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For my mother,  who taught me very little about money  but a lot about creativity.






















“Laugh now, but one day we’ll be in charge.”


— BANKSY, GRAFFITI ARTIST
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Introduction:
 Bridging the Analog and Digital Generations


When I first began shopping this book idea around, few publishers were interested unless it contained “good news” or a “self-help” component. At first I tried to play nice, agreeing to team up with a personal financial planner who was going to write sidebars about how to get out of debt, how to invest for the future, etc. (because no one should be taking financial advice from me, that’s for sure). But the original proposal didn’t sell—thank god. Bookstore shelves are already littered with Suze Orman–like personal finance how-tos for the “young, fabulous and broke.” But Generation X is not so young anymore, and when we were, “fabulous” was not cool. 




With or without the self-help crap, the book I would have written shortly after having penned an article for the New  York Observer in January 2004 titled “Generation X: Born Under a Bad Economic Sign,” would not have been this one. Slackonomics will not argue that our economic situation is worse now than some other time or place, like the Depression. We’re living in a totally different world, with different expectations and greater resources than any other country, in a global economy that is infinitely more complex than at any time in history. Comparing one era to another is not only tedious, but also wrongheaded. Claiming that life is so much better now because we’ve got the Internet, cell phones, digital cameras, and cheap airfare ignores other realities of our current situation, such as job insecurity, income inequality, global warming, and shitty health care.


The premise of Slackonomics is that not since the Industrial Revolution has a generation been so whipsawed by the economy, from McJobs to outsourcing, mind-boggling income inequality to two unprecedented back-to-back bubbles (with more to come?). But that isn’t the whole story. In this book’s subtitle is the phrase “creative destruction,” a concept developed by the Austrian economist Joseph Schumpeter* to describe how capitalism renews itself through seemingly sudden economic convulsions. Stagnant industries are destroyed and people get hurt in the churn (think demise of General Motors), while creative ideas and new industries—driven by entrepreneurs—are able to flourish (think Google). This happened during the Industrial Revolution, and it’s happening again with the information/technology revolution. Creative Destruction 2.0.


But even that isn’t the whole story; it’s more like the back-story. What this book is really about is the unique cultural experience that comes from living in a time of creative destruction. All the cultural trends, lifestyle choices, and sociological circumstances of the post-boomer generation are being driven by two seemingly contradictory forces that define the current era: economic insecurity on the one hand and the unleashing of human potential as a result of advanced technology on the other. This contradiction has deeply affected everyday life for this generation, ranging from how we work, where we live, how we play, and when we marry and have children, to our attitudes about love, humor, friendship, happiness, and personal fulfillment.


In other words, Slackonomics is not an academic white paper; it is written for people who, for example, understand family dynamics from watching Married With Children and The Simpsons. It is written for women who got in touch with their post-feminist rage through riot grrrl music and Thelma and  Louise. It is written for people who might have dabbled in Corporate America, but found themselves working at one time or another in an entirely new arena or as free agents without having exactly planned for it. It is written for people who, regardless of whether they have taken a traditional route to marriage, parenthood, and homeownership, still don’t exactly feel (or look or act) like “grown-ups.” It is written for people with a sense of humor, who long ago developed an appreciation for the absurdity of life. (Pardon me if this is starting to sound like an Internet dating ad.) In other words, this book is a portrait of a generation, not a screed; it is descriptive, not polemical. It is written for people interested in understanding the context that shapes our lives and how this generation will influence the future.


Part of Generation X’s story is that the Great Middle Class Squeeze got under way just as we were becoming the middle demographic of the middle class. Not all Xers are in financial dire straits. Hardly. But even people who made practical choices have gone through layoffs and/or career changes, which make it very difficult to plan for—or sometimes even imagine—the future, much less act to change or influence the course of events, both in their own lives and on a larger scale. But despite economic insecurity, or perhaps because of it, this generation has stemmed or reversed just about every bad social trend: (unwanted) unwed birth, suicide, and divorce rates have all declined within this demographic. Generation X is better educated, uses less drugs and alcohol, and is generally healthier and more physically active than previous generations.1


Of course, reversing social trends is one thing and redirecting economic forces is another. But Generation X is uniquely positioned to correct the excesses of the baby-boomers by taking a more practical, sustainable approach to the economics of life, be that on a personal, national, or even global scale. Just as this generation is taking on the primary responsibility for paying taxes, setting policy, running businesses and, indeed, the country itself in a globalized world, to hear people discuss the decline of the American empire is not unusual. Whether or not this discussion is a Chicken Little scenario, virtually no one is talking about “Morning in America,” and it is the post-boomer generation who will be first in line to deal with this reality. The next twenty years will be crucial for solving huge problems rooted in the fundamental economics of resource allocation.


Fortunately, Gen Xers are not starry-eyed idealists,* but rather steely-eyed realists who could very well be charged with bringing the economy back from the brink. Generation X has always prided itself on being independent of both mind and action, being resistant to conventional wisdom and open to innovation and new ideas that don’t conform to any one ideological camp. Xers will have to muster all the mental acuity and ideological flexibility we can to not only wrestle with how we live as individuals but how we will shape the twenty-first century.


Now I’d like to make a few notes about the term “Generation X,” which is both more and less than an age group. People who identify with the label (and even those who don’t), generally speaking, were born in the mid-1960s through the 1970s, and grew up mostly in middle-class suburbs during the 1980s. (Surprisingly, I discovered that the term is used as much if not more often in Canada, England, Australia, and New Zealand—usually without the scorn and self-loathing.) But Gen X demographics are notoriously fluid. As the Census Bureau puts Xers as those born between 1961 and 1981, other demographers say Gen X was born between 1964 and 1979.


But perhaps Groucho Marx’s sentiment sums up the American Gen X attitude best: “I would not join any club that would have someone like me for a member.”*


And yet, here we are. Even though the term “Generation X” has been overused and reviled, it still seems to stick. People have tried to rename this generation—without success. In the early 1990s, one author came up with the Free Generation; New York magazine tried to coin the term “grups” (because we never seem to grow up). But these terms don’t convey anything about the shared cultural experience of this demographic. Like it or not, we’re pretty much Generation X for the duration.


So if you know the lyrics, sing along: Xers were the original “latchkey kids.” Our mothers went off to work and/or our parents divorced in unprecedented numbers. We ate sugary cereals and watched after-school specials until MTV came along. Extreme sports for most of us meant riding bikes over homemade three-foot ramps without helmets (à la Napoleon Dynamite). Girls renounced bra-burning feminism, there was little awareness of homosexuality among our peers, and although there were the beginnings of hip-hop/rap crossover hits, black and white youth cultures were still pretty distinct and separate. We went to college in huge numbers and maybe went on to earn graduate degrees.


We’re notoriously disdainful of politics (although that is likely to change in the 2008 election as “anxious Xers” become the new “soccer moms”).2 On the one hand, Xers are practical and cautious; on the other, we have a tendency to roll the dice, which has paid off at times, but other times not so much. We’re skeptical, individualistic, and downright distrustful of group-think. We’re ambitious rather than careerist, seeking to balance work and family, security and fulfillment.


But most of all, we bridged the analog and digital generations. Some of us didn’t touch a computer until college, and few of us grew up on them, but all of us found ourselves on the front lines of the tech revolution and globalization whether we were ready or not.









*Schumpeter (1883–1950) reportedly said he had three aspirations: to be Vienna’s best lover, Austria’s best horseman, and the world’s best economist. He admitted to having trouble with the horses.


*By “idealists” I mean both the hippy-dippy “peace and love” types and the neo-conservative “spreading democracy through the barrel of a gun” variety.


*As Chuck Klosterman (a self-described Xer whom people seem to love to hate) wrote in Sex, Drugs and Cocoa Puffs, “I know nobody uses the term Generation X anymore, and I know all the people it supposedly describes supposedly hate the supposed designation. But I like it. It’s simply the easiest way to categorize a genre of people who . . . share a similar cultural experience. It’s not pejorative or complimentary; it’s factual. I’m a ‘Gen Xer,’ okay? And I buy shit marketed to ‘Gen Xers.’ And I use air quotes when I talk, and I sigh a lot, and I own a Human League cassette. Get over it.” (New York: Scribner, 2004: 150.)











 










1 
 My Future’s So Bright, I Gotta Wear Shades


Does it seem like 1980s nostalgia lasted longer than the original era? In many ways it was the perfect decade for the VH1 treatment: there was no all-encompassing, horrifying experience for kids growing up in the 1980s the way World War II or President Kennedy’s assassination was for previous generations. There were no bummer social movements spawning marches, protests, and sit-ins. There was no cataclysmic event of 9/11 proportions or the war on terror jolting awake an entire generation in its formative years. The predominant images filtering down from on high—when this demographic was known as the babybusters or boomerangers—came primarily from yuppie culture: Porsches (red 944s); cocaine (the overachiever’s drug); blue, pinstriped, double-breasted suits; and career women climbing the corporate ladder in floppy silk bowties. 




Self-described socialist and author Barbara Ehrenreich complained about CEOs making a million dollars a year in her 1980s anti-yuppie screed, Fear of Falling. But reading it today, you can almost hear Dr. Evil demanding a ransom of “one million dollars!” to much laughter. Now it’s hard to understand what all the fuss was about. The ultimate yuppie TV show Thirtysomething  created some memorably annoying characters, but their nouveau 1980s sophistication consisted of drinking Robert Mondavi wine and living in smallish bungalows in the inner-ring suburbs (kind of the Whopper Junior to today’s McMansions).


Compared to where things had been, however, the backlash was on. The counterculture imploded and the mainstream was reasserting itself with a vengeance: anti-hippy, -feminist, -homo— against all identity politics in general—but mostly against the notion of anticonsumerism and antimaterialism. “Get a haircut” and “get a job” were meant to be stinging rejoinders. Thinking globally and acting locally—once a statement for social activism—had become an economic mantra. Charity events of the “Hands Across America/We Are the World” ilk were parodied mercilessly. Earnest was out; cynical was in. It was a whole new era ushered in by Ronald Reagan, elected to office in a landslide by declaring it was “Morning in America” and offering pancakes to Jimmy Carter’s oatmeal. Suddenly Alex P. Keaton was going to be a millionaire by the time he was thirty years old, greed was good, and social activism was deader than disco.


The predominant if not always explicit message of the time was that 1960s-era idealism caused the social and economic chaos of the 1970s and should be rejected in favor of narrow self-interest. Social theory justifying selfishness proliferated, most notably with the cooptation of The Selfish Gene, a book by evolutionary biologist Richard Dawkins. Published in 1976, it influenced contemporary thinking well beyond evolutionary biology throughout the 1980s. The original premise of The Selfish Gene  sought in part to explain seemingly altruistic animal behavior as not a consequence of one member of a species helping another survive for the good of the group, but merely the result of genes acting to replicate themselves. In other words, altruism in biology is the economic equivalent of a positive externality.*


“I shall argue,” Dawkins writes, “that a predominant quality to be expected in a successful gene is ruthless selfishness.”1 His timing couldn’t have been better. Distorted to fit an agenda (the same way Social Darwinism was a misappropriation of natural selection to justify racism and eugenics), the theory became a rationalization for unfettered ambition; never mind that Dawkins also suggested that, because we have consciousness, humans are the only species that can override biological determinism. So the selfish gene theory had mutated from a gene-centric view of evolution to the biological version of laissez-faire economics espoused by Adam Smith, who argued in The Wealth of Nations  (published in 1776) that although human motives are often selfish and greedy, the competition in the free market would benefit society as a whole.


“By pursuing his own interest he frequently promotes that of society more effectually than when he really intends to promote it. I have never known much good done by those who affected to trade for the public good,” Smith wrote. Often considered the grandfather of modern economics, Smith enjoyed a cultlike revival in the 1980s and was often cited for his opposition to government protection of markets. What was often overlooked, however, is that (as the Industrial Revolution unleashed unprecedented social ills) Smith advocated for government intervention to mitigate the logical extreme of greed and selfishness. He argued that the government had an obligation to prevent humans from veering toward a “vile maxim,” which he defined as “All for ourselves, and nothing for other people.” But that part of his economic theory didn’t fit with the cultural zeitgeist of the 1980s.


It was in this milieu that Gen X came of age. It is no wonder, then, from fictional film characters to pop songs and TV shows, that what were meant to be takedowns and parodies became cultural signposts embraced by this generation. The movie Wall  Street, released in 1987 and directed by baby-boomer conspiracy theorist Oliver Stone, was meant to be a morality tale between an honorable, hardworking, blue-collar union leader and a predatory, corrupt, and greedy white-collar corporate raider. But despite illegal activities by Gekko, such as insider trading (which, in the post-Enron era of Halliburton, seems very Martha Stewart), the moral of the story has been all but forgotten as it became completely overshadowed by his “greed is good” speech. Ostensibly taken from comments made by real-life corporate raider Ivan Boesky, the mantra took on a life of its own:




The point is, ladies and gentlemen: Greed, for lack of a better word, is good. Greed works, greed is right. Greed clarifies, cuts through, and captures the essence of the evolutionary spirit. Greed in all its forms, greed for life, money, love, knowledge has marked the upward surge in mankind—and greed, you mark my words—will save . . . that other malfunctioning corporation called the USA.





For the post-boomer generation, the cautionary part of the tale just didn’t ring true, or at least not as true as “greed is good.” Perhaps insider trading wasn’t such a great idea, but neither was consigning oneself to a monotonous life of blue-collar work, which was disappearing, anyway. Unions were dead or— worse—corrupt, and regimented manufacturing jobs only led to a stifling life in a cookie-cutter, vinyl-sided clapboard house in suburban dystopia. This disaffection for the collective high road in favor of individual advancement was articulated when the one-hit wonder Timbuk3 scored big in 1986 with the song “The Future’s So Bright, I Gotta Wear Shades.” The lyrics were meant to be a critique of shallow ambition but, once again, young boomerangers didn’t interpret the song that way. Like Gekko’s “greed is good” catchphrase, in an act of cultural jujitsu, the song’s title was adopted as a badge of honor, allowing yuppie-wannabes to wear ambition on their sleeves. Alex P. Keaton, the young Reagan Republican from the 1980s TV show Family Ties, which took place in Columbus, Ohio, was meant to be a somewhat insulting caricature that initially wasn’t even supposed to be central to the show and yet ended up defining an era.


Edward Willmott, born in 1964, was raised in the exurbs of Cleveland, Ohio, by middle-class, educated parents who had a nice house on a large lot, two cars, and enough for family vacations, which his parents sometimes took without the kids on their BMW motorcycle. Eddy fully expected to achieve all of that and then some. With a slight build and wisecracking sense of humor, he even looked and sounded a bit like Alex P. Keaton. Eddy too had a passion for economics, liked to make fun of “dance majors,” and was a devoted supply-sider and a supporter of Ronald Reagan, which situated him squarely in the “conservative Republican” camp (although he would be considered a moderate by today’s standards). By the age of twenty-one, he had leased a chocolate brown Audi and was ready to grab the world by the balls.


So much so that he left college early to work full-time as a salesman for a company that bought, sold, and leased large mainframe computers: the hot new industry. Work was rewarding in ways that school was not. It was fast-paced. It was immediate. Eddy liked being measured by his sales numbers, not by his ability to regurgitate liberal theory claptrap. He knew that if he worked hard and was good at his job, he would make money—a lot of money. He would be a millionaire by the age of thirty. It was all but a given. Except that it didn’t quite work out that way.


“By about 1990, I realized that the entire creative output of my life was the recording on my answering machine. I’m not an artsy-fartsy guy, but that bothered me. I didn’t feel like there was anything interesting about my life. I was responsible for generating $350,000 of profit a year, but I was just working for somebody else. The guys I knew who had made a lot of money weren’t working for someone else. I’d become bored and disillusioned. So when my boss came to me on May 31, 1991—I remember it was a warm, beautiful, sunny Friday— and said, ‘How about if we pay you through the summer, but you don’t come back?’ it was the best day of my life.


“I took off for Europe, backpacking. Then I went back to school. That’s when things changed. There was a period of realizing that I didn’t have my priorities straight. The Gordon Gekko ‘greed is good’ motif just didn’t work. I ended up not anywhere near where I thought I was going to be: twenty-seven years old, not a millionaire, not anywhere approaching a millionaire. I owned a modest house and collected rent from boarders so I could finish college. So that was good. But I was not going to be making millions on Wall Street. I’m here to make a good living. That goal has never changed, but not to the exclusion of all else in my life. There wasn’t a huge epiphany. It wasn’t like I was going to throw away all my worldly possessions. I just thought I could be happier if I wasn’t sitting in a cubicle, chewing Tums, and panicking about making my numbers.”


Not exactly a total meltdown, but for Eddy, it was transformational nonetheless. Had he made the million he set out to acquire, would he have been more satisfied? Probably not. Facing the fact that he would never be a Wall Street tycoon enabled him to make more practical choices—and just might have afforded him a bit more happiness. Recent psychological studies indicate there is no discernable relationship between wealth and happiness, but there is a notable relationship between expectations  of wealth and happiness (more on this in Chapter 7). In fact, people who live modestly and expect to be okay with what they have are happier than those who have more but worry about not having enough in the future. In other words, the endless pursuit of wealth “is a formula for discontent.”2


Now the father of two daughters, Eddy runs a home-improvement business and employs a dozen people, which satisfies his entrepreneurial instinct as well as his latent creativity. But lingering expectations and the specter of a lifelong financial struggle still haunt him, even though he has been able to steadily improve his income. When asked to describe their financial situation, he says it is “below average” regardless that his household income is above the national median (the exact midpoint as opposed to the average) of $48,201 in 2006. But is his continued anxiety simply the result of misaligned expectations? Hardly. For someone staring down the high cost of educating his two daughters and the vicissitudes of running a small business that is largely dependent on the real estate market, knowing that your family’s income is above the median isn’t terribly reassuring when it seems like the rug could get pulled out at any moment.


Indeed, the undercurrent of the selfish, go-go 1980s was only the beginning of a very real fear of falling. The economy was bifurcating, with the professional middle class getting cleaved. On the heels of manufacturing losses came corporate downsizing and a thinning of the ranks. There were inefficiencies in Corporate America that needed correcting—which the early onset of globalization was doing with a vengeance—but that was cold comfort to the increasing number of white-collar workers getting caught on the wrong side of the bottom line. According to one study, managers in the 1980s were more likely to lose their jobs than were other employees, a trend that only accelerated as the decade progressed: the number of displaced managers was 24 percent higher in the second half of the 1980s than in the first half.3


So when people like Eddy were first joining the workforce, the postwar expansion of rising wages, job growth, and stability—enjoyed relatively equally at all levels, which kept income inequality in check—was all but over. Of course, to say that the 1980s economy was either “bad” or “good” would be overly simplistic; the economy was becoming increasingly complex and couldn’t be described in monolithic terms. Entry-level wages were still pretty decent in the mid-1980s when compared to what was about to come, but clearly, insecurity had become the new economic order in a dramatically shifting landscape.


The New York Times reported in 1985 that “this spring’s college graduates are facing one of the bleakest job markets in at least two decades.” Even more alarmist, the Los Angeles  Times ran a story on the same topic with the headline “Entry- Level Job Prospects Poorest Since Depression.”4 And this was before the stock market crash of 1987 and the recession of the early 1990s that really hampered recent college graduates’ job prospects. How bad things were for entry-level job-seekers at the time is open to debate, but the nature of work was undergoing a major readjustment. For the first time in the post–World War II era, you could no longer expect to get a job at a company, work your way up over the years, and retire with a decent pension—hardly news today, but quite a shock at the time.


So how to explain the interminable 1980s nostalgia? Not surprisingly, it didn’t much focus on declining economic fortunes or yuppie culture, but rather on New Wave haircuts, Madonna wannabes, Chucky the horror movie doll, and parachute pants. VH1 gave everyone permission to shamelessly rock out to music that had long since been declared an embarrassment of the era: Pat Benatar, Duran Duran, and don’t forget Mötley Crüe, dude! Once the music (and the irony) subsided, you could even engage in a little intellectual discourse about the significance that the Crüe actually had. “Seriously, they were like a huge influence on the Chili Peppers and Green Day.” In many ways it really was a simpler time, but that doesn’t mean we all want to forever relive it like a Dennis Hopper retirement plan commercial.


As Michael Hirschorn, executive vice president of programming for VH1, told the New York Times in a 2005 piece titled “We Hate the 1980s”: “The 80’s nostalgia boom is real, but it’s not broad. . . . For this group of people, you can’t give them straight nostalgia of the sort of baby-boomer, ‘everything was wonderful and great when we were kids’ feel. People . . . know that things weren’t that great. We never thought that Mötley Crüe was saving the world. We identify with them passionately, but with a certain wink.”5


We might have winked at the Crüe, but I’m not so sure they were winking back. Since releasing albums like Girls, Girls,  Girls, and Dr. Feelgood throughout the 1980s, the band had sobered up and seemed to be taking things pretty seriously, even releasing a sixth album in 1991 titled Decade of Deca- dence. This was followed in 1997 with Generation Swine, which depicted a bunch of pigs in yuppie suits on the cover.


In the VH1 version of the 1980s, greed was good, but in reality it was more like a necessary evil. Throw in a little youthful bravado and some cognitive dissonance, and—voilà—you’ve got Alex P. Keaton and real-life counterparts like Eddy Willmott: garden-variety suburban kids from Middle America, 500 miles from Wall Street, aspiring to be Masters of the Universe. It is no wonder then that the first wave of post-boomers—who largely do not identify with the term “Generation X”—feel they were led astray by 1980s yuppie culture that wasn’t really of their own making.







*An externality is a consequence not reflected in the price of a transaction, which can be either positive or negative (pollution is often cited as a negative externality).











 










2 
 The Outliers


What does the novel Generation X have in common with the TV show Melrose Place? It’s not the typical question that an economist would ask, but I’m not an economist (not even a “rogue” one) and this isn’t a textbook. It’s Slackonomics. 




At first glance, the saucy nighttime soap wouldn’t seem to have much in common with Generation X, the book that, for better or worse, gave this generation its label and identity, thanks to author Douglas Coupland, who wrote perhaps the last truly defining sociocultural novel before the fragmentation and proliferation of media rendered such a notion obsolete. Published in 1991, it had an incredibly prescient subtitle: Tales  for an Accelerated Culture.
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