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Taking a Bite Out of the Big Avocado of Life


THIS IS A BOOK ABOUT AVOCADOES.


A curious global debate erupted in 2017. Amid years’ worth of complaints that young adults couldn’t afford to climb onto the first rung of the property ladder, Australian businessman Tim Gurner told a television interviewer the solution was easy: eat a simpler breakfast. “When I was trying to buy my first home, I wasn’t buying smashed avocado for $19 and four coffees at $4 each,” he said on Australia’s 60 Minutes.1 (In US dollars, around $15 per avocado and $3 per coffee.) Gurner—who was being featured on television in the first place because he’s a fabulously wealthy property magnate in his mid-thirties who built his business from scratch—bemoaned the lack of a work ethic in younger would-be homebuyers who wanted to buy first houses in nice neighborhoods without sacrificing much in the way of fancy breakfast foods to save for a down payment.*


The reaction was swift and furious. “Millennials have enough problems as it is. Must they give up avocado toast, too?” a New York Times article asked. That story went on to estimate that if young adults cut back their annual restaurant expenses to what their parents currently spend on eating out, it would still take 113 years for a young person to save up a 20 percent down payment on the median American home.2 Presumably young people in the United Kingdom are slightly better off, because in that country an angry columnist calculated she’d need to forego avocado toast for only 100 years to save her down payment. And because that was in the left-wing Guardian newspaper, the writer also needed to point out sternly that “brunch has become a convenient scapegoat for structural inequality.”3 The Los Angeles Times figured that a young person would need to pass up on daily $19 avocado toast—and not spend money on any other breakfast, either—for around 15 years to save up a down payment on the median house in Los Angeles County.4 Britain’s Independent newspaper captured some of the irate social media reaction from Millennials who had taken to Twitter—where else—to vent about Gurner’s suggestion: “‘Stop buying avocado toast’ is 2017’s ‘let them eat cake,’” said one. “I was gonna put a down payment on a house last year but then I spent $44,000 on avocado toast,” tweeted another.5


Then came the reaction to the reaction. “Avocado toast, expensive hobbies, car payments and the other splurges hurt our finances in huge ways,” personal-finance columnist Holly Johnson wrote in the Indianapolis Star. Johnson did some math of her own: “For example, ditch spending $20 on lunch and coffee on weekdays and you’ve got $100 per week and $400 per month to save. That’s $4,800 [per year] to save for a home or throw towards those nagging student loans.”6 That theme reappeared in Britain in November, when a real estate agency concluded that if young couples stopped spending on coffee, gym memberships, vacations, eating out, new cellphones, and lottery tickets (really?!) for five years, they could in fact save enough for a down payment.7 And maybe young people were putting a little too much emphasis on avocado after all. A survey released only a few months after Gurner’s firestorm found that one-third of British young adults rated the prospect of buying an unripe avocado by accident to be among their biggest worries.8 Within roughly a week of Gurner’s now-infamous interview, an Australian coffee shop invented the “avolatte”—a latte served in an avocado skin, combining in one bizarre product the two expensive vices that allegedly prevent the modern young adult from saving.9 Just one month before Gurner gave his interview, an all-avocado restaurant had opened in Brooklyn, New York’s bastion of the hip and the young.10
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The whole avocado thing neatly encapsulates the way we think and talk about Millennials. Gurner didn’t literally mean that one could save for a down payment simply by giving the Starbucks or the vegan café a pass in the morning, even if we do all spend more than we realize on fancy coffee each year. But he was pretty direct in claiming today’s young people are lazy. The bigger point of his avocado riff was his account of his intense work ethic when he was just starting out, working what sounds like eighteen-hour days to build a property empire. He argued that today’s twenty-somethings have lost that element of get-up-and-go. They’re not trying as hard as their elders did to get ahead in the world, and shouldn’t be surprised when they don’t enjoy material payoffs as a result.


This impression of youth work ethic is unfair to Millennials. But it’s a pervasive attitude that seems intuitive to a lot of older adults and even many younger ones. And one reason so many older adults believe younger adults are spoiled is because in a way we are.† The material well-being of people in their late teens, twenties, and thirties today is better than for any generation in history at this point in their life cycle. More of us, who were born starting around 1980, have survived to an age where we can contemplate spreading avocado on toast. In the developed world, we’ve licked the childhood diseases—polio, measles, whooping cough, smallpox—that used to terrify the parents of the Baby Boom generation as they sent their children out to the playground or the public swimming pool. Almost every aspect of daily life is easier now than it was even twenty years ago, from doing homework (Google), to communication (iPhone), to entertainment (Netflix), even to hailing a taxi (Uber) or finding a mate (Tinder). Millennials are the first American generation in at least three not to grow up against the backdrop of a major war threatening its young men with mass conscription just as they enter adulthood.‡


Much of this is the legacy of the Baby Boomers. The way we talk about the Boomers is just as skewed as the way we discuss their Millennial young adult children. Boomers get a bad rap, sometimes deservedly so, for their selfishness and frivolity, their spendthrift tendencies and their apparent fear of aging, their failure to think about the future. One author has even called them “a generation of sociopaths.”11 But the One Big Thing they’ve done right is to create a world for their children that is in many important ways more secure and more prosperous than the one they inherited, or than any previous generation could have imagined. The Boomers reduced or eliminated many of the threats that used to imperil young people—by curing diseases, installing airbags in cars, inventing new weapons to fight wars at lower risk to troops, and so much more. And other benefits are in store, too. The avocado uproar obscured what to an economist was one of Tim Gurner’s more interesting observations: Baby Boomers will eventually pass to their children an enormous inheritance windfall in the form of the Boomers’ own houses. Why aren’t their kids a little more grateful?


The paradox for Millennials is that while daily life is now safer and more comfortable than ever before, long-term security feels much more elusive than it was for our parents, even as those parents didn’t always have such an easy time either. We can have that avocado toast, or vegan granola, or a tall skinny chai latte, on our way to work. But that work is more likely to be a contract position with fewer benefits than our parents had. We can live among the bright lights, constant stimulation, and modern conveniences of the big city. But good luck affording our first house or apartment. We can stash away some spare change—perhaps from eating less avocado toast—in an online bank account whose balance we can check on our smartphones, but how much will we need for a comfortable retirement, and will we ever be able to save up that much spare change? We can inherit substantial property wealth from our parents’ estates, but considering our parents’ average life expectancies, we’re unlikely to get our hands on that money when we really need it to buy a house, invest for our retirement, or put our own kids through college one day.


So both sides were right in the Great Avocado Battle of 2017. Millennials are spoiled in ways that baffle both our elders and ourselves. But we also are suffering economically, in ways that will have profound consequences. That paradox can, and should, be framed in a more controversial way: How is it that the Baby Boomers who are bequeathing their children such a comfortable today have also managed to steal those children’s tomorrows out from under them? That’s the story of this book.


Millennial Madness


First, though, a simple question with a surprisingly complex answer: What the heck is a “Millennial,” anyway? There are scads of books and articles debating how to market to us in stores and online, and how to manage us in the workplace; what we like to watch on TV and at the movies, and where we like to live; and what we think about the society around us, and how we vote. We’re variously described either as America’s next “greatest generation” in waiting or as a bunch of pathetic snowflakes who will never make anything of ourselves or our country. Millennials ourselves seem unsure about whether we face the prospect of a difficult life or whether we’re the luckiest generation in history. And we don’t know whether we’re victims of social and economic forces beyond our control or whether we’re victims of our own bad decisions.


The one thing all these assessments have in common is that they never manage to agree with each other over what a “Millennial” is.§ The contrast with the Baby Boom is instructive. That generation arose in a definable historical and social moment—between the end of World War II and the introduction of the birth control pill—and also was the product of an identifiable demographic phenomenon. For about twenty years after the war, for reasons that still aren’t fully understood, America’s fertility rate shot upward. At the height of the Baby Boom, the average American woman could expect to have three children over her lifetime—compared to an average of two in the generation before and the decades since.12 The demographic expansion ran from 1946 until 1964 before dropping off, and those years have become the most widely accepted parameters for what constitutes a Baby Boomer.


Millennials don’t have a clearly defined starting point of that sort.¶ We’re more famous for a midpoint: the year 2000. The term “Millennial” traces back to pop historians William Strauss and Neil Howe, who coined it in the late 1980s to describe the preschoolers of that era—kids who would graduate high school in 2000. Millennials featured prominently in their 1991 book, Generations: The History of America’s Future, 1584–2069, partly because at the time Millennials were the next big new thing and partly because Millennials would also make a good test case for Strauss and Howe’s controversial theory that generations display identifiable common social traits and that different types of generational characteristics repeat in predictable cycles.13


Not that they were exactly prophetic. They did expect that Millennials would experience an economic crisis at some point in our early adulthood, as part of the authors’ broader theory that such crises recur at predictable intervals.* Some of Strauss and Howe’s predictions for what the Millennials would be like when we reached adulthood seem quaint now. Millennial “youth culture,” they said, “will be more clean-cut and homogeneous” than anything since the 1930s, and teen sex would become more responsible both in the wealthy suburbs and in the inner cities.14† Their work and many similar theories over the years feed off of a general tendency to overstate the significance of “generations.” To think about a generation as a world-historical force implies that its members share common experiences and, as a result, a common worldview that’s different from the experiences and outlooks of their elders or their children. Strauss and Howe took things one step further by suggesting that generations were shaped not only by common experiences but by some innate natural cycle. But people and societies are much more complex than that, as the Boomers themselves demonstrate. Baby Boomers encompassed flower-power hippies, Vietnam War recruits and draftees, and even the yuppies of the early 1980s. Their young musical tastes ranged from Motown to disco to punk rock, depending on exactly when they were born, where they grew up, and their own individual preferences.


The alternative to talking about “generations” is the far more modest idea of a birth cohort, which emphasizes that often the only thing many members of a so-called generation share with each other is their age.15 That is certainly true of American Millennials, who show the same remarkable diversity of ethnic and cultural backgrounds, religious views, economic status, and political views as every previous generation (or birth cohort) has—or more so.


Still, there is an identifiable Millennial cohort or generation simply as a matter of numbers.‡ Approximately sixty-two million Millennials were born in the United States between 1981 and 1996, the cutoffs the Pew Research Center has adopted for our cohort. That’s more than the fifty-five million members of Generation X born between 1965 and 1980, but well off the seventy-six million births during the Baby Boom.16 The Millennial birth boom coincides with the period when the largest number of Boomers were in their late twenties through their early forties. But the Millennial cohort is at best an echo of the Baby Boom. Boomer women didn’t replicate their mothers’ higher fertility rates. There are a lot of Millennials primarily because there are a lot of Boomers, not because each Boomer had a larger-than-usual number of children.


The number of Millennials born in the United States tells only part of the story, however. There were around seventy-one million Millennials living here as of 2018, compared to seventy-four million Boomers, and within a year Millennials will outnumber Boomers.17§ Some studies, defining Millennials using slightly different birth years, estimate that we had overtaken Boomers even earlier.18¶ That’s because we’re a generation of immigrants. Some 15 percent of Millennials now residing in the United States were born somewhere else.* That’s not quite as high as the foreign-born proportion was for young adults in the middle of the large waves of immigration that crested in the 1910s, but it’s close.19 And in addition to those Millennials who are immigrants ourselves, many of us are the children of immigrants. Around 25 percent of Millennials speak a language other than English at home, compared to 10 percent of Boomers.20†


Partly owing to that immigration trend and partly as a result of longer-running demographic transformations (including differences in birth rates among members of various ethnic groups who already were living in the United States), Millennials look very different from previous cohorts. As of 2015, around 56 percent of American Millennials were white, compared to 75 percent of Americans born before 1960.‡ Hispanic representation among Millennials has exploded, such that Hispanics now account for 21 percent of the Millennial population compared to 7 percent of Boomers when they were the same age in 1980.§ The representation of Asians and African Americans among Millennials also has increased.21 And that’s only one factor that can make us tough to peg in a cultural sense. It’s probably fair to say that Boomers shared more common cultural experiences with each other than had been the case for earlier generations. Their youth, which coincided with the proliferation of television, seemed to produce a single national culture to a degree that hadn’t quite existed before. Millennials, in contrast, have come of age in an era of the internet, smartphones, video streaming, and a seemingly inexorable trend toward individualization in everything from music playlists on Spotify to targeted advertising on Google and Facebook.


The Crisis Generation


Yet there is something that binds Millennials together, even if it’s not a character trait or clear-cut cultural tastes: an economic catastrophe. The one experience Millennial Americans all share is that our early adult years have been dominated by an economy that has failed us over and over again. The 2007–2008 global financial panic and ensuing Great Recession hit us at a particularly vulnerable moment in our economic lives, and since then we’ve had a decade stolen out from under us.


That crisis didn’t match the 1929 stock market crash and Great Depression for sheer scale of economic destruction, but the events of 2007 and after were by far the most dire since the 1930s. And it has become a cruel joke for Millennials because at first it looked as if we’d escape the worst of the carnage. Take the housing market, whose downturn set the calamity in motion. Changes in house prices are hard to measure, since the housing market is both large and diverse, but by one plausible estimate, homes lost 33 percent of their value nationwide from the 2006 peak to the 2011 trough.22 In the hardest-hit geographic areas, house prices fell far more. American households are estimated to have lost more than $7 trillion in housing equity during the crisis.23 Millennials were mostly too young to have bought into the market—the biggest losers from this downturn were members of Gen X, who were most likely to have bought at the peak of the market and to own the least equity—and in theory a downward correction in prices could have given us a boost as we prepared to buy in the following years.


It was the same with the stock market, which started to swing wildly as the housing meltdown gathered pace. Between the stock market’s peak in October 2007 and its trough in March 2009, the Dow Jones Industrial Average measuring the stock prices of America’s bluest of blue-chip stocks lost 54 percent of its value. The S&P 500, a larger index of big companies, lost 57 percent between its peak and trough. And shares had a bumpy ride on the way down, with massive up-and-down swings from day to day for more than a year through the financial panic. This shouldn’t have been a disaster for Millennials, since we were mostly too young to own shares at that point, and a down market might even have presented a buying opportunity.


But of course we didn’t escape, because the crisis didn’t stop there. Instead, these market gyrations triggered an economic disaster that has echoed for years. Wall Street couldn’t cope. Banks had accumulated more and more securities whose value was tied to the mortgage market, as we’ll see in greater detail in Chapter 4. When the housing market seized up, so did the banks. Three hundred twenty-two banks with assets totaling $641 billion failed between 2008 and 2010, compared to only a handful per year before the crisis period; bank bankruptcies would continue at a higher than usual rate until at least 2014.24 And that was just the deposit-taking banks covered by the Federal Deposit Insurance Corporation. Investment banks, mortgage lenders, and insurers would suffer their own traumas. Some of Wall Street’s most storied names—Bear Sterns, Lehman Brothers, Merrill Lynch—would disappear entirely or be absorbed by stronger rivals. So would newer upstarts that had nevertheless become household names in areas such as mortgage financing, Countrywide Financial being the largest. Fannie Mae and Freddie Mac—which, as we’ll see, had played such an important role in the housing market before the crisis—were effectively nationalized.


This financial-and-housing pandemonium inevitably fed into the Main Street economy, as some businesses struggled to judge how quickly the economy might recover and others struggled to borrow from banks that were teetering on the edge. Gross domestic product (GDP), adjusted for inflation, shrank by around 4 percent from its 2007 peak to its 2009 trough.25 Around 4.3 million individuals and 165,000 businesses filed for bankruptcy between 2009 and 2011, as the effects of the recession sank in, and personal bankruptcies in particular would remain elevated for several years after.26 The overall unemployment rate shot up to 10.6 percent (not seasonally adjusted) at its peak in January 2010, a level not seen since early 1983.27


And when the economy did return to growth, it did so only very slowly. Annual GDP adjusted for inflation wouldn’t recover to its precrisis level until mid-2011. That was years after the Great Recession officially ended in 2009, and a longer lag than the American economy had experienced after any previous recession during Millennials’ lifetimes.28 Even after recovering the ground lost in the recession, the economy hardly roared back to life. GDP growth averaged around 2 percent per year in the first five years of the recovery. This was unprecedented compared to previous recessions, when the economy had rebounded much more quickly, with growth rates topping 3 percent in the early years after the downturn.29 One percentage point might sound undramatic, but it makes an enormous difference in an economy America’s size—hundreds of billions of dollars in output that never happened. And because GDP growth compounds, the slow recovery put America on a permanently lower trajectory. Unemployment glided down only very slowly and was still around 6 percent five years after its peak. It wouldn’t approach its prerecession low until late 2016.


This is definitely not what Millennials grew up expecting the economy to be like for us. Americans of all ages have been living with the aftermath of the Great Recession for so long that it can be easy to lose sight of the particular experiences of Millennials. So it’s worth looking at the group of people born in 1982, the most millennial of Millennials who graduated from high school in spring 2000. This is a birth-year cohort I know well, since I’m part of it.


When we were in high school in the late 1990s, we could tell times were good. I grew up in Vermont, one of the poorer states in America on average, so it certainly didn’t feel like a go-go era. But there was a sense that for people who worked hard enough, there would be opportunities. Those of us who were paying close attention might have noticed that America’s transition away from a manufacturing-focused economy was accelerating (I will not claim to have understood this at the time myself), but we were young enough that we had time to prepare for other careers instead. The internet was coming into its own as an economic phenomenon. And in plenty of other ways that mattered, the economy was terrific. Such as the price of gas. When we Millennials started to get our driver’s licenses in 1998, I could put more than half a tank of gas in my mom’s emerald-green Plymouth Voyager minivan for $10 or less if I went to the right gas station. That didn’t quite make up for having to drive an emerald-green Plymouth Voyager minivan all over town, but it helped.


Those of us who decided to skip college and go straight to work entered the labor force in spring 2000, when the late-’90s economy still was booming along. At that point, the unemployment rate was below 4 percent, a level not seen since the late 1960s.30 These Millennials were more exposed to the labor market during the recession of the early 2000s, but in retrospect that downturn seems mild—a GDP contraction of 0.6 percent in inflation-adjusted terms and an unemployment high of around 6.5 percent that quickly started to fall again.31 The rest of us went to college, graduating in 2004. By then the tech bubble had long since burst, and America had suffered the worst terror attack in its history on September 11, 2001. But while we may have felt some economic anxiety about our job prospects—to say nothing of the effects terrorism and the ensuing wars in Afghanistan and Iraq had on our general sense of security—it still felt as if things would work out for us in the end. The economy appeared to be rebounding from its post–dot-com and terrorism trough. It wasn’t yet clear (as we’ll see in coming chapters) that from that point forward America’s postrecession recoveries would be “jobless,” failing to re-create lost employment opportunities.


And sure enough, those of us older Millennials who had the good fortune to graduate earlier in the 2000s did enjoy a few reasonably good years. The 2004–2006 period was a boom. It felt as though most members of my graduating class from the College of William and Mary were landing on our feet in the working world. My first job was at a small quarterly magazine in Washington, DC, and although the pay was hardly glamorous (it took me months to save up the money to buy an Ikea dresser so I could store my clothes somewhere other than the floor), I got an above-inflation raise within the first year, and an even bigger pay bump when I moved into my second job. The only sour note was a property market that, especially in areas like DC, was so hot that it was clear ownership would have to wait for a few years. By late 2006, when I got a life-changing job offer to go work for the Wall Street Journal in Hong Kong, I’d managed to move far enough up the career-and-pay ladder to afford luxuries like occasional nights out, a growing collection of books, and a new set of pots and pans in the kitchen of my first solo apartment.


I was incredibly lucky, and so were the other Millennials born at the same time who followed roughly the same trajectory. Because by 2007—when we were just turning twenty-five and barely starting to hit some of our prime career-building years—the worst financial crisis since the Great Depression had started. We’d struggle to hold on for dear life as the crisis and ensuing Great Recession threatened our jobs and nascent prosperity. Those who were born just a few years after us would struggle to stay afloat at all. Millennials born after 1990—and many born in the years just before that—have only ever known one of the deepest recessions and the slowest postrecession recovery in American history during their working lives.


The Theft of a Decade


This book calls that phenomenon—the uniquely serious economic challenges Millennials have faced since 2008—the theft of a decade. It’s important to be clear from the start about who stole what from whom, and how. The “how” is in some ways the easiest question to answer, although it will take the bulk of this book to dig into it in depth, and my conclusions may be challenging for both the political Right and the political Left.


Since 2008, Millennials have fallen victim to two separate but closely related economic problems. The first is a longer-term transformation in the American economy, and it isn’t quite the transformation most people usually have in mind when this subject comes up.


We’re used to thinking about America’s economic evolution from a manufacturing powerhouse into a services titan. That change has preoccupied the Boomers for most of their own working lives. Going back to the 1970s, American factories already were starting to close, while those that remained had invested ever more heavily in automation. The “death of American manufacturing” is mired in controversy—by some measures manufacturing has declined steadily as a proportion of total GDP since the 1950s; by other measures it’s holding more or less steady—but America still is very much an economy that produces physical things in addition to all those services.32 And it’s clear that the nature of American manufacturing has changed significantly, as has the nature of employment within manufacturing industries. This work has become progressively higher skilled and more productive, while many workers who couldn’t keep up with the transformation (or, far more often, whose employers couldn’t keep up) have struggled to navigate the new economy. Manufacturing’s share of employment has fallen from above 30 percent in the 1950s to less than 10 percent now.33


Countless economists going back forty years or more have tried to dig into what’s driving this transformation. Commonly cited culprits include technological advances, especially the computing revolution; foreign trade, especially with super-efficient industrial powerhouses such as Germany or Japan or low-wage behemoths such as China; US domestic tax policies and economic regulations; other policy failures such as deteriorating public education—you name it, someone has probably thought of it as an explanation for this switch. Yet it’s important to note that while this particular transformation has been painful for many Americans, it’s been good for many others. The broadening of the US economy to encompass more and more creative service industries has created unprecedented new career opportunities for Americans. It’s safe to say that in twenty-first-century America, it is easier than it has been at any earlier time in human history for people to find their niches in the economy no matter what their precise mix of individual skills and interests.


But this book will argue that debates about the evolution of manufacturing and services have distracted from a much deeper transformation, which has also become especially problematic for Millennials. The way America thinks about investment—how we stimulate it, how we direct it, how we tax it, how we regulate it—has changed in important ways over the past thirty to forty years. We’ve developed a taste for quick but large returns at the expense of slower and steadier growth rooted in broad-based investment to make large numbers of workers and industries more productive. We’ve focused more and more on the financial mechanics of the economy to create an appearance of economic growth, while missing the true significance of the fact that the American economy was becoming less well balanced—less productive than it could or should be in many areas, while new investment of both money and human energy was devoted to a relatively small number of industries, such as finance or tech.


This sounds like a theme that some economists and authors on the political Left have started to run with in recent years,¶ so I should be clear from the start that this is not an indictment of Wall Street, or “the finance industry,” or “short-termism” among corporate managers, or excessive executive pay. The success of the American economy relies on our world-leading financial system, which does a better job than any of its competitors anywhere at funding innovation. One thing I’ve found striking as a journalist in Asia and Europe is how jealous foreign business leaders and politicians are—whether or not they admit it—of America’s dense network of pension funds and institutional investors, investment banks, hedge funds, private equity, and venture capital. They recognize that these innovations have fueled what growth America has experienced over the past decade, and for many decades before that. Foreigners are in awe of the financial prowess we Americans so often disdain.


Rather, I’m going to argue that too often our political leaders have gotten in the way of the best parts of our financial web, and that this has gotten worse as Boomers of both political parties have progressively gained control of Washington. “Financialization,” as critics describe the outsize role Wall Street plays in the American economy, didn’t happen because cynical finance whizzes manipulated naïve politicians into letting the bankers get away with economic murder. Rather, Boomer politicians themselves understood the need to stimulate more investment on Main Street but chose problematic ways to do so. America’s failure, which has become Millennials’ acute crisis, is that politicians have steadily narrowed the range of investments that can be profitable for investors. The Boomers managed, mostly accidentally, to create an economy that rewards certain kinds of investment and punishes others. As we’ll see, too often this has meant rewarding the kinds of financial activity that contributed to the 2007–2008 crisis and could yet cause another one and punishing financial activity that would invest in job creation and real economic growth on Main Street. Millennials as a cohort are paying the heaviest price yet for these decisions.


Our changing approach to investment has had a wide range of effects on the Millennials who emerged into this new economic universe. For example, the American economy has witnessed a growing wariness on the part of many companies to invest in industries or technologies that require substantial labor, and instead have shifted toward investments in labor replacement. This isn’t new in economic history, but the scale and effects of these trends in the United States right now also aren’t obviously inevitable and are leading our economy in new and often troubling directions. One consequence Millennials grapple with is a hollowing out of the job market, which can provide some work for very highly skilled individuals in the upper reaches of the economy and a lot of jobs in service industries at the bottom of the ladder, but which struggles to create jobs in the middle ranks in terms of skills and pay.


Another consequence of this transformation is that as companies invest less in their own workers, workers must invest in their own training and skills. Millennials have done so with sometimes reckless abandon. This is part of the explanation for our fetish for advanced education and the enormous debts we’ve taken on to go to school. And most spectacularly, especially in the 2004–2006 period, the American economy seemed to become a giant machine for diverting investment capital into housing—with dire consequences for Millennials that continue to this day, in the housing market and beyond.


This need not be a partisan issue. Many free-market conservative or classically liberal economists and commentators* are wary of many of the turns our economy has taken over the past generation—because too often these distortions have happened thanks to misguided policy decisions made in Washington, DC. One problem Millennials face in the labor market now is that for many years, Washington has leaned on the scales by using regulation to inadvertently make hiring workers in many potentially highly productive industries too expensive, while making investment capital cheaper than it otherwise would have been. The argument here isn’t that the free market has failed, but that Washington has failed to let the free market work as it should. If there’s a challenge for political conservatives in this, it’s to recognize that for all the political successes Republicans have notched up since the 1980s, significant areas of the economy remained incompletely or improperly reformed.


Importantly, those failures feed directly into the second economic problem that has afflicted Millennials since the Great Recession: the Boomers who by then controlled Washington got the response to the financial crisis and its aftermath mostly wrong.


One of the surprises lurking throughout this book is the realization of just how little changed in the American economy after 2008. That’s counterintuitive because the political battles that marked the aftermath of the crisis were so fierce—and continue to this day. President Barack Obama, elected by frightened and frustrated voters in the depth of the financial crisis, came into office with a left-wing, progressive vision of American governance that sparked passionate controversy. The fiscal-stimulus bill he and Democratic allies on Capitol Hill passed broke records for one-off spending legislation. The Affordable Care Act, also known as Obamacare, sought to remake a health care system that accounted for around one-sixth of annual economic output. He signed a sweeping overhaul of Wall Street regulations. Other policymakers took unprecedented steps—especially the Federal Reserve, which cut interest rates to levels they’d never been before and rolled out policies such as quantitative easing that most people have heard of but few fully understand. And then, eight years after the crisis, in 2016 Americans embarked on yet another big experiment—some might call it a huge gamble—with Donald J. Trump. We’ve never had a president like him, for better or for worse, and his administration alongside a Republican-controlled Congress for his first two years† refashioned America’s tax code and overhauled economic regulations to an extent most Americans don’t realize.


So in one sense it often feels like the decade since the crisis and Great Recession has been a period of nearly unprecedented experimentation in Washington, as politicians and policymakers have struggled to recover from an enormous financial panic and then put the economy back on track to generate growth and jobs. Yet as we’ll see again and again throughout this book, the standard response from both political parties—now firmly under Boomer management—has been to double down on economic theories and policies leftover from when they were younger. This was clear in many of the Obama administration’s labor policies, and it’s apparent in a Trump trade policy that’s straight out of the 1970s and ’80s. It’s true in some surprising ways of the Affordable Care Act‡ and also in some of Trump’s ill-considered pronouncements on what he wishes the independent Federal Reserve would do with interest rates. The response to the crisis has been more of what didn’t work before—more, in fact, of what created the conditions that led to the crisis in the first place. This fact is at the heart of much of what has gone wrong for Millennials entering the economy for the first time during that crucial decade.


And yes, it’s all the Boomers’ fault—even going back to the 1980s.


That’s not always obvious. Although the first Boomer wasn’t elected president until 1992, and Boomers didn’t account for a majority of members of the House of Representatives until the 1998 midterm election, Boomers have played a decisive role in American life and our political process since they were much younger.34 Ronald Reagan won the presidency in 1980 and 1984 with the support of large numbers of young voters—he effectively tied with Jimmy Carter for voters ages eighteen to thirty in 1980, and thumped Walter Mondale in that age bracket in 1984.35 Those voters were Boomers, and their role in shaping what would prove to be such consequential election outcomes is evidence of the Boomer generation’s political clout. Also in that era growing numbers of Boomers were climbing corporate ladders across the country and increasingly shaping business decisions, moving to Washington and state capitals and serving as the policy aides and junior staffers who influence so much of what happened in government, becoming journalists, teachers, and community leaders, and taking on many other influential roles. They may not have been fully in charge in an obvious sense until Bill Clinton moved into the White House in January 1993, but their political and policy perspectives started exercising a pull in American public life well before that.


They got a lot wrong in their day—a lot—and Millennials continue to pay the price for those mistakes. But one needs to have a certain respect, and even sympathy, for the Boomers. They didn’t always have such a great run in the economy of their day. The industrial and investment transformations that started in earnest in the 1970s hit the Boomers just as they were launching their careers—the same point in the lifespan at which the Great Recession clobbered Millennials. The Boomers have spent most of their political lives—not to mention most of their careers—trying to manage the fallout from those transformations. Nowadays we tend to associate Boomers with a long-bygone era of suburbia, Leave It to Beaver, and the lifetime factory job. But that was their youth, and the main adult beneficiaries of that economy were the Boomers’ own parents. By the time the Boomers were young adults, America was suffering through bouts of stagflation, urban riots, gas lines, and President Jimmy Carter’s infamous “malaise” speech.


That doesn’t let the Boomers off the hook for their bad decisions over the past generation, but it offers some important context. Many of their worst economic policy mistakes in the years since are best understood as failed attempts to grapple with the changes they were forced to live through. Their economic sin, and it’s a big one, has been to fail to recognize soon enough that their fixes weren’t truly working as hoped, and their insistence after the Great Recession on doubling down on what they thought they knew, instead of admitting that America needed to go back to the drawing board.


Meanwhile, if we’re not going to go quite so hard on the Boomers—calling them a “generation of sociopaths” is probably a bit much—we also shouldn’t go quite so easy on Millennials. Or more precisely, it’s important to understand that not all Millennials are the same, and some have suffered differently or worse in the postcrisis economy than others have.


My husband and I enjoy sometimes watching the reality competition show The Amazing Race, in which teams of two rush around the world running or driving through exotic locales as they scurry to complete challenges that often resemble a scavenger hunt. One thing the show hammers home (and the source of much of the dramatic tension in each episode) is that not everyone has a very good sense of direction. Some contestants seem to be natural navigators, able to quickly decipher maps and orient themselves in foreign cities. Others, well, aren’t. And more often than not, the team that misses a crucial exit on the highway or makes a wrong turn while hurrying through a Vietnamese fish market or a German castle ends up losing the game.


A similar divide is emerging among Millennials as we struggle to navigate an economy that has gone haywire over the past decade. Some of us are what I’d call navigator Millennials. Those Millennials have managed to intuit the tips and tricks they need to keep their bearings and figure out how to launch careers, pay off school debts, and maybe even buy a house despite all the challenges bad Boomer decisions have thrown at them. Often, of course, their families or communities have helped. This can take the form of direct financial aid to pay for college or put a down payment on a home. But probably more important is what sociologists think of as “social capital.” That encompasses the skills their parents teach them, anything from character traits such as perseverance to coaching on navigating a collaborative white-collar office job to how to pick a good credit-card deal. It includes the expertise of the guidance counselors at better high schools in terms of gaming selective college-admissions processes. And don’t forget the social connections these Millennials build up in their neighborhoods and schools, which help launch them into internships and jobs.


But others of us lack those advantages. It’s not quite right to say these Millennials lack a natural sense of direction, but they’re missing a map that would help them find their way through an education system, labor market, housing market, and society in general that all have been reshaped—or deformed—by the Great Recession. Sociologists have started tackling this problem of social capital and the fact that some people seem to be losing it. The reasons are many and complex, and that’s not what this book is going to be about. But it’s an important backdrop to much of the economic discussion that will follow here. One consequence of the ways in which our economy has evolved, and of the ways that this evolution has accelerated since the financial crisis, is that it is becoming harder and harder for Millennials to navigate without a map.


This can have significant implications for understanding what’s going wrong for us. For example, don’t automatically pity the Millennial who has graduated from college with a master’s degree in English and $100,000 in debt. There are very few of us who labor under that sort of burden—fewer than 5 percent of all student-loan borrowers. And the vast majority of that small minority who do end up in that trap are navigator Millennials. They have a lot of debt today, but they also have an education with brand-name cachet, immense social capital, a lot of personal connections in the academic and working worlds, and many other advantages that give them the wherewithal to boost their earnings over time.


Rather, the crisis of student debt is among mapless Millennials—students who borrowed “only” $15,000 for a degree they thought would yield a higher-paying job but who either weren’t able to complete the degree or discover they misjudged how the labor market would reward their education. Those Millennials don’t have a wealth of parental experience in navigating a complex job market to tap, or a lot of tony connections from school to ease a path into a career. They’ve just got the debt and no clear avenue available for paying it off.


These mapless Millennials are some of the biggest victims of the Boomer theft of a decade.


Once Upon a Time…


There have been many disasters worse than the Great Recession. The Babylonian conquest of Jerusalem, the collapse of the western Roman Empire, the Black Death, and the World Wars of the twentieth century all come to mind. It pays to keep some perspective. Unlike so many of those natural or historical disasters, we’re going to have a chance to try to fix our own disaster soon. Many of our ills over the past decade have resulted from political and policy choices, not impersonal forces of nature or history. That means that, as we Millennials reach the point in our lives where we’re finally voting in larger numbers, holding political office, and shaping our economy from the grassroots up, we’re going to have a chance to change course. And we’ll be responsible to ourselves and our own children if we fail. We need to understand what has happened to us over the past decade so we can make better decisions over the coming decade.


Put a different way: we need to get our facts straight.


Millennials are in search of explanations for what has happened to us over the past decade, and we will reward politicians, parties, or movements that can offer a plausible story about the crisis, the recession, and the way forward. We’re not offering our party loyalty; we’re demanding answers.


We’ve already figured out what didn’t, and doesn’t, work: the big idea that the Boomers have followed for most of their political lives. This idea is an economic centrism that holds that one can meld the power of the state with the power of the market to deliver both prosperity and economic security. This centrism has taken many forms over much of the Boomers’ lifetimes, among both Republicans and Democrats. It’s the type of Republican neoconservatism that teaches one can use the insights of the markets to deliver better government services such as education or entitlements, and the Democratic “third way” espoused by Bill Clinton that would use the government to try to guide the market toward specific outcomes such as better wages or more investment in productive high-tech industries. Neither party has always been entirely comfortable with it, and some politicians—Ronald Reagan and Barack Obama, for example—have pulled further away from the center than others. But the Boomers in this sense mostly thought they could have it all: the security of a government looking out for them and the prosperity only a free market can provide. This idea is embedded in a lot of the bad Boomer decisions this book will highlight.


That system seemed to work for a while, but over the past decade Millennials have confronted its failings and then some. Those include many of the distortions we’ll encounter throughout this book.


Our lingering uncertainty on what will truly work for us is why it’s so important that we look back over the past decade and make a serious effort to understand what has happened to us, and to the economy. It’s not about feeling sorry for ourselves, or cataloging all the mistakes Boomers made that have backfired to our detriment—although that’s necessarily a big part of this story. Rather, my goal is to tell a story of the way the post-2008 decade was stolen from Millennials so that we can demand better of ourselves in the future. Even a decade on, we still don’t fully understand where we are or how we got here. It’s time for us to start figuring it out.





* Gurner wasn’t the first person to highlight the avocado-youth-housing nexus. Credit for that goes to another Australian, Bernard Salt, who suggested in a tongue-in-cheek column in the Australian Magazine in October 2016 that young people could save more quickly for a home if they ate out less often (Bernard Salt, “Moralisers, We Need You!,” Australian Magazine, October 15, 2016). Salt had previously coined the phrase “Goat’s Cheese Curtain” to describe the boundary between trendy, hipster-infested inner cities where goat’s cheese is a menu staple and the normal rest of the country. Why Australians have a particular fixation on the dining habits of the young remains a mystery.


† I’m a Millennial myself, having been born in 1982.


‡ For all that the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq—and more recently Syria—have dominated the news and our politics, to an extraordinary degree they have not impinged on the daily lives of the vast majority of young Americans.


§ They don’t even always agree on what to call us. “Generation Y” sometimes shows up to describe Millennials, since we followed Gen X.


¶ Throughout this book, I’ll include notes on the birth years researchers use to define different generations in their work.


* Although there’s less to this cyclicality than their book made out: Major crises in the Anglo-Saxon world recur at eighty-five-year intervals, they note, except for one that occurred at a remove of eighty-seven years from the prior crisis, and another at ninety-nine years. And all five of the crises they describe exhibited substantially similar generational characteristics among their protagonists, except for the one—20 percent of the sample—that didn’t. (William Strauss and Neil Howe, Generations: The History of America’s Future, 1584–2069 [New York: William Morrow, 1991], 86–92.)


† This is at odds with actual experience, which shows growing differences in social mores across socioeconomic and urban-rural divides.


‡ For simplicity, I’ll use these terms interchangeably throughout the book.


§ Using Pew’s birth-year demarcations.


¶ This study defines Millennials as born 1981–1997.


* Millennials born 1978–1993 and ages twenty to thirty-four in 2013.


† Boomers born 1946–1962; Millennials born 1981–1997. Note that some studies cited in this book will use nonstandard definitions for Boomers, too. Much government data, such as Census Bureau statistics, sort numbers based on the age of the respondent when the survey is taken, rather than cohort. For example, this survey focuses on data for individuals ages eighteen to thirty-four at the time the survey was performed.


‡ Millennials born 1981–1997.


§ Boomers born 1946–1962; Millennials born 1981–1997. These data compare ethnic composition in 1980 and 2015.


¶ To name just a couple, concerns about an out-of-control financial system form part of Steven Brill’s explanation for American economic dysfunction in Tailspin: The People and Forces Behind America’s Fifty-Year Fall—and Those Fighting to Reverse It (New York: Knopf, 2018). This also is the subject of journalist Rana Faroohar’s Makers and Takers: How Wall Street Destroyed Main Street (New York: Crown Business, 2016).


* I’m one of these, too.


† Which are the last two years of the decade with which this book is concerned.


‡ Particularly in the way that the law emphasized pushing as many people as possible into health insurance provided by an employer—a way of providing coverage America has been struggling with for generations now.
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The Young and the Workless


IT WAS THE BLOG POST HEARD ’ROUND THE WORLD, THE VIGNETTE THAT SEEMED to encapsulate everything everyone thinks is wrong with Millennials. “I Was Fired from My Job for Writing a Proposal for a More Flexible Dress Code,” the headline read. In 2016, a Millennial wrote in to the popular workplace advice blog Ask a Manager, run by Alison Green:




I was able to get a summer internship at a company that does work in the industry I want to work in after I graduate. Even though the division I was hired to work in doesn’t deal with clients or customers, there still was a very strict dress code. I felt the dress code was overly strict but I wasn’t going to say anything, until I noticed one of the workers always wore flat shoes that were made from a fabric other than leather, or running shoes, even though both of these things were contrary to the dress code.…


I spoke with my manager about being allowed some leeway under the dress code and was told this was not possible, despite the other person being allowed to do it. I soon found out that many of the other interns felt the same way.… We decided to write a proposal stating why we should be allowed some leeway under the dress code. We accompanied the proposal with a petition, signed by all of the interns (except for one who declined to sign it) and gave it to our managers to consider.… It was mostly about the footwear, but we also incorporated a request that we not have to wear suits and/or blazers in favor of a more casual, but still professional dress code.1





They were all fired the next day.


The intern was writing in surprise, or rather “shock,” that this had happened despite her well-written, well-reasoned petition. Many of the blog’s readers were shocked, too—at the intern’s nerve organizing a petition against an office dress code. Soon this poor intern’s question had ricocheted around the internet. It became yet another morality tale about snowflake-y Millennials failing to understand how the professional world works. The post seemed to speak to stereotypes about coddled Millennial coworkers who don’t understand the importance of showing up in the office early and staying late, of paying dues by doing menial tasks, or of showing initiative rather than waiting for instructions—and who seem to require constant emotional validation.


But was that really what was going on here? Green herself thought not. Her initial reply to the intern was stern but fair. Of course the interns had been out of line. Yet as the blog post exploded across the internet, Green appended a reminder to readers of all ages atop the now infamous question:




This situation is not about “young people today.” The letter-writer’s generation is far from the first to bridle at dress codes or misunderstand office culture or start out with little knowledge of how things work in offices. This is about being young and new to the work world, not about what generation they belong to. Most of us made plenty of mistakes when we first started work—I certainly did. So please go a little easier on this person.2





Green was right. Many commentators, particularly among the Boomer and Gen X cohorts, have developed a skewed view of that new species, the Millennial at work. The premise so often is that the young generation is different from the old in some fundamental way, that somehow Boomers (and Gen Xers) were just better equipped in their youth to enter the world of work. And this perception has serious implications for a discussion about the topic of this book: the theft of a decade of productive work opportunities from Millennials. What, a Boomer might ask, has my generation really “stolen” from a cohort whose biggest complaint seems to be a shortage of organic chai lattes in the office nap room? Maybe rather than being victims of a bad economy, Millennial workers have never had it so good.


Yet Millennials truly are entering the workforce under much tougher conditions than their Boomer parents faced. That’s not to say the labor market ever worked perfectly for the Boomers—far from it, in fact. But rather than leaving the economy in better shape for their children than they found it themselves, Boomers made it worse. Millennials will probably have to live with the consequences of this aspect of the theft of a decade for many more decades to come.


Our Brave New Working World


If you’re a Millennial in 2019, this really is the best of times to be in the job market. It’s also the worst of times.


The good news is really, really good. Millennials have a lot of different kinds of jobs available that didn’t exist fifty years ago—or ten. List-obsessed U.S. News and World Report has started publishing a list of the jobs Millennials* might find most desirable,† and the remarkable thing about it is how diverse it is.3 The magazine’s most highly recommended Millennial job is web developer, of course. But dental hygienist, mechanical engineer, and insurance sales (yes, really) also make the list. Many of these job roles have existed for decades or more, but not in their current form. Cartographer is on the list, but the magazine is careful to note that modern cartographers aren’t drawing just any old maps. Millennial cartographers need to be able to manipulate satellite- and light-based imaging technologies to develop high-quality maps and surveys that will be useful to a range of high-tech industries. The category of “translator and interpreter” speaks (pun intended) to the advancing globalization of the economy and its workforce—a trend of which American Millennials are simultaneously products and beneficiaries.


This theme—“old” jobs transformed into new jobs to which Millennials are especially well suited—repeats when you look at other data. Financial consulting website SmartAssets looked at professions in America that have the highest concentrations of Millennial workers based on data from the US Bureau of Labor Statistics.‡ Top of the list of Millennial-heavy jobs is statistician, nearly 45 percent of whom are Millennials.4 Little wonder, given the growth of “big data.” Parsing the data a different way reveals what proportion of Millennial workers are in each occupation the government measures. I used my own Millennial data-analysis skills on the Current Population Survey for 2017 to do just that.§5 Roughly 35 percent of Millennials are in management or professional (read: white-collar) jobs, such as marketing or accounting. And in some of these fields, Millennials already outnumber workers older than thirty-five—news reporting being a notable example that also speaks to Millennials’ growing influence in politics. The 11 percent of Millennials in blue-collar or manual work are seeing the effects of economic and technological change, too: another field where Millennial workers outnumber older employees is installation of solar panels.


Those solar-panel-installing Millennials point to another quirk to bear in mind while analyzing these career data. A lot more economic transformation lurks beneath the numbers than meets the eye, because these days “conventional” jobs are anything but. A “lawyer” may actually be a specialist freelance lawyer reviewing records ahead of securities litigation, or an architect may specialize in a single type of retail store, or a marketer might develop social media thought-leadership strategies, or a human resources specialist could design highly technical advanced-training programs.


This kind of job specialization almost certainly intersects with Millennial attitudes toward work and careers in important ways. When we live in a world where seemingly anyone can find a job for their niche, why shouldn’t we aim for personal satisfaction in addition to a paycheck? Millennials who have started to establish careers—an important caveat we’ll revisit shortly—are more likely than our Baby Boomer parents or even our Gen X older cousins to say we expect a job that’s fulfilling and fun. One representative study of more than ten thousand Millennials globally found that 57 percent ranked a “positive workplace culture” as “very important” when choosing a job—compared to 51 percent who considered financial rewards and benefits that significant.¶6 We prefer to work for employers we perceive as ethical, in jobs we view as contributing to society.
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