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To Ellie and Hannah,

Hopefully you make the same mistakes I did,

but make them your own.






How to use this ebook

Look out for linked text (which is in blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between notes and main text.





Introduction

I spend a lot of my time thinking about my twenties: This infamous decade known for being as chaotic and frustrating as it is exciting and divine. This fleeting chapter in our lives that promises nothing but uncertainty. The strange vacuum between adolescence and adulthood where we feel like we still have a foot in each world, torn between diving into the responsibility of adulthood and clinging to those last remaining moments of complete, unadulterated freedom.

Our twenties are my bread and butter, my biggest source of anguish, but also my greatest source of curiosity. I have examined this decade every which way; I have heard thousands of stories of how lost we all feel, how challenging it is to navigate love in such an unstable period, the mistakes and failures that haunt us, the endless decisions that feel exceedingly important and permanent. I have spent hours in the academic literature looking for some scientific explanation for why this is all so hard. At the time I am writing this, I am still very much in this period myself, trying my best to give advice to fellow travelers while still not having all the answers.

When I began my podcast, The Psychology of Your 20s, it acted as a permanent way to preserve my experiences and what I was going through at the time, almost like a digital diary. Since I was very young, I have been haunted by this idea that our memories are not permanent and can be reshaped and forgotten. I always used to think, “How can I know any of my experiences were real if I can’t remember them?” So I would frantically keep logs and notebooks and journals of all my most noteworthy, but also boring, day-to-day experiences.

The podcast was born from that desire to hold on to the past by keeping track of the present. There was something already so special about my twenties that I knew I would want to look back on someday. It turned out that a lot of people could relate to what I was going through, and as more and more people joined our community, the podcast only grew, until it transformed from a passion project to my full-time job. You listened on as I graduated university, had my heart broken for the first time, and then the second (and then the third), lost friends I considered soulmates, moved cities, fell in love again, struggled with my mental health, experienced great loss, death, and unemployment, and tried to work through all I was feeling using the thing I trusted most: the science. This book is a culmination of all my experiences, along with those of so many of my friends and your own, to create a guidebook for this confusing decade so we can, hopefully, feel less alone.

This book is also not just for twenty-somethings. The more I’ve explored the milestones and experiences of this decade, the more I’ve realized how universal and lifelong they are. You could be in your thirties, your forties, maybe even your seventies, and still be struggling with love, trying to discover your purpose, healing childhood wounds, or wondering who you really are. It’s also for the people who are trying to better understand the tales and turmoil of this generation and why we see things differently than those who have come before us. Parents, teachers, colleagues, bosses, mentors, friends, loved ones: there is a lot you may not know or that has changed since your time.

As with any book, there may be parts you don’t relate to. Maybe you’ve already found the love of your life, so you don’t need to learn about the woes and psychology of breakups, or you don’t work a nine-to-five, so the existential dread that accompanies that work doesn’t apply. That’s okay. You can read this book from cover to cover, or selectively. The message remains the same: This decade is hard, but there is an explanation as to why. More importantly, there is also a way through. So many of the things we experience in isolation—the fear, the uncertainty, the heartbreak, the loneliness—become much more manageable when we understand what’s really occurring below the surface and, also, when we have company. For all the hard moments, this period is one of extreme and wonderful growth, even if it doesn’t always feel like it. All those times you feel like you’re falling behind or wish you had all the answers are the times you look back on and say, “The person I am now was created in those moments.” There is great joy to be felt, serious elation and companionship to be found, that makes all the uncertainty worth it. If you knew how this decade would turn out or if you had all the answers, there would be no room left for surprises. That’s where we have the most fun, even if your twenties don’t end up being the “best years of your life.”

So, to all my fellow twenty-somethings: welcome. To all those a bit older: welcome back. Let’s uncover what this decade is really all about and unravel the elusive psychology of our twenties.




Section I

The Quarter-Life Opportunity

It happens like clockwork—we hit our mid-twenties and suddenly everything we thought we knew flips. The quarter-life crisis is a rite of passage for each of us where we are forced to seriously consider if the life we have created so far is the one we want to continue with. In my mind, it is a season of shedding—shedding old friends, old values, old dreams, old places, and most of all the version of us we were before. As with any kind of transformation, it’s going to be painful because we are saying goodbye to a lot of what we were comfortable with and had grown accustomed to. On top of that, there is naturally a period between when we shed the old version of ourselves and when we discover the new version of ourselves. Moving from one to the other requires risk, mistakes, and doing some real deep soul-searching about who we are and what we want. Understandably, we feel very lost during those moments. A therapist of mine once described it as having a faulty compass in a desert and just having to place your bets on going in one direction, without having any clue where you might end up.



But what if we reframe the quarter-life crisis to be a quarter-life opportunity?

There is something so romantic about new beginnings and fresh starts. It would be a tragedy to stay the same for your whole life, to be the same version of you at eighty that you were at eighteen, and that is the opportunity provided by your quarter-life crisis: the capacity to evolve. This is not a crisis. This is an opportunity. Let’s discuss why focusing on four defining elements of our twenties—mistakes, risk, decision paralysis, identity—can help us embrace the opportunity provided by the quarter-life crisis.





Chapter I

Welcome to Your Quarter-Life Crisis

When I was six, I wanted to be a lawyer. At fifteen I wanted to be prime minister, when I was nineteen my dream job was consultant even though I wasn’t quite sure what that was, at twenty-two I just wanted to pay my bills and avoid overdrawing my account each month. By twenty-three I had somehow found myself running a podcast full-time, and at twenty-five I have absolutely no clue what I want to be, whether I should drop everything and move to Costa Rica, go back to school for another three years of grueling study, find some job security, maybe get married and raise a family, or sell everything and become a nomad. All I know is that I’m writing this book and that, if it’s not obvious already, I’m having a quarter-life crisis.

Red Sports Car?

We all know what it means when someone is having a mid-life crisis. The term has become part of our collective psychobabble, associated with fast red cars, affairs, excessive spending, a new hair color, a nose piercing at fifty. It’s also associated with people who are quite a few years past their twenties, people facing the existential reality that life is a lot shorter than they once thought.



What the mid-life and quarter-life crisis have in common is the uncertainty and insecurity around the core pillars of our lives: career, relationships, finances, health, and the future. They also both occur at the cusp of a significant new chapter, a new developmental phase in our lives when we are forced to answer a number of really unsettling questions. What do I actually want from life? Am I happy where I am now? What am I missing? Will those things I’m missing actually make me happy? How do I get the most out of my years on this earth, or what I have left of them? What results is a period of panic, uncertainty, and the overwhelming urge to do something drastic in our lives so that we can reinstate a sense of control over our destiny.

Maybe you think it’s a bit dramatic to suggest twenty-somethings are entitled to these fears. For many of us, our twenties are the period when we should feel the most free and fearless. The world is beckoning to us with opportunities, and our youthfulness and enthusiasm give us an advantage. We are young enough to still have some of our childhood dreams intact; we are optimistic about the future while still having a bit of knowledge and life experience in our back pocket to feel like adults. And yet we are also thoroughly unprepared for what this decade is about to throw our way.

Maybe you’ve already gotten a taste or lived through it. The confusion, the heartbreak, the sense that everyone else has it all figured it out while you don’t know what tomorrow will bring. The changing friendships, loneliness, watching parents get older, worries about money or about finding purpose while the world is changing every moment. The future feels daunting, but the present feels equally chaotic and unstable. While everyone is telling us to enjoy this decade—the period when we are not quite adults, but not quite children either—we are struck by the deeply disquieting feeling that we are completely lost and no one can tell us where to go next, or at the very least what comes next.

The Moment of Crisis

Welcome to your quarter-life crisis. Millions have completed this pilgrimage before you, and you will not be the last. While it might be comforting to know you’re not alone, I think it’s equally disconcerting to realize you have to forge your own path, and regardless of all those who have come before, no one is going to give you the answers. Unfortunately, you are on your own. I say unfortunately, but there is also something so uniquely exciting about the prospect that you get to make your life your own. This discomfort you’re feeling is actually a sign that you are growing into a new version of yourself, undergoing a metamorphosis, and your old skin, your old self, just doesn’t fit any longer. Because there is no rule book to play by, no one can tell you what is right or wrong if it makes you happy.

However, what complicates this crisis are the opposing types of decisions or life paths to consider. On one hand, we face these societal expectations to settle down, have some five-year plan for the future, and progress toward that outcome. Society expects stability and a story they can understand, normally one that follows the traditional blueprint of graduating or completing some kind of study, finding a nice partner and getting married, holding a steady full-time job, having children, getting promoted, retiring, and then dying. That’s a nice story, but I’m sure I’m not the only one who also finds it incredibly suffocating. Not only is that not everybody’s dream (even if that kind of future is what will make you happy), but our generation has the added complication of facing one of the biggest recessions in decades, rising inflation, a climate crisis, a global pandemic, and increasing inequality. Yet we still wonder why we feel less like the adults society expects us to be at this age. When we are unable to find our path the way our parents or those around us have, we feel an increased sense of urgency to have all the answers. That urgency is exactly what creates the quarter-life crisis. Our brains are not particularly great at managing uncertainty, because uncertainty signals the unknown—which, evolutionarily, could mean danger. Think about our ancestors for who a dense forest was a lot more uncertain, and contained a lot more potential danger, than a flat and empty plain. We prefer outcomes we can predict or can see, and so the chaos of this decade and the decisions we need to make can, naturally, trigger a great deal of psychological stress and discomfort.

And then maybe we do it—we have everything we’ve ever wanted, what everyone told us we needed to be happy. We are on the right path but feel remarkably unsatisfied. This is also a trigger for the quarter-life crisis. One of our foundational psychological needs is a sense of fulfillment or purpose. The American psychologist Abraham Maslow, best known for his eponymous Hierarchy of Needs—a pyramid that reflects our most universal needs as humans—believed that purpose and achieving our potential was so important that he put it at the very top of his pyramid. The science confirms it as well. Purpose is good not just for our emotional and psychological well-being, but for our physical health as well. In 2020, a group of researchers dove into the health data of 13,770 recent retirees who had been assessed five times over the eight years after they retired. It was hypothesized that a lot of them, having finished their working lives, would be suffering from a lack of purpose. But what the researchers found was that the retirees who continued to have goals and a sense of direction, or who found greater meaning to their lives, were not only happier but more physically active and less likely to smoke, drink excessively, or report sleep problems. In other words, a sense of purpose is as psychologically nourishing as it is good for our physical health.

A sense of purpose, in the plainest terms, means we have something personally meaningful to strive toward. This in turn gives us direction, long-term goals, a sense of accomplishment, and a way of organizing our life. It may seem obvious, but we find purpose when we align our behaviours and actions with our mission, values, or desires. Someone who cares deeply for others finds purpose as a nurse because it aligns with their deeper desire to be helpful. Someone who values material success above all else finds purpose in seeking to increase their investment portfolio or reputation. It’s entirely subjective, but each of us has something that feels “bigger” than us and bestows a sense of meaning to life.

When we don’t know how to align our behaviours with our mission, values, or desires, we experience the mental discomfort that comes with the territory of a quarter-life crisis and needs to be resolved by changing either our values or our actions. If you value adventure and helping others but are working in a sedentary job that feels very self-serving, you are going to experience a conflict between the value and the behaviour. The alternative of being a park ranger or a conservationist or an adventure tour guide would align better and reduce your internal sense of crisis, even if it means shifting directions. If you are in a relationship with someone and it is no longer fulfilling, but you always imagined the kind of love that could burn down the world, you are going to experience conflict. Leaving that relationship for one that matches your deeper desires would, again, reduce the sense of crisis. That unconscious conflict is what is making you so uncomfortable. It is a feeling of claustrophobia, a sense that you cannot escape the life you have created, perhaps the life you were forced to start working toward when you were only a teenager, or just so happened to fall into. You’re trapped. You’re stuck in your full-time job, you’re stuck in your relationship, you’re stuck in an unfulfilling environment. And this sense of entrapment is often accompanied by depression and panic.

This is the beginning of the crisis. While it’s terrifying to feel like everything you wanted isn’t fulfilling anymore, it also means you are at an important crossroads where you can change everything. You can start over again. In fact, we know that our twenties are perhaps the best time to change. Congratulations! Instead of suppressing these feelings for another twenty-odd years, you have the gift of being able to explore new beginnings when they are easiest. At our age, many of us don’t have children, mortgages, businesses, or the types of familial relationships that keep us tied to one place. We aren’t yet facing the stigma and discrimination that people may face when trying to start a new career at fifty or a new relationship at sixty-five. You are poised for transformation. In fact, I believe this decade requires it.



The Silver Lining

When you reach this crisis point, you’re forced into a place of reflection and value realignment to resolve the panic. You gain humility. You see that life is not black-and-white, and you let go of the things you can’t control for the things you can. That renewed sense of agency causes you to make changes—whether dramatic or “micro”—that are necessary for breaking out of the rut you find yourself in. The biggest antidote to a crisis is movement in any direction that feels meaningful. If you are in this place right now, focus on changing just one thing about your life that feels stale. You don’t need to tear the whole house down right away, but choose one area where you could do something differently or align your behaviour with a greater desire, dream, or value you have. There are four broad categories most people choose from:

•	Work and career—Look for new opportunities, leadership roles, or promotions in your current workplace; start applying for new jobs elsewhere; reach out to someone you admire to network with; start volunteering for a cause that you’ve always felt a pull toward.

•	Routine—Try a new workout routine; set a new fitness goal; start prioritizing sleep or finding more time for friends on the weekend; stop drinking for a month; journal before bed rather than going after the quick dopamine hit you get from bingeing a TV show or social media.

•	Environment—Swap the indoor workout for one outdoors; redecorate your space and bring more vitality into it; move to a new neighborhood, or even to a new city; book weekend trips to the national park the next city over; declutter.

•	Relationships—Break into a new group of friends by going to social events; stop waiting for someone else to plan the outings or invite you; join a new sport; start dating again, or stop for a while; begin a new passion project with your partner.

Remember: Nothing changes unless you do. That is such basic advice, but sometimes the simplest statements hold the most truth. When you start going about things differently and challenging what you’ve grown comfortable with, doors will begin to open for you. It’s a slippery slope—one day you’re making the conscious daily choice to apply for new jobs in your evenings, pretty soon you’ll be ready to leave the job you hate, forge new friendships, dye your hair one way and then another the week after, say goodbye to old relationships, explore your childhood dreams, or book the one-way flight because you have embraced the possibility and the opportunity of the quarter-life crisis.

Without this discomfort, there’s no telling how many of us would end up in lives that still don’t fit twenty years later. So, once again, I am here to formally welcome you to your quarter-life crisis and, hopefully, introduce you to the person you are becoming—that person in progress who is born the moment you accept the chaos of your twenties.

Things are a lot different for us than for the generation(s) before us who set the standards for what our twenties supposedly should look like.

It’s okay to feel lost. Everyone else is feeling the same way.



The fear and discomfort you are feeling is a sign that you care about your future. That is a good thing! Without chaos, we have no incentive to grow.

Millions have come before you and survived. You will figure it out.







Chapter II

The Art of Fucking Up

As frustrating as it is, we learn the most from our mistakes. The times we slept through an alarm, the words we said to a friend that we didn’t mean, a failed exam, not proofing an email before it was sent out to all the new staff in the company, only to realize it said “Welcome to our orgasm” instead of “Welcome to our organization” (this is a true story).

We are all works in progress. No one comes out of the womb completely flawless and excellent at everything—at least I haven’t had the privilege of meeting this kind of superhuman! Half the learning process is incorporating the times you didn’t get everything right and adapting from those mistakes. It’s harder than it sounds, as anyone who has ever made a mistake would know, myself included. Mistakes often feel like dark, ominous clouds that never go away and, what’s even worse, that everyone can see.

Mistakes reveal that we are not as perfect as we’d like others to think. They make us insecure about our abilities, our competence, our intelligence, even our kindness or thoughtfulness. The worst thing we can do is let those mistakes define us, especially during our twenties. When our identity is already unstable, slight missteps and failures can become magnified in our minds until we think our mistakes are all anyone will ever see. The truth is, no one is ruminating on your missteps for months afterward; no one else is spending hours thinking about them. There are people out there, still alive right now, who have made bigger mistakes than you have—and they recovered. The Olympic snowboarder Lindsey Jacobellis, who fell two seconds before victory at the 2006 Olympic Games, only to return sixteen years later and win the gold. People who have made terrible investments and lost it all, only to rebuild successful businesses. Ex-cons who did decades in jail who are now inspirational speakers or CEOs of charities. The list goes on. Reminding yourself of these stories brings perspective to what probably feels so major for you.

Again, no one is thinking about your actions as much as you are, and we have proof of this.

Back in 1997, researchers Robin Dunbar and Anna Marriott wanted to know what most people were thinking about throughout the day. By observing what people talked about, they found that 78 percent of conversations were about ourselves, our thoughts, our fears, our desires, our perceptions. Only a relatively small proportion dealt with topics like work, money, or negative opinions about others, despite our false beliefs to the contrary.

When we make a mistake, we think there is a gigantic spotlight shining directly on us and that everyone must be thinking about it the way we are: with regret or secondhand embarrassment, cringing at our behaviour. When we start to realize this is not the case, we can master the art of fucking up and accept all the realities of being human—of being fallible, flawed, clumsy, and sometimes confused. A lot of beauty lies in those imperfections, a lot of humor lies in our mistakes, and a lot of learning exists in our errors.

Accepting Our Mistakes

Not many of us learn how to fail correctly, because society is so obsessed with success and accomplishment. Bragging about your achievements is totally normal, but discussing your failures and what you learned is definitely not. So we only know how to respond with shame, because we are taught that mistakes are “taboo” or need to be hidden. However, by not accepting the grace in failure, we are missing out on many valuable life lessons that could prevent us from making the same mistakes again and again. Mastering the art of fucking up, especially in our twenties, releases us from the additional mental and emotional punishment we inflict on ourselves. It frees us from perfectionism and expands our capacity to grow and improve. Building this skill requires an entire mindset and attitude shift from viewing mistakes as failures to seeing them as opportunities, which you will learn so much more from than if you were perfect all along. The art of fucking up is a three-step process:

1.	Identify what kind of mistake you’ve made.

2.	Decide whether to absorb or release this mistake.

3.	Focus on the teachable content of this mistake.

Let’s walk through this together.



Different Types of Mistakes

First, mistakes are not just one big basket of all the silly things people can do. Mistakes have different origins, and those origins help us decide how much blame or shame we really need to take on and what negative thoughts we can ignore instead.

In the 2015 study “What Is Stupid? People’s Conception of Unintelligent Behaviour,” three researchers set out to understand how people conceptualize mistakes. They wanted to know what it is about certain behaviours that make us feel idiotic or silly and the mental roots of this interpretation. They showed participants a number of news stories from sources like The New York Times, TMZ, the BBC, and The Guardian in which people had done things we might label “stupid”—including a story about a thief who broke into a house to steal a TV, only to forget the remote. Or a man who robbed a bank by putting lemon juice on his face because he thought that would obscure the CCTV footage (he obviously was mistaken). The researchers asked the participants to then rate these stories and identify what led to this idiotic behaviour.

What they found was that there are broadly three categories of mistakes. First, arrogant mistakes occur when our confidence outstrips our ability, a phenomenon also known as the “Dunning-Kruger effect.” In short, we often think we are much more skilled than we are. A few years ago, there was a TikTok trend in which people asked their boyfriends, fathers, and male colleagues whether they thought they could land a plane, never having done any pilot training. A large majority of these men said yes. That is an arrogant mistake.

Second, there are impulsive mistakes, when we act in the heat of the moment only to calm down later and realize we’ve really messed up and could have made a better decision. We let our desires guide our behaviour in a way that is inappropriate, like gossiping about a colleague to someone you know isn’t trustworthy because you just can’t contain yourself.

Finally, inattentive mistakes occur when you’re just not concentrating or thinking straight, such as turning off your alarms on exam day or sending out an email without seeing your massive typo (“Welcome to our orgasm”–type mistakes).

We can use these three categories—arrogant, impulsive, and inattentive—to define our mistakes and learn how to prevent ourselves from repeating them. For example, arrogant mistakes require us to rethink our abilities and judge them realistically before we act. Impulsive mistakes can be rectified by emotional regulation, while inattentive mistakes can be fixed by prioritizing what is most important and having a mental checklist of what needs to be done. The source of our mistakes thus seems to contain the solution. This is our first way of categorizing the many mistakes we make in our twenties.

We can also arrange mistakes by severity. Tripping over your words on a date is not the same as accidentally missing your final exam, which is not the same as crashing a plane. There is a difference in scale that we need to acknowledge in order to forgive ourselves and move forward. I like to think of mistakes as being “littles,” “mediums,” or “massives.” We can determine this based on the significance our actions and their outcomes have for our future, and their significance for others.

Littles are the small things you can easily forget by the end of the week. These are the most common type of mistake. From personal experience, I can say that about 90 percent of the mistakes we spend time worrying about are littles. They typically do not impact your future or damage relationships beyond repair and, therefore, are negligible in the long term, if not valuable lessons. For example, forgetting you’ve double-booked plans and canceling on a friend is a mistake, but it’s easy to see you were just being inattentive or disorganized. You can apologize and move on. Another example is missing a deadline. It feels embarrassing in the moment, but within a week you can recover, apologize to your boss, give your reasons, and move on. Littles become significant only when they are continuously repeated or become a habit. But we can move past most littles.

Mediums are mistakes that may have an impact on your future or on the people around you; they could take a few months to recover from, but no longer than a few years. If 90 percent of our mistakes are littles, I’d say 9 percent of our mistakes are mediums. They are mistakes we have a right to feel worried about because they can be incredibly stressful in the moment, but we will recover from them in time. Mediums might include a poor investment or financial choice, choosing the wrong university, dating the wrong person for longer than is healthy, selecting the wrong friends, or wasting time in dead-end jobs. These are all choices we would rather avoid, but we don’t always know better. The only way we can learn is through experience. In the grand scheme of life, mediums may change our current life trajectory, but not destroy it.

Finally, massives are mistakes that impact both those around us and our future and will become part of our life story. Massives occur less than 1 percent of the time, and some of us may never even experience a massive. These are the kinds of mistakes you would get prison time for, like fraud, murder, theft, or assault. Those kinds of mistakes are life-altering or irreparably harm others—emotionally, physically, or mentally. Massives result from an accumulation of bad decisions and impulsive actions we can’t take back.



I have never had a massive—and fingers crossed I don’t—but the problem is that we often confuse littles or mediums with massives and treat them with the same level of life-ending alarm. Those small hiccups everyone experiences can create a significant amount of stress if you don’t put them in perspective, especially if you are a catastrophizer, a perfectionist, or a people-pleaser. The very act of doing something wrong, accidentally, makes us feel like our entire personhood is damaged beyond repair, when all it takes is time and another distraction to come along for us to realize it really wasn’t that big a deal. If I asked you what you were worrying about six months ago, you probably couldn’t tell me. But you most likely learned something from that experience that is still visible in your behaviour today. We have more to learn from that situation than to lose. Very few mistakes are going to be so memorable that you’re thinking about them in five or ten years’ time, and very few of us have the capacity to even create this kind of upending chaos if we simply pay attention.

The first step to mastering the art of fucking up in your twenties is to be able to distinguish between your arrogant, impulsive, and inattentive mistakes, as well as your littles, mediums, and massives. Then taper your reaction to be in proportion.

Once you have determined what kind and severity of mistake you’re facing, next you need to decide whether you benefit more from absorbing or releasing that mistake. Here’s a spoiler: Very rarely should we absorb a mistake in its entirety, because often our interpretation of a mistake is clouded by a need to find blame: by excessively blaming ourselves or others, neither of which is particularly helpful. When we absorb the mistake, we think it says something about who we are, which it doesn’t, or otherwise we don’t learn anything at all, because we look to others to make our mistakes sting less.



Getting Comfortable with Your Mistakes

Instead of absorbing the mistake, you want to approach mistakes in your twenties with neutrality: break down what happened, why it happened, and what you have to learn from it. When examining the why, focus on what you know to be objectively true, rather than subjective.

You can tell yourself, “I spent too much money on that piece of clothing because I didn’t properly budget and think about my future expenses,” rather than “I spent too much on that item of clothing because I lack any self-discipline and I’m stupid and have no impulse control.” One of these statements is actionable because you can rethink how you manage money for a better outcome, while the other lowers your self-esteem and belittles your qualities as a person, rather than addressing the mistake itself. You have no incentive to improve if you already believe that deep down you are this flawed person who can never change. As I always say, you can’t hate yourself into changing your behaviour. But if you release the mistake and take what you need from it, you can focus on what this moment can teach you instead.

Here’s what common mistakes in your twenties can teach you:

The mistake: Spending too much money.

What it could teach you: The importance of budgeting and calculating your expenses for short-term and long-term financial freedom.



The mistake: Ignoring your physical and mental health until the point of burnout.

What it could teach you: The signs that it’s time to rest to prevent future exhaustion.

The mistake: Messing up at work.

What it could teach you: What your boss expects of you and how to impress them.

The mistake: Dating the wrong person for too long.

What it could teach you: What you do need in a future partner.

The mistake: Hurting a friend.

What it could teach you: How to take accountability and apologize.

The mistake: Getting too drunk on a night out.

What it could teach you: Rethinking your relationship with alcohol and knowing where your limits are.

When I look at those lessons, they all sound like some of the most important skills to gain during this decade. They sound like the crucial stuff—the key takeaways from our twenties. I wouldn’t want to miss out on any of them just because it might make me more comfortable now. Being comfortable now often means greater discomfort in the future when we either a) haven’t realized something crucial that would have helped us a lot sooner or b) are learning the same lesson only when we are considerably older. In fact, not having these experiences may be more harmful than having a healthy dose of mistakes in your twenties.



Professors at Stanford and Harvard coined the term “failure deprived” to describe students they were encountering who had never been exposed to a healthy amount of error in their childhood, teen years, and even early twenties. When failure-deprived young people eventually make a mistake that a parent or teacher isn’t there to help them with, they have no idea how to cope, because they have never become accustomed to trying and failing. They only know what it means to try and succeed, or to be told, “Good job!” They may be more likely to drop out of university, suffer poor mental health, or see a huge decline in their self-esteem. I never thought I’d say this, but maybe we should thank our lucky stars for the opportunity to fail—to fuck up and have to fix it, to make the wrong decisions and get comfortable with the discomfort. I know that sounds simple, but discomfort is sometimes like cold water: we get more used to it when we just let ourselves be submerged, and the next time we’re less afraid of it.

When we get comfortable with making mistakes, we also get comfortable with failure, because “failure” is not a bad word. In fact, saying someone “failed” implies that they at least tried. It may not be as good as “They succeeded,” but it’s definitely better than “They did nothing.” Getting comfortable with failure means that you can push yourself to new levels, because large goals are no longer frightening. Expanding beyond your comfort zone doesn’t have to be all-or-nothing—failure is an acceptable outcome because at least you’re further ahead than before. Sometimes you can find better outcomes than you ever expected by learning from your failures and mistakes.



What Comes Next?

When I was twenty, all I wanted was a consulting internship for some big-shot firm. To be honest, I didn’t know what the job title “consultant” even entailed, but everyone who had studied what I did seemed to be applying for these jobs. So I put everything into my interviews, and got rejected from every single one. In one of them, I read the wrong case study, so I answered all my questions wrong. For another, I couldn’t answer the question “Why do you want this job?” beyond the basic responses (because I didn’t really), and for the other two I fumbled through my interviews, completely held up by my nerves. As everyone around me seemed to be advancing, I spent the summer with my grandma and had never felt more like a failure. But because of those failures, I started thinking about a podcast. I didn’t get into a graduate program the next year, so I applied for a different job that made me move to Sydney and gave me three months off after university to focus on this tiny show called The Psychology of Your 20s I was nurturing. Those mistakes were the gateway to an entirely different life I would have missed out on if everything had gone according to plan. What are your mistakes preparing you for? What if that failure is just a redirection?

Sometimes it’s hard to have that kind of positive attitude when nothing good seems to have come from your errors. That’s okay—there are plenty of times when that’s happened to me too. It’s at this point that we need to embrace radical self-compassion and practice forgiving ourselves for the times we didn’t know any better.

Self-forgiveness has two components: compassion and accountability. You need to master both. The first step is to show yourself the compassion you would have for others if they were in the same situation. Imagine it was your best friend, your sibling, your partner—anyone you love dearly—who made this mistake. Wouldn’t you want them to forgive themselves? What advice would you give them? Can you take your own advice in this situation? What kind of love would you show them at that moment? You should be showing yourself that same love. Just like you accept their doubts and mistakes, you can accept that you are equally as deserving of self-forgiveness. Second, take accountability. We all know that the best kind of friend is the one who is willing to tell you when you’ve messed up. They’re not going to sugarcoat your actions or immediately tell you everything’s fine, because, honestly, sometimes it isn’t. You need to be that friend. Take responsibility for the ways you perhaps objectively acted against your instincts, the errors you overlooked, and learn from them. Most people find it easier to bury their head in the sand or find excuses—it’s a lot more comfortable to think this way. But it also does little to help you in the long term, meaning the mistake loses its transformative power. It then becomes nothing more than a source of shame and embarrassment you’d rather ignore—when it could have the potential to make you into a better person.

Becoming more comfortable with your mistakes will make you a better person if you practice the art of fucking up: identifying the type of mistake you have made, releasing rather than absorbing it, and using this situation as a teachable moment.

If it won’t matter in five years, don’t spend more than five minutes thinking about it.

No one is paying that much attention to you. There is no spotlight on all the things you’ve done wrong.



Most mistakes are littles and mediums, not massives. Treat them as such.

When we choose to learn from our mistakes, they become valuable. When we choose to internalize our mistakes, they are worthless.







Chapter III

Risky Business

Your twenties are your decade for taking risks. Moving to a new city or a new country, starting over fresh in a new career, approaching that new person, leaving that stagnant relationship, quitting the toxic job and doing freelance, putting everything you’ve got into a passion. Each of us has something in mind that we think is a bit too risky to be realistic. But risks are our way of aligning our lives with our values and our dreams and saying to ourselves: “I care enough about my future to do the scary thing now, rather than face missing out later.”

There has never been a better time for you to do something that pushes you out of your comfort zone, to do something fueled by passion rather than reason, or to do something unexpected. Playing it safe may keep you comfortable, but it also keeps you in a predictable timeline. What often emerges from predictability is boredom. If you have never gotten accustomed to being a little bit scared by your decisions and the possibility of what comes next, it gets harder to embrace risk the older you get. The risks you choose to take in your twenties don’t necessarily have to be dangerous (they don’t even need to be spontaneous), but if you are going to take a huge leap of faith, there is no better decade than this one. Let me explain why.



Why Twenty-Somethings Should Take Risks

Why is a healthy level of risk-taking especially important in your twenties? First, risks can be the biggest catalysts for changing your life and the entire direction it goes in. Risks are sometimes the decisions with the biggest payoffs, if you can get past your initial fears. When you move beyond that fear and do the hard thing anyway, you become part of the elite 1 percent who get to say, “I did that, I tried, I went where others wouldn’t.”

Second, risks are essential for your growth and self-development—for figuring out who you are. The best memories and growth occur when you put yourself in a position where you are unsure about what comes next. As a result, you have more room for exploration, can test yourself, and build greater confidence in your abilities and resilience. I found this to be true when I quit my full-time job to speak about my twenties for a living. I was completely terrified but ready to try anything, and with more room to say yes, I could see where that took me. Now, with the gift of hindsight, I can see why that was one of the best decisions I ever made. I think I’m back in that phase right now: uncomfortable with what my future has in store but holding space to be open to possibility. The previous experience of quitting my job taught me that fear, uncertainty, and spontaneity are part of the process. Being a little bit afraid might even be the most necessary part. As the saying goes: Diamonds are made under pressure!

Risks are also an essential part of an exploratory mindset for your future. They allow you to see what is out there and what is possible, especially at an age when society is a lot more tolerant of a spontaneous and free-spirited attitude. And taking risks will give you something to be proud of the older you get. They give you the gift of a good story and a life well lived. Even if you’re in your twenties now, fifty years from now you’ll have something to tell your grandchildren or friends in the retirement home that makes them think, “They really got everything out of life.” But even more important, risks give you a sense of agency over your life. You are the driver, you are the decision-maker, you are in control of your destiny.

As the years go by, it becomes so much easier to do what is convenient and obvious, because there is less friction. We become a lot less active in our own decision-making, and to be honest, we get used to just being comfortable and not much else. But true growth and true happiness occur when we push beyond what is comfortable, beyond what feels safe, and into a place of expansion. I’ve also found that what is easy isn’t always what is best. It’s easy to spend your days watching TV, but that won’t make you feel great at the end of the night. It’s easy to do what is expected of you, but then you’re not really living your life for you. It’s easy to never move and stay in the same city or company your entire life, but that won’t necessarily leave you feeling fulfilled. It’s easy to put away your big hopes and creative dreams because it’s scary to think about failing, but how will you know unless you try?

Naturally, the risks you choose to take will look different based on your own values and life vision. It might mean going back to school at twenty-nine, taking a year off to travel solo, starting a business, moving to a new city where you know nobody, quitting your terrible job without a solid plan for what comes next, choosing to invest that time in a hobby or passion you love, or building something. On an even smaller level, risk can also show up in your daily interactions with those around you by being more honest about your feelings, introducing yourself, doing something that scares you, putting your hand up even if you’re unsure, going to events alone, or having difficult conversations. It all comes down to being able to say yes to an opportunity, even if you don’t feel prepared.

On paper, these things don’t seem too hard. And if taking those risks offered everything we’re promised—great payoffs, amazing memories, self-growth, fulfillment, excitement, a better future—it’s difficult to imagine why anyone would ever play it safe. But anyone who has ever contemplated a risky bet will know the fear that comes along with it.

Fear is the killer of dreams. Fear is what keeps us stagnant. We’re scared of failing, we’re scared of things not working out, of giving our dreams our everything and having nothing to show for it. We’re scared of feeling lonely, out of place, or insecure, of not being capable enough. We’re scared of what people might think: the judgment, potential embarrassment, or letting others down. Underneath it all is the fear of the unknown. If you’ve lived your life one way for the first two decades of your existence, what would it mean to turn it all upside down for an outcome you can’t predict? There is nothing safe or familiar about this level of uncertainty.

Why We Fear Risks

In order to take risks, we need to reframe our relationship with fear. Fear is actually a valuable emotion, and it serves a function like any other emotion we may experience. Fear is what keeps us safe by alerting us to the dangers around us—whether those are physical, social, or psychological. When we encounter something that could potentially harm us, an automatic process in our body is set off that will increase our chances for survival. It starts in the fear center of the brain, the amygdala, sending a distress signal to our command center, the hypothalamus, which then alerts the rest of the body to be prepared. It’s known in psychology as the fight-or-flight response, which has recently been adapted to also include freeze.

Essentially, if a giant predator is coming toward us, we can do one of three things: fight it off, run away, or freeze and hope it doesn’t see us. While we are making this decision, our sympathetic nervous system—the part of us that responds to dangerous and stressful situations—is doing everything it can to make sure we get through the situation. It’s flooding our body with adrenaline, increasing our heart rate to get more oxygen to all those crucial areas of our body, and shutting down all those other functions that aren’t immediately important, which all leads to that state of arousal and panic.

That fear response has evolved alongside our changing modern environment and the stressors and dangers that come with it. It’s no longer activated just by external threats, but by internal threats—fear of judgment, worries about the future, existential anxieties, social comparison—that we predict will harm our sense of stability and security. That includes real or imagined scenarios like: I’m going to fail and lose everything. I’ll make the wrong decision and end up alone or broke or lost. Our fears keep us stuck because we instinctively don’t want those mental predictions to come true, and it is easier to imagine failing than succeeding because our brain wants to keep us more alert to the outcome that poses the bigger threat.

The easiest way for our fears to never be realized is to never do anything risky. Great—we’ve found the solution! Fear, begone. Unfortunately, doing nothing is also the easiest way to be incredibly bored. Sure, you can stay in your safe bubble your entire life and never have to encounter any of those worries. But at the end of your life, you’ll have to face an even more terrifying reality: a life you never truly lived. There’s no taking that back. What you need to recognize and embrace is that nearly every decision you make in life can be reversed—except for the decisions you didn’t make.

Struggling with taking risks is not all about fear; it’s also about our perception of the different options and outcomes. Some people are more aware of what could go wrong than others. They pay closer attention to the level of uncertainty in their decisions and how terrible the imagined worst outcome would be, and this holds them back from risks. There are three kinds of people when it comes to risk-taking: the risk-averse, the risk-neutral, and the risk-loving.

The risk-loving are willing to bet more on a risk even if they’re not promised any real outcome or the promise of a potentially huge payoff. These individuals drop everything to take a job overseas without any certainty it will even exist when they arrive, or quit jobs whenever they feel the need, even if they’re not entirely sure a new opportunity will fall into their lap. Most of us don’t think this way. Instead, we are either risk-neutral or risk-averse.

Risk-neutral individuals could either take the risk or leave it. They are not influenced by how uncertain an outcome is, whether it is more or less likely to happen; they just choose what has the highest payoffs in their mind. If they have to choose between staying at their secure job or betting it all on their big new business idea, they won’t be thinking about how likely they are to succeed or the risk involved. They’ll simply choose whatever is going to give them the most of what they desire, whether that’s freedom, money, community, or fame.



Risk-averse individuals are very reluctant to jeopardize what they currently have for something that might be better or worse. Certainty is an important factor in their decision-making and may be worth more than any unpredictable payout. A paper by researchers at the University of Pennsylvania argued that this kind of risk aversion may be more common in anxious people. Reading that was like reading something I already knew was fact—like someone telling me, “The sky is blue” or “We need oxygen to survive.” Of course we anxious individuals are going to be more scared of taking risks, because we have already imagined every possible worst-case scenario and we have overthought every possible outcome. That is the nature of anxiety: we want to be prepared for absolutely everything that could ever possibly occur in the hopes of being more prepared if it actually occurs. Very rarely do our imagined hypotheticals come true, but they don’t need to come true for us to still be scared of the possibility. So we choose the outcome we can be sure of, which is the one we already have.

Fear and risk aversion are two factors that stop us from taking risks, but there is also an innate competition between passion and practicality. The average twenty-something is not necessarily off chasing the sunrise; they are also caretakers, parents, indebted to banks or loved ones, providers. You may want something more than anything else in the world, but there are money, security, health, family, and responsibilities to consider. It’s very easy to look at someone who has “abandoned” a dream and jump to the conclusion that they were just too scared. But not everyone is born with the same privilege to be able to take a year off to travel or move across the world or quit their nine-to-five for a side hustle.

Risks often require giving up something. Perhaps it’s a previous dream you have outgrown, or parts of your life that make you comfortable. For other people, it may mean giving up a whole way of survival and living. For most of us, practicality wins out over passion. But when we conceptualize risk differently, we begin to see that maybe our assumptions about the cost or compromise that comes with risk are misguided, and risk can be a club that welcomes everyone, even in small ways.

How to Take More Risks

There is no denying that risks are life-changing, but they also don’t have to be necessarily significant or spontaneous. We can put conscious thought into our risks and select them carefully. I think it’s a major misconception that taking risks means throwing all caution to the wind or having no plan whatsoever. There are two types of risks we can take, and one type is definitely preferable to the other, at least in my mind. Let’s talk about the distinction between bounded and unbounded risk.

Bounded risks are amazing and are the ones you should be taking. They have limited downside yet unbounded upsides or gains. Basically, this means there is a limit or cap to how much you can lose. Normally, bounded risks require some initial investment to get started, but that is all they will cost. That is a one-off temporary loss, but once you begin, there is no ceiling on what you can gain from this decision. Starting a podcast, building a new skill, committing to running a marathon, booking a nonrefundable flight—these are all examples of bounded risks. If it doesn’t work out, you won’t lose more than what you’ve already invested. Think about the plane ticket. If you don’t go on the trip, the most you lose is the cost of the fare, but you could gain a whole wealth of experiences from just pulling the trigger on your dream. Or take the decision to learn a new programming skill or language. You can walk away at any time. But if it does work, it could mean a new career, a new facet of your identity, a whole new lifestyle.

In contrast, there are also unbounded risks. There is nothing stopping this risk from getting out of control and no limit to how much you can lose. The example I always give is choosing to jump out of a plane. There is no limit to how much you could potentially lose in this situation, considering that you could die. Another example is putting all your money and savings into a poorly planned business idea. Or posting controversial things online. It could end up costing you your reputation, your friends, your career—a big risk with an unpredictable payoff. Hopefully you get the picture.
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