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Abstract

A large body of research supports the existence of the Flynn effect, which is the trend for mean IQ scores to increase between generations (Flynn, 1984). Studies observed this trend in a wide variety of samples across cultures. Despite the practical and theoretical importance of this trend, research has failed to identify its cause. Several theoretical explanations have been proposed that attempt to account for the Flynn effect, but none can fully account for it. Given the magnitude of the rise in mean IQ scores across the world, it seems probable that methodological limitations alone are not responsible for the rise in IQ scores, but they may be partially responsible.
Explaining the Flynn Effect

In the United States between 1932 and 1978, mean IQ scores rose 13.8 points, or approximately 0.33 points each year (Flynn, 1984), and IQ scores continued to increase at least into the mid 1990s (Rowe & Rodgers, 2002). Even more striking increases in IQ scores were reported in other countries; for example, IQ scores in Great Britain surged 27 points between 1942 and 1992 (Flynn, 1999). Smaller increases were reported in numerous other countries (e.g., France, the Netherlands, and Norway) during shorter time periods (Flynn, 1987). The Flynn effect, as it is referred to by researchers, is supported by a growing body of research that indicates that even within relatively short timeframes, mean IQ scores tend to increase (Dickens & Flynn, 2001). Furthermore, the Flynn effect is not limited to developed countries (Daley, Whaley, Sigman, Espinosa, & Neumann, 2003). Meanwhile, research has identified numerous practical problems created by the Flynn effect. For example, rising scores require intelligence tests to be restandardized, which alters the scoring of tests such as the WAIS, and changes in test norms create difficulties in assessing the mental capacity of the mentally retarded (Tomoe & Ceci, 2003) and the elderly (Verhaeghen, 2003). Moreover, the Flynn effect may undermine the current theoretical concept of intelligence or the validity of intelligence tests (Flynn, 1984). Although numerous explanations for the Flynn effect were proposed (e.g., Dickens & Flynn, 2001; Flynn, 1987), debate on the origins of the Flynn effect continues (e.g., Rowe & Rodgers, 2002).
Before beginning an investigation of the causes of the Flynn effect, it is important to understand the nature of the increase in mean IQ scores over the past decades. Although some researchers have challenged the existence of the Flynn effect, they failed to explain the dramatic rise in mean IQ scores observed by a growing body of research (Rodgers, 1998). Because the Flynn effect is based on an increase in mean scores, it seems possible that the Flynn effect results from changing variances rather than increasing intelligence (Dickens & Flynn, 2001; Rodgers, 1998). But this explanation is not supported by research, which indicates that variance in scores cannot explain the rise in mean scores (Rowe & Rodgers, 2001). Furthermore, the Flynn effect has been observed in various demographic groups. Within and between cultures, Rushton (2000) reported that race is unrelated to increases in mean IQ scores in different samples. Consistent with the Flynn effect, mean IQ scores tend to rise over time even in samples of children labeled as learning-disabled (Sanborn, Truscott, LeAdelle, & McDougal, 2003). 
Most of the research on the Flynn effect was conducted in western countries (e.g., the United States, Great Britain, France, Belgium, Norway), but studies in non-Western countries indicate that the Flynn effect is not a uniquely Western phenomenon (Flynn, 1987). Between 1951 and 1975, the Japanese mean IQ score seemed to increase by approximately 20.03 points, which is more than double the increase observed in the United States during the same period (Flynn, 1987). Neither is the Flynn effect limited to developed countries; Daley et al. (2003) assessed rural Kenyan children’s performance on the most culturally neutral subscales of the WAIS between 1984 and 1988. Results indicated that scores on measures of both fluid and crystallized intelligence increases substantially during the 14-year period under study, which supports the existence of the Flynn effect in a rural area of a non-developed country (Daley et al., 2003). 
Given the large body of research that supports the Flynn effect, it is clear that the phenomenon exists even across cultural and national boundaries. However, no explanation for the Flynn effect is consistently supported by research. Originally, Flynn (1984) proposed three potential explanations for the rise in IQ scores: testing artefact, increasing sophistication, and increasing intelligence. The first explanation, which essentially argues that the samples became increasingly intelligent, seems highly unlikely given the numerous replications of the Flynn effect in varying samples. The second explanation proposes that the population is becoming increasingly adept at taking intelligence tests, which is interesting. However, this explanation seems implausible for three reasons. First, American SAT scores decreased during the same period that American IQ scores increased dramatically, which is surprising because SAT and IQ scores are highly correlated (Flynn, 1984). Second, recent data indicates that the rise in IQ scores may have ended in Norway (Sundet, Barlaug, & Torjussen, 2004), which is inconsistent with increasing test sophistication across generations. Third, the test sophistication argument is inconsistent with research indicating that intelligence may be actually increasing. Flieller (1999) compared the cognitive development of same-aged children based on studies conducted in 1967, 1972, 1993, and 1996. The comparison indicated that children in the 1990s had attained a higher level of cognitive development than their same-age counterparts in the 1960s and 70s (Flieller, 1999). Furthermore, Bocerean, Fischer, and Flieller (2003) reported that children in 2001 exhibited more advanced mathematical development than did same-aged children in 1921. The third explanation cannot entirely succeed for lack of an explanation of the reason for an actual increase in intelligence (Rowe & Rodgers, 2002). 
The debate over the cause of the Flynn effect continues despite a growing body of research investigating its origins. Numerous theories attempt to explain the curious but important rise in IQ scores over the past centuries, but none is entirely tenable in light of current research. In the future, perhaps research will explain the Flynn effect, but at this point it seems that it is best explained by a combination of theories given that no theory can stand on its own.
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