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PRAISE FOR WHAT’S HAPPENING TO OUR BOYS?


‘It’s impossible to argue with this author’s pungent advice.’ 
Australian Women’s Weekly


‘Maggie Hamilton has provided illuminating insights into the techniques used to undermine developing self-esteem and to sell products. In an immensely readable way, she provides practical tips for parents on many of the big issues facing adolescent boys – drugs, drinking, sexualisation, bullying and more.’ 
Barbara Biggins OAM, Australian Council on Children and the Media


‘As the father of two young adult sons, I didn’t realise how much the world had changed and the challenges that today’s boys and teenagers have to face. This book will open the eyes of parents and other adults. In addition to the bad and the ugly, it provides a lot of very good ideas on how to raise well-adjusted and resilient boys and young men.’ 
Gary Bryant, Executive Officer, Men’s Advisory Network


‘Maggie Hamilton’s insightful analysis points out that although boys are the stronger sex in a physical sense later on, many boys are more vulnerable as newborns and struggle in early childhood, making them especially susceptible to manipulation. Thank you, Maggie, for exposing the undercurrent in our society that is playing havoc with not only our children’s wellbeing but also our own. This book provides a formula for parents to get back to basics with boys, doing the things with them that build strong emotional bonds.’ 
Rick Wilson, Vice President, NSW Parents’ Council


‘Maggie Hamilton’s book, What’s happening to our boys?, is informative and readable. Perhaps most importantly, this book takes a positive view of boys: it sets out to build on what is good about being a boy and to strengthen that side. It also looks at the pitfalls facing boys in today’s world. It gives insights to parents and concerned adults about how they can walk alongside boys on their journeys.’ 
Professor John J Macdonald, Foundation Chair in Primary Health Care, Co-Director Men’s Health Information and Resource Centre, University of Western Sydney


‘What’s happening to our boys? is a must-read book for all parents with boys. Full of great ideas and practical solutions.’ 
Warwick Marsh, Dads4Kids Fatherhood Foundation






PRAISE FOR WHAT’S HAPPENING TO OUR GIRLS?


‘I found myself so engrossed that for two days running I nearly missed my tram stop … A definite must-read for parents with daughters, for teachers and for other people dealing with girls. In fact, everyone should read this book.’ 
Books+Publishing


‘A crucial tool for greater understanding.’ 
Sunday Mail


‘What’s happening to our girls? moves parenting into the 21st century by highlighting the power of outside forces in shaping the personalities, morality and ultimate wellbeing of our daughters. The idea of teaching girls as early as possible about the importance of appearance in order to mould their later consuming practices is frightening from a psychological perspective. Although directed at raising girls, the message is equally important for those parenting boys. This work is a must-read for both parents and young adults attempting to understand and bridge the generation gap.’ 
Bill O’Hehir, Senior Psychologist


‘Having worked with men and boys for twenty years, I was amazed, fascinated and quite horrified to read such a succinct and well-documented account of all the issues facing girls today. The pressures created by society’s expectations and the marketing evil that is being unleashed on our girls means that every parent should read this book as a way of understanding what is really going on, and what they can do.’ 
Dr Arne Rubinstein (MBBS, FRACGP) CEO, Pathways Foundation


‘I found this book to be very interesting … [it] helped me to understand why girls like myself are behaving the way they are. Sex, drugs and drinking are just a few of the things that are becoming increasingly popular in teen culture. This book is great; I would advise any parent or teenager interested in learning more about girls’ behaviour to read this. Thank you.’ 
Amanda, teenager


‘Just wanted to say thank you. Thank you for raising the awareness level of (in particular) parents and caregivers about what is going on in their children’s world.’ 
Moira, mother of two teenage girls 


‘As a grandmother of two small girls, I have found your book on girls invaluable.’ 
Marianne, grandmother of two young girls
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For those who dare to do difficult and dangerous things 
for the wider good, making the hard decisions 
so we can thrive.
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When I was a child, I spake as a child, I understood as a child, I thought as a child: but when I became a man, 
I put away childish things.


1 Corinthians 13:11









Introduction


What Happens to Our Kids When We Fail to Grow Up? is a response to a growing disquiet at the level of entitlement we’re witnessing – the frequent use of the words ‘special’, ‘deserving’ and ‘unfair’; an increase in self-focused behaviour and conversations; a rise in boredom, anxiety and depression; people laughing less, reaching out less and complaining more.


For almost two decades there’s been a growing trend towards delayed maturity – adolescents behaving more like small children and those in their twenties acting like teenagers. These trends are intensifying, and don’t always manifest when and where we expect them.


Whenever the question of immaturity arises, we’re quick to rail against young people, blaming millennials and their indulgent parents. The current growth in immaturity doesn’t begin and end with millennials; it is far more widespread.


We see this in the changes in our behaviour, in over-the-top, often immature responses to everyday annoyances along with an almost neurotic obsession with the minutiae of our lives. We’re also witnessing an unhealthy level of competitiveness; a decline in commitment in the workplace, and towards family and friends; and a hardening of attitudes towards those less fortunate.


That’s not to say adolescence doesn’t have a lot going for it. The wide-eyed wonder and enthusiasm of adolescence is exhilarating but it has a shadow side in its determination always to be right and to be viewed as exceptional, whether or not it’s been earned. Teenagers being easily swayed by their peers and other influencers is also of concern, as is their constant need for assurance. Added to this is an excessive tribalism and defensiveness among adolescents that doesn’t serve anyone well.


Physical, mental and emotional growth is often painful, especially during our adolescent years. Highly sensitive to criticism, our immature selves make it hard for those best equipped to offer us better approaches or sage advice. Convinced we know best, we choose what’s familiar and what’s easy over opportunities for growth, and whenever life gets too hard, the adolescent in us looks to be rescued, to have others handle life’s trickier moments, to make the important decisions for us.


Our new communication technologies ‘endorse self-centredness and inflated exhibitionism’, suggests sociologist Simon Gottschalk. ‘They promote an orientation towards the present, rewarding impulsivity and celebrating constant and instant gratification. They flatter our needs for visibility, and provide us with 24/7 personalised attention, while eroding our ability to empathise with others.’1


For too long brokenness has become something to celebrate, rather than overcome, which keeps us in a state of adolescent helplessness. Imagine what life would be like if we were able to find solid pathways to transcendence and could access the many life-enhancing qualities that await us on the other side of our hurt and confusion.


What we all need to understand is that we’re not powerless. As adults we have an important role in helping those who come after us. We all have something of worth to contribute but we can only achieve this if we ourselves have grown up.


The young have a great deal of energy and new ways of seeing that are of benefit to our rapidly changing world, but they rarely comprehend their intrinsic worth or the varying strengths and valuable insights apparent in each generation. We need to assist them to see that any contribution they make to the planet will be greatly enhanced when they have the wisdom and humility to build on what other generations have to offer.


We need to fully engage with not just our own lives but with humanity at large and the many intricate layers of ecology we’re part of. If we have any hope of making our presence on the planet count, we can’t allow others to do all the heavy lifting and decision-making. We can’t leave others to build the much-needed bridges in our fractured communities and find meaningful ways through our current difficulties, while we simply concentrate on having a good time.


Chasing happiness, for some, has become a raison d’être. Neglecting opportunities for solitude and serious self-reflection, the child in us demands to be entertained 24/7. While the polar ice caps melt and freedom becomes ever more fragile, we prefer to spend our days lost in petty issues, blaming and complaining, feeling bored and out of sorts. It’s little surprise, then, that we have come to value happiness over competence.


Understanding what we are capable of in our short lives takes time and patience. This can seem impossibly hard at times as it can be difficult to rise above our fearful times and growing isolation. Much of our news is little more than sensationalised infotainment focused almost exclusively on revenue and ratings, offering us inconsequential tidbits that do little more than incite and/or excite.


Our politicians treat us more like children needing to be indulged than adults fully able to comprehend the truth, however unpalatable it may be. Our unwillingness to grow up impacts how we behave in our homes, families and workplaces. It impacts our democracy too. Who is there to make wise, far-reaching decisions, if we’re forever caught up in childish fantasies?


Who is there left to work on genuinely innovative ways to progress when politics is increasingly about popularity and the cult of celebrity rather than policies that can make a real difference? Our political leaders seek to please rather than lead, to obfuscate and blame instead of focusing on better ways to meet the challenges (and opportunities) before us. Our democracy is built on engagement, on the importance of our individual and collective choices. Without engagement, democracy becomes fragile and potentially disposable.


We need to revisit our attitude towards getting older, our morbid fear of ageing, where maturity is seen as boring, suspect, to be avoided at all costs. It’s not surprising, then, that the care of our elderly has been so lacking of late. What happens to the lifetimes of wisdom, to our collective story, when we neglect the aged among us? If, as is frequently suggested, we peak during our twenties, what is left for us to strive for, to experience, to discover?




It’s better to be knowing than unknowing. It’s better to be experienced than inexperienced. It’s better to be sophisticated than callow.


Steve Kux, explorer and social psychologist2




At every turn marketers and pop culture encourage us to remain forever young. It’s not ageing we need fear but the swift march of time; the assumption we’ll live forever, wasting our lives in fruitless pursuits. ‘Maturity is ever cognizant that the clock is running. Life is finite and among the greatest mistakes is to believe otherwise,’ essayist Joseph Epstein warns.3


It’s not just individuals who think and act like teenagers. Societies and nations can also be driven by a misplaced sense of adolescent entitlement, grandiosity and/or rage. Often smugly unaware of historic and cultural nuances, and of their own shortcomings, they strut the world stage, congratulating themselves on their ill-informed decisions. Bullying some and invading others, and beating others to a pulp, they continue to exploit human and other resources with little thought for the consequences, then move on, leaving decimated, if not displaced, peoples and cultures in their wake.


Such thinking feeds into an unhelpful sense of the grandiose, as seen in the push to ‘Make America Great Again’. Agnieszka Golec de Zavala, a psychologist specialising in intergroup conflict and collective narcissism, suggests that what differentiates such groups from other movements is that they don’t just want equality, they seek ‘special privilege’. ‘What I think is happening to us now worldwide is that this collective narcissistic construction of national identity has become the norm,’ she reflects, ‘and if you look at our research on collective narcissism, that’s a bad sign.’4


‘Puberty,’ states rock critic Michael Corcoran, ‘is not about hair or pimples or cracking voices: it’s a beast, a demon. It’s a beautiful rage that wants to belong.’5 What sort of belonging do we offer our adolescents as they make their way towards adulthood? What do we teach them of the worth, of the challenges (and potential) of adult life, beyond an overwhelming focus on possessions and popularity? Why are we surprised at the growth in anxiety and depression among our young, when this is all they have to hold onto?


Does it matter if people want to linger in a child/adolescent space? It matters when we’ve been raised to be vulnerable; to be enslaved by the choices and opinions of others; when we’re left with little appetite for real issues, for engaging with the real world. It matters when white-collar crime and cheating has become a way of getting what we want. It matters that in clinging to our immature ways, we’re more likely to feel isolated and to carry significant, if not crushing, debt.


Ultimately, we’re all a mix of infantile and mature traits. The difficulty comes when, as ‘adults’, we’re more immature than grown up. Over the two years I’ve spent on this book, I’ve learned a lot about myself, my strengths and my shortcomings. Many moments of illumination have shown me how I operate in different settings – in those where I’m happy to step up and in others where I’ve tended to shy away, hoping someone else will sort things out.


As a result, I feel much clearer about who I am and where I need to be. I hope this book will enable you to take a similar journey, to help you identify those immature aspects of yourself that may be holding you back. The brief questions at the end of each chapter are designed to offer you new possibilities, new ways of thinking and being in the world. You may even like to use a journal or simply to contemplate these possibilities as you go about your day.


In my research I’m always keen to explore current thinking and behaviour, and to see how these trends assist us and where they bring us down. Often, it’s in our personal experiences that the most profound insights are found. We must understand how our impulse towards our child/adolescent ways plays out and how this is impacting our young.


I draw on the observations of experts as well as everyday people, whose comments and opinions I found in numerous online forums such as Quora, Reddit and AskMetaFilter. I have changed individual names to preserve anonymity, and used first names only in their pseudonyms to give an immediacy to their insights. While a few of these quotes have been edited for clarity, or to correct typos and misspellings, every attempt has been made to be true to the original intentions.
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In Need of More Grit?


Just before midnight on 16 April 1912, the impossible happened. Four days into her maiden voyage, RMS Titanic, the largest cruise ship ever, hit an iceberg, damaging this ‘unsinkable’ vessel irreparably. After the impact, the ship’s eight-piece band hurried to the lounge to play for the passengers to help keep them calm. In spite of the bitter night, these young men then moved out onto the deck, where they played rousing tunes while passengers were loaded into lifeboats.


The band played on as long as they were able. Two and a half hours after the collision, the Titanic was swallowed up by the icy waters of the Atlantic, along with the band, the remaining passengers and crew. It’s hard not to be awed by these young men, aged twenty-one to thirty-three, who put aside all thought of their own safety to help calm the terrible fear around them. How did they manage to keep on playing while facing certain death? What dreams big and small dissolved before them?


What Does It Take to Be Brave?


Could you or I be so courageous? It’s probably best we don’t wait until we’re under such intense pressure to see if we make the grade. Preparation for life’s difficulties is, in part, the gift of growing up. Becoming a fully functioning adult helps ready us for whatever life throws at us. To stand strong we need sufficient life experience and skills to help ourselves and others. Hopefully, a willingness to mature as a person becomes a habit, so we continue to learn and grow.


If we fail to grow up, we remain vulnerable. Whenever bad things happen, we tend to regress into our childlike ways, hoping someone else will come along and rescue us. Maturity, by contrast, enables us to stand on our own feet whenever things get tough, to be an asset rather than a liability and to become someone others can rely on.


Growing up takes time, effort and patience to listen and learn, to discover more effective ways to be in the world. It’s also about being useful. The payoff is that life delivers more certainty and less pain. What matters is that we remain open to new and better ways of doing what we do, so we can continue to acquire fresh skills.


Stepping Up


One day during my student years, I arrived home to find my father injured. I hated seeing him hurt and remember thinking, ‘I’m not sure I can handle this.’ There had always been competent adults around to deal with such moments but, as the only other person at home, it was up to me to get my father to hospital. I’d only just got my driving licence, which upped my panic levels. When we arrived at the hospital, I was so relieved to see the triage nurse, I praised her for being so brave. ‘What makes you think I’m brave?’ she said. ‘I’m just doing what needs to be done.’


I have recalled that nurse’s words numerous times over the years, generally in moments of crisis when I find myself wishing someone else would sort a situation. Few of us would choose to be in an emergency or experience a moment of crushing loss. Sooner or later such situations will come our way so we need to be prepared. We need to learn how to step up and find our own way to be strong and help show our kids the way.


We can help this maturing process along by looking to fully functioning adults to see how they operate, what they value. We need also to engage with life. We’ll never become strong if we hide away or look for someone else to fix things. To be brave, we must be willing to see things as they are, not how we’d like them to be. This means becoming someone we and others, especially our kids, can rely on.


True grit is not about patting ourselves on the back for a job well done. It’s about understanding we are part of something bigger and that we owe it to ourselves, and others, not to be a liability. It’s also about realising there will be times when we need to take good care of those around us, without acknowledgement or reward.


Losing the Plot


Right now, it seems that many of us have lost our way. We’ve become fragile and inwardly focused, unsure of ourselves and those around us. Consider the responses of those young musicians on the Titanic and the stalwart triage nurse I met. How different to the frenetic pushing and shoving we see during department store sales; to the inexplicable run on toilet paper and other goods during the onset of COVID-19. And what about those who spend their days grumbling on social media and elsewhere about the restrictions during the pandemic? Never mind that countless health workers are putting their lives and health at risk to assist others during this massively challenging time.


How did we descend to such pettiness? Why are we so averse to discomfort? Everywhere we look we see examples of rampant self-interest in the many large and small incidents that play out daily, such as: out-of-control parents at their children’s sports events; an unwillingness to stand up for those in greater need on public transport; and aggression on our streets and roads.


Unfortunately, affluence has made us soft and self-centred. ‘We don’t so much have the opportunity to fulfil our heart’s desire, as to satisfy our every mood and whim,’ Australian researcher Liz Dangar reflected a couple of decades back.1 Many of us busily grab as much as we can, regardless of whether we need it, whether it’s sustainable to take so much or whether others will have to make do with less as a result.


Never before has it been more difficult to obey the injunction to act one’s age.


Joseph Epstein, essayist2




Slow to Mature


With increasing numbers of adults acting like teenagers, we’re now seeing even more self-centred, impulsive and entitled behaviour. Like adolescents, we have become extremely sensitive to criticism. Even well-meaning attempts at constructive feedback tend to have little effect. If these and other signs of immaturity point to a solid trend, where is this taking us, and our kids, who tend to follow our behaviour?


It may be that the more sophisticated and affluent we’ve become, the more we expect to live in a world purely of our own making, devoid of pain, sacrifice or failure, and all the other awkward and exacting life moments that come our way. Is this why we’ve become intolerant of others’ mistakes, however innocent; of those older or younger, or different from us? Even though we have so much, why are we intolerant of those less fortunate, judging them harshly for their inability to thrive? We seem to have become so wrapped up in our own lives that we don’t want to inconvenience ourselves in any way, let alone offer a helping hand.


Professionals now talk of immature personalities as a disorder, seen in those unable to handle life’s normal ups and downs.3 Such people are held hostage by constant mood swings, choosing to surround themselves with those willing to bolster their shaky egos. Perpetually dissatisfied and always on the move, the immature are on the lookout for short cuts and quick fixes.


With scant regard for the past and little interest in laying down solid foundations for the future, they live for the moment, with little idea of how uncertain this approach to life can be. ‘Adolescence has become, and this must not be missed, the goal of our culture,’ suggests writer John Stonestreet. ‘Somewhere along the way, we ceased to be a culture where kids aspire to be adults, and became a culture where adults aspire to be kids.’4


The Fabric of Life


In spite of our intelligence and the advances we’ve made, the world has become an increasingly fragile place, dogged by a complex array of local and global issues and dwindling resources. To combat this fragility, we need to draw on all the strength, foresight and courage we can muster to create a grounded vision for the way ahead – for us and our kids. Big times do stretch us and there’s a lot to take in right now, given the speed, change and pace of life and technology, the 24/7 news cycle and the demands of social media, leaving us with precious little time for reflection.


Standing before the elephantine chaos of today’s world, we all have a tendency to feel like children.


Andrew Calcutt, cultural critic5


Add to this the usual pressures of everyday life as we try to hang onto our jobs, keep up with our mortgage payments, feed the cat and the kids, clean the house, shop for groceries and pay the bills. Some days are a struggle but that’s life. Every generation has the routine aspects of life, along with bigger life events, to deal with.


Can’t Someone Else Sort Things Out?


In the West we grumble and are easily depressed when things go wrong. It doesn’t take much for us to get stuck on blaming and complaining and telling ourselves, and anyone else who’ll listen, that life’s not fair. We can become so enmeshed in our own story we’re no longer able to see beyond our own needs.


First and foremost, the child/adolescent in us is averse to tackling life’s messier moments, much preferring to find someone else to make challenges magically disappear. The only way to cope in moments of difficulty is to give serious and sustained thought to our situation and sort out what’s actually happening. We can then set a firm course and support our kids to face what they need to face with confidence.


A profound civilizational shift has taken place, but, shockingly, it [infantilisation] is one that few recognise.


Diana West, The Death of the Grown-Up6


I Can’t Do This


We’ve also become unwilling to see the pain other people face. At the faintest whiff of something unpleasant, we rush to draw down the shutters, expecting others to make the hard decisions. Yet, like petulant children, whenever things go wrong we’re quick to blame decision-makers who are trying to make a difference. We prefer to criticise them, rather than taking the time to reflect and to come up with workable solutions.


There have always been immature individuals, but what happens when this way of life becomes the norm? ‘Being young today is no longer a transitory phase,’ reflects Jacopo Bernardini, of Perugia University. He says that it’s a life choice, marked by people always wanting to be free to have fun, creating ‘a sort of thoughtful immaturity, a conscious escape’ from responsibilities.7


Could our childlike need to be endlessly happy, to be seen as special and to want constant entertainment be having a negative impact on our lives? How is this impacting our kids? Our inability to admit we’re wrong might be compromising our relationships at home and work. If perpetual adolescence is so prevalent, where are the adults to make the important decisions, while we hide away, doing everything possible to remain happy and, of course, young?






Kickstart Your Maturity


We often worry we’re not able to deal with a difficult person or situation. We’re afraid we might mess up, so we live small and hide away. We teach our kids to do likewise, and so nothing changes.




	What is it you most fear?


	What if you have all the life tools you need to make a difference, possibly a profound difference? What if you simply don’t know how to use these tools yet?


	Is there someone wiser to help you deal with an issue and come up with a plan? There’s a wealth of TED talks, blogs, podcasts and YouTube clips to help you begin to fill in the gaps.


	How will you deal with this current difficulty? Remember there is always a solution, even if it’s simply to monitor the situation for now and see if it eases.


	Try to stay calm and focused. Be open to how the situation may unfold. Listen carefully to what’s being said around the issue and be prepared to build a bridge, to better communicate with others caught up in the event.


	When you’ve tackled the situation, how did you go? What aspects of your approach need tweaking? Who can help you debrief? Even if the issue isn’t fully solved, you’ve made a start, and that’s important.
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Forever Young


Let us look a little closer at our infantile ways. ‘Adolescence – imagined as a pleasant mix of adult rights without adult responsibilities – begins before puberty and, for some, lasts forever,’ notes Newsweek’s Robert J Samuelson. ‘This drift into age denial is everywhere,’ he adds.1 


‘The classic dilemma of today’s adolescent is whether to become part of the adult world,’ cultural critic Andrew Calcutt suggests. ‘Pop culture describes this moment of indecision, cultivates it as a way of life, and invests the resultant juvenilia with a significance that is hard to justify.’2


It’s easy to forget that the concept of adolescence is relatively new. For millennia people simply went from being children to adults. Then, just over a century ago, we settled on the idea of the ‘teenage’ years – that ten to twelve-year transition from childhood to our adult selves marked by hormonal fluctuations, risky behaviour, frequent mood changes and squabbles with parents and authority figures.3


Stuck in Transition


Being an adolescent wasn’t necessarily expected to be a comfortable experience. The whole point of this transitional, often uneasy in-between phase is that, having waded through our teen years, we get to emerge more complete. We expect to be more independent and responsible for ourselves, with the tools required to make our own way in the world, and to then teach our kids these essential life skills.


That’s the theory. In recent decades, many of us have chosen to cling to our adolescent ways, to remain in this place that was only ever meant to be one of transition. As a result, we continue to experience all the vulnerabilities of adolescence as we struggle with everything from ageing and unfulfilled expectations to what we’re meant to be doing with our lives.


Sociologist Jacopo Bernardini suggests that we’ve become part of a ‘collective regression’.4 More and more of us find ourselves drawn into a frenetic loop of trying to remain forever young and happy, bright-eyed and beautiful, only to ‘play without spontaneity, buy without a purpose, and live without responsibility, wisdom or humility’.5 Adolescence, with all its energy and chutzpah, has much to recommend it. There are times when its youthful exuberance takes our breath away. While we don’t wish to rid ourselves of this effervescence, American cultural critic Micki McGee reminds us, when we come to see continued adolescence as ‘normal’, then we’re forced to excuse all the ‘poor behaviour’ that comes with it.6


So Many Young People


How did this focus on, if not adoration of, youth come about? After the ravages of World War II – in which some 56 million people were killed, 28 million died from the fallout of war and resulting famine, and 60 million Europeans alone were left homeless – there was a massive spike in births as peace returned. Remarkably, by 1950, a third of the world’s population were fourteen years or under. After so much pain and loss, suddenly life seemed full of potential as the heady joie de vivre of youth spiced the air. With rationing finally coming to an end from the mid-1950s, the road ahead promised good things.


Even during these heady times, American critic John W Aldridge had reservations. He was concerned by what he saw as a ‘fetishizing of youth’, not because the energy and potential of youth doesn’t have a lot to offer but as this narrowing life focus to purely adolescent concerns comes at the expense of many wider possibilities that remain unrealised. This encourages what Aldridge saw as ‘a lifelong excuse for immaturity and childishness’.7


You can only be young once, but you can be 
immature forever.


John Landis, director of Animal House8


As a child of these buoyant times, it’s no surprise that British actor Michael Caine stated, in the recent David Batty documentary My Generation, ‘Youth is not a time of life, it’s a state of mind.’ The promise of limitless youth is extremely seductive. Just consider the countless millions who embrace surgery and other revitalising therapies in an attempt to hold onto their fleeting youth. The simple truth is that none of us can remain a child/adolescent forever – or can we?


Mustn’t Age


This massive growth in cosmetic surgery is the result of our fear of ageing. Increasing numbers of us are going to great lengths to conceal our age – cajoling, if not forcing, our bodies to appear forever young. One long-term forecast suggests the industry is set to achieve a turnover nearing $51 billion by 2028, with women accounting for 85 per cent of cosmetic procedures worldwide.9


Studies also show a clear correlation between plastic surgery and psychiatric issues, particularly depression and anxiety, which often manifest as ‘relationship issues’ and ‘unrealistic expectations’. Even though they had undergone successful surgery, just over four out of ten cosmetic surgery patients continued to battle ‘poor self-image, relationships and general quality of life’.10


Terrified that one day those we love will leave us, we do all we can to outrun the inevitability of ageing and death. This leaves less time and energy to acquire strong life skills. Wisdom, laced with a little stoicism, is needed if we want to become fully formed adults able to help our kids become courageous.


Austrian neurologist and Holocaust survivor Viktor Frankl suggested that to thrive we need not so much a life without tension but ‘a goal worthy of us’.11 Forever distracted, needing to be happy 24/7 and drowning in too much choice, we frequently struggle to come up with a solid life goal.


Neverland


Should we fail to make the transition to adulthood, we find ourselves vulnerable and with an alarmingly fragile sense of self. ‘When people experience the world in child mode, they feel powerless and at the mercy of others, as well as overpowered by their own feeling reactions,’ psychologist Robert Firestone explains, reminding us that in a child’s world ‘the child is helpless and totally dependent’.12


What happens to households and communities when we become lost in self-interest and dependency? Body maintenance for many becomes their supreme goal, which leaves little time to nurture deep friendships, to follow our unique passions and take on a world of possibilities. Valuable time is lost that could have been spent discovering what lies beneath the visible layers of everyday life.


With many of us determined to remain forever young, we only ever have our partially formed selves to fall back on. Childishness becomes our default mode. Nowhere was this more evident, or poignant, than in Michael Jackson’s tragically complex life. ‘Eventually,’ his biographer Randall Sullivan told an interviewer, ‘[Jackson] gave himself the nose of the boy, the young actor Bobby Driscoll, who was the model for Peter Pan in Walt Disney’s movie.’13






Beyond Vulnerability


Our journey to adulthood is rarely linear. Most of us are grown up in some areas but infants in others. The infantile parts of us are easy to spot. Quick to take offence, whether or not others mean to offend, we tend to be highly emotional and to demand our own way, often creating hurt and resentment around us.


Here’s how to start to make the transition:




	Develop friendships across the generations and differing cultures, to widen and enrich your life experience.


	What areas are you most sensitive about? Is it your looks and possessions, or perhaps your standing in the community or at work? Or are you investing your energy in impressing your parents, your friends? Whatever your sensitivities around how others view you, know that this can make you extremely vulnerable.


	Who, then, can you trust to offer wise advice? Look for people of substance. Which of their qualities would you like to emulate?


	Look further afield. Read the biographies of those who made a positive difference. Note their struggles and sometimes crushing disappointments, as well as their success. What can you learn from this?


	Where can you make a difference? Think practical and manageable, and see where this takes you.
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Peter Pan and His Lost Boys


While being forever young and carefree may seem an attractive life goal, it prevents us from reaching our potential and can unfairly place the burden of our care and wellbeing on others. In the early 1980s, psychologist Dan Kiley came up with the term ‘Peter Pan syndrome’ to describe those unwilling or unable to take any real responsibility for themselves, and/or to commit meaningfully to others and thus grow up.


In the original JM Barrie story, Peter Pan escapes back to Neverland after a short stint in the real world, terrified that people might attempt to make a man of him. The Peter Pans of this world are also averse to growing up and have a distinct disdain towards those who are grown-ups. Their self-centredness is matched only by their (often carefully) concealed lack of confidence.


Behind every adult Peter Pan, suggests Kiley, is a Wendy Darling – that tireless someone who spends all their time and energy mothering and sorting out the Peter Pans in their lives. Often Wendy ends up taking care of all the Lost Boys (and Girls) that Peter hangs out with.


When We Become the Caretakers


Whenever Peter Pans are in a mess, Wendy comes to the rescue. A lesser-known aspect of Barrie’s story is that when Wendy is too old and weary to help Peter Pan out, her daughter, Jane, agrees to be Peter’s ‘mother’. Later, when Jane too is worn out, Wendy’s granddaughter, Margaret, takes on this thankless task.1


Adolescent individuals of any age take a lot of looking after. The Peter Pans we meet in life are often so much fun that it can take some time, if ever, before we tumble to how draining and selfish they are. While Peter Pan and his friends are busy enjoying themselves, life isn’t nearly as fulfilling for Peter’s back-up team, as there’s little, if any, reciprocity.


Right now, many of us seem unable or unwilling to make the transition to adulthood, let alone admit to how breathtakingly short and precious life is. We prefer to live in a fantasy world of our own making. With ‘forever young’ stamped on our calling cards, we fight hard to stay youthful, spending a fortune on rejuvenating potions, lotions and diets and on an ever-changing wardrobe.


Forever Vulnerable


When we’re young, we’re dependent. Continuing with this dependency is a perilous course. Previous generations placed great emphasis on taking care of yourself, so as not to burden others, on putting your ‘nose to the grindstone’ and ‘shoulder to the wheel’. The less privileged left home early, often as young as fourteen or fifteen, simply to be one less mouth to feed. Some in straightened circumstances even pretended they’d reached the age for recruitment, volunteering for war, purely to support their families, their country. 


My Scottish dad was one of these characters. In later life he admitted how lonely and scary it was to be thrown completely on his own resources so young but he found the courage to make the leap anyway. He was also at pains to emphasise the joy and satisfaction that came with daring to commit to something greater than himself. It was this same impulse, I think, that compelled the musicians on the Titanic to be so brave.


Stepping Up


This sentiment is captured powerfully in John F Kennedy’s 1961 presidential inauguration speech, in which he encouraged his fellow Americans: ‘Ask not what your country can do for you, but what you can do for your country.’ Now too many of us spend our days, and money, in search of constant reassurance, buoying ourselves with our new purchases and partners, with a surfeit of streaming services, and with one getaway holiday, if not more, in the wings. With all these distractions, we have little willingness to broaden our lens, to see what else might be needed of us.


‘To make it [today] you really have to plunge into much more superficial social relations,’ London School of Economics professor Richard Sennett reflects, referring to a life in which what you are wearing, or your charisma, is of more interest than the substance, or lack of substance, that your possessions and persona might conceal.2 Right now, can we afford to be forever chasing distractions and quick fixes, rather than actively helping solve the big issues of our day? We let other people do the hard thinking and future planning for us when we’d be better served to find a more meaningful way to progress for ourselves and future generations.


Lost in Adolescence


It helps when we can see what this dependency looks and feels like close up for our young. ‘I am so hell-bent on finding someone to “rescue” me, to give me the safety and reassurance I never had growing up, to teach me how to be a person, to walk this path with me … that I just seem to be completely stuck and unable to move forward on my own,’ admits Sean in an online forum on those trapped by their need to be rescued. ‘It feels like the only solution is to connect with other people – but when I try to, I just ruin friendships by burning people out, always needing too much.’3


Steph, in the same forum, agrees: ‘I definitely have the fantasy of being rescued! I just want an “angel” to swoop down, heal me and save me without any more struggle. Especially with relationships. I am tired of being hurt and hurting people.’4


A society that is suffocating on its own sense of entitlement is unlikely to remain productive.


Sabine Wolff, formerly of 
Australia’s Institute of Public Affairs5


‘The problem is that once we’re in adulthood, that entitlement [to be rescued] is no longer granted,’ Brad adds. ‘We are adults, and no one will take responsibility for us except ourselves, which personally makes me feel very pissed off.’6


Caught in a Self-defeating Loop


There’s an important, albeit subtle, difference between choosing to stick with our adolescent ways and keeping a fresh outlook on life. Yet this distinction can so easily become blurred. Where, then, is all this exhaustive attention to the infinitesimal details of our lives taking us – all the entertainment and shopping and travel? Does it deliver the satisfaction, the insight, the calm we yearn for, or do we find ourselves forever stuck in an exhausting loop that leaves us always needing more?


As writer and philosopher Benjamin Cain points out, ‘Children don’t understand rules and responsibilities … their primary occupation is just to play, to go where their imagination takes them.’ But with this approach, we end up ‘rudderless’.7 Instead of getting on with life, we become lost in our needs, which, if looked at a little closer, may just reveal they were never our dreams in the first place.


Little Personal Growth Here


Aching for adventure, our immature selves are easily bored and while we yearn to be fully independent, we’re also hungry for validation, needing to be judged as ‘special’ and ‘deserving’. We still want to have someone else deal with life’s messy bits. Hating any form of self-reflection or constructive advice, we make it hard for those who are knowledgeable to offer valuable guidance. As life coach John Kim warns us, ‘Children can believe their own lies; they live in fantasy. But if you keep lying to yourself, you will always be a stunted child.’8


According to psychologist Carl Pickhardt, if we fail to grow up, we also miss out on experiences that allow for a level of personal growth and independence that’s genuinely liberating. Without this level of maturity, we’re unlikely to develop empathy or create healthy long-term relationships and pursuits, ending up disappointed with everyone and everything.9 Our unwillingness to mature also affects those close to us, who support us physically and emotionally, if not financially. Our angst and confusion can so easily make us part of the problem, rather than the solution.


The world has become adolescent. Chaotic ‘teenage’ intensity, dark-tinged extreme experience, is business as usual, the stuff of everyday life.


Michael Ventura, US essayist and film critic10


Vulnerable Equals Suggestible


Trying to be forever young leads to uncertainty. The resulting lack of self-esteem makes us an easy target in our relationship and life choices, and in our spending patterns and resulting indebtedness. Canny marketers play on these anxieties, promising us the world so we continue to spend, to buy the lie that we’re exceptional, forever deserving, the coolest of the cool, and need never age.


Those who actively encourage us to stay young profit handsomely as we rush off to buy young people’s clothes and accessories to maintain a carefree life, devoid of ‘grown-up’ challenges and responsibility. Staying young requires our sustained effort and attention. As American political theorist Benjamin B Barber suggests, offering a much ‘flatter’ range of youth-centred products for a much wider age group mightn’t ultimately serve us, but it works nicely for manufacturers.11


Spectacular Growth in Young Adult Books


Our determination to chase youth is seen in the growing numbers of adults gravitating to YA (young adult) books, with over half the audience now eighteen or older and the largest proportion of YA readers aged thirty to forty-four.12 What sets YA books apart, notes journalist Ruth Graham, is that they present a teen world view that lacks ‘the emotional and moral ambiguity of adult fiction’.13


We see a similar trend in the rise of comic book sales. ‘Twenty years or so ago, something happened – adults decided they didn’t have to give up kid stuff. And so they pretended comic books were actually sophisticated literature,’ reflects comedian Bill Maher. ‘Now when adults are forced to do grown-up things like buy auto insurance, they call it “adulting”, and act like it’s some giant struggle … The problem is we’re using our smarts on stupid stuff.’14


The same applies to TV and movies. Over the last fifteen years, notes New York Times film critic AO Scott, there’s been huge investment in films that ‘advance an essentially juvenile vision of the world’. These include ‘comic-book movies, family-friendly animated adventures, tales of adolescent heroism and comedies of arrested development’.15


This shift, suggests Scottish novelist and film critic Gilbert Adair, began with the first Disney theme park, which was built on the outskirts of Los Angeles in the mid-50s. In his article ‘The Mouse that Ate Western Civilisation’, Adair observed that ‘watching a movie is [now] closer to the experience of being whizzed round a theme-park ride, than to reading a novel or watching a play or listening to an opera. How did it happen that the cinema, the century’s quintessential art form, has been permitted to degenerate into candy, and not just candy, but candy floss, forgotten as soon as consumed, disintegrating into sugary nothingness even as one consumes it?’16


Needing to Belong


What, then, can we offer the vulnerable child/adolescents who are reluctant to grow up? In need of a place to belong as a teenager, Dave Smith ended up in a gang, a scene he describes as ‘racist and violent … attractive and revolting at the same time’. Now an Anglican priest, Father Dave has made it part of his life’s work to harness at-risk boys’ potential so they get to feel ‘fully alive’.


Through his Old School Boxing Academy in Sydney’s Inner West, Father Dave creatively channels the many drives adolescent boys have, by building a community around them that helps them use their drives positively. ‘They need to be part of a community that cares, that gives a damn,’ Father Dave told me during the afternoon I spent with him.


‘If a boy has issues, then he doesn’t do well in the ring. Self-control is the key. I say to the guys, “If you can get to the stage where someone is trying to take your head off, and yet you can stay in control and focused, and can be proactive and make your own decisions, instead of just responding to the pressures, then you can do anything.”’ The Boxing Academy is ‘about boys being able to make their own [good] decisions, while being put under an enormous amount of pressure’.


Imagine if we, and our kids, were to reach a more meaningful sense of belonging, to have the resources to withstand numerous challenges and make better decisions. A path that leads us and those who follow us to a tangible sense of community, to feeling fully alive. This is what genuine adulthood offers us.






If You’re Caught in a Peter Pan Cycle …


Sometimes our Peter Pan tendencies creep up on us, sometimes they’re in plain sight. They are evident whenever we feel defensive, or hope to be rescued.


There’s a time to be serious, and a time to play. Yet Peter Pan’s default position is always play, creating major commitment issues.




	What situations provoke your Peter Pan behaviour? Where do you feel vulnerable, fearful or uncertain? If everything you do is focused on your own needs, you may just have a major dose of the Peter Pans.


	If someone offers constructive criticism, be open to their advice. Be clear about your flaws. Learn to say sorry and make amends with grace. Be a better friend to yourself, so you’re less needy around others. Dare to believe in a stronger, more consistent you, who can step up and follow through.












If You’re Always Playing Wendy …




	Who are your Peter Pans, your Lost Boys (and Girls)? (Hint: there’s a reason why these children are Lost Boys (and Girls).)


	How much physical and emotional time do these people demand of you? How much do they give back? Is this a fruitful path, or does it leave you angry, resentful and drained?


	How might you progress?


	Practise putting yourself first and be clear about the time you can give to such relationships. Set clear boundaries and don’t rush in the moment something goes wrong. Ask supportive questions instead. Resist taking on other people’s emotions and issues. Learn to say no. Enjoy how much more time and energy you now have.
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We Don’t Know What We Don’t Know


When we’re immature, we tend to operate with a false, perhaps inflated, sense of our abilities. We allow for this lack of judgement in children and teenagers but it becomes problematic when adults behave in this way.


With more people thinking and acting like adolescents, there’s a growth in naivety, buoyed up by inflated egos and not much else. As American cultural critic Micki McGee notes, ‘Ours is a culture largely ignorant of economic theory, political distinctions, or the rules of logic, but one that is fully up to speed on the latest from American Idol.’1


Community and connection, strong families and friendships, healthy workplaces and the very foundations of democracy are built on engagement. We need always to find new and better ways to enhance the way our society functions, from our medical and education systems, our transport needs, food delivery and care of the aged to the nurture of the young, the disabled and the disadvantaged, and more. Yet many of us seem to be drifting away from the chance to participate actively and positively in our future. The adolescent in us much prefers to play, especially when times get tough.


To suggest that a growing number of us still need to mature is likely to result in a storm of defensive comments. Yet without thoughtful reflection and a finely honed self-awareness, our adolescent self remains curiously inflexible and often dismissive of others.


Our immature selves much prefer to go their own way, creating the kind of dynamic where, as writer and philosopher Benjamin Cain states, ‘the wise are shunned, because their kind of knowledge threatens the childish social order. In the same way, children eventually view adults as impediments to their playtime.’ And ‘the horror [of our current situation]’, he warns, ‘is that we have no parents to correct our waywardness’.2


It is a kind of moral death in a culture that claims youthful self-invention as the greatest value.


AO Scott, chief film critic at The New York Times3


A Liability to Others


Adolescent naivety can imperil us and others. When we’re stuck in our adolescent ways, our decision-making is narrow at best. We chase goals because we can, not because they’re the best or most ethical option, with no thought to their impact on other people or the environment. ‘We [our infantile selves] understand how the world works and can exploit that knowledge, redesigning nature to suit our interests,’ reflects Benjamin Cain. ‘We’re masters at figuring out how technically to achieve our goals, but that’s a far cry from knowing which goals we should achieve.’4


Even on the good days, the adolescent mind can struggle to think things through. When a teenager veers off track, there is likely to be some pain. More so when we have ‘kidults’ running corporations and other big institutions, or heading up political parties, even nations, and making decisions based purely on self-interest, on grandiose visions, and/or need to win regardless of the cost.


Disruption and Chaos


Our adolescent selves take a perverse delight in disruption. Reconfiguring the world has become our most cherished pursuit. Fuelled by our uncertainties and teen rage, we love to play with the building blocks of our communities, workplaces and nations, creating a rate of change that’s exhilarating, yet often exhausting and unrelenting. Pull too much apart and our lives lose familiarity and coherence, becoming isolating and chaotic instead.
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