fins that their male counterparts used in mating. Investigating further, he found the fish were downstream from a paper mill. A year before Wakefield's article, Howell and his team analyzed samples taken downstream in the polluted water of another paper mill. They found traces of androgens, particularly androstenedione, which is a precursor to testosterone and an anabolic steroid popular with body-builders. In this particular instance, sterols in the wood pulp that were churned out by the mill had reacted with bacteria in the water, causing the presence of androstenedione, making Howell's team wonder if similar biological processes were releasing more androgens into the environment. Wakefield went further, saying that we shouldn't be concerned about just androgens, but anti-androgens too, which are chemicals that prevent the usual activity of male hormones in the body. Anti-androgens are capable of halting the testosterone production, blocking its ability to communicate with cells that turn on key genes, or even tampering with the activity of genes testosterone usually turns on. “This is worrying,” says Wakefield, “because testosterone is vital for the normal development of the male sex organs.”7
The biggest unknown is the cumulative effect of endocrine disruptors. Michael Skinner, who runs a research laboratory at Washington State University, shed some light on how biological instructions are transferred to subsequent generations when he conducted an experiment with pregnant rats in 2005. The experiment was supposed to test whether exposing them to a fungicide would affect the sex of the unborn fetus, and although he and his colleagues found lower sperm counts and decreased fertility in the male offspring, there was no effect on sexual differentiation.
Afterward, one of the research fellows mistakenly bred the grandchildren of those exposed rats, creating a fourth generation from the original rats. Skinner told her she might as well analyze them, too. The results were astonishing. The third generation of males born after the pregnant female had been exposed to the fungicide had low sperm counts like their grandfathers, but the researchers also discovered that the initial exposure of the pregnant rat—the great-grandmother—to the toxins would change the pattern of molecules known as methyl groups that fasten onto the DNA in the fetus's germ-line cells, which would eventually become that rat's sperm or eggs. Like “burrs stuck to a knit sweater,” these methyl molecules disrupted the functioning of the DNA and were carried down to future generations, opening them up to disease. Skinner hypothesized that in the future, medical diagnostics could involve having methylation patterns screened, as that might indicate prior generations' exposure to chemicals that are impacting the well-being of the current patient. The Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) criticized his study as having no relevancy for the risk assessment on a certain chemical because of the exaggerated doses of the chemicals, but it is provocative work nonetheless. No doubt further research will help unravel the mysteries of such genetic inheritance.8
To sum up, the potential short- and long-term effects of these persistent, possibly bio-accumulative and toxic chemicals being put out into our environments need further study by independent research groups. Understandably, the inconclusive results of many studies combined with the rising rates of chronic and fatal illnesses have made people uneasy. Around the world, for example, testicular cancer rates are twice what they were in the 1960s,9 and cases of hypospadias, a birth defect where the penis doesn't develop normally and the urethral opening appears in an irregular position on the shaft, have also increased.
In Denmark, testicular cancer rates tripled between the 1940s and 1980s.10 Danish researcher Niels Skakkebaek has found multiple reproductive problems such as testicular cancer, abnormally formed genitals, and low sperm counts all rising simultaneously. He and his team believed unusual development of the testes was the cause, referring to the condition as testicular dysgenesis syndrome (TDS), a process that Skakkebaek believes can be affected in the womb. If hormone disruptors inhibited the natural process of the cells that developed into sperm, he said, it could predispose a person to infertility and cancer later in life.11 Research has shown pregnant women and their newborn babies are most sensitive to the effects of these chemicals, because that is when a child's organ and neural systems are initially forming.12
According to Mehran Alaee, a research scientist at Environment Canada, North American PBDE levels double every two to five years; the level of PBDEs present in the breast milk of American and Canadian women is forty times higher than in the breast milk of Swedish women, where there is greater governmental concern over endocrine disruptors.13 Bruce Lanphear and researchers from Simon Fraser University found that infants of women exposed to high levels of PBDEs in early pregnancy suffered drops in IQ comparable to the detrimental effects of lead exposure in the environment.14
The current obesity pandemic contributes to these problems, as the more body fat a person has, the greater the potential is for toxins to be stored. Wakefield said the majority of these compounds aren't excreted by the body, but instead build up inside body fat tissues. The real problems, however, arise when body fat breaks down, because the accumulated toxins are then released into the bloodstream. “No one understands how the chemicals in this cocktail might interact with one another to increase or reduce the overall effect on our health,” she says.15 This should be a huge wake-up call to both consumers, who have the purchasing power, and the health authorities, whose duty it is to protect their citizens.
ELEVEN
Technology Enchantment and Arousal Addiction
Technology challenges us to assert our human values, which means that, first of all, we have to figure out what they are. That's not so easy. Technology isn't good or bad, it's powerful and it's complicated. Take advantage of what it can do. Learn what it can do. But also ask, “What is it doing to us?” We're going to slowly, slowly find our balance, but I think it's going to take time.
—Sherry Turkle1
Enchantment,” was the word The Lord of Rings author J.R.R. Tolkien used to define human beings' total immersion in a secondary world. He said that the more “you think that you are . . . bodily inside [a] Secondary World [the more] the experience may be very similar to Dreaming . . . but . . . you are in a dream that some other mind is weaving, and the knowledge of that alarming fact may slip from your grasp.”2 Tolkien was recognizing the ability to get lost in tales and stories. When you consider how much easier it is to get caught up in a virtual world where the story is told through visual stimuli than a story that was previously only written in text or spoken in words, Tolkien's revelation is alarming indeed.
The structure of language and slowness of reading text makes it more difficult to get wrapped up the same way one can in the implicit and visceral virtual world of online games. There is no reward system in books, for example, except for the ultimate satisfaction of having solved a puzzle presented, or having understood the meaning of a message in a parable. Unlike video games there is no exclusivity, status, or reward associated with page progression, and unlike porn there is no orgasm at the end—with the exception of erotic novels and books such as Fifty Shades of Grey, where perhaps there is some convergence.
When we immerse ourselves in a stimulating visual environment where a lot of information is demanding our immediate attention, the cognitive load overburdens our working memory, and not a whole lot is going into our long-term memory. Having a high cognitive load amplifies distractedness, and makes it more difficult for the mind to distinguish between relevant and irrelevant data. The mind gets bogged down by constant pop-ups, ads, and hyperlinks, devoting more brain power to evaluating whether to click on them or not, and less attention is given to understanding whether the content is relevant or not. Watching porn can also interfere with men's working memory—especially when their level of arousal (and need to masturbate) is greater3—which could explain why so many of them miss class or forget to go to appointments after extended porn immersion.
Books and movies may be able to transport the reader's mind to another world but they don't offer the same satisfaction or feeling of achievement that a person can experience in the roles they play in gamified‡ virtual worlds. In porn, young men get to have a taste of what it's like to be a sheikh with their own virtual harem, and in video games they get to experience being the hero and the antihero without the conditions or permanence of real life, and without risking life or limb. Therefore, it's no wonder that many young men consider the thrill-packed worlds of online porn and video games far more exciting than anything they encounter on a daily basis in their real lives.
Video games offer virtual rewards at regular intervals, often after a certain level has been reached or a specific skill has been mastered. This schedule of reinforcement fits in perfectly with the kind of operant conditioning used by psychologist B.F. Skinner in the 1940s to motivate pigeons to press a lever endlessly for extra food in his specially designed “Skinner Box.” Behavior that is positively reinforced tends to be repeated, especially if it comes at variable ratios, and in video games, after the required amount of effort and skill has been made, the reward is guaranteed.
Some games are designed to give rewards sporadically along the way to the goal. Similar to the bait-and-switch technique, these games reward behavior only some of the time in order to keep a person engaged. Throwing in the occasional punishment—like taking away hard-to-come-by weapons—is another way to effectively control a player's behavior as well as motivate them to improve their skills so they don't make the same mistakes again.
The late Maressa Orzack, who was a clinical psychologist and assistant clinical professor of psychology at Harvard Medical School, determined that the process of character development and reward systems within video games are a facet of operant conditioning, and are deliberately being incorporated into the games by their sophisticated designers.4 The problem, say Neils Clark and P. Shavaun Scott, authors of Game Addiction, is that a “person who is initially motivated by their own intrinsic reasons for achieving may become dependent on these outside rewards and actually lose their innate internal motivation to achieve things in life.”5
Further, not all aspects of real life are laid out in a discernable path as is found in video games. As gamification becomes more integrated into everyday life, creatures of habit will look for similar patterns elsewhere, likely becoming lost or losing motivation when the path does not appear before them. This would certainly not be the first instance of directionless youth, but the current generation is conceivably the least prepared generation for real world navigation, decision making, and problem solving.
Exacerbating this problem is the fact that these sources of stimulation and thus, this type of conditioning, are now totally pervasive. The Internet, television, video games, and porn are available twenty-four hours a day on a variety of devices (computers, laptops, phones, TVs, iPads, and so on). One of the reasons why boys default to these seductive worlds more easily than girls is that we are telling boys the natural state of their mental worlds is bad and scary, therefore they have no other outlets for their “normal” impulses. This is all contributing to an overall decrease in motivation to contribute or partake in real-world events and in complex, social relationships that contain multiple layers of verbal and nonverbal code.
One young man we interviewed told us:
With porn and video games' instant gratification, other pursuits such as women, physical activity and school become far less enticing. Young men now yield to the power of pressing play, and subsequently need to go no further than their television or computer screens for endless enjoyment. The variety of stimulation that those two activities provide has the potential to leave little desire to take part in the aforementioned pursuits (I should note that this desire is further diminished by marijuana and other drug usage greatly).
Gabe Deem, a recovering porn addict turned public speaker and counselor for youth in Texas, echoed a similar sentiment:
I always thought video games and porn were amazing. Besides the pleasure they gave me, video games also fulfilled my competitive nature and intrinsic drive to cultivate and produce things as a man. Instead of desiring to get a good job, lead a family, and participate in a community, I wanted to improve my rank online, lead my team of gamers, and spend all my time chatting with guys I have never met.
Besides the pleasure porn provided . . . well . . . I only watched porn because of the pleasure it provided. I never used porn or video games because of issues in my life, I used them because I had access, and enjoyed them. I had no clue they could potentially have a negative physiological impact on me. Growing up I almost constantly had a girlfriend and I did not have a traumatic experience as a kid, never was abused, and had no history of addiction in my family.
I was what some call a “contemporary addict” who just had unlimited access to supernormal stimulation and over years of chronic over-consumption became hooked and numbed. I was not your “classic addict” who turned to a behavior or substance to “ease the pain of life,” I turned to the behavior and substance to “experience the pleasure of life.”
I often hear this myth thrown around, that only guys who get hooked on porn have other issues in their life that they are running from or trying to medicate. This was not the case for me and many other guys I know who watched a lot of porn and played countless hours of video games; in my case the “issues” came after the consumption.6
Our regularly engaged-in habits cycle back to our brains, creating not only behavioral patterns, but also physiological changes in neural circuitry. Nicholas Carr discusses just how malleable our brains are, and how well they adapt to new stimuli in The Shallows. He tells us that:
Virtually all of our neural circuits . . . are subject to change . . . The plasticity diminishes as we get older—brains do get stuck in their ways—but it never goes away. Our neurons are always breaking old connections and forming new ones, and brand-new nerve cells are always being created.7
Essentially the brain is capable of reprogramming itself from moment to moment, modifying the way it functions. This is what neural plasticity means.
Despite its massive plasticity, over time the deeper any brain groove is the more ingrained behaviors become and the harder they are to modify via retraining. Carr references a couple of fascinating examples. In the 1970s biologist Eric Kandel used a large species of sea slug called Aplysia to demonstrate that synaptic connections can change. He found that even if it is lightly touched the sea slug will reflexively recoil, yet, provided it is not being harmed, when exposed to repeated touch it will quickly habituate and its recoiling instinct will disappear. Kandel observed the slug's nervous systems and found that this learned behavior (or lack of it) was mirrored by a gradual weakening of the synaptic connections between the sensory neurons that “felt” the touch and the motor neurons that signal the gill to withdraw. In the beginning of the experiment, about 90 percent of the sensory neurons in a slug's gill had connections to motor neurons, but after the gill was touched forty times, only 10 percent still had links. Kandel won the Nobel Prize for this series of experiments and its theoretical implications.
Alvaro Pascual-Leone, a neurology researcher at Harvard Medical School, offered additional clues as to how the way in which we perceive something affects the connections in our brains. He recruited a group of people who had no experience playing a piano, and taught them a basic verse, then he divided the group in two. One group was instructed to practice the music on a keyboard for a couple of hours every day for the following five days. The other group was told to sit in front of a keyboard and just imagine playing the music—and not touch the keys—for an equal amount of time. Pascual-Leone used transcranial magnetic stimulation (TMS) to map the participants' brain activity over the duration of the experiment and found that both groups exhibited identical changes in their brains; in other words the brains of the group that just imagined playing the verse had been altered solely because of their thoughts—without taking any overt action. In this case, thinking or imagining made it so. Both Kandel's and Pascual-Leone's research show the remarkable ways in which the brain habituates to repeated familiar experiences after just a short period of conditioning.8
The implications of this kind of conditioning with regard to porn are shocking when you think about the ease of habituating a person to respond to sex that is only a collection of pixels, but it could also provide a silver lining to those wishing to retrain their brain to become more responsive to their real-life sexual partners. The good news appears to be the same as the bad news. Just as synaptic links between neurons become stronger and more abundant due to specific and repeated experiences, releasing higher concentrations of neurotransmitters for example, the brain also becomes less responsive to less familiar experiences.
Many people who watched my (Phil's) TED Talk commented that porn and video games should not be lumped together. Gamers are not necessarily porn users, and vice versa. In many obvious ways, porn and video games are very different entities, but they share many nonobvious characteristics. Both video games and porn are entertaining and have interesting and useful applications, but they can also be a huge waste of time and potentially psychologically and socially damaging to some males.
We are concerned about young men who are excessively using porn and/or video games in social isolation. There has been no established guideline about what constitutes an excessive amount of video games or porn;9 ultimately, if the user is unable to control their gaming or porn habit despite negative social, emotional, interpersonal, academic, or professional consequences, there's a problem.10 The determination of the severity should revolve around the individual's response.
From the outsider's perspective the motivations of the individual gamer are often misunderstood. Many gamers are driven by their ability to compete and succeed within a specific game against others that have also obligated themselves to that game. The quality of their performance is what is relevant to them. The number of hours played is only relevant to the metrics of that performance (i.e., the amount of kills made within a certain period of time, which may give them prestige or a high ranking). The gamer has committed himself to excelling within a given system and its hierarchy. They're not thinking about how long they're playing it; they're thinking about how successful they are at it, because that's what their peers within that game are basing their judgment on. What the gamer acknowledges as relevant are the perspectives of the individuals inside the game, a component that nongamers will not immediately recognize.
A comparison for nongamers might be the drive that someone has in developing their career. Each occupation has different drivers. A salesman, for example, will have different drivers than a dentist, but because there is an economic translation—a financial and societal reward system—each will recognize the purpose of the other's pursuit. There is a financial and societal reward that allows for mutual understanding. A video game has its own “economy” similar to the real one that salesmen and dentists participate in. The difference is that people accept the existence of the real economy everywhere, whereas the virtual “economy” is negated beyond the constructs of its virtual borders, as there are limited exchanges of services with outside observers and therefore no value to those outside observers other than entertainment.
Both video games and online porn are relatively recent forms of digital entertainment that have been added to the social environment. As more people engage in virtual worlds, the more people will see value in those virtual worlds, forcing the definition of “excessive” to evolve.
For now, the gaming and porn industries are increasingly merging and becoming particularly seductive to consumers in physically solitary settings and those wishing to make a few bucks remotely. As Andrew Doan, author of Hooked on Games, points out:
The combination of sex and pornography in a video game has the potential for explosive growth and has already proven to become so. In Second Life, it's reported that there are over 20 million accounts with more than half of those being active gamers . . . There are people making significant amounts of real money by providing a virtual escort service, some are making six-figure incomes. By day, a woman could become a mom, lawyer, or other professional. But by night, she is the voice behind an avatar that charges twenty dollars an hour for a man to have a virtual companion and virtual sex.11
The California-based start-up Sinful Robot was in the process of designing virtual reality sex games for the Oculus Rift, a 3D technology that completely covers a user's field of vision like a ski mask.12 Sinful Robot disintegrated some time in 2013,13 but it's only a matter of time before someone else creates immersive 3D games that incorporate virtual sex, or, like the company Lovense, interactive sex toys that sync up with the speed and movement of porn stars.14
Eroticism and motivation are both fuelled by arousal. If there is lust, arousal veers in a sexual direction, and if there is a need to triumph, arousal sends one down the path of goal setting and long-term success. Real life is competing with digital alternatives for nearly every aspect of existence, since porn and video games are readily accessible, burden-free, pleasurable, and entertaining. The choice for lots of young men is often the digital alternative to the physical, existential-reality version.
Futurama's “I Dated A Robot” episode comes to mind, where Fry, a young man who accidentally ends up in the year 3000, creates a Lucy Liu robot who is programmed to love everything about him. After a short time he becomes disinterested in doing anything other than spend time with her, at which point his friends intervene and show him a propaganda video warning against human–robot romance. In the video, a young man, Billy, becomes infatuated with a Marilyn Monrobot. All Billy wants is to make out with her. Even when his neighbor Mavis, an attractive young woman, asks him if he'd like to come over later and make out with her, he tells her that walking across the street is too far to go for making out. The narrator of the propaganda video somberly asks, “Did you notice what went wrong in that scene?” Before the robots, says the narrator, Billy probably would have worked hard to make money with his paper route, which he'd then use to take Mavis out on a date, thereby earning him the chance to have sex and reproduce. “But in a world where teens can date robots, why should he bother?” Naturally, aliens destroy the planet shortly afterward.15
Though nearly every social need in reality now has a complement in the digital world, it is unclear whether the digital alternatives satisfy those needs in the same way. In Abraham Maslow's “hierarchy of needs”—which depicts the stages of human development often as a pyramid, with the most basic needs at the bottom—the primary two levels of physiological and safety needs must be met in physical reality. Is it possible, however, for the top three needs in Maslow's hierarchy—belongingness, love and esteem, and self-actualization—to be met in digital reality? Could a person be just as, if not more, fulfilled in digital reality? The answer is yes and no. Surely, some needs can be achieved in the digital world, but because these needs are met without risk of consequence, and frequently in social isolation—as if in a dress rehearsal—a person who is, for example, gaming alone may well be able to achieve their esteem needs yet completely bypass a sense of belongingness and fail to address their love needs.
Gamers may think they have “hacked Maslow,” but it does not come without a major side effect: entitlement without the ability to relate to others. As one person from our survey commented, games put “you in fictional MATURE situations, but without any of the consequences. You can feel powerful and ‘experienced’ without all the failure leading up to real-life success in those areas.” So a gamer could be “hot shit” in one world, and develop a sense of superiority, but most people will have no idea who they are or what they have “accomplished.” Furthermore, self-actualization could not be reached without the fulfillment of the other needs, so a lack of intimacy and appreciation for others creates a distorted sense of potential and actualization that is not based in any shared social reality. In other words, the lack of relatable skills, especially social skills, can distort the ability to evaluate social competence and success.
Hacked Maslow: An Unstable Pyramid
A twenty-five-year-old male gamer we spoke with reflected this idea:
The PC gamer mentality is very elitist, though really it's a combination of a superiority and an inferiority complex. Many of them feel inferior to people on the “outside,” so they have to compensate. They have a need to portray a badass online, so they can feel superior to others. A lot of them will berate you if you mess up in a game. People used to say GGWP—good game, well played—now that hardly ever happens. People love to mock others when they fail and call them out on it. Even if it was a close match, your opponent might tell you to uninstall the game or say “easy game, easy win,” just to try and piss you off and get a reaction out of you. They also might gang up on you and put you in a low priority queue, which stalls your game play, not because you are a “troll” but because they blame you for the team's loss, or the other players decide they don't like you. This attitude is common in DotA [Defense of the Ancients] and in other games I've played, and not just in MMOs [massively multiplayer online games].
When we asked him how feeling superior in games translated into the real world, he said that many gamers had below average social skills to begin with, yet felt they were “the LeBron James of their respective game.” He said they still hit a wall, socially, in the real world, and the growing divergence between their online persona and their real-life reputation drove them to play even more to excel in their gaming world since it was easier to achieve their desired status there than in daily life.
Jeremy Bailenson, director of the Virtual Human Interaction Lab at Stanford University, and fellow researcher Nick Yee, call the phenomenon of adapting one's real-life behavior to that of their digital persona the “Proteus Effect.”16 On the positive side, the Proteus Effect has been shown to help people change drug and alcohol problems, and meeting up in a virtual space for support in conquering real-life addictions shows promise, especially for those who might have difficulty getting to a physical treatment center.17 On the negative side, it could create or reinforce an inflated ego that clashes with the demands of reality, promote de-individuation or manipulate the way a person thinks.
In real life, when people interact with each other they automatically mimic the other person's speech and posture patterns. In one study, Bailenson, Yee, and Ducheneaut showed that if an avatar in a virtual setting was able to mimic the head movements of the participant during a conversation, the participant was more likely to agree with the avatar's point of view than the real-life participants who were in the playback condition. In another study, in which the avatar was trying to persuade a participant, and the avatar's face was morphed to contain 20 to 40 percent of the participant's features, the facial similarity was such a powerful cue that it could sway the participant's choice of political candidate, even in high-profile elections. The attractiveness and even the color or style of the clothing worn by people's characters in a game can alter how they perceive themselves and affect how they interact with others, both inside and outside the game.18
Beyond the clash of virtual egos meeting real-world standards, it's unclear how well children can move between reality and digital worlds. Katie Salen, director of design at the Quest to Learn school in New York, says:
People talk about this distinction between the virtual world and the real world, and there's concern that there is an inability on the part of young people to separate the two. I actually think that that distinction is a very adult idea, an idea that has come from a generation of people [for whom] virtual didn't exist and it was something new that was then added to the real world. But kids have that ability to move kind of seamlessly between the digital and the real.19
Bailenson says that the distinctions between virtual worlds and reality are becoming blurred to the point where they can even be interchangeable. In the documentary Digital Nation, Bailenson makes a realistic-looking avatar of host Douglas Rushkoff:
In one study, we made you 10 centimeters taller than you actually were and had you conduct a negotiation with someone. Having 10 centimeters difference in height from your normal self causes you to be three times more likely to beat someone in a negotiation in virtual reality . . . Regardless of our actual heights, you'll then beat me face to face when we have a negotiation . . . A small exposure inside the virtual reality carried over to their behavior face to face . . . We've done studies with children [in which] they see themselves swimming around with whales in a virtual reality; a week later, half of them will believe that they swam with whales.20
It brings to mind the phrase “fish out of water”—the fish are not aware of the water being swum in, and growing up in the digital age, the virtual “water” looks and feels like the real “water.” The youthful eye that has become immersed in an artificial visual world may not readily distinguish elements existing in real life from those in visual media.
Dynamics of Porn
In his 1975 film Love and Death, Woody Allen said, “Sex without love is an empty experience, but as empty experiences go, it's one of the best.” Or is it? In the moment, porn can be very gratifying, but the potential negative aftereffects must be considered too.
A male high-schooler from our survey shared his thoughts: “I think the on-demand pleasure, gratification, control and stress release of pornography and video games reduces our patience, makes us hold ourselves to unrealistic expectations and cripples us socially.”
Pornography is the explicit portrayal of sexual subject matter meant to stimulate sexual arousal and satisfaction. Unlike art or erotica, modern porn videos have little artistic merit and are focused solely on the graphic, physical aspects of sex rather than on the beauty, feelings, and emotions that accompany intimacy. Depictions of sex have been around since prehistoric times, but the concept of pornography was not widely understood until the latter half of the nineteenth century. The large-scale excavations of Pompeii in the 1860s kicked off discussions on what exactly qualified as obscene, resulting in many of the erotic objects discovered being carted away to private museums.
The production of pornographic films quickly followed the invention of the motion picture in 1895. Soon after that, sexually explicit materials were deemed obscene and made illegal to show publicly, which continued through the 1960s. David Sipress, a long-time cartoonist for the New Yorker, summed up the situation well in a drawing that depicted an older man talking to his son and grandson, who were both using laptops, telling them that when he was their age, he “had to hike 10 miles through the ice and snow to a store when he wanted to look at dirty pictures.”21 It was a different time.
Today, the anonymity of the Internet means anyone anywhere can watch porn and they don't have to interact with anyone to get access to it. Technically, access to pornographic material should be limited to people over eighteen years old, though enforcing “community standards” is tricky, especially online. Most people would agree that hard-core pornography should not be available to children, but access to it—voluntary and involuntary—is difficult to regulate, and less likely to be enforced.
Despite what appear to be billions of dollars in profits, industry executives say the business of porn is suffering these days due to the still-recovering economy, piracy and free or inexpensive porn available online.22
While huge profits used to be made from hotel-room adult entertainment and DVD sales, the market has shifted in favor of the affordability and anonymity that the Internet provides; porn is now only a click away. Technology has also made it easier to enter the industry; anyone who wants to have sex on camera can be a porn player—and if they're any good at enticing viewers, a woman or teen girl can become a well-paid porn star.
Can young men learn about sex from watching porn videos? Sure, somewhat. They can learn that sexual acts can be quite varied and, thereby, a continual source of pleasure over one's lifetime by consensual experimentation with one's partner. Beyond that, the take-away message from porn viewing is likely to be ego-deflating because of the assumption that what you see is what is the norm, the only acceptable way to perform, the appropriate way to relate to a sexual partner; worst of all, you see that size not only matters but it dominates everything. A 2015 study at Ohio State University found that porn use was positively linked to male body dissatisfaction and decreased confidence about personal appearance as well as relationship anxiety and avoidance.23 Other studies have had similar findings: the more content a young man is with his body, particularly penis size, the less sexual anxiety he has.24
Several young male students from our survey weighed in:
I believe without a doubt this creates paranoia and unrealistic expectations for boys as it is not addressed at all within sex education (at least in the sessions that I have had). Therefore it means that boys explore it [for] themselves and will then feel demasculated if they don't look the same . . .
[Male friends] were disappointed when the girl was quieter than they have seen, and when they didn't reach a single orgasm, when they have seen girls orgasm numerous times before the guy [in porn] . . . Girls . . . were disappointed at the guys' stamina lasting only a few minutes, instead of the halfhours they were [used] to seeing in porn.
I currently do not receive sex education. I do, however, believe that online porn creates an unrealistic expectation of sex as it encourages certain “porn-star” images that are not in the slightest way representative of the average person. Not only does this damage young people's self-esteem, as they may become depressed with their image, but it damages the way sex is perceived, as there is a huge emphasis on selfish pleasure and physical attraction, disregarding emotional attachment to the partner.
Several young women shared their observations, too:
I took a feminist studies class that emphasized the impact media has on a woman's reflection of her body. This is true, although it angered me that this professor believed it had no impact on men as well. When my boyfriend and I first started dating, sex was a really difficult aspect of our relationship for him. It resulted in him deciding to go to therapy to work out issues he had about his body and his ability to satisfy me sexually. I believe that this has a lot to do with what media such as video games and porn portrays as masculinity and what is needed to be a sexually appealing man. It saddens me to think that these outlets have painted a picture that caused a man, who I love and am very attracted to, to think so lowly of himself. Cognitive-behavioral therapy did wonders for his performance anxiety and we're doing great now.
Because the older generations never had to deal with this, they don't understand that young men need to be educated about sex as an act that is enjoyable to both parties. There are a lot of men who have no idea that women need to be engaged in sex as partners and not as porn stars. Young men are GENUINELY confused about this distinction and don't understand why we won't do “that thing” they saw in a porno.
Porn does create unrealistic expectations about sex for young people (mainly males) as it promotes an artificial image of “perfection” which does not necessarily exist and therefore leads to disappointment. Similarly, it portrays sex as an emotionless, meaningless act which may create problems in future sexual relationships.
Porn cheapens sex and discourages men from romance and real intimacy. It teaches them to ignore a woman's emotional needs and view sex in a selfish way.
In my opinion, the roles of men and women seem to be changing rapidly. For example when out at a club you can easily observe how the need for men to chase after women is rapidly decreasing as women seem to be becoming far more desperate and therefore are the ones acting out and throwing themselves at the men who mainly use them and then move on; as highlighted in the porn industry. However despite the fact that I strongly disagree with porn and everything associated with it, one can't blame men for this as it is the women who are becoming easier and aren't helping themselves when wanting to be respected by men.
Most Internet porn has no storyline and no buildup to the sexual performance. There are no words, just actions. There is no suggestion that in real life there is a need for romantic precursors, negotiations, discussions, tender moments, kissing, touching, complimenting, and even just talking. Then there is the implicit understanding that the female wants sex as much or more than the male in the video, and she might even initiate unzipping him, take his pants off, and start oral sex. That is not going to happen as often in the real world.
Imagine learning to play football by watching the best players in the NFL destroy their adversaries, or baseball by watching all-star baseball hitter Albert Pujols smack three mammoth home runs in the World Series. They are exceptional athletes with dominant bodies trained for years to be among the best in their profession. So they might inspire, but you learn the game by diligent practice on Little League fields or on playground courts with coaches and peers whose ability level, age, and size are comparable to yours.
In porn, nearly all the male actors have enormous penises. They are selected for their size and stamina, and then likely take medications to enhance their arousal. What you don't see are breaks in the action to change camera angles during which they may get “fluffed” by an assistant, take meds, or get secondary assistance from vacuum pumps or penile injections. So, too, their seeming ability to perform nonstop for long periods of time may also include offscreen timeouts.
Through watching porn men also feel pressured to fulfill what they believe are female fantasies, mainly having a giant hard cock that lasts for hours. A lot of young men think there is something wrong with them if they have a normal-sized penis or think they have premature ejaculation if they orgasm after ten minutes. It's like putting a treadmill on the highest speed on the highest incline—pretty much no one is going to be able to do that for any extended period of time. Nevertheless, a lot of young men develop sexual performance anxiety when preparing to have sex with a real in-the-flesh woman because of this set of false expectations that are built up as normative over successive viewing of similar scenarios.
Another certain negative effect of boys watching lots of porn is a growing feeling of penis envy, of not measuring up, so to speak. That self-consciousness in a realm so important for male identity is surely a source of disguised discontent. This can be seen in public locker rooms, where many young men refuse to disrobe, undressing in the showers and covering themselves when they come out.
When the male sexual enhancement drug Viagra was first promoted, its advertisements featured white-haired older men. Now consider that more men under thirty years old are being prescribed Viagra than ever before to ensure adequate sexual performance.25 Once such drugs are perceived as necessary to sexual success, it becomes meds over matter in that realm. So those former ad campaigns that started with old-timers years ago have shifted to ever younger looking—even physically active—men who want to be ready for action at the hint of sex.
Chronic Stimulation, Chronic Dissatisfaction
Sex is an undercurrent of our society, as it is in most religiously oriented nations, but it is not looked at holistically. Love is promoted but lust is denied, even ignored by mainstream media. Lust, however, is hardly out of sight; rather, it's in plain sight, on thousands of online sites. The Internet is the great collective unconscious that provides insight into our needs, desires, and fantasies. And while porn may initially help people become more excited about sex, over time it appears to have the opposite effect. Studies have found porn use correlates with depression, anxiety, stress, and social issues.26 And the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) found “frequent porn users are more likely to report depression and poor physical health than nonusers, suggesting that by substituting for healthy in-person interactions, porn may start a cycle of social and sexual isolation.”27
Porn is an attempt to make up for the underrepresentation of lust in most domains in our culture; however, it's represented very, very well online. In 2011, 24 out of the top 500 most-viewed general websites in America were dedicated to porn. To put this in context, nearly 47 of the top 500 sites were different countries' Google homepages. Now consider that the most popular porn sites, LiveJasmin and XVideos, had more traffic than thirty-six of them, including Google Canada, Mexico, Australia, and Germany.28 LiveJasmin and XVideos were also visited more often than CNN, AOL, Myspace, and even Netflix.29 However, unlike many of the other popular sites, which have a general audience, the porn websites' audience was primarily males under twenty-four years old, most of whom were viewing in isolation from home or secretly at school.
In 2015, PornHub took over as America's most popular porn destination. Because guys are more willing to pay for porn, porn will continue to cater toward male tastes, but in spite of that, PornHub female viewership is on the rise, especially after the release of Fifty Shades of Grey—both the book series and the film.30 Data from the web traffic reporting site Alexa from 2011 and 2015 backs this up—in 2011 the audience of every porn site was skewed male; in 2015 a quarter of the most popular porn sites had slightly more female traffic. Also between 2011 and 2015, the number of porn sites in the top 500 dropped from 24 to 12; and more young males are now accessing the sites from school (versus home or work).31 Lesbian is the most common search term for young women.32
All of the most popular porn sites offer free content and also offer more exclusive features, such as higher quality high-definition (HD) videos or live webcam viewing for a small fee. You can find pretty much anything you want free of charge, and you can access these videos nearly any time, anywhere in the world that Internet exists.
A buffet of arousal awaits—PornHub has 56 categories listed conveniently in alphabetical order; the average category hosts 5,832 separate videos. The most viewed videos among these categories average 22.3 million views and are about twenty minutes long. On average, it took 33 percent of the way through the video before there is vaginal or anal penetration. In only a quarter of the videos is there a discernible female orgasm, whereas in 81 percent of the videos there is a discernible male orgasm—the male orgasm typically is the highlight of the final scene.
Not once in any of the most viewed videos is there a discussion of safer sex practices, or of physical or emotional expectations or boundaries. Condoms are used in only one of the most viewed videos—one in which lesbians are using strap-ons. And many times a man will receive oral sex from a woman and then penetrate her vagina—and then her anus and then move back to her mouth or vagina (known as ATM, for ass-to-mouth), a practice that puts the woman at much higher risk for sexually transmitted infections (STIs) and bacterial infections such as urinary tract infections (UTIs). Very seldom is there a close-up on the man's face, yet there are many close-ups on the woman's.
A commonly used camera angle focuses the lens directly on the genitals while the woman's breasts and/or face are visible in the background. Often the woman is positioned so her facial expressions can be filmed. The man often ejaculates on the woman's breasts or face, or in her mouth, rather than inside her (with the exception of “creampie” videos). Porn videos usually end shortly after the man has ejaculated, suggesting male ejaculation is the pinnacle of sex, and everything else is secondary. The old “fade to black” that ended movies has become “face to black,” as porn ends with the woman's face covered with cum.
These videos insinuate that sexual fantasies never involve conversation. There is very little emotional intimacy portrayed in any fashion, and the few verbal exchanges, if present, are awkwardly scripted. Surprisingly, for all the bad rap porn gets, there are very few instances in which derogatory language about women (such as “slut,” “cunt,” or “bitch”) is directed at the woman—at least that is the case in the most viewed videos. Such language occurs more in gangbang, rough-sex, and interracial multiple penetration scenes. There is also very little physical intimacy, because if partners were actually close to each other, the camera would not be able to capture such graphic closeups. Another hugely popular category is teen sex with a subcategory of “college girls being exploited,” where the filmmaker asks the ages of the girls, and they say on camera that they are over eighteen years old, though they look much younger.
The overall message is that porn is not about sex or making love; it's about “fucking” in a visually appealing way primarily for the male viewer. That's not to say that women don't enjoy watching people have sex; many do. Simply put, most women just don't enjoy shot after shot of graphic closeups of body parts bashing together without any context. Porn is not about romance, sexual foreplay, or gradual building up to ever-greater intimacy. It is about on-demand performance of oral sex initially, then vaginal or anal sex, then variations in positions or partner arrangements. That is not as appealing to most female audiences as it is to most male viewers.
On a positive level, porn can be an outlet for exploring fantasy or for realizing the possibilities during sexual play. Or, porn can serve as a substitute for a lack of sexual partners in real life, for shy men, and for men who cannot afford erotic massages or escorts, or who do not want to deal with the emotional repercussions of a sexual encounter with a woman who expects something more than a one-night stand (or ten-minute body friction exchange). The problem is that isolated porn viewing could set off a progression into further seclusion or emotional distance in romantic relationships. As in, disrupt one's ability and interest in pair-bonding.33 In a recent poll in the UK, a third of light porn users (one hour or less a week) and seven out of ten heavy porn users (more than ten hours a week) said that their porn use caused relationship problems.34 Overuse of porn can also cause other, unwanted, undesirable changes, which young men are typically unaware of until it is too late.
Dude, Where's My Erection?
The most powerful sex organ is the brain, and for men, that's where an erection starts. So what happens to your brain when you watch too much porn? Gary Wilson, of YourBrainOnPorn, compares chronic overconsumption of Internet porn to other behavioral addictions such as excessive gambling, video game addiction, and food addiction. He points out that there are already more than one hundred brain studies on Internet addiction, gaming addiction, and online porn addiction—all of which reveal the kinds of brain changes seen in drug addiction.35
This makes sense because the part of your brain where arousal happens is the same place where addiction occurs: the reward circuitry. Most of this circuit lies behind your nose in evolutionarily ancient structures. It's where you experience the motivation to achieve your desires, to eat, to have sex, to take risks, and to fall in love. It's also where you get turned on—or off—or addicted to something, because cravings also arise here.
Wilson explains that because dopamine is the primary neurotransmitter that turns on the reward circuit, the more aroused you are sexually, the higher your dopamine surges. Though we often think of dopamine as the “pleasure molecule,” Wilson says,
it is actually about seeking and searching for pleasure, not pleasure itself. Thus dopamine rises with anticipation. It's your motivation and drive to pursue potential pleasure or long-term goals . . . But if you chronically overstimulate yourself, your brain may start to work against you. It protects itself against excessive stimulation by reducing dopamine signaling, and you feel less and less gratified.36
An erection won't happen if there is not enough dopamine to signal the reward circuitry, but porn-related sexual problems related to dopamine dysregulation can show up in a variety of ways:
Because dopamine skyrockets with novelty,38 Internet porn can veil creeping sexual performance problems for years before young men realize they have an underlying problem. With every new sexual scene or “partner,” there is another surge of dopamine. If your dopamine starts to decline—that is, your erection starts to dwindle—you just click on something else to boost it back up. And with Internet porn, there is always something new, exciting, or shocking.
In the first-ever brain study on Internet porn users, which was conducted at the Max Planck Institute for Human Development in Berlin, researchers found that hours and years of porn use correlated with decreased gray matter in regions of the brain associated with reward sensitivity, as well as reduced responsiveness to erotic still photos.39 Less gray matter means less dopamine and fewer dopamine receptors. The lead researcher, Simone Kühn, hypothesized that “regular consumption of pornography more or less wears out your reward system.”40 A separate German study showed users' problems correlated most closely with the numbers of tabs open and degree of arousal.41 This helps explain why some users become dependent on new, surprising, or more extreme porn. They need more and more stimulation to become aroused, get an erection, and attain a sexual climax.
Bombarding the reward circuit is the cue to “fertilize” all those two-dimensional cyber mates. So, the brain creates special pathways that activate the reward circuit without relying on dopamine—but only respond to this specific “valuable” activity.
The sorry result is that daily life, and often sex with a familiar partner, grows duller and less rewarding and stimulation from online porn becomes the only thing the brain registers as worth engaging in. As mentioned earlier, some users have trouble climaxing during real sex, or even getting or maintaining an erection (i.e., erectile dysfunction). Or, even if they are aroused at first (because of the partner's newness), they might soon find their partner no longer turns them on. Their brains now require constant screen-based novelty. Until they retrain their brains, they're stuck.
Wilson says:
Internet porn is now a powerful memory that calls to you at a subconscious level—because it's the most reliable source of dopamine, erections and relief from your cravings . . . This is what happens with all addictions. The more you overstimulate the reward circuitry by jacking up your dopamine . . . the less it responds. Think of a flashlight with fading batteries. In simple terms, your reward circuitry isn't providing enough electricity to power your erections.42
An easy way to think about what's happening is that porn is numbing the very thing it intensifies. Or, as Nicholas Carr said, “when we extend some part of ourselves artificially, we also distance ourselves from the amplified part and its natural functions.”43
Arousal Addiction: Give Me the Same but Different
The addictiveness of video games and porn is a real concern for many reasons. As with all addictions, the activity becomes all-consuming and preferable to anything else in life—as every compulsive gambler, alcoholic, or druggie will tell you. Video games and porn, however, are different from drinking and drugs. We can think of them as “arousal addictions”—seeking out novelty in order to achieve or maintain a high level of arousal.
Before high-speed Internet, people consumed porn much differently. Arousal addiction wouldn't have been as possible as it is today.44 Sixty years ago, it was small photos of native women's breasts revealed in National Geographic magazine. Thirty years ago, it was flipping through spreads in a Playboy or Penthouse magazine, to see full naked bodies of beautiful women. Hustler magazine introduced “pink” views into the vaginal area. Men could also be found secretly paying a premium at a theater specifically for full-length adult films, like Deep Throat or Behind the Green Door. Twenty years ago, it was a pile of VHS tapes, and ten years ago it was a burned DVD mix of selected clips. But today, you can have as many windows open as you want on your computer screen with a dozen high-definition videos streaming, and all you have to do is click back and forth between them.
Everyone can remember the first sexual image or movie they saw; it leaves an everlasting impression. So if you're a young, sexually inexperienced male growing up watching hard-core porn (really, any person watching a lot of hard-core porn), and you masturbate exclusively to it—often with a “death grip”—imagine how that will affect your future sexual experiences. If you've trained your brain and body to become aroused by multiple hard-core porn scenes, most likely real-life sex partners will not turn you on nearly as much as they would if you hadn't consumed such material. You might objectively find the other person attractive, but they won't physically or mentally arouse you.
Many young men run into problems when they come to rely on porn to become aroused because the things that turned them on when they first started watching porn will no longer turn them on the same way. A concerned mother wrote in to a prominent sex advice columnist after her son told her that lately he had been exclusively watching hard-core porn:
My 15-year-old son has been watching sadistic porn—and ONLY sadistic porn—for a couple of years. He also tells us (husband and me) that though he's not had sex (which he defines as penetration), he's had oral sex, handjobs, etc., and that he didn't “flash on” violent images at those times. But he says he thinks about this type of porn all the time—all day, every day—and fantasizes about doing sadistic things to the girls he dates. This all came out as we started having conversations about respect and dating! . . . My husband doesn't believe there's much reason to worry (yet?), because to us, his friends and family and girlfriends (as far as I know), he's a very different type of person . . . There have been zero instances of violence from day care into high school . . . I don't know if this is a huge red flag . . . I'm just terrified he's going to harm someone. I'm also shamefully awkward around him now. I hate that my view of him has changed. Are there signs—more signs—that I need to watch for? Is he already a danger to himself or others? Where did we drop the ball?45
The advice she got back was terrible. Though the son's seemingly healthy social life was a positive sign, she was told that her son was most likely “really, really kinky,” that “one day, he'll be able to explore his kinks with consenting adult partners” and that he should read up on the ethics of kinky relationships to find role models. Nothing about porn's influence on sexual tastes or the escalating need for novelty was mentioned. Nobody was asking the son what he initially started out watching either. Perhaps the best thing he could do is stop using porn and masturbating for a time to see if his inclinations are still there after “rebooting.”
With porn, sameness is soon habituated; differentness is attention-sustaining, even if it means morphing virtual preferences that don't line up with a person's sexual orientation, such as extreme, gay, or “shemale” porn. Researchers at the University of Cambridge found that those who have compulsive sexual behavior exhibit a behavioral addiction that is comparable to drug addiction in the limbic brain circuitry after watching porn. There is dissociation between their sexual desires and their response to porn—they may mistakenly believe that the porn that makes them the most aroused is representative of their true sexuality.46
Unfortunately the potential downside for what is best for an individual's long-term needs conflicts with what's good for business. The video game and porn industries are supplying an endless variety of new material via online instant streaming, so porn addicts can always get their “fix.” Neutral stimuli and events that are associated with the addictive substance or its process, such as gambling casinos or drug-taking sequences, can become conditioned to generate further arousal and add to the body's chemical reaction.
Arousal addiction traps users into an expanded present-hedonistic time zone during this quest for the fix. Past and future are distant and remote as the present moment expands to dominate everything. And that present is totally dynamic, with images changing constantly. Brains on porn are being “digitally rewired” in a totally new way to demand change, novelty, excitement, and constant stimulation.
Norman Doidge discussed the notion of tolerance in his book, The Brain That Changes Itself:
When pornographers boast that they are pushing the envelope by introducing new, harder themes, what they don't say is that they must, because their customers are building up a tolerance to the [existing] content . . . The men at their computers looking at porn . . . got massive amounts of practice wiring these images into the pleasure centers of the brain, with the rapt attention necessary for plastic change . . . The content of what they found exciting changed as the websites introduced themes and scripts that altered their brains without their awareness. Because plasticity is competitive, the brain maps for new, exciting images increased at the expense of what had previously attracted them.47
Though the impact of arousal addiction on behavior and physiological responses is going to vary from individual to individual, it is worth examining the general physiological, mental, and emotional effects of watching too much porn because few people consider how it is affecting their brains and their ability to become aroused during porn-watching sessions and in real-life sexual encounters.
The subtle and not-so-subtle effects of arousal addiction can negatively impact any part of a person's life that are static, repetitious, involve planning, delaying gratification, and long-term goal setting. The young men we've spoken with who demonstrated signs of arousal addiction feel very anxious in social situations in general, have less motivation to set and complete goals, feel out of control, and even discussed suicide. They are becoming totally out of sync in traditional school classes, which are analog, static, and interactively passive. Academies are based on applying past lessons to future problems, on planning, on delaying gratification, on work coming before play, and on long-term goal setting.
Do you sense misfits in a mismatch here? They're also totally out of sync in romantic relationships, which tend to build gradually and subtly and which require interaction, sharing, developing trust, and suppression of lust at least until “the time is right.”
The Coolidge Effect
Normally, every male experiences what is called a post-ejaculatory refractory period after an orgasm. Translation: he needs a break, a time out, after sex before having sex again. But that period of time gets massively reduced with a novel sexual opportunity. As far as your brain is concerned, porn is like having your own harem. Although the experience only exists in two dimensions, each new clip is like having a new sexual opportunity.
The Coolidge Effect is the phenomenon where this idea is observed. It all goes back to an unverified story about former US President Calvin Coolidge and his wife, Grace Coolidge, being shown separately around a government farm. When Mrs. Coolidge came across a rooster having sex with the hens, she asked the attendant how often he did that. The attendant replied, “Dozens of times each day.” Mrs. Coolidge then said, “Tell that to the President when he comes by.” Upon being told, the President asked whether it was the same hen every time. The reply was, “Oh, no, Mr. President, a different hen every time.” The President then said, “Tell that to Mrs. Coolidge!”
So you get the idea. The Coolidge Effect is a peculiarity seen in mammals where males (and apparently females to a lesser extent) show renewed sexual interest if they are introduced to new sexual partners. In a study of habituation in sexual arousal, forty male volunteers were divided into two groups; one group was shown images of five different heterosexual couples in sexual situations while the other group was shown the same image five times. The arousal in the first group increased while the arousal of the second group gradually diminished.48 In a similar study using explicit film clips, male participants' sperm volume and quality increased significantly and time to ejaculation decreased significantly with exposure to new females.49
Due to their abundance, once-desirable female porn stars can lose their novelty and commercial value quickly. In what is known as the “New Girl Effect,” many webcam performers, much to their chagrin, make the most money they'll ever make in their very first week.50 But how does the preference for novelty and interchangeable parts affect real-life intimate encounters?
Dating and the Objectification of Women
“Your nails are pretty,” he said as he examined her hands. “Are they fake?” In the world of pickup artists, backhanded compliments like this are known as “negs.” Pickup artists purposefully use psychological tactics such as negs to entice a girl into being attracted to them.
The young woman we spoke with didn't know about this strategy when he asked her the question. “Of course not!” She was flustered and caught off-guard. This guy has no tact, she thought to herself. But he had a formula. And the formula worked, sort of. They ended up making out at the end of the night, but the chemistry was fleeting. Perhaps she just had buyer's remorse and his game needed work, but her attraction to him quickly waned when they moved beyond the script into the world of genuine human connection.
Many books like The Mystery Method and The Game have emerged lately, offering some very effective, sometimes offensive, and generally entertaining advice on how to pick up women. It is admirable that males would go to such elaborate lengths just to get their foot in the door, but unfortunately their solutions don't address other key aspects of a relationship, such as finding areas of mutual interest, transitioning from stranger to interested date, or becoming a long-term partner. Maybe tackling these other areas is not the purpose, but at some point, when a male does want a real relationship, it can be difficult to transition out of the “game” into creating the relationship. Their whole mindset has to change from approaching the girl or woman as a “target” of possible conquest to being with a “person” of potential value and enduring interest. And in the old-fashioned ending, to actually fall in love with someone other than oneself.
The key is staying mindful of ways in which to balance immediate desires with long-term goals, and monitoring the effects one's approach has on oneself and others. When the spontaneity of connecting with someone of the opposite sex is snuffed out, the motivation transforms from meeting an interesting girl to bedding “tens.” It goes from building self-confidence to “peacocking.” It's not even about connecting any more; it's about escalating the game in order to score. Other people involved become interchangeable objects for one's pleasure as the game takes on a new identity more like fantasy football than fantasies about making love with a real-life, flesh-and-blood woman.
In our survey, both sexes weighed in on the effects these attitudes have:
[Male] I believe these behaviors may “raise the bar” for pursuing relationships—instead of being “just what you do” as a young man, there begins to exist a cost/benefit sort of analysis. If you can get your entertainment and sexual needs met via video games and porn, without the “baggage” and “drama” that often accompanies intimate relationships, young men may not be as motivated to seek those relationships out.
[Male] Some sexism in society plays a role. Boys are taught to NOT respect women, because that is what they see in media . . . the interactions of their role models. If a man does not respect a woman, why should he go out of his comfort zone to talk to her or get involved in a romantic relationship?
[Female] Hands down, not one man I know who uses porn has a healthy, respectful relationship with women. They may be able to “behave” appropriately for a limited amount of time in social situations, but it ALWAYS affects their attitudes and underlying values. There are ALWAYS diffident attitudes and remarks that are evident to the women who live and work with men who use porn. There is an old phrase, “sys in, sys out” [in this context, similar to “garbage in, garbage out”]. No human brain can feed on the self-gratifying consumer habits of pornography and also pursue a mature, complex, comprehensive, enduring relationship with another human.
Since the joy of romantic connection doesn't lie in prefabricated interaction, what do males who use these methods really want? In the world of young men, the desire for happiness and fulfillment has somehow morphed into the need for stimulation, amusement, and control.
Tucker Max, bestselling author of I Hope They Serve Beer in Hell and Assholes Finish First, posted a dating application online that received many responses. His multiple-choice form asked potential dates questions such as, “What will my friends say when they see you?” Below are some of the options responders could choose for that question:
“Another tall, hot blonde with no self-esteem—he's getting laid tonight.”
“Tonight's forecast calls for scattered clothes, with a significant chance of intense, passionate humping.”
“My Lord—she smells like the fish market.”
“Well, she's too ugly for him to date . . . $10 says he sleeps with her anyway.”
“I wouldn't call her fat, but he's gonna need the Jaws of Life to get out of this.”
“She's just a cheap hooker. I wonder how much smack she cost him.”
“Should have been a blow job.”51
On one level, it's a joke. But it makes you wonder why Max's writing turned into a number one New York Times bestselling book in a time when many people are embarrassed to buy condoms or don't know how to have an honest conversation about sex—with anyone.
We see sex everywhere, so why is it so hard to talk about? Is being crude—thus lowbrow and easily dismissible—the only way to make it acceptable? A lot of young men in the Westernized world have developed a Madonna–Whore Complex in part because of this strange divergence. Described as love without sex and sex without love, these men want a wholesome woman as their mate and a whorish woman as their lover. When they come across a woman in the real world who is nice and sexual, they become anxious and often push her away—for them, sex must be impersonal. This creates hugely challenging intimacy problems for everyone involved.
We spoke with one woman in her early twenties who described a recent three-year relationship with a young man that embodied this internal struggle:
After about seven months of dating we moved in together. Our sex life was never good. He had problems maintaining an erection throughout the relationship. Sometimes he would get an erection, but when it was obvious we were about to have intercourse his erection would go away. He said he had these problems with every girl he had been with. In the morning he had “morning wood” and he was able to successfully masturbate—clearly the problem was in his mind. He enjoyed cuddling and holding me, and we got along great otherwise. We talked pretty candidly about everything. He had a massive porn collection on his computer. The collection itself didn't really bother me except there is no doubt in my mind that all the pornography influenced his perceptions on sex in a really negative way—he had major performance anxiety and could never get into the moment. In middle and high school he went to a boarding school and stayed in a dorm with all boys; he said they watched A LOT of porn there. And this is before any of them actually had any real-life sexual experiences. I think that is the key in why he has had erection problems (and performance anxiety) his whole life—the fact that he was exposed to hard-core porn before he experienced what sex was like in reality totally confused him. He said it was difficult for him to perceive me sexually (that is he couldn't reconcile the idea of someone he loved being his sexual partner too); he saw sex as something that happened with someone he didn't care about, a sexual object rather than a real person. By the end of the relationship we were living like roommates.
Relationships used to be viewed as a precursor to setting up a family together, and people treated their potential partners as such. But today, with fewer reasons to become romantically committed, young men are no longer looking beyond women as temporary, interchangeable sex objects.
Dynamics of Video Games
Several decades ago, if you had glasses you were called “four-eyes,” and kids with too many books were hurled other vintage insults. For baby boomers, the smart kids were only cool just before exams, and showing an interest in good grades or electronics meant you were a nerd, and nerds were in a league of their own—at the bottom of the social hierarchy.
In the old days, prior to pinball machines and arcades, Donkey Kong and Doom, and long before Call of Duty, when teenage guys got together they would play sports, ride their bicycles, drive around aimlessly, and play cards. They drank and smoked and nearly died running around with BB guns and building rafts to float down rivers that would fill up after heavy rains. This was an era when neighbors knew each other's names, families ate dinner together, you couldn't live too far beyond your means, and people had to entertain themselves.
Everything changed in the 1970s and 1980s. The nerds were busy doing what nerds do best: designing innovative technologies and pioneering new ways to control and explore the known universe. The first arcade games, gaming consoles, and general-purpose computers were created by nerdy guys for nerdy guys. Most of them knew more about technology than social graces, and not much attention was paid to style. Some nerds were just passionate about building things; others were socially awkward and needed something to do. They were not designed by the men who could get women, because those men were out chasing them. But when gaming companies became legitimate businesses with stronger capabilities, better graphics, and improved usability, nerds suddenly had the opportunity to become geeks, and geeks were cool. Go to the launch party of any game or electronic device nowadays and you'll see beautiful models and sexy go-go dancers as the sideshow attraction.
It could be said that this dramatic transition happened in 1977, when the first Star Wars movie came out. That same year, the Apple II was debuted at the first West Coast Computer Faire held in San Francisco, an event some refer to as the birth of the personal computer industry. A year later, Midway released Space Invaders, in 1979 Atari released Asteroids, then in 1980 Namco released Pac-Man, the most popular arcade game of all time. In 1981 the first magazine about video games, Electronic Games, was published. There was a brief hiccup experienced by the video game industry in the early 1980s, but Nintendo overcame it several years later. All the while Jack Tramiel, founder of Commodore International, was producing simple but economical computers for the “masses, not the classes.”52 The availability of computers, the Internet, touch screens, and motion control revolutionized the way people were able to interact with each other and play video games.
After the prices became more affordable, the power of technology was realized in mainstream society, there was rapid innovation, and the world ate it up. Electronic consumerism stimulated tech growth, and as Intel's “Sponsors of Tomorrow” ad demonstrated, a new form of rock star emerged. Those pocket-protector-wearing nerds the baby boomers made fun of probably have many people answering to them today. Hence the scene from the new 21 Jump Street movie, where the undercover cops (played by Jonah Hill and Channing Tatum) are met with scorn when they try to get in with the popular crowd by parking in the handicapped spot, projecting a blasé attitude, and punching a gay student. They were playing by the old rules; little did they know the bad boy attitude no longer sent quite the same message. When we stop and reflect on the exponential growth in the last few decades, we can appreciate “the crazy ones, the misfits, the rebels, the trouble-makers, the round pegs in the square holes . . . the ones who see things differently,” as Apple visionary Steve Jobs so eloquently put it.53 The underdog has been our mascot since.
There are a lot of benefits to playing video games—mainly, they are a lot of fun, and there can be a fair amount of social bonding, problem solving, strategy, and even exercise involved. Online games provide the opportunity to become more computer literate too, a skill that should not be underestimated in the future job market. Many online games also allow people to interact with other people around the world, providing an opportunity to learn about other cultures. But these benefits extend only up to a point, and a large portion of people don't take advantage of these positive features.
As mentioned earlier, we're mostly concerned about people who play video games excessively and in social isolation. In a Pew Research poll, 82 percent of gamers reported playing alone sometimes, while 24 percent said they only played games alone. Four out of five gamers who use Mature (M) or Adults Only (AO) rated games are male, and twelve-year-old boys are just as likely to play these games as their seventeen-year-old older brothers.54
The disadvantage of playing video games, especially a lot of exciting video games, is that it can make other people and real life seem boring and not worthwhile in comparison. Compared with gamers that play with others in the room, lone gamers are less likely to seek information about politics or current events, raise money for charity, or be committed to civic participation.55 Not surprisingly, compared with teenagers who don't play video games, adolescent gamers spend about 30 percent less time reading and 34 percent less time doing homework.56 One 2010 study published in Psychological Science found that when six- to nine-year-old boys received a gaming system, their reading and writing scores decreased while teacher-reported learning problems went up.57 Essentially, too much gaming is associated with decreased school performance, desensitization to violence, and potentially influencing how a person learns and socializes due to a lack of balance between time spent playing and engaging in other activities.58
Recall Gabe from earlier in this chapter, who told us that at twenty-three years old he estimated that if he were to average it out, he played four hours of video games a day since the day he was born. If that estimate is correct, that's over 33,000 hours of gaming (almost seven bachelor's degrees)!
Looking back on my childhood, I can see now that video games and porn not only desensitized me to normal pleasures of life, but also won me over due to the supernormal stimulation they provide and ended up replacing my real world desires and passions for virtual ones. The levels of excitement and stimulation I could achieve in a video game eventually made real-life sports seem boring.
In my opinion, the way games today are made are a recipe for addiction. With leader-boards that take countless hours and skill to be at the top, and constant releases of “bonus packs” to add on to the game (novelty), they keep a guy hooked and once you feel as if you might be getting bored with the game they add more levels or an ability to improve your rank even more. Over time the real world around me just could not keep my attention because all I could think about was when I was going to be able to get back home and game.59
Neils Clark and P. Shavaun Scott suggest reasons why games have the ability to draw players in, unlike slower and more introspective forms of entertainment:
Games aren't as passive as other media . . . they connect us to other living people . . . this word “game” no longer really does justice to what's happening in today's digital living room. Whether you want to call it interactivity, agency, autonomy, or anything else, the most painfully obvious advancement is that games have taken us past passively watching television and reading books. You can watch a car chase on television, but it's kind of different when you're the one going 150 MPH and outrunning the cops in your red Ferrari. With games we're in the driver's seat. That level of control changes things, making them look and feel different to the brain . . . Stories on a television screen can inform us, but short of reality, a game is what teaches. Being able to see what happens when we make those dangerous choices, being able to then make our own spontaneous choices has made history's games inviting, exciting, and lasting.60
The question is, how do these imaginative fantasy adventures feel different to the brain? In Boys Adrift, Leonard Sax points out that video games actually can affect the brain in ways that compromise motivation. The nucleus accumbens operates in conjunction with another area of the brain called the dorsolateral prefrontal cortex (DLPFC); the nucleus accumbens is responsible for directing drive and motivation, and the DLPFC provides context for that drive:
A recent brain imaging study of boys between the ages of seven and fourteen years found that playing video games puts this system seriously out of kilter. It seems to shut off blood flow to the DLPFC . . . Playing these games engorges the nucleus accumbens with blood, while diverting blood away from the balancing area of the brain. The net result is that playing video games gives boys the reward associated with achieving a great objective, but without any connection to the real world, without any sense of a need to contextualize the story.61
It's not just the brain that is suffering either. Some teachers have remarked that some older children have difficulty finishing traditional pen-and-paper tests because their memories had deteriorated from overexposure to screen-based technology. Some young children had lost dexterity in their fingers because of how much time they spent using a touch-screen tablet. A four-year-old who had been exposed to digital devices since birth even required therapy for compulsive behavior.62
There is increasing evidence of bidirectional causality between gaming, attention problems, and impulsiveness. Child psychologists Douglas Gentile, Edward Swing, Choon Guan Lim, and Angeline Khoo recently examined the effects these variables have on each other in more than 3,000 youths in Singapore over a three-year period. They found that even when sex, ethnicity, age, socioeconomic status, and earlier attention problems were statistically controlled, the kids who spent more time gaming later had more attention problems. They also noted that even when the initial time spent gaming was statistically controlled, the kids who were more impulsive or had some level of attention problems to begin with would spend more time playing video games, exacerbating the problems.63 This data could help explain why boys are more likely than girls to be diagnosed with ADHD and spend more time playing video games; it also suggests attention problems could be altered by environmental factors and might be reduced by less game time, or by playing different kinds of games.
Several years ago, Allan Reiss and his colleagues at Stanford used fMRI imaging to look at what happens inside people's brains during a gaming session. They discovered that males get greater feelings of reward during video game play than females, and are two to three times more likely to feel addicted to video games. The game Reiss tested involved gaining territory by eliminating balls from the screen before they approached a vertical line called the “wall.” Although the female participants understood the game and appeared motivated to do well, “the males were just a lot more motivated to succeed,” said Reiss.
Their research revealed that the male participants had far more activation in the brain's mesocorticolimbic center, a region that includes the nucleus accumbens, amygdala, and orbitofrontal cortex, and that the activation was correlated with how much territory was gained. Those parts of the brain were also shown to influence each other during the gaming session much more in the men's brains than in the women's brains, and the better connected that circuit was, the more the men excelled in the game.64 The findings could explain why games that involve conquering or acquiring territory are more popular with males, and why they are motivated to play more hours than women. Male brain structure promotes connectivity between perception and coordinated action, while female brain structure promotes communication between analytical and intuitive processing.65 Perhaps we'd see greater female brain activity in games with different objectives. As one young woman from our survey commented, “If there were more female-targeted games, we might purchase them and play them more than males.”
We would like to see more brain imaging studies done that measure the internal rewards for more neutral or female-oriented video games. We also think it would be interesting to measure the possible effect puberty has on competitiveness in various themed games, as the amount of time girls spend gaming drops significantly by the time they reach their teen years.66
When Video Games Go Right
Play is the answer to how anything new comes about.
—Jean Piaget, Swiss developmental psychologist
There's a reason why video games are so popular—they make challenges fun and interesting. When video games go right, they provide a stimulating environment for learning, triumph, offer some social bonding, and rewards are derived in the process of playing. Players in MMORPG (massively multiplayer online role-playing games) also develop reputations, allowing them to build trust with other players, something that may not be as easy for them to find or build with people in the real world. Games like World of Warcraft and Second Life are very social, even if players are in the guise of an avatar. Positive gaming may also take the form of learning or training programs and make real-world impacts.
Jane McGonigal's World Without Oil has the mantra “Play it—before you live it,” and has more than 1,500 players visualizing and living their lives as if there were a true oil crisis. The result was an eerily plausible collective imagining of such an event, complete with practical courses of action to help prevent such an event from actually happening. More than mere “raising awareness,” World Without Oil made the issues real, and this in turn led to real engagement and real change in people's lives.67 Visit http://WorldWithoutOil.org to learn more.
Foldit is another game that has intrigued many users. The game requires users to solve puzzles for science by designing proteins. It turns out that humans' pattern-recognition and puzzle-solving abilities are more efficient than existing computer programs at pattern-folding tasks, so the scientists behind Foldit are using players' answers to teach computers to fold proteins faster and predict protein structures. The combined effort of players actually helped solve a problem related to HIV that had puzzled scientists for more than ten years. Check out http://fold.it for more information.
The Xbox Kinect and Nintendo Wii gaming systems are other great examples of positive gaming. Wii has a broader demographic than other gaming consoles and typically involves more exercise and socializing, too. The whole family can play together, but the games are fun enough that teenage guys play by themselves or with each other. I (Nikita) have even seen ninety-year-old grandmas playing Wii Bowling in a nursing home. It's one of those “kid-tested, parent-approved” kind of things that creates a win-win scenario. One-fifth of sixteen- to twenty-four-year-olds surveyed said they'd give up their gym membership if they played Wii regularly, and parents believe that social gaming platforms like the Wii are having a positive influence in their home in addition to encouraging kids to do more exercise, reported a recent TNS Technology study.67 In one study where overweight and obese children followed a weight management program, but some of the children were also assigned to play active games on an Xbox Kinect, those who played the video games lost more weight than the children who just followed the weight management program alone.68
For some people, directing attention toward a virtual world may be a very good thing—even therapeutic, which researchers at the University of Washington and Loyola University have found to be the case with burn victims. Patients who played video games were distracted from their pain and reported feeling far less pain than when they were not distracted. This was confirmed by analysis of their MRIs; being in a virtual world actually decreased the amount of pain-related activity in the brain.70 In pediatric dentistry, children are encouraged to watch a favorite television show or play a game on an imaginary screen while their teeth are being drilled. This kind of hypno-therapeutic treatment has been shown to be very effective, especially with patients who cannot receive anesthesia.
Incorporating game-based learning into classroom lesson plans has shown some promise. It has the potential to transform education by getting students excited about learning and allow them to learn at their own pace, but it also has the potential to condition students to rely on external rewards and bypass getting a deeper understanding or context of the concepts they are learning.
It could be argued that fluid intelligence—our capacity to learn new information and solve problems in novel situations—can improve with gaming.71 For example, the military reported that soldiers who were also gamers scored 10 to 20 percent higher in perceptual and cognitive ability than nongamers,71 and surgeons who play video games for at least three hours a week made fewer errors on advanced surgeries and performed faster than a control group.73 However, if the gamer is just doing the same actions or solving the same puzzles over and over, he may not see any benefits. Interestingly, young men that play single-player video games in moderation (between once a month and most days a week but not everyday) perform better in math, reading, science, and problem solving than students who never or hardly ever play, whereas those who play collaborative online games do worse than those who don't play.74
This may be due to the objective in the game—many video games offer more than one way to play. For example, if you're in the static offline version, you're often a hero-in-the-making on a specific mission, but in the multiplayer online version, you're just some random character shooting other players or you're on a team playing against other teams. In the multiplayer version there may be no goal beyond killing the most amount of people.
When it comes to how the brain responds as well as potential cognitive benefits gained, the motivation of the gamer and whether or not they've set a long-term goal with their gameplay may make a difference. South Korean neuropsychiatrist Jaewon Lee says setting a future goal within a video game or using it for training purposes, like a pro gamer would, doesn't interfere with normal brain activity, whereas just playing to get some satisfaction or release tension does.75 More research is needed to determine the kind of impact that specific goal setting within a game can have on the gamer.
Right now the research indicates many are not so mindful. Studies of gamers that play for long periods of time have shown a reduction of gray matter areas of their brains, including parts of the frontal lobe, striatum, and insula—areas that carry out executive functions like planning, prioritizing, organizing, empathy, and impulse control. “Spotty” white matter was also found—suggesting weak communication between hemispheres of the brain, higher (cognitive) and lower (survival) brain centers, signaling between the brain and the rest of the body, reduced cortical thickness, impaired cognitive functioning—especially with increased sensitivity to reward and insensitivity to loss—and impaired dopamine function, which results in drug-like cravings.76
Certainly, the social aspects must be taken into account here. Large amounts of time spent in social isolation isn't good for anybody. Especially since the vast majority of games out there fail to engage or challenge players to develop their emotional intelligence.
When Gaming Goes Wrong
[The current state of the gaming industry is] too dark and derivative for my taste. The console and computer gaming business is too narrowly-defined by the 14 year old male mentality and all his not-so-honorable fantasies. It's being driven by what has worked and afraid of what a 10 million dollar development bust will entail. It has lost its moral compass.
—Bob Whitehead, game designer and programmer77
Few things unite people like a common enemy. In the past, a common enemy might have been a neighboring tribe or country, but a gamer's enemy today is social obligation: responsibilities, time management, dealing with real people, and taking real risks.
Like the Futurama episode, “Billy is in his room” is a common scene. Visiting relatives are welcomed by their aunts and uncles and cousins, whom they have not seen for some time. After the hugs and kisses and gift giving, the teenage son of the host family disappears—and never returns, even to say goodbye. The relatives ask, “Where's Billy?” His mom answers with what has become a familiar family refrain: “in his room.” That is the explanation for the failure to respect minimal social graces, or what used to be accepted as minimal family obligations to come out from seclusion even to say, “See ya, Cuz,” and buzz back to his gaming dungeon. For anyone who values family and its rituals, this is unacceptable behavior not only from Billy but even more so from Mom and Dad, who should know better and not be covering up for their son's lack of civility. In one sense, as such scenes get replicated widely, such behavior becomes part of the negative fallout from excessive, isolated gaming and porn absorption, effectively creating the new form of “cavemen.”
Video games go wrong when people play alone for long periods of time on a regular basis. With gaming experiences that can satisfy so many physical and mental needs, the gaming-life balance can spiral out of control. A couple of grown men loaned their perspectives in our survey—they were prepared to risk burnout and sacrifice sleep and other commitments in order to get their daily gaming fix:
I believe myself to be a member of the first generation of Internet gamers, and I used to be a hard-core MMOG (massively multiplayer online game) addict spending 12 to 16 hours a day playing games. So I will share some personal thoughts. It started with bulletin board systems online, where you could play simple games and leave messages to other people, and gradually progressed into online chat rooms and then interactive games with chat rooms and now into online societies where you can literally spend all of your daylight hours inside and there will be people there wanting to play and chat with you. This alternative to spending time with people in the physical world around them offers easier access to gratification of social needs. The direct consequence of this is a degeneration of one's ability to socialize in person. Especially when it comes to new people and women. We have nothing of interest to talk about. No one wants to hear about our characters or things that happened during an online battle, or how we have designed our online house. And so we are left behind others who are not as interested in online gaming. Another horrible side effect is poor physical health. Many gamers (when I say gamers, I am referring to ones I know and have met) have underdeveloped upper-body muscles and poor eating habits and health as a direct consequence of the time spent behind a computer. Once you find yourself addicted to the Internet, it feels pointless to change your habits, because you get no gratification for doing so. If you manage to break away from the computer screen, you will not know what to do with the time you normally spend playing. There are no tools available online that I have found to offer a path to freedom from this kind of addiction. I believe the best solution is prevention, and the only way to do that is to inspire children.
I am a physician with a research background in neuroscience, who battled his own addictions with video games. I was an addicted gamer who, at my peak, invested over 20,000 hours of playing games over a period of nine years. My reckless compulsion to play games transformed me into a monster that almost destroyed my family, marriage and career. Without attention to this quickest-growing addiction, our society will suffer from the creation of Generation Vidiot, millions of people devoid of innovation and skills to live in the physical world.
Video games also go wrong when the person playing them is desensitized to reality and real-life interactions with others. After several tragic school shootings in the late 1990s, a videotape of the two Columbine High School shooters surfaced showing them talking about how their acts would be like the popular computer game Doom. Two weeks later a Senate hearing examined the marketing of violence to children. Lieutenant Colonel (ret.) Dave Grossman, a former Army Infantryman who taught psychology at West Point and author of On Killing: The Psychological Cost of Learning to Kill in War and Society, spoke on one of the panels, saying there had to be a bridge between being a healthy citizen and having the ability to “snuff” out someone else's life:
In World War II, we taught our soldiers to fire at bull's-eye targets. They fought bravely. But we realized there was a flaw in our training when they came on the battlefield and they saw no bull's-eyes. And they were not able to transition from training to reality.
Since World War II, we have introduced a wide variety of simulators. The first of those simulators were pop-up human targets. When those targets appeared in front of soldiers, they learned to fire, and fire instinctively. When real human beings popped up in front of them, they could transfer the data from that simulator.
Today we use more advanced simulators. The law enforcement community uses a simulator that is a large-screen television with human beings on it, firing a gun that is identical to what you will see in any video arcade, except in the arcade the safety catch is turned off . . . The industry has to ask how it can market one device to the military, whoever is marketing it, and then turn around and give the same device to your children, and claim that it is harmless.78
Some violent video games that are licensed to the military can be superior devices for teaching soldiers battle tactics. Call of Duty: Modern Warfare 2 proved to be excellent “training-simulation” for the Norwegian mass-murderer who bombed government buildings in Oslo and went on to murder sixty-nine more people, mostly youths, at a summer camp on the island of Utya in 2011. The killer admitted that he played World of Warcraft to relax. Simon Parkin, a video games journalist for the Guardian, argued the video games were a medium for his psychopathy, not the cause: “broken humans will no doubt draw whatever inspiration they are seeking from it to feed their own madness,” and that no creator can ensure that their creation is not misused.79 Others see it as adding gasoline to the fire.
Although the American Psychological Association confirmed the link between playing violent video games and increased aggression in 2015, there was “insufficient evidence . . . about whether that link extends into criminal violence or delinquency.”80
Jaewon Lee says, “The results from [the brain scans of] Internet addicts were very similar to patients with ADHD, and also other forms of addiction—in the way the brain functionality had been depressed.”81 Surprisingly, it takes only a week of playing violent videogames to depress activity in portions of the brain responsible for emotional control.82 The same conclusion was reached by a meta-analysis of research on video games.83
Today, many would agree that violent video games are synonymous with successful video games.84 Children with more propensities to be aggressive are more attracted to violent video media, but violent media, in turn, can also make them more aggressive. This could be related to the fact that most video games reward players for violent acts, often permitting them to move to the next level in a game. Yet recent research suggests a link between violent video games and real-life aggression; given the opportunity, both adults and children will be more aggressive after playing violent games. And people who identify themselves with violent perpetrators in video games are able to take aggressive action while playing that role, reinforcing aggressive behavior85 and a sense of male disposability. Like the Proteus Effect, there is an increasing amount of data that suggests our brains instinctively mimic the states of the other minds we interface with, even if those other minds are imagined.85 The desensitization and mirroring effects combined with the addictive qualities of games can be a recipe for disaster for some players.
One study that measured social rejection's impact on narcissism and any resulting aggression found that when people who were narcissistic were rejected by their peers (or perceived that they were rejected) they were highly aggressive toward others after the rejection—not unlike patterns found in mass shootings.87
After the Virginia Tech shooting, journalist David Von Drehle aptly pointed out that the extreme self-centerdness of these kinds of killers is the “forest in these stories,” and that all the other elements—guns, games, lyrics, pornography—“are just the trees . . . Only a narcissist could decide that his alienation should be underlined in the blood of strangers.”88 The more time a narcissist spends alone in those “trees,” however, the more carried away in his self-absorbed thoughts he will get, and the more justified he will think his acts are.
Speaking at the University of Pittsburgh's Western Psychiatric Institute in 1982, Surgeon General C. Everett Koop warned that video games might be detrimental to the health of young people: “More and more people are beginning to understand [the games'] adverse mental and physical effects . . . There's nothing constructive in the games . . . Everything is eliminate, kill, destroy.”89 That was thirty years ago, when Dig Dug and Ms. Pac-Man—a 2D game in which a player would earn points by eating pellets and avoiding ghosts within a maze—were a couple of the top arcade games.
Steven L. Kent, author of The Ultimate History of Video Games, says pinball machines, the precursor to video games, began to incorporate the idea of “pay-outs”—combining games with gambling—in the 1930s. Politicians were quick to prohibit all forms of pinball; the ban was upheld for decades until pinball enthusiasts were able to demonstrate that the game involved more skill than luck, bringing more legitimacy to the industry. Much like the joystick and buttons on a controller, the flipper—the spring-powered levers invented by engineer Harry Mabs in 1947—allowed greater user interaction with the game as well as the opportunity to develop skill.
Three decades later video arcade games were the new trend, and in order to make money locations depended on a player lasting less than two minutes per game. Therefore it was necessary for companies to create games with interesting graphics, original plots, and simple objectives. Something that was easy to learn but difficult to master§ that people would want to play over and over again once they got started. The formula was effective. In the late 1970s so many people were playing Space Invaders in Japan that there was a national coin shortage, and people would huddle around players who could get further along in whatever game was most popular.90 There was also a level of public prestige and personal satisfaction that went along with attaining a high score.
Flash-forward another thirty years to today's video games for which top talent is recruited—from the designers to Grammy-winning composers—and they look just as good, if not better, than big-budget Hollywood films. The most popular themes in movies and games that appeal to young men revolve around driving, sports, and war, except in the video game the user gets to control everything. Even if they don't like the rules of the game they can use cheats (such as secret codes and hacks that give players an unfair advantage) to operate the game beyond their skill level and exert even greater control over the game. Social games like World of Warcraft are designed to be ongoing by rewarding character progression, and as players acquire more weapons and skill levels, they have greater social status and the game becomes more gratifying. There is a certain comfort knowing these infinite worlds exist where accomplishments can be revisited at any time or picked up right where the player left off. When these illusive worlds replace reality, however, comfort can turn into dependence.
Uncle Sam Goes 2.0
As mentioned by Lieutenant Colonel (ret.) Grossman, violent video games are having more and more practical applications. For example, realistic violent video games set in a warlike environment are being used to treat veterans who have post-traumatic stress disorder. Video game-like applications of digital technology are also an integral part of military operation. P.W. Singer, author of Wired for War, raises some considerations:
Technology is wrapped up in the story of war. You look at all the things that surround us, everything from the Internet to jet engines; these are all things where the military has been a driver for technology. And technology opens new frontiers, new directions we can go in, but it also creates new dilemmas, new questions you need to answer . . . Going to war meant that you were going to a place where there was such a danger that you might never come home again, you might never see your family again. Now compare that experience to that of a Predator drone pilot. You're sitting behind a computer screen, you're shooting missiles at enemy targets, you're killing enemy combatants. And then at the end of the day, you get back in your car, and 20 minutes later, you're at the dinner table talking to your kids about their homework.91
Singer alludes to important questions. How will identifying with a violent avatar, or removing oneself from direct violent action that's actually happening in the real world, affect the way we view each other and affect our real-life behavior? Could video games desensitize players not only to others' feelings but also to their own?
Rye Barcott, author of It Happened on the Way to War, told us that in the Marine battalion in Iraq in 2005, during heavy firefight periods, young Marines returning to barracks would rush to play violent video games all night, going back into battle the next day like “exhausted zombies,” and that was a common pattern among many of them.92
“Video games are never going to replicate the real thing,” says Lieutenant Colonel Larry F. Dillard Jr, of the US Army.93 But you never know.
In the popular children's science-fiction novel Ender's Game, by Orson Scott Card, Ender gets enrolled into Battle School, eventually reaching the school's top rank through his intelligence and cunning. Ender's practice sessions, in which he commands spaceships in a 3-D battle simulator with his fellow students, gradually escalate into battle after battle against an enemy alien race called the Formics, also known as Buggers. Ender is on the brink of exhaustion and is having horrible nightmares that haunt him during his waking hours. In his “final exam,” Ender's crew is outnumbered nearly a thousand to one near a small planet. Ender decides to use a deadly weapon to destroy the planet itself, annihilating all the ships in orbit. He's hoping his ruthless actions will get him kicked out of the school. Instead, he learns that all the battles had taken place with real fleets and his actions effectively ended the war with the aliens.94
The questions foremost in our minds are: Could Ender have killed the Buggers if he knew that it wasn't a game? If being one step removed from action makes for more effective and less endangered soldiers, why wouldn't the military be moving in this direction?
Not to mention how obsessed young people, especially young men, are with gaming. Noah Shachtman, contributing editor of Wired, said that the military understands it must embrace today's digital-obsessed youth in order to recruit the kind of soldiers, airmen and Marines that will be needed in the next century.95 But will the youth of today understand the impact of their actions as they use indirect technology to execute their orders?
Soldiers using this technology today may have actually had firsthand experience in real combat situations, and they come to work wearing their uniforms as a constant reminder that a button they press in one location could have real-life consequences at another location on the other side of the planet. Yet we should be wary of the fact that kids are growing up immersed in realistic digital entertainment depicting violent scenes, which they are physically removed from but feel they are participating in. These kids, who have spent too much time in the “trees,” likely will not have the same capacity to empathize with other people and thus may make less humane decisions; especially as drone technology presents itself as a deadly real-world extension of gaming technology.
‡ Gamification is a term that describes a system that is designed to motivate people and evoke their competitive drives by using rewards, feedback loops, and publicized status indicators (i.e., leader boards, progress graphs, ability to “level up,” friend counts).
§ Bushnell's Theorem or Nolan's Law is an aphorism by game designer and Atari founder Nolan Bushnell about video game design: “All the best games are easy to learn and difficult to master. They should reward the first quarter and the hundredth.”
TWELVE
Sour Grapes
Entitlement versus Reality
A hungry fox saw some fine bunches of grapes hanging from a vine that was trained along a high trellis and did his best to reach them by jumping as high as he could into the air. But it was all in vain, for they were just out of reach. So he gave up trying and walked away with an air of dignity and unconcern, remarking, “I thought those grapes were ripe, but I see now they are quite sour.”
—Aesop, “The Fox and the Grapes”
In stressful situations, many of us adjust our understanding of what's going on to preserve our sense of self. The core message of “The Fox and the Grapes” tale is not in the fox's failure to get the grapes but in his reaction to that failure. He maintains his pride with a wee bit of self-deception. “And therein lies the appeal,” says D.L. Ashliman, professor emeritus of the University of Pittsburgh. “Each individual reader can respond to the fox's self-deception according to his or her own expectations and needs. We can criticize the fox for his dishonesty and inconsistency, or we can congratulate him for his pragmatism and positive self-image.”1 The fox's response preserved the integrity of his self-image to himself.
Stanford University social psychologist Claude Steele was the first to describe the theory of self-affirmation, in 1988. His students, psychologists David Sherman and Geoffrey Cohen, described its powerful role in their own research, nearly two decades later:
[The theory] asserts that the overall goal of the self-system is to protect an image of its self-integrity, of its moral and adaptive adequacy. When this image of self-integrity is threatened, people respond in such a way as to restore self-worth . . . One way that this is accomplished is through defensive responses that directly reduce the threat. But another way is through the affirmation of alternative sources of self-integrity. Such “self affirmations,” by fulfilling the need to protect self-integrity in the face of threat, can enable people to deal with threatening events and information without resorting to defensive biases.2
In a sense they are saying that people can respond negatively to such threats by going on the defensive, or that a better way is to go on the offensive to bolster one's self-integrity.
Young men's attitudes are similar to the fox's. The ego reigns king in Western society today, and our delusional self-perceptions have dissociated us from mundane reality. Most people confuse comfort with happiness, preferring familiarity to truth. Our politically correct culture has become stifling for any form of critical analysis. Although stigmatizing people with labels (i.e., “she's suffering from X,” “he's got Y disorder”) can be damaging, such labels also allow people to externalize their problems and avoid taking personal responsibility to improve themselves. The avoidance of reality has pervaded our language and even the way we understand what's happening around us, as the late comedian George Carlin pointed out. People have invented a “soft language” to insulate themselves from the truth—he said, “toilet paper became bathroom tissue . . . The [garbage] dump became a landfill . . . Partly cloudy became partly sunny.”3
Western culture is presenting a confusing and unfulfilling reality full of distorted ideals. In the US, for example, the average high school student's performance has not improved over the last thirty years, yet their grades have undergone excessive inflation. In 1976 only 18 percent of students had an A- average or better, but in 2006 33 percent said they did—that is an 83 percent increase! At the same time, 20 percent fewer students did fifteen or more hours of homework per week than in 1976.4 In other words, the illusion of success is supported. They got rewarded for doing less.
Young men are told they can be anything they want to be, but it doesn't feel that way. With modern pressures to constantly perform flawlessly in all areas of life—school, career, socially, sexually—we can't blame them for seeking validation and approval in other environments like porn and video games or even gangs, or for being relieved when their anxiety or depression is diagnosed and given a label that other young men also share, such as ADHD. This estrangement creates a different set of rules and perception of self for young men that does not translate into the real world, however.
Developmental psychologist Erik Erikson saw identity as a combination of the ego's dealing with the outside world and the unconscious mind. He believed a stable sense of self could be achieved when there was a successful balance between the two. Adolescence, Erikson said, was the most important time for this development,5 which makes us wonder how stable adolescents' identities are when they are searching for them though imitations of life rather than in the real world's daily trials and tribulations. The assumption that high self-esteem automatically translates into real-world success is deeply untrue, and as much as a young man can seek refuge in his parallel world and spend the majority of his time behind a screen/gang/label—which can essentially act as a buffer or mask separating him from the social majority—he will eventually come up against the unavoidable demands and responsibilities of reality, which could very well trigger a severe identity crisis.
Poet and philosopher Robert Bly and psychoanalyst Marion Woodman call this confrontation “The Great Disappointment.” Leonard Sax says our culture does a terrible job of preparing kids for the moment when they realize they're not going to be the next big thing:
The spiritual condition of the child before the onset of puberty [is] characterized by the feeling that “something marvelous is going to happen.” Then sometime after the onset of puberty, navigating through adolescence, the teenager is hit with the awareness that something marvelous is not going to happen. That's the moment of The Great Disappointment. In our culture, that moment is often postponed until young adulthood, when the 20-something finally realizes that she isn't ever going to compete in the Olympics or be the next American Idol or a movie star.6
Adolescence, Sax says, is the period when children should be learning about their own abilities and limits. In a world with such a massive population as ours, the vast majority of us are going to have to come to terms with the fact that we are no more special than anyone else. Being a mature adult means recognizing that you're not going to be famous or on the cover of popular magazines. This subpar job of preparing young people for this realization leads to a rocky transition into full adulthood. Playing video games regularly can make the gamer the master of that universe, and for many young men that is all the satisfaction they need.
The young men who game to excess often avoid anything that undercuts their means of achieving validation because it is so woven into their identities. Therefore it is doubly threatening when their activities are being questioned because they themselves are being critiqued at the same time. Virtual actions and ego become interchangeable. Distraction and immersion into their preferred virtual space serves as a shield around them, pushing any ego-puncturing inconsistencies out of sight.
Truthfully, most of us have started doing this to some degree—pretty much all of us have some kind of online persona that we get validation from. As the pace of life picks up, the new immediately becomes the familiar, and soon it is old and then obsolete. More and more, Western culture takes technology for granted and we feel entitled to distraction and instant gratification. As the comedian Louis C.K. lamented on Late Night with Conan O'Brien, “Everything is amazing right now, and nobody's happy.”7
These days, it literally is all about “me.” In an analysis of over 750,000 books published between 1960 and 2008, Jean Twenge and her colleagues found that the use of first person plural pronouns (i.e., we, us) decreased 10 percent, while during this same time frame, the use of first person singular pronouns (i.e., I, me) increased 42 percent, and second person pronouns (i.e., you, your) quadrupled.8 It is easy to get turned off and become dismissive of anything that isn't serving our individual needs or beliefs, or serving them fast enough. But there's something else, an uncomfortable gnawing feeling that accompanies any moment when we don't have our face buried in some external device. It's not exactly loneliness. It's more like an itch we can't scratch. We know we could just stop and sit with ourselves if we really wanted to, or fix whatever problem has come up, but we couldn't be bothered to figure it out or put the effort in to apply the solution. So we complain or dismiss whatever is causing the gnawing feeling. This is what is commonly referred to as “first world problems.”
One reason why young men may feel entitled to things these days is because very few of them actually participate in the process of building or maintaining the things they take for granted. It used to be only wealthy gentlemen who didn't know what was under the hoods of their cars, now hardly any young men do. They just take their vehicle to an auto mechanic where it can be diagnosed electronically and fixed with specialized tools. The process of creation and upkeep is out of sight. Most young men who have cars do not even to know where the battery is, until their car stalls and they realize they are missing the cables to jump-start it.
Just as it is necessary to humanize a person to have empathy for them, in order to fully appreciate any given “thing” there needs to be a sense of the efforts and resources that went in to making it. When a young man gets handed things constantly during his early years without any conditions around use or bailed out of trouble during his adolescence, he doesn't learn to appreciate things or take pride in cultivating stuff, only in owning stuff. What he learns is to expect everything and to manipulate others to get stuff he believes he needs. Nowadays, many young men have no sense of awe. They have become disconnected from the physical reality around them. At the same time, they develop a belief that any sort of blue-collar job is beneath them, whether it is skilled or unskilled, or even pays more than many of the jobs in white-collar industries, as in plumbing or being an electrician.
In 1969, the Rolling Stones sang the song “You Can't Always Get What You Want,” but, they assured listeners, if enough effort was put in, a person could get what they needed. The song was a hit. Today a song like that would never get made. Hard work appears to be for someone who doesn't know how to work the system—a sucker—and young men no longer have the patience or desire to learn how to build the foundations for success, nor are they inclined to expose themselves to what they perceive as ridicule if they were to fail along the way.
In the 2013 CIRP Freshman Survey, a survey of incoming college freshmen from around the US that is conducted annually by the University of California in Los Angeles (UCLA), the researchers noted that while freshmen perceive themselves as cooperative and tolerant of those with different beliefs, they rated themselves poorly when it came to being open to having their own beliefs challenged.9
Similarly, in a Josephson Institute of Ethics survey on the moral attitudes of young people, 45 percent of boys (versus 28 percent of girls) “agreed” or “strongly agreed” with the statement, “a person has to lie or cheat sometimes in order to succeed,” and twice as many boys as girls agreed or strongly agreed that “it's not cheating if everyone is doing it.”10 Stop for a moment and repeat that phrase to yourself. Any consensual activity can become acceptable even if it is immoral or unethical. That attitude becomes a stepping-stone for good people to justify doing worse things, if others are doing so.
Why Buy the Cow When You Can Have the Milk Free?
Mara Hvinstendahl, author of Unnatural Selection, says that it is a myth that there are fewer men than women in the world. Women tend to outlive men, but at birth, the natural sex ratio is 105 males being born for every 100 females.11 Why does the world start off with more men but end up with more women?
Roy Baumeister, social psychologist and author of Is There Anything Good About Men?, offers a provocative explanation. Throughout history, he says, the probability that an individual woman will reproduce has been reasonably high. This has been because there was always a good chance, provided a woman played it safe and went along with the crowd (which most women did), that a man would enter the scene at some point and offer sex. Women didn't need to sail into uncharted waters or explore new lands—where the likelihood of certain death was quite high—to find mates with whom to reproduce. Our female ancestors played it safe, in other words.
Men, however, had to take a vastly different approach in order to secure a mate. Most men who lived in the distant past do not have descendants alive today, and the chances of a man who played it safe and followed the crowd having living descendants is especially low. If men wanted to continue their lines they needed to be resourceful, creative, take risks, and explore new options. Baumeister says:
What seems to have worked best for cultures is to play off the men against each other, competing for respect and other rewards that end up distributed very unequally. Men have to prove themselves by producing things the society values. They have to prevail over rivals and enemies in cultural competitions, which is probably why they aren't as lovable as women.
The essence of how culture uses men depends on a basic social insecurity. This insecurity is in fact social, existential, and biological. Built into the male role is the danger of not being good enough to be accepted and respected and even the danger of not being able to do well enough to create offspring.
The basic social insecurity of manhood is stressful for the men, and it is hardly surprising that so many men crack up or do evil or heroic things or die younger than women. But that insecurity is useful and productive for the culture, the system.12
Baumeister highlights research from biologist Jason Wilder, who, through sampling the genetics of various populations alive today, found that humanity's ancestors are roughly 67 percent women and 33 percent men, indicating some men were able to have children with multiple women, but most men didn't have any children at all.13 An example of this unequal distribution is recent genetic evidence that the descendants of the thirteenth-century Mongolian conqueror Genghis Khan, whose sons had large harems, may account for 8 percent of the men living in the former Mongol empire today.14
Historically, perpetuating a man's genetic line motivated much of his risk taking. On the flip side of that motivation is male laziness that occurs when an abundance of sexual opportunities present themselves. In general, as long as males have easy sexual access to attractive women, they feel no need to exert more energy, time, or money to get female attention. This is particularly evident on college campuses where there are 1.33 females for every male. The imbalance also exists later in life in nursing homes where women vastly outnumber men, often more than two to one.15 With fewer men presenting themselves as viable partners, the sense that there is a “man shortage” further perpetuates itself.
The Guttentag-Secord theory was first presented by Marcia Gut-tentag and Paul F. Secord in their 1983 book, Too Many Women?: The Sex Ratio Question. They suggested that members of the sex in smaller supply are less reliant on their partners because many potential relationships are available to them, thus they have more “dyadic power”—the upper hand—over members of the surplus sex. When confronted with an abundance of women, men become promiscuous and unwilling to commit to a monogamous relationship. In societies with too many women, or too few “marriageable” men, fewer people marry, and the ones who do will do so later in life. Since men take advantage of a variety of available partners, women's work and traditional roles are devalued, and because these women can't rely on their partners to stick around, more of them turn to furthering their education or career to support themselves.16
On college campuses, the number of romantic relationships has decreased and casual sex has increased. A couple of female college students we spoke with shared their concerns:
Both men and women are extremely busy these days and technology has made it easy to access a large pool of people to find an arrangement that works for them. For example, a friend of mine in [New York] works for a top tier investment bank and is extremely successful. She wants company at times but is also extremely busy. So she “hangs out” with a guy she likes on three days a week. This phenomenon is vastly prevalent amongst men and women in their 20s and 30s. Personally I think a lot of women grow out of this (probably a lot to do with eventually wanting to start a family) but a lot of men have realized it is easy to have non-committal relationships without having to explain yourself too much. We live in a world where we exchange bodily fluids before last names. You can be sleeping with someone but be seen as coming on too strong if you ask them if they are sleeping with other people. Modern cities like London, New York, San Francisco, etc. all offer men and women the option of having Peter Pan lifestyles—heterosexual men, especially, have one advantage—they can always go younger. None of this is meant to be a rant, it really is just the way it is.
I think one of the biggest challenges will be the effect this will have on family dynamics. Today's well-educated, empowered, successful women don't want lame, slacker husbands, and most men don't want to feel inferior to their wives. Will this push us into becoming more of an individual, rather than a family-based, society?
“Men are as good as their women require them to be,” said one twenty-seven-year-old man we interviewed. This statement made us wonder about how easy access to sex affects men's motivation to achieve other life goals. Could there be a spillover from easy sexual access to assuming other goals can also be achieved with only minimal effort and planning? It could be argued that our goals are fuelled by evolution and that the majority of our efforts are just part of one big elaborate mating ritual. But in the past, the prize—a sexual partner (and propagating one's genetics)—would have been the reward for hard work, or at least some wise planning. Today the reward is essentially free and available before any hard work has been done, so what's left? It's like downing dessert before dinner.
A young woman who Leonard Sax interviewed for his book, Girls on the Edge, said that these days all young men want is “wham, bam, thank-you ma'am,” that they don't have a clue as to how to satisfy a woman or care about establishing an emotional connection to build a relationship. Sax pointed out that because boys and girls are becoming sexually active at an earlier age than in their parents' generation, males are more egocentric and less mature, and that there's been a cultural shift from dating toward “hooking up,” with young men feeling less of an obligation to care about the young women. The growing influence of porn was evident in the young men's comments. Many eagerly described the sites they visited, and told Sax that if they were given the choice between masturbating to online porn or going on a date with a real girl, they would choose the porn.17 One young man from our own student survey said that many of his male friends were disappointed when they had sexual encounters with real girls because they were not as good looking as the porn stars.
Interestingly, a recent study published in the Journal of Sex and Marital Therapy suggested that both men and women who had watched porn scored higher on three commonly used narcissism inventories, and that even greater levels of narcissism were correlated with more hours spent watching porn.18 Narcissism is the enemy of compassion, by not wanting to be a part of the social community around you, and by feeling no obligation to make life better for anyone other than Me.
THIRTEEN
The Rise of Women?
Since the 1960s women's earnings have grown by 44 percent, compared with 6 percent for men. A 2010 study of single, childless, urban workers between the ages of twenty-two and thirty found that women actually earned 8 percent more than men. The proportion of married women with children and with an income that is higher than their husband's has increased from 4 percent in 1960 to 23 percent in 2011. Childless women who have never been married make 117 percent what their childless male peers do. Women are also getting more higher education than their male counterparts, and this upward trend will continue.1
American women benefited considerably from democratic laws that expanded their rights—such as Federal Drug Administration legislation approving the use and distribution of birth control pills in the early 1960s. They also were beneficiaries of Title IX of the 1972 Educational Amendments to the Civil Rights Act sanctioning equality for the sexes in education, causing educational institutions to support women in sports; the 1973 Roe v Wade ruling allowing women the right to a safe and legal abortion; and the 1993 Family Medical Leave Act allowing women to take employment leave after giving birth or for other family emergencies.2
In addition, NASA began accepting aspiring female astronauts in 1976 with Sally Ride becoming the first American woman in space in 1983;3 the United Nations (UN) launched the End Violence Against Women campaign in 2008;4 raising worldwide public and political awareness of violence prevention and policy; the 2012 Games in London were the first Olympics where women competed in every sport;5 and consciousness-raising of women's issues has been on the rise all around the globe.
Your authors celebrate the rise in status, power and wide-ranging abilities of girls and women. Slowly but surely the glass ceiling is disappearing, enabling talented women to move up to top leadership positions in industry. There are virtually no professions today that are off-limits to women who are willing to work to make it in them. We also believe that the guardians of that corporate glass ceiling are older men from earlier generations who are still living in the old boys' club” system. When they retire, we believe more capable women will rise up to the tops of their industries.
Still, the “leadership gap” persists. As of 2014, women held only 18 to 20 percent of seats in the US Congress, the Senate and the House.6 That puts the US 90th out of 197 nations ranked in terms of female representatives in Parliament,7 behind Sudan, where sharia law is in effect, and China, where the term sheng nu—“leftover women”—is used to urge professional women to get married. Women also make up just one out of five directors of companies in the S&P 500.8
Despite earning more than men in their twenties, women still lag in perpetual earnings. There has been a lingering statistic that claims women earn 77 cents per dollar that a man earns. This statistic—circulated as recently as 2014 by the White House9—is deceptive because it is not talking about a man and a woman doing the same work. The 77 cents statistic doesn't account for actual number of hours worked, years of job experience, or type of career; it just takes the median salaries made by full-time female and full-time male workers. In reality, twice as many men than women work very long hours.10 Men also don't take off as much time after the birth of a child, and there is a greater concentration of men in higher paying careers, such as engineering. Essentially, if employers could really get away with having women do the same work for 77 percent of what they would pay a man, they would do so.11 We must look at the other variables at play.
Do We Need a Democracy of Gender?
As mentioned earlier, childless women make more than their childless male counterparts. What would help enable more women to remain in the workforce and earn as much if not more than men? Paid maternity and paternity leave, affordable childcare, allowing the flexibility of some work to be done from home, and compatible children's school schedules.12
In her book The World Split Open, University of California professor emerita Ruth Rosen wrote that women are “both like and unlike men,” and a society that doesn't honor women's ability to bear and raise children is “clearly violating their rights to fully participate in society.” Rosen argued that a society that compels women to live as men do is not a true democracy. A true “gender democracy,” she said, must honor the life of the family as much as it honors the life of work.13
Honoring the commitment to family makes sense, but the philosophy should be applicable to both mothers and fathers. In a recent Pew Research Center survey, more men said working full-time was the ideal situation for them, but about the same number of men and women said they would prefer to be at home raising their children rather than working. Fifty-six percent of mothers and 50 percent of fathers surveyed found it difficult to balance the responsibilities of their job and their family, and while 23 percent of mothers said they spent “too little” time with their children, 46 percent—or double that amount—of fathers wished they could spend more time with their children. This disparity helps explain why, overall, more women than men believe they are doing an excellent or very good job as a parent.14
Despite having higher confidence in their parenting abilities, women still experience internal tension with how they prioritize their career and family. In the Atlantic's most-read article of all time,15 “Why Women Still Can't Have It All,” Anne-Marie Slaughter, an academic who was a former Director of Policy Planning at the State Department, agreed that the notion of work-life balance needed to change. She wrote about how she found it very difficult to perform at the level she wanted as a high government official and be the kind of parent she wanted to be, even though her husband was willing to take on the bulk of parenting responsibilities for the time she was in Washington. She said that she believed women (and men) could have it all, and have it all at the same time, but not with the way that Western society and economy are presently structured. She said it was time for women in high-powered and leadership positions to recognize that “having it all” is hardly a function of personal ambition and discipline, and that many working women are just struggling to make ends meet or support partners who are unable to find work. Additionally, the cost of good day care can break the bank and children's school schedules and activities often conflict with work demands. To create a society that actually works for women, Slaughter suggests closing the “leadership gap” by electing a female president and fifty female senators, so that women may exert power evenly and be equally represented in judicial and executive positions.16
We agree that it would be a very good thing to have a greater number of women in political and leadership positions, and companies would attain and retain more talented female employees if they adopted “family-friendly” policies. But again, we believe the work-life balance will improve for everyone only when both mothers' and fathers' rights are supported. The US is the only OECD country that lacks a national paid parental leave policy.17 To create genuine fairness and partnership between the sexes we must move beyond the current female-centric conversations that so often alienate men toward more human-centric conversations that strive to include everyone. The things that women are really looking to have happen are more likely to happen if men's roles in the family are supported, as doing so will alleviate some of the work-life crunch many women feel while allowing men to be more involved in their families and communities.
In addition, more and more women are finding that, although it may not necessarily be what they want, they don't have to have a man in their life to achieve many of their personal, social, and romantic goals. This is a liberating feeling for many women, as it should be. Something to be mindful of, however, is that as feminine confidence grows, it could proportionally and inversely affect the harmony between men and women; the more women separate their long-term goals from men the more the social chasm could widen between the sexes. In order to minimize that chasm it is crucial to allow men and men's issues to be welcomed and addressed in discussions on equality.
Overlapping Challenges
The negative trends in male behavior that we noted in Part I are hardly one-sided. The number of women who are overweight is also quite high—obesity rates are about the same as men's in many developed countries, and often higher in less developed nations.18 Jean Twenge and W. Keith Campbell noted in The Narcissism Epidemic that narcissistic personality traits rose rapidly among college students from the 1980s to today, “with the shift especially pronounced for women.” While young men still score higher on narcissism, young women are quickly catching up.19 Just think about all the “princess” propaganda pushed on girls—and strangely, embraced by parents who think it's “cute.” They are not thinking about how movies like Frozen or Cinderella condition their daughters to feel entitled romantically and financially later in life.
When it comes to media, although young men spend more time on the Internet and playing video games than young women, young and middle-age women watch roughly eleven hours more television per month than men.20 This aligns with the research on women's overall unhappiness levels and the data that unhappy people watch more TV.
Just as the media show few alternatives to the slovenly male, it also presents few alternatives to the boy-crazy female with nothing better to do than seduce the male protagonist. The Bechdel Test is an informal rating system that classifies films with three simple criteria: to pass the test a movie must “have at least two [named] women in it, who talk to each other, about something besides a man.”21 Very few video games pass all the criteria of the Bechdel Test,22 and just over half of movies do.23 The test is imperfect, as a film could pass the test but still include sexist content; nevertheless some cinemas and organizations—such as the Swedish Film Institute—are taking the rating seriously, and using it to highlight gender bias against women.24
Girls are more obsessed with social networks and their mobile phones than boys are. For example, one woman in her early twenties told us how her younger sister in high school spends hours doing her hair and makeup just to post a “selfie” on her Facebook page so her friends would think she was going somewhere. In reality, right after taking the photo she would remove the makeup and go to sleep. The average fourteen- to seventeen-year-old girl sends 100 or more text messages a day—more than twice the amount that boys send and receive.25
Despite all this “socializing,” women often have difficulty expressing their true feelings about each other and situations to one another. Whereas some men prefer socially intense situations, women prefer social pleasantries, avoiding any and all confrontation. Older generations of women, unfortunately, have passed down the habit of not saying anything—directly—when they don't have anything “nice” to say.
Recently, I (Nikita) listened to an all-too-common scene from one of my friends, who was trying to navigate a tricky text conversation with her “bestie.” There was clearly something off between them because her friend had planned a baby shower without her and hadn't been returning all her texts. She asked her friend if she was mad at her. The friend denied it, saying “let's get coffee later.” My friend turned to her husband, who was sitting right next to her, and asked him how he would respond. “I'd tell him to quit being an asshole, then we'd have a drink and move on.” Where men will tell each other exactly what's on their minds even if it's an insult, women so often say nothing and distance themselves from the other person in the hopes that the issue will resolve itself or fade to the point where it's no longer a problem. The result, in general, is that women have difficulty negotiating solutions together for personal matters.
This attitude and aversion to confrontation carries over into other areas of life. Many young women still feel uncomfortable being direct and open with each other because they have had so little practice giving and taking criticism, and have a hard time not holding a grudge against the person who gave the criticism, even when the intention behind it is good. By contrast, the way men communicate with each other lends itself to building trust because they know their male friends will be upfront with them. It also orients men toward interpersonal conflict resolution and compromise, instead of trying to please everyone or “keep the peace.” This could partly explain why, in a recent Gallup poll, just a quarter of women would prefer to work for a female boss while 40 percent would prefer a male boss (a third had no preference).26
Why is it so hard for women just to say what's on their minds—even to their best friends? Because women's social lives, especially when they are growing up, depend so heavily on what other women think of them. Information about others is seen as power, and they fear losing not just one friend, but being alienated by other friends who are swayed by that one friend's approval. Most women also do not want to hurt each other's feelings, but in the process, what they are truly feeling doesn't get articulated, so whatever issue was really concerning them gets left unresolved for the sake of preserving the friendship and greater social cohesion of the group. So there is a feeling of social isolation that also exists among women.
Many modern women, like modern men, are also turning away from socializing, relationships, and intimacy with the opposite sex. In Japan 45 percent of women say they have no interest in sex and up to 90 percent of young women think that staying single is better than marriage.27 Worry over the dwindling birth rate has even prompted Japanese researchers to begin work on creating artificial wombs, in which embryos can be brought to term without a human host.28
The New York Post recently observed a trend of women in their twenties and thirties who would rather take care of a dog than get married or raise a child. Doggie-loving female readers told them that they didn't even think twice about giving up changing diapers, dealing with temper tantrums, and creating college funds for the predictable affection of their four-legged “child.” One woman said that it required less work and that she'd have more time to go out. No babysitter needed! Another said dogs were preferable to other companionship options, and that her little pup was “great, except he snores a lot. He even has his own Instagram. A dog is easier to transport than a child. It's less final than having a child.” The number of dogs under twenty-five pounds has increased in recent years.29
For the women who would rather partner with a man, many have impractical, even otherworldly, expectations of who their suitor should be. Just like how porn gives men an unrealistic impression of sex, many women's version of porn—romantic comedies and erotic novels—gives them unrealistic expectations of what men will bring to the relationship. Though most women generally desire a man who is at least as tall, or taller than themselves, many successful young women also admitted to us that their checklist of qualities a potential partner must possess only increased as they became more educated and financially independent, further narrowing the pool of men they would give the time of day to. The reasons behind this invariably revolved around wanting to maintain a similar or better quality of life and social status once children came along in their partner-marital relationship. As a consequence, “marrying up” is more important than it used to be,30 yet women are not under the same financial pressures, which leaves the women at the top and the men at the bottom less likely to find a partner.
Eighty-six percent of Americans believe a father's income is “very important” or “extremely important” while just a quarter said a mother's income was “extremely important.”31 those same lines, there are only ninety-one never-married men aged twenty-five to thirty-four with jobs for every one hundred never-married women of the same age with jobs,32 yet three out of four women would not date an unemployed man while two-thirds of men would date an unemployed woman.33
A recent survey of over 1,000 men and women found that 82 percent of men and 72 percent of women said the man should still pay the full bill on a date. Even as a relationship progresses, 36 percent of men said they pay all the bills, versus 14 percent of women.34 In other words, young women are becoming more educated and financially successful than young men but they are less willing than men to meet their partner in the middle when it comes to sharing expenses and gift-giving. A perfect example of this is the luxury jewelry company Tiffany & Co.'s “drop a hint” option underneath “add to shopping bag.” A pop up window will appear: “Dear ____: Apparently ____ has been daydreaming about this and we thought you'd definitely want to know. A hint from your friends at Tiffany.”35 You'd never see this on a website for men's products!
Perhaps this will change as men and women both become more comfortable with women leading, or with gender equality.
Landmines and Eggshells: Sexuality and Dating
Just as most women don't want to be called sluts, most men want to avoid the label of chauvinist, particularly “chauvinist pig,” as it can be ruinous both professionally and personally. These names have been used unproductively for years; the difference now is men have a set of rules about what they're not supposed to do, but have nothing about what they should be doing, so while fewer guys are getting called chauvinists, they don't act as resolutely in the dating arena as they might have in the past.
When you talk to older couples, the man will say something like, “She was the most beautiful thing I'd ever seen,” and the woman will say, “I thought he was the biggest jerk when I met him . . . then he won me over.” Now when a woman says “no,” men listen and back off, not knowing how to change their approach in the future, which means everyone gets fewer dates. Or they act like a jerk or resort to pickup artist techniques because they were rejected without explanation. It is especially confusing for men when they hear women tell them they want to be with a man who is nice and respectful, yet see that the women respond more favorably to men who act more aggressively and with disregard for the woman's feelings. Some have dubbed this the “Hero-Asshole Complex,” in contrast to the Madonna-Whore Complex.
It seems that desire plays by different rules that we, as a society, do not know how to discuss yet. Indeed, the majority of women want to feel overwhelmingly desired by their love interest, not logically contemplated, but this leaves a gray area for men to proceed. In a recent article on the male experience of feeling desired versus the female experience of feeling desired, Mark D. White, chair of the philosophy department at the College of Staten Island/CUNY, discussed this perplexing situation:
If I were dating and trying to achieve the appropriate balance between thoughtful consideration and spontaneous desire, I would consider the costs of failing to show sufficient respect—specifically, the risk of offending or hurting a woman—to be much higher than the costs of showing insufficient desire and passion—mainly, risking making a woman unhappy and endangering the success of the relationship. The way I think about things, I would consider the first risk much more serious than the second, and I would err on the side of respect and consideration. This may be what's behind the man Dr. [Noam] Shpancer calls “the delicate, tentative guy who politely thinks about you and asks if this is okay or that is okay,” who “may well put you in a sexual coma—not despite these qualities, but because of them.”36
For a lot of guys, as much as women say “no means no,” in reality no often means maybe. Maybe as in prove or show—in a nonsexual way—why she should say yes. One Redditor commented on the article, saying:
I think men are kind of lost. The systems we've all been raised on had a very definite role for us to play. But we're told now it's dangerous. We are told to act differently, but often find that in one context or another, women want us to be cautious and respectful, and in other contexts, they want the abandon of desire. Get it wrong and you are either unaggressive (not forceful or dominant enough) and on the other end, too forceful and “rapey.” It's difficult to know what we ought to be at any given moment. You'll see men rewarded for being respectful and egalitarian one moment, but then you'll hear a woman talk about a sexual fantasy of a man taking her without asking and just dominating her. What kind of signal do I take from these conflicting messages? Can a woman want both things? And if she does, how can she expect the man to navigate what she's wanting? Or is it that they don't really want both, they truly want one or the other, and something cultural is pressuring them to say they want the other [too]?37
One young man from our survey echoed a parallel view:
In a post-feminism generation, gender roles are unclear. Men in their late 20s to early 30s today were raised to be sensitive and caring, and to hide any aggressive impulses, but find this gets them nowhere. Women in their 20s to early 30s talk about feminine empowerment but are still only sexually attracted to overt displays of strength and aggression. Sensitivity, politeness and asking what a woman wants are extreme turnoffs because they are perceived as weakness. Not only is being a new kind of man a turnoff, it also keeps me from making the first move because I learned to worry about forcing myself onto the object of my desire, to not be crass or slimy, to not use pickup lines, etc. But there are no clearly defined rules for what I should be doing, just a set of things that I shouldn't do-all the things that would elicit results . . . I'll just go play video games, thanks.
One thing that has changed is the pressure women feel to be “liberated.” No one can agree on what exactly that is though, and one of the reasons why feminism broke off into so many subgroups was because there was so much disagreement about what sexual liberation was. For example, some women, such as Candida Royalle38 and Annie Sprinkle,39 thought porn was empowering, while others, such as Andrea Dworkin, Susan Brownmiller, and Robin Morgan,40 thought it undermined feminism's goals. Despite the efforts of religious conservatives and radical feminists to eradicate porn, societal attitudes have shifted since the 1960s from the expectation that a woman be pure and virginal until marriage to being ready, willing, and able to hook up anywhere, anytime, with no strings attached. Though the current situation has debunked certain taboos, most sexual education curriculums are still stuck in the Victorian age. “Our bodies, our choice” sounds powerful, but what good is it when nobody understands their own body or choices?
Arguably, men are confused because women are confused. In her book Female Chauvinist Pigs, Ariel Levy, a staff writer at the New Yorker, discussed the impact that sexual objectification and self-objectification have on the development of sexuality and identity of young women. She investigated the rise of the raunch culture and the effects of female “empowerment” shifting from the fight for women's rights to strip dance classes. Levy writes that women of all ages are confronted with the same issues, yet:
Whereas older women were around for the women's movement itself, or at least for the period when its lessons were still alive in the country's collective memory, teenage girls have only the here and now. They have never known a time when “ho” wasn't part of the lexicon, when 16 year olds didn't get breast implants, when porn stars weren't topping the best-seller lists, when strippers weren't mainstream . . .41
These days, when someone says “you look like a porn star,” it is often taken as a compliment. We shouldn't be surprised that young women are watching more porn and acting as if hotness and lust are virtues when they are barraged with images that combine sexual exhibitionism with a glamorous lifestyle. Think of the number of women who are household names who you haven't seen in lingerie; you can probably count them on one hand.
Amid the “contradictory mishmash” of messages from parents, peers, and the media, it is unrealistic to think that teenagers will pay no mind to their hormones, disregard the porn stars on television, and not be curious about all the sites dedicated to sex on the Internet. Levy says that it should be no wonder that teens are not cooperating with the traditional plan to save oneself for “the one” or are comprehending that sex is performance given for attention, and suggests that:
Rather than only telling teens why they shouldn't have sex, perhaps we also ought to be teaching them why they should. We are doing little to help them differentiate their sexual desires from their desire for attention . . . If there's a way in which grown women are appropriating raunch as a rebellion against the constraints of feminism, we can't say the same for teens. They never had a feminism to rebel against . . . Our national love of porn and pole dancing is not the byproduct of a free and easy society with an earthy acceptance of sex. It is a desperate stab at free-wheeling eroticism in a time and place characterized by intense anxiety.42
Levy references interviews with teen girls conducted by Deborah Tolman, for her book Dilemmas of Desire. Tolman found that the girls could not differentiate between the experiences of being wanted versus the experience of sex. The girls also ignored or suppressed their own arousal, in what Tolman described as “silent bodies,” because they were terrified that really feeling “embodied sexual desire” would only lead to disease and unwanted pregnancy. What the girls mostly felt was a “great deal” of confusion and anxiety.43
Things have gotten a lot worse for women in recent decades, says Australian feminist Germaine Greer: “Liberation hasn't happened, even sexual liberation didn't happen . . . What happened was that commercial pornography was liberated, fantasy was liberated, but people weren't liberated.”44
Language Does not Equal Liberation; Liberation Equals Liberation
We bring up these challenges and contradictions in the women's movement as well as the distortion of statistics about sexism by politicians because it is important for women to realize that unless the catchy slogans actually have a basis in reality, true empowerment for women will not exist. Despite the progress that has been made by the women's movement, there are many real flaws that exist in the current Western social and cultural structure for both sexes. Furthermore, feigning concern for legitimate women's issues through political correctness creates unfounded anger toward men and diverts attention and resources away from making long-lasting improvements or generating more effective cooperation between the sexes.
Nick Cohen, a journalist for the Spectator, recently discussed the detrimental effects this kind of political correctness has in a recent article:
What distinguishes our times is the fanaticism about the power language. Starting on the post-1968 left and moving rightwards ever since, is a belief that slips in language reveal your opponent's hidden meanings and unquestioned assumptions. The wised-up need only decode, and everyone will see the oppressiveness of the elite . . . Indeed, your insistence that you can change the world by changing language, and deal with racism or homophobia merely by not offending the feelings of interest groups, is likely to allow real racism and homophobia to flourish unchallenged, and the sick and disadvantaged to continue to suffer from polite neglect.45
Instead of examining the real issues honestly, we have censored them. Which is why, in 2014, we simultaneously ended up with a Mississippi sex education class comparing women who have sex to dirty pieces of chocolate46 and Beyoncé in a bikini on the cover of Time magazine's “100 Most Influential People.”47 On one level, the bikini photos pay homage to positive body image campaigns, but on another level, it says that, as a woman, no matter what you've accomplished, what matters most is how your body looks. What are young girls (and boys) who idolize celebrities supposed to think? The cover may as well have shown Miley Cyrus on a wrecking ball.
In today's world, a woman who appears in the media is expected to willingly objectify herself to stay relevant. If she is not traditionally beautiful, she can either pile on the makeup or go for a dark or edgy look—but she's still expected to try to put her sexiest foot forward. Photoshop can take care of the rest.
Some actresses are speaking out against the status quo. For example, Rashida Jones, one of the stars of Parks and Recreation, wrote a piece for Glamour about the pornification of everything, saying that women can't possibly all be into strip dancing or showing so much skin. Owning and expressing one's sexuality has been an important step for women, she said, but most of what's out there seems so staged—“. . . in my opinion, we are at a point of oversaturation.” In television, this oversaturation is known as a “tonnage issue,” which TV network censors will report when there is an overuse of a certain phrase. “When it comes to porn imagery and pop culture, we have a tonnage issue,” Jones said, but because of the ubiquity of these images and the personas that accompany them young girls who imitate celebrities may not see that personal sexual expression is related to having pride about who they are on the inside.48
If Beyoncé's cover on Time is not the tonnage tipping point, we don't know what is. Why is being a woman today so much about being one of the guys” with “really amazing hair”—as feminist Caitlin Moran puts it?49 And why is taking your clothes off the only way for a woman to publicly communicate self-acceptance? When we insist that every woman is beautiful and encourage them to show more skin as a form of empowerment, we not only place even more emphasis on physical appearance, we devalue it.
I (Nikita) have always wondered why so many women loathe feeling sexually objectified, yet, with any bit of fame or weight loss, find that objectification to be empowering. We refuse to admit that being a sexual object is a powerful position, yet we celebrate our own success by choosing to present ourselves as a collection of body parts to be ogled, thereby reducing the power that position holds by removing the mystery of it. I don't think young girls are the only ones who are confused; it's mostly women who are creating this media for other women, and it's women who are buying it! We are the ones that are reading the articles about celebrity cellulite, and our insatiable schadenfreude means such articles will continue to appear. Guys couldn't care less. Perhaps, what we really resent is that sexual power can be so fleeting and biologically determined—both things over which we have no control.
At any rate, women are selling themselves short if they allow raunch culture to shape their identities and sexual expressions. To truly empower women, women themselves must begin identifying their new ways to assert their relevance—ones that are not contingent on uncontrollable factors nor involve contempt for men but, rather, ways that include their own creative approaches that can benefit everyone. Men and women are different, and within both sexes there are further differences. There is no need for each sex's definitions of success either to be the same or look the same. We agree with Levy when she said, “If we really believed that we were sexy and funny and competent and smart, we would not need to be like strippers or [be] like men or [be] like anyone other than our own specific, individual selves.”50
Teaching our Daughters to Succeed
The more women succeed monetarily, the more they will realize that men are not the sex with the power; rather they will understand that men are the sex most willing to accept the trade-offs. The truth is, no one can “have it all.” A mistaken belief of the feminist movement was the expectation that work would equate power and self-fulfillment.
There are not many privileges that come without responsibilities, and successful people learn to say “no thank you” if a responsibility doesn't help them secure an opportunity or offer them some advantage or valuable experience. They don't accept a situation and then complain about how oppressive it feels later. Women need to be mentored for success so they don't have to rely on the law and the government to advocate for them and in some cases supplement their incomes.
In addition to creating policies that value parenting as much as careers, the best thing society can do to allow more women to succeed in the workplace is to prepare them to overcome obstacles, such as being mentored in negotiation skills. The focus should be on creating safe and healthy work spaces for women (and men), instead of undermining women's strength by trying to ban the word “bossy,” as Sheryl Sandberg, COO of Facebook, has done in her otherwise positive Lean In movement.51 We can encourage girls to lead by saying, “You know what? Bossy people get things done. Listen to others, do your homework so you know what you're talking about, and keep voicing your opinion. The climb to the top is never easy.”
We can also encourage girls to watch television shows and movies that pass the Bechdel Test and get them subscriptions to magazines that advise them on how to be leaders. In 2013, seventeen women's magazines, including Cosmopolitan, Seventeen, Allure, Lucky, and Teen Vogue all ranked higher than Forbes, the Economist, and Working Mother in magazine circulation. In fact, Cosmopolitan had more subscribers than Forbes, the Economist, and Working Mother combined.52 If the number of young women who read Cosmopolitan got a subscription to a magazine that covered finance and current events, we would no doubt see massive changes in young women's interests and a positive shift in their self-confidence.
If mothers and daughters read such publications together, it would open up conversations for moms to share their firsthand experience and knowledge that will help their daughters plan a future. There's no doubt a lot of future heartache could be avoided if there were more honest discussions between generations of women about how different decisions affect one's life as well as who compatible partners would be for those varying paths.
Mothers can also talk to their daughters about the different challenges and trade-offs that come with having children earlier or later (or at all) in their lives, such as education loans, fertility, and how parenthood affects opportunities. Daughters need these conversations. Can working mothers or overextended single mothers find the time for such conversations? We feel strongly that they must make the time for their offspring to benefit from their wisdom.
Although women outnumber men at colleges and are more likely to be involved in activities outside class, more than twice as many incoming freshman women (41 percent versus 18 percent of incoming freshman men) felt constantly “overwhelmed” by all they had to do. The overwhelmed students were also less likely than the not-at-all-overwhelmed students to believe in their abilities and have confidence in social situations.53
To combat this, another thing we can do is enroll more girls in team sports, which develop a unifying sense of social responsibility, and whose combination of competitiveness and teamwork creates a solid foundation for cooperating with others in business settings later on. They also help women learn that they can rely on each other when honest and open communication is lacking in other social situations. Mothers can supplement this by having the courage to show their daughters what honest communication between women can look like—by respecting others for telling the truth, by not gossiping or displaying an entirely different attitude about someone behind that person's back, and by remaining friends with someone who offered constructive criticism. They can also model being nonjudgmental of others, meaning describing others' behavior without critical evaluations added in.
Equally important is encouraging girls to ask out the boy they are attracted to, which helps them learn how to take risks and handle rejection as well as develop character, patience, and perseverance—all valuable business skills. From these experiences they also learn, indirectly, how to eventually choose a partner who appreciates a woman who takes risks. For women as well as men, we say, a life without risks is boring. A life with risks will include failures—and failures are vital learning experiences on the path to success.
FOURTEEN
Patriarchy Myths
Men must be needed because we can't be wanted. We believe we have to be the heroes only because we can't yet see other roles for ourselves.
—Noah Brand, editor for the Good Men Project1
There are numerous ways in which women experience a more acute sense of powerlessness than men. But whether you are willing to admit it or not, sexism goes both ways. Boys are conditioned differently than girls, and being a man is no casual walk in the park.
Right from the beginning, when only a few days old, many baby boys undergo circumcision. It is a process some have likened to genital mutilation, but the majority of boys in the US are still forced to endure it. As infants, baby boys take longer to be picked up after crying—giving them the implied message that complaining won't change anything. They are also sung to less, told stories less often and read to less often than girls.2 Those lesses are actually negative lessons about not being worth the time and effort from parents and guardians to provide those activities.
Later, in their preteen and teen years, boys learn to endure pain through rough team sports. Around the same time they become aware of what they are supposed to provide in a relationship, specifically financial expectations, so they begin taking on less enjoyable jobs because they pay more. Young men are still socialized to believe they must get a high-paying job to support a wife and kids, but young women do not get that same message (hence the statistics on who should pay for a date, etc). Boys also catch on to the stigma against stay-at-home fathers—a recent Pew Research survey revealed that 51 percent of people say children are better off if their mother stays at home while just 8 percent feel the same way about fathers.3 It is clear men's role as nurturers is overlooked, even by men themselves! Or at least a lot of men don't consider it an option yet.
Understanding why would take us down the “uncomfortable conversation” road of asking whether or not society would be willing to let men have more balanced lives with regard to work and family. In The Myth of Male Power Warren Farrell talks about the three options a mother considers when she has a baby:
Men, on the other hand, consider these three options:
In general, he says, men learn to love their families by being away from the love of their families while women love their families by being with the love of their families. Women talk about whether or not to “lean in” or “lean out” while men have never had the option to “lean out.” This gives men the financial advantage, but cuts them off from giving and receiving love. In Father and Child Reunion Farrell writes:
Women provided an emotional womb, akin to love; men provided a financial womb, that took them away from their purpose—loving and supporting the family, in order to achieve their purpose—loving and supporting the family. Men loved the family by being disconnected: women loved the family by being connected. Traditionally, women's role had the love advantage and the emotional advantage.5
Long-term studies reveal that women prefer more meaningful and connected jobs, which enhance their emotional advantages but “conflict[s] with making lots of money and rising through the ranks,” as psychologist Susan Pinker discusses in her book, The Sexual Paradox:
Intrinsic goals such as making a difference, or belonging to a community, are often in direct opposition to extrinsic goals like seeking financial rewards or status . . . women, on average, are motivated by intrinsic rewards at work . . . One of their [researchers of the 500 Family Study] findings was that the sway of intrinsic rewards and autonomy on the job rises with a woman's level of education . . . highly educated women were also more interested in working part-time, thus fueling the opt-out phenomenon in two ways—through their search for inherent meaning at work, and via the amount of time they were willing to commit to their jobs.6
Would more women be willing to share their love advantages or share financial pressures with their husbands? More top male executives in the US are married and have spouses who stay at home compared with top female executives—60 percent of the men's spouses don't work full-time outside the home, compared with only 10 percent of the women's spouses. The men have an average of 2.2 children; the women, 1.7.7 Some female executives have commented that “they need a wife,” yet are not keen on the possibility of their husband taking on the role of stay-at-home parent, chef, household manager, and chauffeur for the children.
In “Why Women Still Can't Have It All,” Anne-Marie Slaughter suggests men don't have to make the kind of sacrifices and compromises women make and the notion that women can have high-powered careers if men are willing to share the parenting load equally “assumes that most women will feel as comfortable as men do about being away from their children.” In her follow up book, Unfinished Business, she explains,
women also face much more cultural responsibility to be caregivers, and perfect ones at that, than men do. Even in the twenty-first century, America looks askance at any woman who doesn't appear to put her children's care above her professional life . . . the good news, however, is that the care problem is slowly but steadily becoming a men's problem too . . . Redefining the women's problem as a care problem thus broadens our lens and allows us to focus much more precisely on the real issue: the undervaluing of care, no matter who does it.8
What appears to be a man choosing work over family is more often a man sacrificing his wishes to be with his family for the benefit of his family. Where a woman may feel she is being selfish by spending time away from her children, a man may feel the opposite—since he is expected to earn more he feels it would be selfish for him to work less hours to spend more time with his kids because he would be taking away financial security from his family. And that is what allowing dads to be more integrated at home hinges on—men speaking up and women hearing the 46 percent of them that say they want to spend more time with their children9 and the 80 percent that would like to be at home full time with their newborn if they were not hurting their family economically and their wife approved.10
Many like to remark that men make more money than women, but they don't think about why—men work more hours and are willing to do so because they are rewarded with love when they pick up the tab and women are rewarded with love when they reduce their hours or drop out of the workforce after having children. Affordable childcare would allow more women to stay in the workforce if they choose to, ensuring less of a pay gap due to work experience. But there is evidence this might not even be enough, or the right solution. Even in Sweden, a country with some of the most generous parental leave benefits, women still choose to take four times as much time off from work as men, and some who initially thought they wanted the father to help raise their baby “now find themselves coveting more time at home.”11
Another concern is how the merging of more traditional feminine and masculine roles in women and men will affect gender identity and relationship success. The question remains whether or not women would still find their stay-at-home partner as attractive than if he were their stay-at-work partner. Thus far, it appears this kind of man, often referred to as a “beta male,” turns women off. For example, the risk of divorce is lowest when the husband earns 60 percent of the income and the wife does 60 percent of the housework, and women report higher levels of sexual satisfaction when there is a more traditional division of chores.12 In other words, equal opportunity does not necessarily produce equal results, and economic shifts and socially prescribed relationship changes toward “sameness” do not necessarily result in sexual attraction and relationship success, which cannot be forced.
Being a man and a stay-at-home partner is not seen as valuable and does not communicate alpha male behavior, which many women are attracted to. Indeed, even as women become more financially independent, they want an older, more attractive male partner.13 The stakes have been raised, not equalized, by the women's movement, at least for men. And men will carry whatever currency women are accepting—meaning they will adapt to whatever system rewards them.
Kids get these messages about reward and the value of a father's love in subtle ways. For example, in the Harry Potter book series, despite both James and Lily (Harry's parents) giving their life to save his, only his mother gets the credit. When Harry is an infant, the evil wizard Lord Voldemort descends on the family's hiding place because of a prophecy that Harry will grow up to destroy him. James yells at Lily to take Harry and flee, so he can hold Voldemort off. He dies protecting them, and then Lily dies protecting Harry, but because of her love, Voldemort's killing curse backfires and irreparably damages him, leaving Harry with the famous lightning-bolt-shaped scar on his forehead. The underlying message is a mother's love is more powerful than a father's, and a mother's death more profound. What is surprising is given the popularity of the series, few readers took issue with the fact that James and Lily's actions had the same consequence yet her sacrifice was worth more. It is just one of many instances of a male's purpose being seen as secondary to the mother-child connection.
The message a boy gets is that he must provide financially in order to remain relevant. At some point in middle or high school when a boy starts to think about his first date he most likely starts to curb his interests in creative pursuits because he knows art and literature majors will make less money than a science, technology, engineering, or math (STEM) major. He does this based on the possibility that he might have to support a family and because he most likely cannot expect a woman—especially one he were to have a family with—to support him. On some level boys know that a man with little earning potential is less likely to find a desirable wife and is more likely to get divorced;14 they know that a significant portion of their value and desirability is directly linked to their earnings potential.
Although women now comprise the majority of college graduates, men are still the majority of STEM majors. Women, on the other hand, dominate the social sciences.15 Based on the proportions and differences in earnings, at first glance it could look like discrimination, yet both sexes knew beforehand that going the STEM route would most likely lead to a higher income.
One reason why men and women differ in major choice is because they simply have different preferences. For example, men would rather work with inorganic materials while women prefer to work with living things, and mathematically gifted women are more likely than mathematically gifted men to have strong verbal abilities, giving them a wider range of career choices.16 Susan Pinker determined that the gender divide is the most pronounced in nations where women have the most freedom to pursue whatever profession they want.17
Another reason men and women differ is because men more often have to pay their own way. There are plenty of scholarships offered to people of all sexes and ethnicities, but more scholarships—both academic and athletic—are offered exclusively to women than to men. On www.scholarships.com—one of the most popular sites on which to find and apply for scholarships in the US—women's scholarships outnumbered men's four to one. All of the men's scholarships were restricted to a particular geographic location or university while over half of the women's scholarships accepted applicants from around the country. There were several women's scholarships just for single mothers; zero scholarships were offered exclusively to single fathers.18 In addition, the trend of parents spending more on their sons' education in the 1970s not only equalized in the 1990s, but was reversed by the late 2000s;19 parents now spend about 25 percent more money on their daughter's education than their son's.20 Why not choose the major you like if someone else is footing the bill?
Simply put, young women do not have the same reality checks young men have that the world doesn't revolve around them. It is easier to talk about equal rights than equal responsibilities; however, if we wish to see greater compassion and cooperation between the sexes that is the logical next step.
What Is Power?
Although the earliest stages of agriculture may have been developed by women cultivating wild grains in the ancient Middle East, as sociologist Elise Boulding suggests, many scholars, such as researcher Heidi Hartmann, theorize men came to dominate societies after agriculture took hold, which allowed them to further constitute control over family, labor, economics, culture, and religion.21 Accordingly, power is often seen through a patriarchal lens; he who controls the purse strings controls the rest. There's no question money allows people greater freedom and control in many areas of life, but being able to exert command over a system is just one kind of power. There is another kind of power that is not as loud, but just as valid: personal power.
Real power is well-rounded. It does not just revolve around external rewards such as income, social status, and material possessions. Well-rounded power includes internal rewards such as health, inner peace, spirituality, being loved and respected, emotional awareness and openness, positive concept of self, and the ability to utilize personal values to enhance the quality of everyday life, both for the person and the community.
Ultimately power comes down to having control over one's life and having access to fulfilling personal experiences. In this light, life span would be a reasonable gauge. The World Health Organization has listed these average life expectancies for men and women born into low- and high-income families between 1990 and 2012:
The global average life expectancy for women is five years (8 percent) longer than for men. While wealthy men will live 15.7 years (27 percent) longer than poor women, women from wealthy backgrounds will live more than twenty-five years (46 percent) longer than poor men. Women make up four out of every five centenarians.23
Slightly more men are diagnosed with prostate cancer than women are diagnosed with breast cancer, yet breast cancer research is supported by federal spending over prostate cancer at a ratio of nearly two to one.24 The US government has also set up an online resource for women's health (www.WomensHealth.gov) but there is no comparable www.menshealth.gov. Curiously, men's health is a sub-group on the women's health page (www.WomensHealth.gov/mens-health/). On their website there is a banner announcing the National Women's Health Week where women can learn more about health concerns, but a National Men's Health Week does not exist. Some countries around the world—including Australia, Canada, the UK, and the US—have begun recognizing International Men's Day (19 November) in part to raise awareness of men's and boys' health, but it has yet to be supported on the same scale as walks for breast cancer.
Men also die at higher rates from nearly all the top fifteen causes of death; the largest differences were in diseases of the heart, suicide, and fatal injuries sustained from unintentional accidents.25 Women are more likely to have suicidal thoughts than men, but suicide is four times higher among men, representing 79 percent of all suicides in the US.26
Ninety-two percent of work fatalities in America were men. Construction accounted for the most fatalities, with the majority of accidents occurring from falls and slips.27 Around the world men far outnumber women in dangerous jobs.
There are more women with children who are homeless than men with children who are homeless, but overall 68 percent of the US homeless population is male, and 40 percent of homeless men have served in the armed forces, as compared to 34 percent of the general adult population. The National Coalition for Homeless Veterans estimates that on any given night 271,000 veterans are homeless, most of them men.28 This national disgrace continues without much major media coverage or national dialogue about the need to pay back our brave veterans.
From these facts we can deduce that in some ways women actually have more power than men do.
Act Like a Man: The Heavy Price of Bottling Emotions
For men, being physically bullied and taunted is such a huge part of the boyhood experience that it has come to be seen as normal. “Boys will be boys,” people say. “That's just how they are.” When young boys internalize these beliefs about themselves as being tough, that they are supposed just to take things like a man, they ultimately get cut off from the more sensitive sides of themselves that are needed later in life. As a consequence, intimacy and relationships can become a major struggle further down the road. A corollary is that they do not learn to ask for help from friends, family, teachers, coaches, or others who could do so to alleviate some of the negativity they face.
When a young boy is told crying is for girls, he learns that it is not acceptable for him to express his emotions so he puts them away. When anyone is told who they are and how they are feeling is wrong, they begin to hold back or try to change their internal experience. How this plays out in relationships is the person is never quite sure who they are or what they want. They begin to run a script that does not have any real depth or roots. Twenty years later when this young boy becomes a man who meets and falls in love with an amazing woman, he is feeling confused when she says she does not feel close to him. She wants him to open up more and he has no idea what she is talking about because he has never opened up in his life.
Other men who as boys got bullied in school can still carry anger from those experiences. When this anger goes unacknowledged it functions on a subconscious level—often as a background voice telling the person how bad, ugly, or stupid they are—almost taking the place of the external bullies. This in turn damages self-confidence, and may be expressed in relationships as the man having a hard time saying no or standing up for what he wants. He might even get placed in the “nice guy” category out of fear of ever being a bully himself. Another way this can be expressed is in keeping others at a distance due to believing other people are mean and untrustworthy, and letting them get close will inevitably hurt. On a deeper level, because they believe their peers are bad and mean, they think they are also similar, and therefore unlovable. If someone believes at their core that they are unlovable, letting love in or giving love becomes nearly impossible.
Many men turn to sex because it is the only place where they receive positive physical touch. Otherwise, their lives are basically void of physical contact with others. This internal personal struggle with touching and nourishment can cause sex and relationships to feel empty, lonely, and pointless, effectively cutting a person off from experiencing true pleasure and connection. Again we point out that when young men turn to porn for imagined erotic experiences, they never get to see men and women touching each other in tender or caring ways.
Taboos
Sexuality is definitely the elephant in the room: we see it yet we don't talk about it. But it's getting so big that we can't ignore it any more. Belle Knox, the infamous Duke University student-turned-porn-star, recently echoed the sentiment long held by feminists that the patriarchy fears female sexuality.29 It's an outdated message that is resonating less and less. Show us a Western man—today—who doesn't want to #FreeTheNipple, and we'll show you a gay man.
As a society, we may be afraid of female sexuality . . . But we are equally afraid of male sexuality and teen sexuality; we also pretend senior citizens' sexuality doesn't exist. Is the patriarchy really to blame? Or is it just that sexuality is kind of messy and nobody wants to take on the great big gray zone surrounding the traditionally socially acceptable standards?
A French short film called Oppressed Majority recently reversed men's and women's roles. A lot of people were hyped about it; several feminist friends of ours shared it on social media. A man commented underneath one of the posts that he was adamantly against violence, but men and women are different and he wouldn't mind being sexually assaulted by several attractive women because he would interpret it as a desirable sexual experience. The film is trying to be funny, but all it does is show how little the director (a woman) understands men. She insinuates through the laziness and insensitivity of the women playing male characters that men don't care about sexual assault against women, which is odd considering men by and large take on the more dangerous jobs where they would be protectors of women and, indirectly, freedom of expression. We also found it interesting that the director chose to portray the women (played by men) as weak and helpless, which made us wonder what she was trying to say about women . . .
How come no one wants to talk about sexism against men? A blogger named Nicki Daniels wrote an open letter to bearded hipsters, deriding them for ruining her “beard fetish.” She said,
Ever since I was a little girl I've loved a man with a beard. To me, they meant strength, power, MANLINESS. Someone who could protect me. Unfortunately, you guys have turned it into a fashion statement. The beard has turned into the padded bra of masculinity. Sure it looks sexy, but watcha got under there? There's a whole generation running around looking like lumberjacks, and most of you can't change a . . . tire.30
It went viral, and frankly it was pretty funny unless, of course, you were a bearded hipster. But if a man wrote a post like that ranting about women having hairy armpits or huge bushes he would be torn to pieces.
Why is it that a woman can publicly discuss dumping her boyfriend for not going down on her, talk about how empowering it is to sleep with younger men, create a taxi service that only employs female drivers and refuses to give men rides, or even suggest men should be taxed more, but a man suggesting the reverse is unthinkable?31 The double standard is typically depicted as women getting the short end of the big stick, but looked at through this new lens men are getting the shaft at least as often.
If a man made a movie in the same vein as Oppressed Majority perhaps we'd see the flip side of gender hostility, like how men are treated as success objects (versus women as sex objects), hardly ever receive positive physical touch outside sex, and are far less likely to win in custody battles after divorce. Perhaps we'd see how “affirmative consent” rules on campuses put young men in the position of parent (he is still expected to take all the initiative and therefore take on all of the responsibility) and young women in the position of child (she shares none of the burden of initiation or responsibility and therefore has no accountability). Or we'd see how in cases of sexual assault men are seen as guilty until proven innocent yet there are zero consequences for false accusers. Maybe we'd start to question why women have the right to become a soldier and the privilege to opt out if there was a draft, yet every American male has the responsibility to register with the Selective Service within thirty days of his eighteenth birthday and the responsibility to fight in the event of war32 (which is as sexist as making all eighteen-year-old females register to reproduce if the country were to need more children—Nazi Germany tried something like this with the Lebensborn program during the Second World War). Perhaps we'd learn that a greater percentage of men are raped in prison every year than women are raped in the US.33
Male rape is largely ignored, downplayed, or made into a joke in everyday life and in the media. The FBI does not even list any statistics about sexual assault where males are the victims; with information so hard to find, you'd think it never happens.34 Yet it does. While far more women report experiencing rape at some time in their lives, more men report experiencing unwanted “completed sexual abuse” as a child.35 And approximately the same amount of women and men report experiencing sexual violence other than rape.36 Although women feel less safe than men, men are actually at a much higher risk of being victims of assaults and violent crimes.37
Much of the reported sexual violence against men is from unwanted advances from other males. Perhaps that number would be higher if so many adult males minded being “assaulted” by a woman or “being made to penetrate” was included in the definition of rape. We must also consider that male victims, regardless of the sex of the perpetrator, are less likely to report the violence and seek services. The National Coalition Against Domestic Violence explained these reasons why:
The stigma of being a male victim, the perceived failure to conform to the macho stereotype, the fear of not being believed, the denial of victim status, and the lack of support from society, family members, and friends . . . boys are less likely to report sexual abuse due to fear, anxiety associated with being perceived as gay, the desire to appear self-reliant, and the will to be independent.38
We would add shame to the list. Unless it is a boy being raped by a man (as in many of the Catholic priest scandals), people seem less inclined—if at all inclined—to speak out against sexual violence against men. It could even be called taboo to do so. Even when male victims speak up, people don't really know what to do about it. There's no clear legislation around it. It is also difficult for people to wrap their heads around a man having an erection and simultaneously being a victim. If he was aroused, he must have wanted it, right?
A female victim's orgasm during rape does not detract from her unwillingness to participate in the act, so why should a man's? When you talk to men about their sexual histories, you might be surprised to learn that many of them lost their virginities in less than ideal ways. Some will admit that the first woman they had sex with isolated them and then forced herself on them, and they just went with it because they felt like they had to. We don't call those women rapists, but if they were men we would.
Young men especially are told that it's not okay to say no, and they are not taught how to rebuff unwanted sexual advances or instructed on what to do if they are sexually assaulted. Instead, they are socially conditioned always to be ready and willing to perform sexually with any woman who offers. Denying men as victims downplays other incidences where men are expected to just handle the situation or “take things like a man,” including spousal abuse (verbal and physical), stalking, and harassment.
Could the situation improve? It is helpful to have laws around consent and boundaries, but we need to teach children about the psychological aspects of sex and what real consent and boundaries look like, not just these two standard requirements: (1) Does this person want to give consent?; and (2) Is this person capable of giving consent? We cannot expect society to be well-equipped to handle the dark side of sexuality if we refuse to acknowledge the complex nature of sexuality or take an honest look at how, and more importantly why sexual assault happens.
Objectification is a prerequisite for rape. One reason why men sexually objectify women is because the majority of the time they are the ones approaching women to ask them out on dates or initiate a sexual experience. A good portion of that time they get rejected, even when they're in a relationship, and it hurts a lot less if the person they're getting rejected by can be thought of as an object. Over time this can breed contempt for whoever is not taking the initiative; it also reinforces selfdoubt in the other party about what they are valued for.
As more women begin to take the lead romantically and sexually, they will have a greater appreciation of the process of objectification and rejection, and men will begin to understand the flip side of objectification and rejection that has discontented women for so long. The same thing goes for other role reversals, such as more women becoming breadwinners and men spending more time with the kids.
Just as we are exploring and raising social awareness around areas where women are repressed, we must also allow men to examine areas where they feel silenced. Women will also need to explore and acknowledge their own biases, double standards, and reverse sexism toward men. Everyone is responsible for their actions, no doubt. At the same time, however, we shouldn't underestimate the power of the system and situation on individual behavior. When we only acknowledge women's vulnerabilities, telling men they are potential perpetrators and women they are potential victims, we do everyone a disservice and perpetuate imbalance. This is not a way to blame women for sexual assault against men, or undermine the significance of the sexual assault that happens to women; it is a way to let both sexes discover paths of communication that can unite the sexes in their commitment to end sexual assault together. Such violations of our physical boundaries are violations against human dignity.
Justice for All?
In the late 1980s a sex bias was found pervading the justice system: it seemed courts were placing women on longer probation periods than men who were convicted of similar crimes.39 The issue was looked into by the judicial system. In reality, men convicted of similar crimes were more likely to get prison sentences, not the lighter sentence of probation, which the women got.40 Today, fathers are twice as likely as mothers to have been in prison for five or more years.41 And the women who did go to prison entered a much different environment; Warren Farrell recalled one attorney's remarks in The Myth of Male Power:
Women felons go to a former school a few miles east of the state capitol. The men's institutions are prisons, plain and hard. They offer cells, guards, cell block gangs . . . The women's institution feels like the school it was built to be, and its staff encourages reform and rehabilitation.42
Currently, just 8 percent of inmates are women.43 The Female Offender Programs and Services (FOPS) of California declared on their site that they have created a “gender-responsive” program for female offenders that offers them services, parenting classes, guidance, and self-help treatments in order to rehabilitate them and to make their transition back into the community more successful when they are released. One of FOPS' goals is to treat female offenders with dignity and respect within an ethical institutional setting. Additionally, FOPS provides vocational and academic programs, career and technical education, pre-release guidance, art classes, and support groups for community betterment projects. The philosophy behind this is to increase the women's opportunities and to reduce the amount of incarcerated women, while increasing public safety. There is no equivalent “MOPS” program for men.44
There are millions of male ex-offenders in the US.45 Given how hard it is for them to get a job and housing, why are there not better rehabilitation programs for them, especially when so many have no or few work qualifications, or were suffering from substance abuse problems? Why aren't there mandatory parenting programs since more than half the men in prison are fathers, six out of ten of them reported having an absent father when they were growing up,46 and a quarter of them had a parent that had also been incarcerated?47
Nearly eight out of ten male prisoners will be arrested for a new crime within five years of their release.48 Many male inmates say that seeing their children while in prison and having support from their families would stop them from reoffending in the future, yet more mothers in prison have contact with their children despite more fathers in prison being the primary financial supporter before their incarceration.49 To a man, this reinforces that providing is what gives him purpose and makes him lovable. Ex-prisoners have significant financial obstacles upon release; they also commit suicide at 7 times the rate of the normal population.50
The sexual abuses and the consequences of those abuses that men face in prison are another story. In addition to their being raped, often gang-raped, men in prison face contracting deadly sexually transmitted infections like HIV, which is spread more easily through anal sex. HIV rates are about four times higher among prisoners than among the general population, said researchers who were studying the handful of prisons in the US that have begun to offer condom-dispensing machines, which were part of an effort to decrease the spread of sexually transmitted infections.51
If only there was more action taken to prevent rape in prison in the first place.
Why Is it so Hard to Change the Supposed “Pay Gap”?
One reason the jobs men hold pay more is because they are more hazardous... Just as the “glass ceiling” describes the invisible barrier that keeps women out of jobs with the most pay, the “glass cellar” describes the invisible barrier that keeps men in jobs with the most hazards.
—Warren Farrell52
One of the reasons why the women's movement has been so successful is because it emphasized equal rights while minimizing equal responsibilities. Thus the myth fed to young women that they can “have it all.” Sidestepping equal responsibilities has resulted in women wanting the same rights top executives have but not the same responsibilities that the men doing the dangerous physical work have. Those men are invisible, which is ironic considering how much we depend on the hard work of those men every day.
Some people make the argument that women trying for higher-level positions meet resistance from their male colleagues, blaming a sexist environment, but recent research has revealed that women are just as likely to show sexism toward other women in professional settings, including hiring practices, salaries, and professional mentorship.53
One small Dutch study published in Psychological Science, for example, found both supportive and biased opinions among women's attitudes toward each other. The researchers looked at attitudes of senior policewomen and “queen bee” behavior. In the experiment, half of the participants wrote about a time they felt being a woman was a disadvantage at work or they experienced gender discrimination. The other participants were instructed to write about a situation where their personal abilities were valued and their gender was irrelevant. Then both groups were asked to describe their leadership style and how similar they thought they were to other women, and if they believed gender bias was a problem in the police force.
The women's answers reflected how much they focused on their gender identity at work. The women who exhibited queen bee behavior did not identify strongly with other women at work and had been primed to think about gender bias. They leaned more toward a masculine style of leadership, seeing themselves as different from other women, and didn't see gender bias as a problem. Women who did identify strongly with other women at work and were similarly primed to believe there was a gender bias, had a greater urge to mentor other women.
The researchers suggested that organizations that want more women at the top must confront gender bias in the workplace. “If you simply put women at higher positions without doing anything about gender bias in the organization, these women will be forced to distance themselves from the group,” researcher Belle Derks said. Otherwise, these women may discount gender bias, or refrain from helping women below them. “If you set women up this way, so they have to choose between their opportunities and the opportunities of the group, some women will choose themselves. Why should you choose your group? Men don't have to.”54
The problem with suggesting that dangerous professions should adapt to women instead of women adapting to dangerous professions is that men and women who would be working together would develop two different—and incompatible—mindsets about what the job requires of them. Another way to think about the Dutch study is to consider that the perceived gender bias may actually be a generic mindset that has developed over time so that employees can meet the requirements of their profession, such as situational awareness and the willingness to respond physically to a threat. What women feel is opposition from their male peers may actually be a litmus test that everyone in the profession must endure. Their peers need to know this person—man or woman—can hack it and is tough enough to “have their back” in the moments that count, as Warren Farrell points out:
Combat training requires the men to devalue their lives . . . The result? Harassment and hazing are preparation for devaluation—which is why men haze and harass one another: they are amputating each other's individuality because the war machine works best with standardized parts. Harassment and hazing are therefore a prerequisite to combat training in the “men's army”; but in the “women's army,” harassment and hazing can be protested—they conflict with valuing one's life. If the men's and women's armies were physically separate, these differences would be less of a problem. However, when the men are told that the women are equals but if they harass and haze the women as equals they'll have their careers ruined (and often family life destroyed), this only reinforces the men's beliefs that women want to “have their cake and eat it, too.”55
As an example, the Marine Corps recently determined male combat units significantly outperform mixed units; the all-male units are faster, more lethal, evacuate casualties in less time, can carry more weight, and suffer fewer injuries, all of which means “fewer casualties.” The men also have more anaerobic power—the top 25th percentile of women overlaps with the bottom 25th percentile of men, and aerobic capacity—the top 10th percentile of women overlaps with the bottom 50th percentile of men.56
Though some professions will always carry more risk than others, women don't generally go into occupations in large numbers unless it is physically safe. So the real change that needs to happen is making those industries as safe as possible, or, if men and women are going to have different standards, they need to be separated into all-male and all-female teams. The under-protection of men forces them to adopt an attitude that looks like bigotry when in fact we should be looking at what kind of climate hazardous professions create for employees. Decades of research on the power of the system and situation revealed that we cannot just look at the “bad apples” (or individuals) in the barrel; we must look at the barrel, or situation, itself—and then move our analysis upward to discover who are the “barrel makers” (the systemic influencers), with deep power to create, change, and terminate situations that impact the individuals operating within them.
FIFTEEN
Economic Downturn
Students who acquire large debts putting themselves through school are unlikely to think about changing society. When you trap people in a system of debt, they can't afford the time to think.
—Noam Chomsky, American linguist and social-political critic
The cost of a gallon of gas, school tuition, and a house are now way out of proportion for young people in comparison to the baby boomer generation that has parented the current generation. Perhaps not surprisingly, while the cost of education has increased at several times above the inflation rate since the 1990s, the cost of computers, televisions, and toys has decreased. Regardless, it's more expensive to live in the Western world now than before the economic slump, and many people are taking on large amounts of additional debt just to make ends meet.
Equity strategist Peter Bookvar says, “The absolute cost of living is now back at a record high even though there are fewer jobs.”1 Americans generally feel they have more opportunity to get ahead than their parents but are more exposed to economic risk as well.2 The rise of gig-based work (nontraditional, nonemployee jobs filled by independent contractors, freelancers, and temps) means more and more companies don't have to provide full-time employee benefits, health care, retirement savings plans, or any kind of workplace protections.3
In the 1970s the majority of the 72 percent of Americans with a high school education or less were still able to flourish and make it into the middle classes. Having less education was not much of a hindrance if a person had a strong work ethic because manufacturing still had a very large presence.4 Over the next several decades that path to the middle class became less attainable as companies that used to pride themselves on being self-sufficient began to focus on cost-saving measures, particularly outsourcing jobs to foreign countries with low wages and minimal to no benefits. At the same time this restructuring of business was happening, the costs of living continued to rise and the overall median wage for men remained stagnant.
Over the next decade and a half, the “good life” drifted further out of sight. The workforce increased by almost 70 percent while those with a high school education or less decreased to 41 percent of workers, meaning about two million jobs were no longer available to those with no post-secondary education.5 Fast-forward to today, where the majority of the net job growth in developed nations has been created by positions that require at least some post-secondary education.6 The picture is certainly grim for the less educated, especially the less educated male.
From 1969 to 2009 the median annual earnings dropped 38 percent for male high school dropouts, 26 percent for men with just a high school diploma, and 2 percent for men with a college degree—keep in mind those numbers only include the men who have jobs. The average earnings at every education level surpass median earnings, indicating a concentrated wage increase for those at the top of the distribution.7
Capital accumulates capital faster than labor; during the initial years of the nation's economic recovery, the mean net worth of households in the upper 7 percent of the wealth distribution rose by an estimated 28 percent while the mean net worth of households in the lower 93 percent dropped by 4 percent.8 Now it costs more to send kids to private elementary school than it used to cost to go to a prestigious university such as Harvard, Yale, or Stanford, and only the elite can afford it.
Proportions have grown out of control:
1970: Tuition: 5.5 percent of annual household income
House: 305 percent of annual household income9
1991: Tuition: 19 percent of annual household income
House: 500 percent of annual household income10
2010: Tuition: 33 percent of annual household income
House: 552 percent of annual household income11
In sum, a high school diploma is no longer a passport to “living the dream.” Now many people—even those with higher education—have little hope of getting ahead as their lives begin to resemble the drudgery of Sisyphus, endlessly pushing a boulder up a hill only for it to roll back down after it has been moved to the top.
The Escalating Cost of Living Is Driving Down Personal and Social Values
In this recession era, three men have lost their jobs for every woman who has lost hers.12 Has the cost of living combined with fewer prospects caused men to see the idea of family not as the reward of one's hard work but, rather, as a burden and the cause of now having to work harder? To many young men, the future looks bleak, and they wonder how they will ever be able to afford a wife, children, house, and a reasonable lifestyle when they retire—assuming they had a job with benefits.
We can no longer buy the myth that the good life can be provided by a single paycheck. Nor can we pretend that upward mobility is equally accessible to everyone, as Sir Ferdinand Mount, columnist for the Sunday Times, pointed out in his book, Mind the Gap:
Over the course of the 20th century foreign competition demanded that we give up the old nepotism and promotion by seniority. In order to survive, we needed to reward and advance merit wherever it was found. As a result, a new elite was formed, and the lower classes were drained of their most talented members . . . Now that people are classified by ability, the gap between the classes has inevitably become wider . . . Less alluring still is the tendency of capitalism to de-skill workers, especially those at the bottom . . . capitalism is continually finding efficiency gains by simplifying tasks for humans, while it complicates them for machines, so that all the business of calculating, measuring, estimating and combining is done by the computer, while the human is required only to press a small selection of buttons.13
The new nature of physically undemanding work means women can participate in the jobs they never could before, he explains, but,
it has a downside too, in that physical strength and endurance, once the principal selling qualities for lower-class men, find fewer takers now. Male pride and sense of usefulness diminish correspondingly. We are uncomfortably aware that a job for life in a steel mill or even a coal mine is more a man's life than a series of impermanent engagements to stack shelves in a supermarket.14
This simplifying of previously complex tasks can partly explain why wages have not increased. “We are the generation living through an information revolution every bit as profound as the industrial revolution of the past,” says psychologist Mary Ragan,15 but the information revolution is leaving far too many behind without a sense of purpose. As one twenty-six-year-old male from our survey said, millennial have
struggled with higher unemployment rates due to . . . a lack of opportunities in this volatile economy. We feel lost and abandoned, for as much talk as there is of . . . social programs and getting the older generation back to work in the media, there is very little to no attention given to us 20- and 30-somethings that have been left behind.
Even for the young men who have the desire to get additional education and fully apply themselves, the high price of schooling is sure to break their back.
Man's Math
This amusing equation is all over the Internet. Sadly, many young men draw the same conclusion.
Many students who go into serious debt for college degrees grasp the realities of employment only upon graduation: that there isn't a real job awaiting them and their diploma isn't an assured route for success. A whole generation of young people, who were told they could be anything they put their minds to, are being thrown into a junkyard of mass unemployment, settling for some “cube farm” job just to make ends meet.
The pressure can be too much. We see extremes in Japan, where, in addition to the soshoku danshi—herbivorous men—there is another set of male shut-ins called hikikomori, who never leave their homes, or, in most cases, their parents' homes. China has its own version of this category of men, diaosi, which literally translates to “male pubic hair.” The diaosi are working-class men, many in the tech industry, who lack social skills and spend much of their free time gaming. Although their wages are often considered middle class, they feel deprived relative to the gao fu shuai—tall, rich, and handsome men—and are not optimistic about ever moving up the hierarchy. These self-labeled groupings of guys reflect the powerlessness many of them feel in the tough economy; all over the world it's getting harder for the ordinary male to succeed.
Without the real possibility of ever becoming the family breadwinner, young men are growing up with feelings of anticipated failure. If they can't be the alpha male, what new roles are available for them? If we don't figure this out, employing systemic as well as individual solutions, it's going to be a lonely world for many young men and eventually, everyone.
The devaluation of social interaction and relationships will have significant impacts on and local, regional, and global economy, not only in the lost human capital but through negative population growth. The combination of loneliness and lack of purpose should be a red flag for anyone who cares about young men. Loneliness is more hazardous to the health than smoking or obesity.16 It reduces life expectancy—lonely people have weaker immune systems and die faster from disease.17 Men with few prospects are also more likely to kill themselves.18 And some see the widening wealth gap leading to increased crime and social unrest.19 In other words, if society wants to harness the constructive power of its young men, society is going to have to care about its young men.
PART III
Solutions
SIXTEEN
What the Government Can Do
Worldwide, people now trust social media more than they trust their government, in which confidence is at an all-time low.1 More and more, people are counting on businesses and NGOs to invent, connect, and take action in ways that governments are incapable, unwilling, or too slow to do. In the US, Bill and Melinda Gates are even funding education reform through their foundation, with programs such as “Postsecondary Success,”2 because schools are failing to deliver positive results. The government needs to bring in more tech stars to make its services and agencies much more user friendly, efficient, and responsive.3
The following set of suggestions is aimed at saving costs, increasing social cohesion, and improving public safety and health. They can be accomplished through individual action and support from outside organizations, but would be accomplished much more quickly through policy changes. We urge more “barrel makers” to get involved with raising public awareness of these issues and applying long-term solutions.
Support the Father's Role
Currently, there is a White House Council on Women and Girls but no similar platform for men despite one being endorsed by a number of experts. A White House Council on Boys and Men is needed to tackle the lack of male teachers, boys falling behind in school, male emotional and physical health, workplace safety, and especially the issue of fatherlessness.
The government must create policies that emphasize a father's right to be present in his children's lives following divorce and custody battle situations, eliminate perverse welfare incentives for parents to live apart, mandate paternity leave that is equal to maternity leave, and encourage family members to visit male inmates.4
Sponsoring a nationwide male mentorship program would also bring more positive male figures into children's lives, especially given the rising number of single mothers. Separately, the large number of unemployed single mothers needs to be addressed. Policymakers must do more to get unemployed single mothers into the workforce. Helping reduce unemployment would not only boost the economy, it would increase savings in the welfare budget.
Limit the Use of Endocrine-Disruptors
The Food and Drug Administration recognizes consumer concern relating to the long-term health effects of endocrine-disruptors but still states that the “current approved uses of BPA in food containers and packing are safe.”5 The European Food Safety Authority (EFSA), however, recently recognized BPA's adverse effects on liver, kidney, and mammary glands and recommended that the tolerable daily intake be reduced to 5 μg/kg bw/day—one-tenth what it used to be!6
Given the growing amount of research showing the damaging effects of these chemicals, some of which was discussed in Chapter 10, it is alarming that the government is not doing more to limit their use. Elsewhere, action is taking place. In San Francisco, for example, one-time-use plastic water bottles have recently been banned.7 Legislators decided to reduce the amount of pollution caused by the plastic bottles and protect the health of the city's citizens. We recommend similar bans be put in place. Consumers can also take charge by reading labels and avoiding products that contain these chemicals.
Get Junk Food Out of Schools
Obesity-related conditions such as heart disease, stroke, type II diabetes, and certain types of cancer are a few of the leading causes of preventable death—especially for men, who die from these illnesses in greater numbers. The estimated annual medical costs for people who are obese are much higher than that of normal-weight people.8 It's clear that childhood habits tend to stick with people for the rest of their lives, so one obvious solution to reversing obesity trends is by improving food and beverage options in schools.
The government should consider requiring schools to install more water fountains and support city projects to connect bicycling and walking paths to schools from residential communities. By making it convenient to be physically fit and choose healthy options, cities can keep their rates of obesity low. When there are obvious social norms to encourage behavior change in particular ways, that is, when there are supportive situational and systemic elements present, individuals almost always benefit.
Get More Men into Schools
Both boys and girls perform better when they are taught by same-sex teachers,9 yet just 2 percent of kindergarten teachers and one out of five elementary schoolteachers is a man. Many people talk of changing the ratio to encourage more women to choose careers in science and technology and be present in greater numbers at higher-level positions within politics and private companies, which is terrific, but there should be similar efforts put into changing the gender-imbalanced ratio so that more men are represented in education and social sciences. Creating more single-sex programs in public schools should be seriously considered.
Improve How Schools Prepare Students for Their Lives Ahead
The logic is quite clear from an economic standpoint. We can invest early to close disparities and prevent achievement gaps, or we can pay to remediate disparities when they are harder and more expensive to close. Either way we are going to pay. And, we'll have to do both for a while. But, there is an important difference between the two approaches. Investing early allows us to shape the future; investing later chains us to fixing the missed opportunities of the past.
—James J. Heckman, Henry Schultz Distinguished Service Professor of Economics at the University of Chicago and Nobel Memorial Prize winner in economics10
Children's life chances are strongly influenced by the quality of their education . . . The highest performing education systems across OECD countries are those that combine high quality and equity. In such education systems, the vast majority of students can attain high level skills and knowledge that depend on their ability and drive, more than on their socio-economic background . . . the benefits of investing in equity in education outweigh the costs for both individuals and societies . . . in particular if investments are made early on.
—Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD), Equity and Quality in Education11
In order to keep students interested and engaged through high school and post-secondary education, schools themselves need to be improved from the primary level upward so students can take full advantage of education and training regardless of their background.
The OECD stated that the quality of a school depends on the quality of a school's teachers and administrators. Nations such as Brazil, Japan, and Poland, which all had improved scores on the PISA (an international aptitude test), have created policies aimed at bettering the quality of their teachers, such as adding to the requirements needed in order to obtain a teacher's license, increasing teacher's salaries to retain high-quality teachers and make the profession more appealing, offering incentives for promising students to go into the teaching profession, and providing incentives for teachers to attend teacher-training programs. Higher salaries, however, must be complemented by placing teachers in schools where their presence and skills can make the most impact.12
What happens after high school could be used as a measure of success for high schools. If schools or individual teachers could be rewarded for increasing the number of students who complete high school and go on to finish a certificate or degree program, it could change what and how well lessons get taught as well as ensure quality teachers get hired and remain for the long term. At present, few if any schools reward teaching excellence based on future outcome performances of their students.
The same model needs to be applied in prisons where guards get rewards, salary bonuses, or additional vacation time for prisoners in their unit who have good behavioral records, do not get into trouble, get paroled early, and then also for having a “clean” record when they are back in the free world.
Along with blending school with work situations or mentorship programs (discussed in the next chapter), the government could implement a career-counseling program for high school students. Many universities have such programs, but students need more information about their future options before they are confronted head-on with their future. There is no way the current ratio of counselors to students (500 to 1 in middle and high schools13) can make much of an impact on student well-being—present or future. Providing students with more guidance during this crucial period of their lives can be an effective way to help them overcome future obstacles and stick with their education because they will have a better sense of their options and know what steps are necessary in order to achieve their goals.
Sex education also needs a major overhaul. Camille Paglia, professor of humanities and media studies at the University of the Arts in Philadelphia, rightly argue that the schools' sex-education programs' failure to recognize gender differences is “betraying both boys and girls.” Due to the risk of pregnancy and undetectable sexually transmitted diseases that can compromise future fertility, the harsh reality is that young women have more to lose from casual sex than young men do. Paglia suggests that young men get lessons in basic ethics and moral reasoning about sex while girls learn how to tell the difference between sexual compliance and popularity.14
It makes no sense that we teach kids how to drive cars so they will be safe and responsible drivers, but we won't teach them anything useful about sex, even when it is just as vital to their health and safety. Even communities that are pushing for abstinence-only programs can still make improvements by talking realistically to young people about the risks and responsibilities of unprotected sex while still reinforcing the values parents are teaching at home.15
Schools need to employ certified health educators who can be objective and nonjudgmental, covering such topics as:
Students we spoke with suggested most of the above topics. The vast majority of them independently agreed that sex education should be taught yearly, starting at a young age and continuing on into older year groups. They felt that too often sex education petered out right around the time when they were becoming sexually active and had the most questions. An especially critical time period for them was fourteen to fifteen years old. They thought sex education should be less formal and be taught in smaller groups because it would be easier for them to take the topics more seriously and to discuss issues openly. Some wanted to separate the sexes when sex education was being taught while others didn't. One great suggestion was to teach a coed group of students, then separate boys and girls for anonymous Q&A sessions with a trained health professional.
Leading up to this kind of comprehensive sex education can be lessons in even earlier years about respecting the boundaries of others and empathy. Miranda Horvath, a psychology professor at Middlesex University in London, suggests that young people would benefit from learning these types of lessons before they encounter online porn:
If we start teaching kids about equality and respect when they are 5 or 6 years old, by the time they encounter porn in their teens, they will be able to pick out and see the lack of respect and emotion that porn gives us. They'll be better equipped to deal with what they are being presented with.16
Other reasons for the government to support better sex education and family planning are the health care costs saved and to reduce the high unemployment rate of young single mothers.
History books are never kind to those who stand idly by. Many a catastrophe could have been avoided if preventative action had been taken. In our view, it is worth investing and implementing these solutions because they will have positive and long-lasting impacts on current generations and future generations alike. We encourage both individuals and institutions to do their part to make them a reality.
SEVENTEEN
What Schools Can Do
There is no question that the current education system is broken. The Pathways to Prosperity Project warns that a failure to reform the system will “surely erode the fabric of our society.” As mentioned in earlier chapters, teens and young people in their early twenties—especially those from low-income families—are less likely to be employed and have job experience now than ten years ago. Economic inequality is increasing. If the young people of today are not better prepared to handle the challenges of the future, their animosity over their limited opportunities will only increase as their social status plummets with the high costs of living. The expense that they impose on society will also increase, and worst of all, many of their possible contributions to society will go unrealized.1
If we want our young people to develop effective skills that can be directly applied later in a career the most useful approach thus far has been to create and staff high-quality vocational and apprenticeship programs that let students experience real-life workplace situations and problems that they can solve during their part-time schooling. Many countries throughout northern and central Europe enroll their students in these blended programs after ages fourteen or fifteen. The results from educators doing this have revealed that classrooms collaborating with local businesses and companies show students the why behind underlying theories—which makes students become more engaged. Classrooms that do this are extremely effective in engaging students in learning and job training. This set-up also makes the transition from adolescence to adulthood easier for students.2
Teach Life Skills
When we asked students what class they would like at their school that didn't already exist nearly a third of them independently suggested a “life skills” class that included guidance on personal finance, how to apply for a job properly and handle job interviews, and dealing with adult responsibilities and life changes, such as the death of a relative. Several students said they were embarrassed that they were as old as they were and didn't even know how to make a simple budget or keep track of the money in their bank accounts. One student even remarked, “The lack of this class may be one of the reasons preventing young people from moving out of their parents' house.” It seems like common sense, let's teach it.
Incorporating practical life lessons into the classroom is not a pie-in-the-sky fantasy; these ideas are already in practice in many programs with demonstrated effectiveness. The key is their national scalability. Montessori and Waldorf schools around the world similarly create exciting learning centers with well-rounded curriculums for students of all ages. Montessori schools, for example, emphasize independence, freedom within limits, and respect for a child's natural psychological development, as well as technological advancements in society. Visit the websites for Montessori (www.montessori.edu) and Waldorf (www.WhyWaldorfWorks.org) to learn more.
Some public schools, too, are making revolutionary changes in the way they teach. In the documentary film Race to Nowhere, when an Oregon high school banned homework, kids started learning more and doing better on tests. Other schools are starting to follow in its footsteps. Visit the film's website (www.RaceToNowhere.com) to learn more.
Another alternative is offering gender-specific, not gender-blind, class options and assignments—boys don't want to read the same books girls do. Girls can also benefit from single-sex classes since gender-related self-concepts become less accessible in single-sex classes. One randomized study found that girls who took a single-sex physics class were less likely than girls from the coed class to think “physics is for boys.”3
The National Association for Choice in Education (NACE), www.4SchoolChoice.org, is an excellent resource for information on single-sex schooling. Another great program to check out is Project Lead the Way (PLTW), a nonprofit organization that works with schools from the primary through high school level, engaging teachers in professional development that leads to project-based learning where students acquire relevant knowledge and skills in science and technology fields that help them succeed in future careers (www.pltw.org).
In addition to schools incorporating real-world challenges, teachers would also do well to take a page out of the video game industry—by making the process of learning enjoyable and rewarding.
Incorporate New Technology for More Interactive Learning
Technology is dynamic and children are becoming accustomed to the fast pace at which information now travels. There's no question students today need to be stimulated in new ways that they didn't need before. This is all the more reason boys tend to respond positively to well-organized teachers who can create a structured climate4 that includes technology's positive aspects while tapping into boys' creativity.
“Devices are catalysts,” says Harvard learning technologies professor Chris Dede.5 Many teachers are incorporating more technology into their lessons as a way to strengthen learning. Some take advantage of online forums to discuss topics from class or assign their lessons as homework (often in the form of a PowerPoint presentation) and use class time for clarity and discussion. These strategies have proven to be more effective and engaging for students than traditional or formal teaching methods.
If your school doesn't have its own internal network set up for classes, use existing social networks like Ning (www.ning.com), which cater to educators. Khan Academy is another great online resource that offers free tutorials and classes for anyone who wishes to bolster their knowledge in a particular topic (www.KhanAcademy.org).
Quash Grade Inflation; Anonymize Testing
There is a bias against boys in schools—when teachers don't know who took a test the boys score much better. To combat this, tests should be anonymized as much as possible.
Grade inflation is another issue that must be addressed by educators. Not everyone deserves to get top grades, and telling students they're “special” tends to backfire, especially in the long run. Psychologists have found that poor-performing students who were given self-esteem boosts in an effort to help improve their grades actually ended up performing much worse, though they remained confident and self-assured.6 Students need to be taught how to study more effectively, how to deal with procrastination, how to manage their time efficiently, how to study and work well with others, and, finally, they need to see that focused, hard work pays off. Bring in inspirational speakers who can share their story and more importantly the path they took to complete their goals as well as how they overcame failure along the way.
Schools have their work cut out for them, but they cannot accomplish everything they need to do without the support of policy-makers, administrators, parents, and students. Parents especially can do their part by supporting teachers who are fair, and by doing their part to ensure their children are better prepared for their lives as adults. More on that next . . .
EIGHTEEN
What Parents Can Do
It is easier to build strong children than to repair broken men.
—Frederick Douglass, African-American social reformer and a leader of the abolitionist movement
It takes a village to raise a child, but it starts with you. The bulk of change needs to come from parents. It is time for parents to establish more boundaries, offer more guidance, and turn on their children's creativity. If your son has been diagnosed with ADHD or another disorder, look at alternatives to medication or try an electronic fast first. Try to find the right program for the boy instead of trying to fit the boy into a program that's not right for him. Consider enrolling him in school one year later than usual, so he loves to learn rather than learns to hate school. Encourage reading by giving him books on topics he's actually interested in. Be a good role model or find good male role models or mentors for your son. Teach him positive ways to feel like a man but also ways to develop his unique character as a human being.
Teach your daughters it's okay to ask out the boy they like and inform your sons that it's all right to accept an invitation from a girl who asks them on a date. Allowing girls to feel confident by directly asking for what they want, and allowing boys to feel comfortable with girls taking the lead is a very simple way to build confidence, communication, and trust between the sexes. In a similar vein, encourage your son to learn how to dance. It is a social skill that may offer some popularity in youth, but will prove to be fun and useful for him long into adulthood.
Responsibility and Resiliency Are Twin Pillars of Strength for Children
It is important to be fair, but not punish your son simply for being a male. After gathering information and analyzing the outcomes of bright young male Harvard students over decades, George Vaillant came to this conclusion: “When you're just getting the hang of grief, rage, and joy, it makes all the difference in the world to have parents who can tolerate and ‘hold’ your feelings rather than treating them as misbehavior.”1
One aspect of making space for kids is letting them experience and explore their feelings with minimal adult supervision. Resiliency goes hand in hand with responsibility. Greater responsibility was the most important thing men over fifty years old in our survey thought the younger generations of males were lacking. One older man said parents should be:
Teaching sons about finance and politics when they become teenagers . . . Frequently give the son something important to do for a group (like family, sport teams, friends). Like buying equipment you will need for an activity. Also, teach kids to use public transportation and then let them take the bus or train home from school. Let them be responsible for something.
At the same time, do not offer him empty praise when he does not follow through on his responsibilities or “participation medals” just for showing up. Achievement feeds the motivation to learn, improve, and succeed, and encourages a person to try new things and master new skills. When children get praised regardless of the quality of the work they do, they feel less motivated to do more. The same thing goes for when a child does exemplary work and they get similar approval as someone who didn't—they become skeptical of the feedback. What kids need is specific feedback about areas where they are doing well and areas where they can improve. They need what psychologist Carol Dweck calls a growth mindset that praises hard work and encourages them to develop their abilities, rather than a fixed mindset that tells them they are intrinsically talented and smart and therefore don't have to try.2 When both children and adults are given positive feedback on their efforts rather than outcomes, they will delay immediate gratification more often than when they are given negative feedback.3 Video games offer this kind of feedback; parents need to start offering it, too.
Many high-achievers, like former Secretary of Defense Robert M. Gates, specifically reference how this kind of encouragement combined with accountability shaped their character:
My parents told me repeatedly when I was a boy that there were no limits to what I might achieve if I worked hard, but they also routinely cautioned me never to think I was superior to anyone else . . . On those relatively infrequent occasions when I was disciplined, I'm confident I deserved it, though I felt deeply persecuted at the time. But their expectations and discipline taught me about consequences and taking responsibility for my actions. My parents shaped my character and therefore my life. I realized on the way to the Senate that day [being confirmed as the Secretary of Defense] that the human qualities they had imbued within me in those early years had brought me to this moment . . .4
It is critical that young people not only discover their passions but learn how to make their passions work for them, after they have graduated from school.
What about Getting a J.O.B.?
If your son is in high school, chat with him about the job market. Encourage him to have a part-time job or volunteer in his community, to learn to be a bit more responsible and understand the rules and obligations of business. Talk to him about that job, what is good and bad about it. Obviously you want him to pursue his dreams, but you also want him to be aware of what opportunities will be available once he graduates so he doesn't enter a weak job market with no prospects and a huge student loan. Many parents aren't helping their kids develop realistic expectations or prepare for what awaits them beyond college. The world is changing; the general advice used to be to get a well-rounded liberal arts education in preparation for graduate school, but that advice is no longer relevant because the competition is high and the pay is dropping.
Encourage both your sons and daughters to look at vocational schools and associate degree programs if they are not interested in going the science, technology, engineering, or math route. Over one-quarter of people with post-secondary licenses or certificates (credentials short of an associate's degree) make more money than the average person with a bachelor's degree.5 Regardless of what direction they go, young people have to be tech savvy, and writing and communication skills are critical for success. Learning basic social interaction skills means others will want to be around them, too. Ask if they have friends who are girls as well as boys, and encourage both; open your home to them.
At the same time, encourage your son to take on babysitting or coaching roles while he is a teen so that he may learn how to directly nurture and mentor others. Some sports—such as soccer—allow younger teens to earn a fair amount of money in the summertime and on weekends by refereeing the games of even younger players.
Getting Out of Your Comfort Zone and Tackling Taboo Topics
Teach your son about sex. Whether or not you're okay with your son engaging in sexual behavior now, surely you want him to have a healthy and shame-free sexual relationship with someone at some point in his adult life. Preparing him for that starts with supporting healthy, shame-free, and realistic attitudes about sex when he is young.
Most people agree that sex is an important part of long-term relationships.6 Along the way, though, many couples will struggle with a sexual issue, and it can distance partners from each other. Teaching young people to fear sex or not giving them any information at all does little to help their future relationships thrive. From the Harvard Grant study, Vaillant found that:
overt fear of sex was a far more powerful predictor of poor mental health than sexual dissatisfaction in marriage was. After all, marital sexual adjustment depends heavily upon the partner, but fear of sex is closely linked with a personal mistrust of the universe. The men who experienced lifelong poor marriages were six times as likely as men with excellent marriages, and twice as likely as men who divorced, to give evidence on questionnaires of being fearful or uncomfortable about sexual relations.7
Make yourself available for questions, be a good listener, don't back down on what you believe, admit when you don't know, and show unconditional love. Explain peer pressure, consent and boundaries, birth control, safer sex and STIs, the differences between porn and reality, or bring him to a trusted person who he might feel more comfortable discussing the challenges and risks of intimacy with (counselor, health educator, therapist, pastor, etc.). Most young men respond positively when they learn the science behind the dangers of porn; you might also consider directing him to www.YourBrainOnPorn.com or www.FightTheNewDrug.org so he can learn from their resources.
If there is a sexual act that “everyone is doing,” that doesn't mean that he has to do it. If someone is trying to coerce or manipulate him into doing something, or something doesn't feel right, tell him how to get out of that situation safely. However, it is equally important to go on to explain the positive sides of boundaries too. Emphasize the role of communication and help him start to understand that sex is about pleasure and connecting with his (eventual) partner.
If you are separated from your partner, be sure that both of you can spend quality time with your son. As much as you may not like the other parent of your child, do not lose sight of who they are to your child, and do your best not to speak badly about them in front of your kids. Live close enough to each other that your children don't have to sacrifice friendships or activities in order to spend time with the other parent.
The majority of moms believe that absent or uninvolved dads can easily be replaced by themselves or another man,8 and that attitude is alarming. The evidence is clear that stable marriages lead to happy, healthy, and motivated kids, which leads to stronger communities, more opportunities, and greater equality. We'd like to reiterate how much kids benefit from involved dads:
Right now there is a disconnect between how much we value a father's involvement and how we much value a father's income. Just 8 percent of men and women believe children are better off if their father stays at home while the mother works,27 yet 93 percent of mothers and 91 percent of fathers agreed there is a father-absence crisis.28 Most mothers believe they can achieve better work-family balance to support their children if fathers provided more support at home;29 this imbalanced equation asks men to provide both more money and more time to the family.
Another approach would be to allow men a larger share of the parenting department while women take a larger share of the earnings department, providing a more sustainable work-family balance for both. Case-by-case solutions are more complex than can be communicated in this book but the overall message is to find the balance in the relationship that allows the greatest contribution to the process of parenting and income from each partner rather than defaulting to a single type of partner dynamic.
For young men, understanding the importance of staying in school and going to college is something that builds upon the way that fathers love. Unlike mothers, who love their child no matter what, fathers are the ones who most often set and more importantly enforce boundaries for their children, instilling a sense of self-discipline, and showing them the importance of delaying gratification and sticking with a task and seeing it through to completion. Children need both kinds of nurturing, which only comes from having two parents.
On an individual level, we need to become better at love. What the positive side of the trends listed earlier hinge on, what keeps a positive intergenerational cycle going, is loving relationships. Truly, the most important thing a man can do is love his wife and vice-versa; the most successful and healthy relationships are built on mutual caretaking.30
If the level of communication in your marriage needs a boost, check out John Gray's classic book, Men Are from Mars, Women Are from Venus. It is hands-down one of the best and simplest advice books that will offer a starting point for improving the way you communicate with your partner. It's an appropriate book for older teenagers to read, too. Other resource books we recommend are John Gottman's What Makes Love Last? and Raising an Emotionally Intelligent Child, along with Shefali Tsabary's The Conscious Parent.
Dads Making Fatherhood a Priority
Fathers must make it a priority to be a part of their son's life. It is never too late to do so. If you have been a delinquent dad, working for success, traveling too much or being into your own thing, just press pause. Take time out from the old and familiar to tune in to your son. Be willing to express regret for not being there earlier, and share a commitment to rectify that lack, to work at being a more diligent dad, a friend but also a source of both incentives and boundaries. Ask him about how such a new relationship can start out; seek advice, don't just give it.
Too many people look back on their life in their old age and feel empty despite their material success because they realize they have sacrificed too much for it—friends and family, or even fun. They did not take the time to be there for their wives, daughters, or sons, and now they feel guilty. Sons need greater involvement from dads even more than daughters do because they will not get it from as many other sources as girls have available, such as friend networks and more expressive moms.
It is essential that dads, and uncles and grandpas, too, give top priority to mentoring the young men of this generation. They will value it if done honestly and openly in a constructive manner. You have to get past the awkwardness. Find a quiet, safe space to have a simple discussion about what is going on his life and in yours. You should know what his ambitions are—or are not. What is he concerned about, what are his fears? What does he feel are his strengths and what areas need finer tuning? Just make clear that he can talk to you anytime about anything, especially stuff that usually goes unsaid, such as sex or regrets or his uncertain future.
Time Management Activity
Another practical suggestion for all parents is to ask your son to track how he spends his time for a week (don't include the porn for now or ask him to keep track privately). Here are key activities to include:
Summarizing these behaviors is the place for starting a conversation about time management and creating a balanced time orientation for the best physical, mental, and social success for him now as well as in his future. Give him an incentive for doing so, such as serving his favorite dinner, during which you can discuss the results. We expect both parents and kids will be surprised by what the data show: a huge number of hours devoted to gaming and Internet use. You can highlight any of this time spent with someone else in direct contact during the gaming or viewing to identify the extent of time in solitary confinement.
If your son is spending excessive amounts of time on his mobile phone, computer, or gaming console, reduce access to those devices or make him earn the right to use them. A nationwide survey found that 75 percent of teens are on a mobile phone plan that allows unlimited texting while only 13 percent of teens pay per message. Those with the unlimited plan send and receive seven times the amount of texts per day than teens on more limited plans, and fourteen times the number of texts per day than teens who pay per message.31 Consider getting a metered mobile phone plan that has limited voice and texting. Also consider keeping your son's computer or laptop in a main area of the house versus his bedroom. The National Sleep Foundation (NSF) found that when parents always enforce rules about how late smartphones and mobile phones can be used, their children got nearly an hour more sleep every night. The NSF also found that parents were two to three times more effective at enforcing those rules when they also removed electronic devices from their own bedrooms.32
For gaming consoles, it is important for parents not just to remove it or force their son to go cold turkey. “If a game really is the only place where a teen can feel in control, rewarded, and happy, then simply taking all of that away could be devastating for him,” says Neils Clark.33 A planned withdrawal program must be made so that time playing video games is reduced over time while other rewarding activities are introduced. Victoria Dunckley outlines a solid plan for parents to realistically reduce their children's screen time in her book, Reset Your Child's Brain.
Money goes wherever the ambition, innovation, and resilience are. New York City recently overtook London as the world's financial center, but by 2019 it is predicted that the center will shift again to Shanghai.34 Millennials will be the future leaders of tomorrow, but they won't be very good ones if they are overly medicated, obese, lack resilience, and spend thousands of hours playing video games and watching porn. Parents need to step up to ensure that their children have the confidence and courage to succeed and cooperate with others in the real world.
NINETEEN
What Men Can Do
Everyone must choose one of two pains: the pain of discipline or the pain of regret.
—Jim Rohn, entrepreneur and motivational speaker
One can choose to go back toward safety or forward toward growth. Growth must be chosen again and again; fear must be overcome again and again.
—Abraham Maslow, humanist psychologist
If you are a young man and are looking for real life to be more rewarding or satisfying, you have to realize it's not going to happen while you're buried in a game or waiting on the sidelines. You are going to have to go outside and participate in it. When you're too busy looking down at your mobile phone or laptop, you aren't going to see the chances you miss. You may even start to develop the false belief that there are no opportunities to connect with others or get ahead in the world except for those found through technology. So turn off your digital identity and turn on yourself. Map out the steps to become the man that you would want to be friends with and do business with.
Learn how to dance, rediscover nature, make a female friend, and practice conversation openers. Practice the art of making others feel special by listening and giving genuine compliments. Find people who possess traits you want to have and study their lives, find living role models or mentors, and find something in the real world that motivates you. Become resourceful, and realize that you may have to take one step back in order to take two steps forward.
Turn Off the Porn
Remember Gabe Deem, the recovering porn addict and public speaker we mentioned in Chapter 11? He suggests asking yourself whether the porn you are currently watching represents your actual desires. His advice to other young men is to stay away from porn completely: “it will never satisfy you, and it will end up taking from you the one thing it promises to give you, the ability to feel pleasure.”1
Sexologist and relationship therapist Veronica Monet agrees. In her experience, “simply resolving to ‘cut back’ rarely leads to anything but temporary results inevitably followed by yet more compulsive behaviors and ever increasing negative effects.” She wisely states that people should be “careful when selecting a recovery resource,” because, “shame can perpetuate addictive patterns . . . Many of those who seek relief from the oppression of addiction find themselves trading the suffering of an active addiction for the suffering created by needless shame.”2
There's no question that if you desire intimacy with real people yet find you are having trouble getting turned on or climaxing with real people, you need to stop watching porn for at least a small period of time; there's really no way around it. Gary Wilson recommends the following test as a way to determine whether or not porn is an issue in your sex life (provided you have no medical issues):
Compare your erections during the two scenarios as well as the time it took to ejaculate (if you did ejaculate both times). Physically healthy young men should not have a problem getting a full erection and masturbating to orgasm in either scenario. If you had a full erection when masturbating to porn but erectile dysfunction (ED) without porn, you most likely have what has been termed porn-induced erectile dysfunction (PIED). Some men with PIED cannot maintain an erection even with porn. If you had ED during both scenarios, you might have a severe case of PIED or a physical problem. If you had a full erection in both scenarios but have trouble maintaining an erection with a real life partner, you most likely have social or performance anxiety.3
If you decide to take some downtime away from porn, you'll need to clarify your relationship with it so you can avoid its downsides. We'd recommend taking a break from porn even if you don't think you're struggling, just to see what happens. Porn can be a part of your fantasy life, just not the whole thing—and hopefully not the best thing. If this is something you are struggling with, the good news is your brain can heal. It may be worthwhile to take a break from porn even if you don't think you're struggling, just to see what happens.
Turning off the porn will, in effect, “reboot” the brain—allowing your dopamine receptors to recover and restore your reward circuit's sensitivity to normal, and “rewire” the brain, weakening the porn pathways from disuse and strengthening your executive control pathways. As your brain heals, you will become more easily aroused by real people and have more sensitivity in your penis. Your dopamine levels will most likely bounce back, too. Visit www.YourBrainOnPorn.com/tools-for-change for support and resources to help you make the change. We'd also recommend visiting the forums on www.RebootNation.org or Reddit (https://www.reddit.com/r/NoFap/) for extra tools and support.
For those who have great difficulty controlling their porn use, the Internet itself is triggering. In these instances we've got very positive feedback from men who joined twelve-step programs. One young man who is in the process of recovering from excessive online porn use told us:
An Internet problem is typically not solved on the Internet. Trying to work on your online pornography problem online is like alcoholics hosting their AA [Alcoholics Anonymous] meetings at a bar. Just as they are an order and sip away from losing their sobriety, you are but four to five clicks away from your personal poison.
I feel like the first steps to getting the porn squid unglued from the back of your brain involves shutting that sucker down and connecting with people. Joining a support group will break some of the bonds of isolation and shame that are part of this disease. Sharing your darkest, dirtiest secrets with people, and finding that they will accept you with understanding and compassion, is a life-changing paradigm shift. We can't just go around blurting out our personal pornography struggles with just anyone. This is where a recovery community comes in!
There are a variety of resources available to those who are willing to go out of their comfort zone and seek the support of a group. Support groups can be an extremely valuable tool to those stuck in isolation who do not know how to approach their problem, or even ask for help. The therapy groups provide a clinically guided milieu where pornography addicts can provide support for each other, while adding in a dynamic of accountability, which creates healthy boundaries for the recovering individual.
Lastly (but CERTAINLY not least), twelve-step groups allow for individuals who are struggling with porn addiction to integrate themselves into a spiritually focused program that will provide the recovering addict with a multitude of tools for staying sober, and addressing the aspects of their beliefs, character traits and personal histories that have been the underlying root of their addiction. Furthermore, they allow for one to connect with a community of recovery-focused individuals, and tap into the wealth of experience from its members. While I attend a twelve-step group regularly, I simultaneously visit a traditional therapist that specializes in sex/porn addiction. In the first session I told him, “I had a pretty great childhood. I really don't think I have any trauma.” Unfortunately for me, this false belief kept me stuck in my recovery for quite a while. In fact, I could never piece together more than a month or two of sobriety, until I started really taking a look at the underlying network of issues [from my past]. Being part of the group helped me delve deeper into these issues, and see that it was more than just an “opportunity addiction.” I learned from the wisdom of their experiences.
It is important to remember that there are no quick fixes or magic bullets in overcoming excessive porn use—as in any addictions to drugs, alcohol, gambling, or food.
Beyond porn, having sex on your mind all the time or as a big part of your identity can be a good thing—a lot of very successful people have very high sex drives—but you need to learn how to redirect your sex energy out of lust and into the heart and mind, where it can serve your higher values instead of just your primal instincts. When transforming sexual energy into thoughts and actions of another nature, you have to use willpower to visualize and mindfully redirect that energy.
An excellent resource for further reading on the topic is Napoleon Hill's classic text Think and Grow Rich, as well as the blog of personal development author Steve Pavlina. In his post, entitled “Sex Energy,” Pavlina suggests using sexual energy as fuel to achieve your goals. By learning your arousal triggers, he says, goals become more enjoyable because you can direct the path to get there:
When you're sexually aroused, you feel a compulsion to take some kind of action. Your hormones take over, and you become incredibly focused and can't think about anything but the object of your desire. This is what it feels like to be driven by a goal that really inspires you . . . Pursuing your goals is like practicing the art of seduction . . . You may encounter some obstacles now and then that make you want to quit, but stop and ask yourself if the chemistry is still there. Momentarily forget about the path you're on, and just picture the goal itself. Imagine you're already there. Do you still really, really want it? . . . Remember that the whole point of goal-setting is to get your thoughts and actions moving in a new direction. If you aren't driven to action, you've set lousy goals.4
Moral of the story: if you want more control over your life, acquire a better understanding of what motivates you. If your default behavior involves frittering away your time with passive and semi-fulfilling distractions, guess what you're going to get? Semi-fulfillment.
Time Bandit-Look at What Else You Could Be Doing
It's worth considering just how much time you spend engaged in various activities throughout the day. If you feel any resistance to doing this, chances are you need to cut the amount of time you spend playing video games, especially if you're doing it alone. People most vulnerable to addiction are usually socially or personally disadvantaged, so start playing games that involve interactions with others, preferably in person.
Consider transferring some hours spent gaming into accomplishing real-life goals. Below is a chart comparing the average number of hours spent playing video games with the average time it takes to complete other goals.
AVERAGE TIME FOR ACTIVITY5
Play Sports
As a boy, I (Phil) recall being less than capable physically because of a childhood medical problem that made me weak, uncoordinated, and thus poor in sports. Determined to make the neighborhood stickball team, I practiced alone in the schoolyard hitting a Spalding (a pink rubber ball) with a sawed-off old broomstick for hours against the wall until I mastered the art. Hitting such a ball far was not so much a matter of muscles, but of wrist torque, of snapping the wrist properly at the moment of contact. In a matter of time, I became a legendary “three sewer man,” meaning I could reliably hit that Spalding over the length of three New York sewers. It's still one of my proudest achievements decades later.
Naturally my idol became Boston Red Sox baseball star Ted Williams, nicknamed “The Splendid Splinter,” who was also a big skinny guy. That ability to hit a stickball carried over to softball and baseball, and I became a star centerfielder who could hit a softball over a 350-foot wall in the Kelly Street playground. With that athletic ability and a bit of charm, I became the captain of the team and used that authority to suggest to the other guys that they might also enjoy roller-skating with the girls in the streets, and then persuaded the girlfriends of the older guys on the block to give the younger ones social dancing lessons at the local community center to enhance their pickup skills. In addition, the success from that dedicated practice also carried over to being conscientious in my schoolwork, and later being generous in my giving to others less fortunate. So the message is that practice may not always make perfect, but it surely will make you more competent at any activity that is important for you.
In this respect, the current times are no different. Many men who are able to conquer their fears and succeed physically among other men on any dimension find that instead of feeling the need to prove themselves to other males, they can now cultivate their “feminine” core values, such as compassion, vulnerability, and self-reflection. One parent from our survey commented on how her sons learn self-confidence through tae kwon do:
They feel confident they can protect themselves against bullies. They can see their accomplishments through passing belt tests. They have older adult male and female mentors who teach discipline and mutual respect. Plus the kids get to see the older mentors sometimes try, fail and try again. Great life lessons!
Few activities teach mental toughness and ownership like individual sports, or collaboration and resilience like team sports. No matter what your level of skill, there's a group of young men or even coed teams out there who want you on their team or to join their league. For adults who want to join or start a group, see if there's already one in your local area by looking up the sport on Google, Meetup (www.MeetUp.com), or join a gym or club where you can meet people who share your interests.
If sports aren't your thing, activities with rhythmic qualities, like singing, dancing, or playing a musical instrument, are great alternatives. They also provide a powerful environment for social bonding. Another thing you can do to take a break from the constant bombardment of external stimuli is schedule a relaxing massage or fit in moments where you can go outside to a quiet park or hiking trail and allow your mind to free itself from distractions.
Make Your Bed: Small Accomplishments Lead to Bigger Accomplishments
In 2014, when US Navy Admiral and US Special Operations Commander William H. McRaven delivered the commencement address at the University of Texas, the first piece of advice he gave to the new graduates was to make their bed. He explained that by doing so, a person will have just performed their first successful act of the day, which then sets the tone for accomplishing more tasks. When the day is over, that one small task can snowball into many finished tasks. Though the act of making one's own bed is simple and mundane, it reiterates that the little things in life can have a significant impact. “If you can't do the little things right, you will never do the big things right,” he said. Plus, if the day didn't go as well as hoped, coming home to a made bed offers some encouragement that the next day will be better.6
This is how habits are formed. The more little things you do right on a regular basis, forming good habits, the easier it will be to move your life in a positive direction and reap the benefits that build on those habits.
Related advice comes from social psychologist Roy Baumeister. For years he researched self-esteem, but says he “reluctantly advise[s] people to forget about it.” He believes that “self-control plays a much more important role in personal success than self-esteem.”7
I (Phil) can also attest to the impact self-control has throughout one's life. In my research on time perspective, I found that the better a child understands causal sequences and the costs and benefits associated with their decisions, the more successful they will be in school and the better they will fare emotionally, financially, and health-wise later in adulthood. In particular, children who are highly future-oriented are also highly conscientious, do not procrastinate, and resist daily temptations when there is work to get done. (To discover your time perspective, visit www.TheTimeParadox.com.)
Other basic things to get in the habit of doing are eating a balanced diet and getting enough sleep. Create a schedule for yourself that sets you up for success.
Discover Your Inner Power
A man's character is discernible in the mental or moral attitude in which, when it came upon him, he felt himself most deeply and intensely active and alive. At such moments there is a voice inside which speaks and says: “This is the real me!”
—William James, nineteenth-century American psychologist8
In her book The Artist's Way, writer and filmmaker Julia Cameron recommends an exercise called the “morning pages,” where you write three pages of whatever comes to mind first thing in the morning. When writing in the pages, there's no wrong way—the only requirement is that you do it every day, and do your best not to censor yourself. The morning pages will help you be less judgmental of yourself. It doesn't matter if you don't feel like writing or don't have anything to say, after a while you will come in contact with an unexpected inner power: your true self. You will become more honest with yourself, discovering not only who you are but also who you want to become. And with this knowledge you become motivated to go from where you are to where you want to be. It doesn't sound logical, but it works. Providing a space to contemplate sharpens the mind. And it's not just for creative types. If you dislike keeping a journal, try Penzu (https://penzu.com), a site that lets you store your thoughts online.9
At the very least, keep a small notebook or use the notes app in your mobile phone where you can jot down memorable phrases and quotes. Known in the seventeenth century as “common-places,” notebooks like these were seen as a vital means to nurture and inspire a capable mind as well as keep track of intellectual development.10 It will force you to slow down, even just for a moment, to reflect on a thought and incorporate it into your own ideas and aspirations.
If you do such mindful exercises regularly, you will also develop wisdom, and be able to discern the difference between short-term happiness and long-term meaning. From psychologist and Holocaust survivor Viktor Frankl's book, Man's Search for Meaning, we can deduce that happiness is essentially about “me” and meaning is about “we.” Happiness can be found in the here-and-now while meaning is found in the past and in the future. Happy people enjoy receiving while people leading meaningful lives get satisfaction from giving to others. As much as happiness can be pursued, enduring happiness is actually derived from meaningful endeavors that allow you to discover your strengths and weaknesses, establish goals that can be achieved in the future, and experience situations where you can bond and grow with others.
Make Some Female Friends
Become friends with at least one young woman and make it clear that you just want to be friends—nothing more, nothing less. A lot of women never totally relax in their friendships with men because there is always the worry that one will develop more intense feelings for the other, and then it will become awkward, dealing a potentially fatal blow to the friendship. But if you put those fears to rest right from the get-go, it's much easier to really get to know someone and establish trust. You can even talk about how you'll handle the situation if one of you does develop a romantic interest. You can say something like, “Our friendship means a lot to me and I want to make sure we stay friends. If one of us develops romantic feelings for the other, let's talk about it right away.” By doing this, you set the standard for honest, open communication. And it's much less awkward to say that at the beginning of a relationship than risk losing a friend later down the road due to miscommunication. Find women with whom you have one or two activities or interests in common. If you don't know where to find these women, try using online clubs and forums or MeetUp groups.
A note to shy men: just like mastering a video game takes a reasonable time commitment, with guided practice, even the most shy male can be trained to be “socially fit.” If socializing is a challenge for you, start off slow. You want to make social goals for yourself and gradually work your way up to them; it could be as simple as smiling at the person checking you out at the supermarket, and then making some brief conversation. Don't get attached to the outcome of a social situation. Socializing means another person with their own thoughts and emotions is involved and the best we can all do is allow ourselves to be present and engaged in conversation. See www.shyness.com or visit the Shyness Research Institute (https://www.ius.edu/shyness) for more useful advice.
Avoid Princesses; Don't Call Women “Sluts”
It is our intention to help you build and grow yourself, understanding the systems that influence your life so that you can be captain of your own ship. Instead of becoming emotionally stunted yourself and feeling your only options are “princesses,” you should have the opportunity to cultivate the human qualities that allow you to influence human relationships for the better. In other words, we seek to show you how to better yourself so that you have options if and when choosing a partner, rather than recusing yourself from society as a whole by being totally absorbed in virtual worlds. The intent is that when quality men choose to avoid princesses, women notice them turning away, and this action can in fact influence the attitudes of those women. Part of the reason why princesses continue to come about is because they are tolerated, but if desirable men continue to walk away, women will be forced to adjust, just like men have done to get their desired mate.
On that note, one point of contention that drives women away from men, as friends and especially as romantic partners, is when men call women “sluts.” It doesn't matter how many partners a woman has had, women don't want to be with associated with men who judge women based on their sexuality.
Assuming you are a heterosexual male, slut-shaming women isn't going to help you get the kind of sexual or romantic relationship that you really desire. Sexual shame is a huge barrier for a lot of women. Men's sexuality can be as intimidating as it is appealing. If you can communicate to a woman that she is safe with you and in the future you will treat her with the same respect and courtesy you show her today, it would make an enormous difference with her exploring her desire for you. When a male is indecisive romantically it ruins the chances of a woman really letting go with him. The most satisfying sexual relationships take place in an atmosphere where both people feel safe to express themselves and realize their turn-ons—and their turn-offs.
A lot of women would love to make the first move or take more initiative, but hold back because they don't know what kind of reaction they are going to get. One way to communicate your interest in a woman taking more initiative is to say something like “I love it when the woman makes the first move” when the conversation turns flirtatious. When you're in a relationship, tell her how much you like it when she surprises you, gets creative, or takes the initiative.
If you're getting mixed messages, talk to her. Explain your observations and how it makes you feel. If it's not something you can work through together, move on to someone who you are more compatible with. No one is perfect and the woman you're interested in may not know exactly what her needs and wants are, but she should have a sense of what she wants and be willing to examine how her expectations or fantasies may differ from reality. A woman who is content with herself will not consider you a chauvinist for voicing what you want or your intentions. She will be strong enough to say “no,” but also strong enough to say “yes,” and you'll be able to be yourself without over-analyzing your actions.
Get a Mentor, Be a Mentor
You will get some of the best advice about life and relationships from older men who have been in your position. Not only will they be able to advise you on personal decisions, but they will also be able to help you make intelligent life and career choices. Those who have never had a mentor often underestimate the value of having one. Places where men and boys can gather together are more necessary than ever before. Older men should become mentors to younger men in their family, school, or workplace. As mentioned earlier, dads have got to do it. Make mentoring part of who you are. Below are recommended organizations that support this kind of environment:
Vote
Catering to voters helps politicians get reelected. As we mentioned earlier, between 1975 and 1980, women became the majority of undergraduate students. Since 1980, the proportion of female voters has also outnumbered the proportion of male voters; in the US, women have cast between 4 and 7 million more votes than men in recent presidential elections.11 It follows that if men want policy makers to pay more attention to men's issues such as workplace safety and paternity rights, they need to become more politically active, and, at the very least, voting. If men don't do this simple thing, we are going to see a lot more policies that leave them out.
There are a multitude of options for men that will put them in a better place, both as individuals and as a group. But they must act, just as generations before them have done. If men want to create more balanced lives, they must reengage in exploring new social dynamics and realities (not just digital ones).
TWENTY
What Women Can Do
The current plight of boys and young men is, in fact, a women's issue. Those boys are our sons; they are the people with whom our daughters will build a future. If our boys are in trouble, so are we all.
—Christina Hoff Sommers1
Sisters, Mothers, and Friends
There is a need for hardened men, we will always need rough men to “stand the walls”—to protect and keep watch—and tend the land, but we need to teach them from a young age how to be affectionate in order for them to be connected emotionally in relationships. This means embracing and encouraging the strength and hardness that are commonly associated with being a man, as well as developing the depth of character and emotional insights that lend themselves to a viable interpersonal dynamic in a relationship later on.
Ultimately, women cannot teach men how to be men any more than men can teach women how to be women, but they can encourage them how to develop in appropriate directions. Around eight to twelve years old—or just before puberty—boys start craving a strong male role model, if they don't already have one. Mothers showing approval and support for this process will enable a better connection throughout a man's life between the seemingly dichotic existence of male and female. Doing this can also garner more credibility for the mother with the man over his lifetime as she is seen as a positive part of this process rather than a detractor. A young man would benefit greatly from the women in his life respecting the time that he has with his father or mentor and encouraging him to discover manhood through age-appropriate activities with other young men.
Sisters, especially those close in age, are also crucial to the way a young man understands what women want in general as well as what they desire in a man. How a young man interacts with his sister and her friends can have a significant impact on his regard for women and the relationships he holds with them, both platonic and romantic. By lending their perspectives to their brothers in a direct but compassionate way, sisters can improve the level of communication and cooperation their brothers will have with women later on. It is also important for brothers and sisters, regardless of their age gap, to find fun things to do collectively and around those activities to help develop an ease of communicating their feelings and values. It can be the wellspring for both men and women to feeling comfortable relating to the opposite sex throughout their lives.
Gaming and Porn “Widows”
To sum up the suggestions we heard from men, it is important for both men and women to discuss their feelings on how too much gaming or porn is affecting each person's life and the relationship. Be honest, patient, and strong. If you are headed down the path to becoming a gaming or porn widow, bring to your partner's attention a clear set of options and consequences of what will happen if his behavior doesn't change, and follow through on those words. It is okay to make suggestions to him, but don't assume you know why he is gaming or using porn so much. If either of you need to see a counselor or therapist, or better yet, couple's counseling, don't wait till the relationship is beyond repair or you have already decided in your mind that you are “over it.” Whatever you do, don't offer to play video games or watch porn with him. In some relationships, it's perfectly all right if couples decide to play video games or watch porn together, but if your partner is doing either to excess, you're just enabling them. At the end of the day, you need to move on if your partner would rather live in a virtual world.
The Effects of No-Strings-Attached (NSA) Sex
Whatever currency women are accepting is the currency men will carry.
—young man from our survey
Complaining about why there appears to be a shortage of decent men and tossing around the chauvinist label isn't going to get most women the kind of relationship that they want. When it comes to romantic commitments, women would benefit from approaching dating as if they are investing in the stock market: look for a man who is interesting, capable, and appears to command a level of attention from other women (potential investors). As a relationship “investor”—of your time, energy, and emotions—you must learn how to identify the real deal when the majority of males you encounter either have “swagger” (a good marketing strategy), don't make the time or space for a relationship, are indecisive, or may be a good fit on some levels but are missing drive and emotional availability.
The substance (a solid business plan) that you want to look for in a man is whether or not he will use his skills to build a well-rounded, healthy, and enduring relationship with meaning and mutual growth for both partners. The questions to ask and consider are: Does this man have true interpersonal skills, such as the ability to listen, empathize, communicate, and work as a team to resolve issues? Does he have the wherewithal and desire to be in a relationship that is satisfying for both of you in the long term? You have to assess early on whether he is more of a giver than a taker. Is he full of gimmicks instead of possessing a well-balanced approach with the capability and inclination to be in a genuine relationship? These are important self-constructs that a man needs to bring to a relationship so that it will be sustainable over time.
These relationship skills cannot be forced or faked for very long, so you need to pay close attention if you'd like to improve your selection choices. Years of women falling for the guy with the marketing strategy, not the man with real substance, have resulted in the significantly diminished dating pool with which women are now dealing. This choice in type of partner is relevant regardless of how long you want the relationship to last. Having flings and casual acquaintances can be a fun getaway from the weight of life sometimes, but after a while, the effect is that Mr. Right becomes more elusive.
When you're out at the bar or club, and you are engaging in conversation with men, be aware that other men are watching, and they will replicate whatever strategy is being used by the man you're talking to if you appear to be responding positively to it. One of the most common shortcomings that men watch women fall prey to is when a guy can talk his way in, rather than prove his way to something. Men who can talk a good game rarely have to walk the walk, which is all the more reason for more males to learn and apply pickup artist techniques and find women with a more open approach to sex. The benefits of this to men are multiplied: they get to practice their technique with a higher success rate, have more sex with desirable women, and most males don't have to worry about the “messy” relationship entanglements that could follow.
When men see that quality women don't generally expect them to invest as much energy, time, or commitment in return for sex and relationships as they formerly thought they would, they will adjust their behavior accordingly—downward. Speaking strictly in an economical sense, there is no reason for any person to invest more energy in acquiring something they already have the ability to possess. Just like someone wouldn't pay seven dollars for something that they know they can get for five dollars, a male won't put in 70 percent effort when 50 percent will get him exactly what he desires. Nobody would. This is a basic human condition proven every day by consumers, stock traders, and business negotiators: they are looking for the best value (mate) for their money (effort). If, instead of requiring the 70 percent effort normally needed to initiate (and potentially maintain) a relationship with a quality woman, it only takes a man 50 percent effort, that's the amount of work he'll put in. Every time. This benefits men in the short term but the consequence is that they are seldom forced or challenged to develop their more enduring relational skills.
Recently, there have been some articles published with unusual bits of advice. A young woman proposed one, which sums up the main points of several. She suggested “promiscuity is another way of saying ‘practice makes perfect.’”2 Who would agree with such a formula? Any male who wanted to benefit from a bit of free sex would agree with that formula. However, any man who cares about the future of relational constructs will tell you that is the worst approach possible for long-term relationships and the women who want them. If a male knows he can get access to sex indefinitely without committing anything for it, then why would he commit to something . . . ever? Seventy percent versus 50 percent . . .
Our contention is not with the approach but with the message it sends to young men; if this same process can be undertaken with a different message then we say go for it. Just realize that males, by and large, are paying attention to women's messages, which in general is: “I will actively sleep with men until one of you takes me off the market.” This removes the potential moral issues that males may have with that approach. Your message, because you are a female, to males is that there will be a steady supply of desirable women who are actively sleeping with them. As long as a man knows he has access to new partners and hasn't already established a deeper relationship with a woman, it is in his best interests not to. And he knows this. Furthermore, it only perpetuates the access to random, no-strings-attached sex because desirable women are not being taken “off the market” into long-term relationships.
One of the elements that feminism has brought about is greater sexual freedom for women; in turn this has brought an even greater sexual freedom for males. Males are motivated by sex with partners possessing desirable traits. Experience, quality, and compatibility will determine the period of time that the male will want to repeat his experience with any one woman.
Additionally, most heterosexual men who had a loving mother have at least some desire to be a husband or a long-term primary partner in a female's life. While men have a significantly longer biological timeframe to find a long-term mate, beyond a certain point in their life they are not inclined to continue restarting the search after a certain number of dates once they believe that they have found the most desirable partner.
Choosing a Good Man
In 2013 the popular dating site OkCupid experimented with an app that set up people on blind dates. On launch day, they temporarily removed all user photos from the site, calling it “Love Is Blind Day.” They kept track of user activity, however, and found that although there were fewer new conversations started per hour, people responded to first messages 44 percent more often. Women were also more receptive to their dates when they used the blind date app. Women generally reported having a good time on their dates regardless of the attraction level of their partner. Interestingly, women reported having a slightly better time on dates with the less good-looking men. In contrast, when photos were available those same men could not get their foot in the door—only 10 percent of women rated as “much hotter” than the men messaging them would reply back to a given message, versus 45 percent of women who would reply when the men were more attractive than them.3
Although there is an imbalance of quality men to second-rate guys, there is still a cache of quality men who are being overlooked by women. They are the less flashy men with substance (a solid business plan). They are the ones who don't look the part even though they play it. They walk the walk but don't talk the talk—their marketing strategy is passive. While advances from well-rounded men looking for long-term relationships are not every woman's desire, women should still consider how their rejection will affect men's approaches to relationships. Sure, you can tell yourself that he will get over it and move on, but that is the message men are conditioned to exude. The reality is that these men will not stay that way for long. As the popular phrase goes, insanity is doing the same thing over and over and expecting a different result. Therefore males, as humans, will adjust their approach to meet their ends.
Why is this important? If there is no reinforcement incentive for those men who are trying hard and who do take relationships seriously, then women will remove the demand for these men and eventually the supply will dwindle. Women should find a way to reward the sincere attempts from men with something more than affable regard, such as helping him develop something he's lacking (confidence, style, etc.) or giving him more insight about women so he will be a better man for the next woman. We are suggesting some women teach men other ways to develop and sustain relationships. If you are going to have a friend with benefits (FWB), consider actually being their friend and not just someone to have sex with. If enough women whom a man desires tell him in one form or another that they do not want a long-term relationship with him—and more importantly the reasons why not—then he is more likely to adjust his approach to change that response.
The competitive nature of men who have made the conscious decision to pursue an honest relationship with a woman with the intent of growing a sustainable and enduring relationship is the very key to bringing the quality ratio of males and females back into balance. But men need to know the next steps to take. As women achieve higher levels of education, professional success, and financial status, it should follow that they demand that men raise themselves as well. However, women must also encourage men to do more, to reach higher, to work harder in school, and to make more time for people in the real world, rather than video games and porn. Women must therefore be willing to be supportive and collaborative, and recognize that men being men (responsibly) is a good thing.
TWENTY-ONE
What the Media Can Do
As mentioned in Chapter 8, young men spend on average forty-four hours in front of a screen for every half-hour they spend in one-on-one conversation with their fathers; so perhaps it's no wonder that in our survey, when we asked, “What factors contribute to motivational problems in young men?” nearly two-thirds of participants said, “Conflicting messages from media, institutions, parents, and peers about acceptable male behavior.”
It would be nice to think that the advertisement, press, and entertainment industries would be willing to portray men in a more positive light, but it'll be hard for them to move away from the predictable stereotypes as long as they keep making good money from casting men as duds. Pressure to change will need to come from the outside, which will only happen when people are willing to recognize that gender biases affect men, too, and how desperately young men need more positive male role models to look up to in the media.
One of the simplest things to raise public awareness is to show the male versions of well-known feminist material and messages. For example, what if there were a reverse Bechdel Test that rated the portrayal of men in movies, such as a “MacGyver Test,” named after the popular television adventure series, that a film or television show passes if it meets any of these criteria regarding its male characters:
We imagine it would be a short list. Another measurable feature to keep track of on the side may be the number of male characters that die versus the number of female characters that die or the number of male characters that die so a female character can live.
The more men and women get a genuinely better understanding of what it's like to be in the other's position, the easier it will be for them to appreciate where the other is coming from. Another way to do this is by swapping the male and female roles in movies and TV shows, and then reexamining the plots. For example, let's reverse the roles of the “fearless” Princess Anna and the “rugged” iceman Kristoff in the Academy Award-winning animated children's movie, Frozen. In the movie Anna's older sister, Elsa, banishes herself from their castle because she can't control her magical ability to produce ice and snow with her hands. Anna sets out to find her sister and bring her home. Initially Anna is offered assistance by the smooth talking Prince Hans, whom she immediately falls in love with. But who ends up helping her? The penniless iceman Kristoff, whose sled and reindeer Anna decides she can use for her own agenda—never mind if he needs it (she doesn't ask). After nearly getting him killed, destroying his sled, and finally rescuing Elsa, Anna and Kristoff go their separate ways. It is only after Prince Hans proves himself to be evil, and Olaf—the dopey snowman sidekick—says to Anna that Kristoff would be a good match that Anna even bothers to consider him.
Now imagine a movie where a prince felt entitled to use a hardworking woman whose only possessions are her sled and reindeer, which she uses to eke out a living, to go rescue his brother, and after she voluntarily busts her butt to help him he goes back to his life without a second thought. The politically correct folk would be horrified by Kristoff's behavior; audiences would be up in arms! We would think, “Why can't he get his act together?” Yet that thought doesn't even cross our minds while watching Frozen. Instead we think Anna is quirky and adventurous. By the way, Frozen does not pass the MacGyver Test.
Make Better Dating Sites
Aside from poor grammar and lack of content in messages, the number one gripe women have when it comes to online dating is that their in-boxes become filled with generic copy-and-paste messages from men they're just not that interested in. On the other hand, one of men's major issues with online dating beyond not getting dates is the number of messages they have to send in order to engage in conversation. It's a war of attrition. The solution? Make a woman-friendly dating app that lets women choose.
Of course, this app would cater toward heterosexual couples. Yet it would transform the way men and women approach each other. A recent Nielsen survey found that men are twice as likely as women to use social media for dating,1 yet they are half as likely as women to ask for assistance in creating or reviewing their profile.2 It's not a coincidence that women spend more time on their profiles—they are the ones being pursued.
The main reason why young men use apps like Tinder (which uses GPS technology and matches users based on appearance) is because there's less to lose with regard to time and money spent to get a date, yet the amount of rejection is about the same as other dating sites. But if women had to make the first move, rejection for men would drop to zero, and they'd probably spend more time working on their profiles to make them more representative and interesting. It could be argued that men would then embellish their profiles in different ways to make them more appealing, but the people who are going to misrepresent themselves are going to do it no matter what dating site they're using. The point of having a new structure like this would be to allow women to have more control over the online dating process and not be so overwhelmed with random and aimless attempts. Plus, it would open up the opportunity for men to focus on stimulating discussion because they know that there is already some level of attraction to build upon.
People are just getting busier, and they have less time and patience to go out of their way to meet someone who may or may not be a good fit. Women especially are looking for middle ground in the dating arena. As attitudes become more positive toward online dating, there will need to be a greater variety of ways that people can meet and connect with each other. If only women were allowed to initiate first contact, it would change the entire dating game. But the big question is, would anyone use it? Are women willing to write the first message, and are men willing to receive it?
Another idea is to simply expand on already existing social networks, which some sites are starting to capitalize on. In the near future, Namisha Parthasarathy, a young British app designer and Stanford alumna, is set to release a new dating app called One Degree, which will create more meaningful connections by introducing people who have mutual friends. “The concept,” she says, “is that the likelihood of people treating each other poorly is lesser because there are extended friend circles involved and also . . . friends are a good vetting process.”3
What the Porn Industry Can Do
The average porn video is almost twenty minutes long. If you run an online porn website, especially a free one, consider running a fifteen-second ad on safer sex practices before every video; it would take up only about 1 percent of the entire video's length. Then, if users want to skip ads, ask them to pay a fee, which would potentially generate revenue for you from those who choose to go straight to the video.
Something else porn sites could do is to challenge users to revolutionize the industry. Just as entrepreneur Bill Gates put forth a multi-million-dollar challenge for inventors to create a condom people would actually want to use,4 major porn sites could do something similar, challenging users to change the way people consume porn to make it more satisfying, therapeutic, artistic, or even educational.
At the very least, porn sites should clearly post resources that users can easily refer to if they suffer from porn addiction—much the same way casinos offer resources for people who have gambling addictions.
What the Gaming Industry Can Do
In her 2012 TED Talk, cognitive researcher Daphne Bavelier said that game developers need to harness the “nutritious” aspects of gaming and create a new kind of game that is irresistible but has elements that stimulate and develop the brain in positive ways.5 The biggest challenge will be convincing companies to take the risk by deviating from a profitable formula.
Game companies currently make a lot of money by keeping up with the subscription base while changing the content as little as possible, so it would be surprising to see game developers go outside sports, violence, and first-person shooter games. Yet it would be a welcome change to see games that bridged the gap between fantasy and reality so that users can enjoy playing the games while improving real-life abilities or contributing to something beyond themselves. Right now the industry is poised to make these changes.
In Reality Is Broken, Jane McGonigal discusses the power of crowdsourcing, making the observation that successful crowdsourcing projects are structured like a good multiplayer game. One example she uses is the parliamentary expenses scandal of 2009. Essentially, many members of the British Parliament, or MPs, had been filing illegal expense claims that added up to millions of pounds sterling, including frivolous charges like32,000 (more than
50,000 at today's rates) for personal gardening expenses and
1,645 (nearly
2,600) for a “floating duck island.”
The government released the expense forms in an unsorted collection of more than a million electronically scanned documents. The Guardian, which had been covering the scandal, knew it didn't have enough manpower to sort through the mess, so it hired Simon Willison, a software developer, to design a website where anyone could examine the documents for incriminating details. With his help, the Guardian launched a site called Investigate Your MP's Expenses, the world's first massive multiplayer investigative journalism project. After just three days, more than 20,000 people had sifted through 170,000 documents. Investigate Your MP's Expenses also had a remarkable 56 percent visitor participation rate.
The investigation prompted the resignation of dozens of MPs, plus legal action, including suspensions and prosecutions. Ultimately, it led to widespread political reform.6
Though it may appear to be a suggestion not unlike Tom Sawyer persuading the neighborhood boys that whitewashing a fence is fun, imagine the kind of force gamers would become if every gamer dedicated just 1 percent of his gaming time—30 million collective hours a week—to make a real-world impact like Investigate Your MP's Expenses. Considering Wikipedia represents roughly 100 million hours of human thought, hypothetically 15.6 Wikipedia-size projects could be accomplished every year if each gamer invested that 1 percent into a crowdsourcing project. Who wouldn't want to get in on that?
CONCLUSION
Our life, like the harmony of the world, is composed of contrast, also of varying tones, sweet and harsh, sharp and flat, soft and loud. If a musician liked one sort only, what effect would he make? He must be able to employ them together and blend them. And we too must accept the good and bad that coexist in our life. Our existence is impossible without this mixture, and one side is no less necessary to us than the other.
—Michel de Montaigne, sixteenth-century French writer
Several nineteenth-century experiments showed that if a frog is put in a pot of boiling water, it will immediately leap out, but if it is placed in cold water that is heated gradually, it will not realize the danger and will be cooked to death.1 Our future depends on the decisions made today, and this book is about checking the “temperature” of our environment, observing the effects it has on individuals, and the implications it has for the future.
If the trends we've discussed in this book continue, what will happen is unclear, but our culture loses something important when we, as a population, are less able to think critically, delay gratification, or define and achieve meaningful personal and social goals. Technology especially needs to be embraced, but how we embrace it will make the difference between healthy and unhealthy human interaction.
In our increasingly fluid and interconnected world, one has to wonder who the game-changers and industry disruptors will be twenty years from now. Going forward, some of the questions we should be asking ourselves are: How will we relate to other humans as technology, artificial intelligence, and virtual reality become more sophisticated and lifelike? Will technological developments be used to make us more connected, or, as Sherry Turkle says, will these things “take us places that we don't want to go?”2 How can we utilize the tech and entertainment geniuses of today to create systems that will shape the world of tomorrow into a better place, creating real-life heroes, not just virtual ones?
It's just as important to understand the unintended negative consequences as well as the positive potentials of technology to remake civilization. That new awareness should enable the following generations to have a greater sense of their personal responsibility in using them. In addition, it is imperative that companies have a better, fuller understanding of what they are producing. Our worldwide obsession with technology is gaining speed, and we need to learn how to coexist with it so that we do not lose our autonomy or humanness.
Most people will agree that there's something missing in young men's worlds, and just by sheer numbers it is clear there are many activities young men are not pursuing and skills they are not developing in lieu of living their lives in virtual reality. When a person spends the vast majority of their time on any one thing they run the risk of becoming one-dimensional. Perhaps the young men whose parents are willing to support their son's addictive screen habits will end up like Japan's “herbivorous” hikikomori males, who isolate themselves from the world and life's pleasures, but for the less financially insulated we may see fewer getting degrees, and a rise in fatherlessness and unemployment not unlike the gender imbalances minority and poorer communities have experienced for the last few decades. Additionally, the trajectory of low-income males will worsen if they are unable to find work. Their chances of ending up in trouble with the law may increase, as will the likelihood of their female counterparts ending up as single mothers in poverty.
We must provide real hope and inspiration for young men by creating new social expectations that are more productive for men and for society. We don't need to chuck the old system entirely—taking away certain concepts of masculinity could also take away from what makes a man push himself for something bigger than himself. The very concept of what exists today is because of that sentiment “be a man,” therefore we need to refine it and support it as a community. A more articulate and communicative man, who is confident, secure, and comfortable showing and receiving respect is what we should be striving for. We must show men that they are lovable and desirable, not disposable.
If we can make these changes, we may see less of the emotionally detached breadwinner, and start to see men living more integrated lives within themselves, their families, and their communities. The challenge for improving the situation for men without disadvantaging another group of people, such as girls and women, will require a combination of effort from individuals and institutions alike. The challenge for women will be to create enough economic independence so they do not compromise their values in exchange for a financial safety net, while men's challenge will be to understand how his traditional role of protector sets him up for detachment from intimacy with his wife and closeness with his children. Men must give themselves and each other permission to be more involved.
Progress is a bumpy road, but the destination cannot be reached if we pay attention to only one side of the equation—otherwise we'll just be going in circles. We cannot call it progress if, as women gain momentum, they are not any more empathetic to men's issues than the men who they had felt oppressed by were to their issues. Traditional career paths are changing; traditional gender roles are changing; the notion of marriage is changing. Navigating this changing landscape is not easy.
We must applaud the efforts of those wise men and women who have gotten us where we are today, but we must also continue moving forward and build on those foundations as a team. It's not about putting our differences aside; it's about recognizing the differences so we can utilize every individual's strengths for our shared future. The only way we can make things better is if we are willing to look at both sides, are proactive about providing support to everyone who needs it, and are willing to cultivate balanced roles for both sexes.
We hope we have been able to highlight not only the why behind many young men's distressing academic, social, and sexual symptoms but how to implement larger solutions that will guide them to a better place. Despite being endemic, these problems can be solved or ameliorated only if many people and institutions are willing to change the game plan. Finally, though the problems we have described are now global, we remain optimistic that solutions can be enacted, so that the only sequel we might write to this book would be to announce that the alarm has been silenced!
APPENDIX I
TED Survey Results
Year conducted: 2011
Total number of participants: 20,000
Gender: 75.7 percent male, 23.9 percent female, 0.4 percent other/prefer not to answer
Age:
0.1 percent were 0 to 12 years old
4.3 percent were 13 to 17 years old
35.5 percent were 18 to 25 years old
28.7 percent were 26 to 34 years old
20.4 percent were 35 to 50 years old
10.9 percent were 51+ years old
In all the questions we asked, participants were allowed to select multiple answers, so percentages will add up to more than 100 percent.
What factors contribute to motivational problems in young men?
SURVEY HIGHLIGHTS
How would you change the school environment to engage young men?
SURVEY HIGHLIGHTS
How will the increased dropout rates and slipping test scores of young men affect the United States' success?
SURVEY HIGHLIGHTS
The following groups all chose “Young men in the US will not be as innovative or capable as their peers in other First World countries”:
How can we empower young men in safe, pro-social ways?
SURVEY HIGHLIGHTS
The following groups all chose “Give young men a creative space where they can express themselves”:
Why are video games and porn so popular among young men?
SURVEY HIGHLIGHTS
How do young men benefit from playing video games?
SURVEY HIGHLIGHTS
How do young men benefit from watching porn?
SURVEY HIGHLIGHTS
Do you think there is a strong relationship between excessive video game playing and/or porn watching (two or more hours per day) and any of these areas of a romantic relationship?
SURVEY HIGHLIGHTS
APPENDIX II
Social Intensity Syndrome—Scale and Factors
Phil and Sarah Brunskill have developed a scale that measures different aspects of Social Intensity Syndrome (SIS), which was tested on a survey sample of American soldiers, some active, others inactive, previously deployed overseas or not. The six primary factors affected by SIS that emerged from their research are: military friends, family, gender social preference, social bonding, nostalgia, and drug use. These factors are presented below, along with relevant statistics for each factor, but first we will explain the various terms used for analysis:
Eigenvalue: Matrices are often diagonalized in multivariate analyses. In that process, eigenvalues are used to consolidate the variance. In factor analysis, eigenvalues are used to condense the variance in a correlation matrix. “The factor with the largest eigenvalue has the most variance and so on, down to factors with small or negative eigenvalues that are usually omitted from solutions” (Tabachnick and Fidell, 1996, p. 646). From the analyst's perspective, only variables with eigenvalues of 1.00 or higher are traditionally considered worth analyzing.
Cronbach's (alpha): A coefficient of internal consistency. It is commonly used as an estimate of the reliability of a survey for a sample of test or assessment measures. Cronbach's alpha will generally increase as the intercorrelations among test items increase, and is thus known as an internal consistency estimate of reliability of test scores.
Mean: The terms arithmetic mean and sometimes average are used synonymously to refer to a central value of a discrete set of numbers: specifically, the sum of the values divided by the number of values. The arithmetic mean of a set of numbers x1, x2, . . ., xn is typically denoted by M = or x.
Variance: The variance is the expected value of the squared deviation from the mean. It measures how far a set of numbers is spread out. A variance of zero indicates that all the values are identical. Variance is always nonnegative: a small variance indicates that the data points tend to be very close to the mean (expected value) and hence to each other, while a high variance indicates that the data points are very spread out around the mean and from each other. An equivalent measure is the square root of the variance, called the standard deviation. The standard deviation has the same dimension as the data, and hence is comparable to deviations from the mean.
Standard Deviation (SD): Measures the amount of variation or dispersion from the average. A low standard deviation indicates that the data points tend to be very close to the mean (also called expected value); a high standard deviation indicates that the data points are spread out over a large range of values.
Factor loading: Defined by how many unique groups of items/questions group together from the survey. Loadings represent degree to which each of the variables “correlates” with each of the factors.
SOCIAL INTENSITY SYNDROME—FACTORS
Military friends: This sixteen-item factor describes an irreplaceable bond among those who have also served in the United States military (eigenvalue=9.04; 15.58 percent of variance explained; M=3.32, SD=.95). Examples: “I like spending more time with my military friends than my nonmilitary friends,” “I can be myself when with my military friends,” and “I spend time in places where other active and inactive military personnel tend to be.” Average factor loading was .69 (α=.95).
Family: This eleven-item factor reflects an overall negative disposition toward one's family (eigenvalue=6.65; 11.47 percent of variance explained; M=2.23, SD=1.03). Examples: “I feel down when with my significant other,” “I feel bored when with my family,” and “It is easier to trust my military friends than my significant other.” Average factor loading was .69 (α=.92).
Gender social preference: This seven-item factor outlines a distinct male preference for social gatherings and camaraderie rather than female (eigenvalue=5.12; 8.82 percent of variance explained; M=2.69, SD=1.10). Examples: “Women just don't know how to have fun like guys do,” “I feel less comfortable around female friends than male friends,” and “It is not as fun if there are women in the group.” Average factor loading was .77 (α=.92).
Social bonding: This eleven-item factor focuses on the general need for social bonding and to be around others (eigenvalue=5.05; 8.71 percent of variance explained; M=2.68, SD=.81). Examples: “I often need to be around others,” “I feel an intense need to be around friends,” and “I would rather hang out with a group than hang out with just one friend.” Average factor loading was .66 (α=.87).
Nostalgia: This nine-item factor echoes a theme of positive memories and reminiscence about one's time in the service (eigenvalue=4.96; 8.55 percent of variance explained; M=3.63, SD=1.01). Examples: “I often thought about seeking redeployment/reenlisting,” “I have more good memories with my military friends than bad,” and “I wanted to redeploy/reenlist because I missed the excitement.” Average factor loading was .69 (α=.89).
Drug use: This four-item factor focused on recreational drug use (eigenvalue=3.11; 5.36 percent of variance explained: M=1.34, SD=0.79). Examples: “I enjoy doing illegal drugs (marijuana, cocaine, crack, speed, etc.)” and “I often get high.” Average factor loading was .85 (α=.88).
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