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 INTRODUCTION:

 A Theory Is Born


When we were freshmen in college, going on a date meant ditching the dining hall and getting the upperclassman with the ’93 Corolla to drop us off at the Olive Garden. After slipping cheap vanilla vodka into our Shirley Temples and nodding along to stories of his renegade a cappella group, Just Duet, we waited on the curb for a ride back to our dorms. We could taste adulthood in the air.

Four years later, we’d amassed a few other significant experiences: getting and killing our first pet fish, taking an Italian lover while “studying” abroad, and laughing at people who bought class rings. We were on a roll, and soon we had real paychecks and real health insurance and real crappy apartments. We were in good relationships with good people. The rest of our lives—marriage, baby, house—seemed to be coming into focus. Ah, life, we would  sigh with our friends, swishing Two Buck Chuck in mismatched coffee mugs. How urbane, how real, how sure we were.

“We have it figured out!” Everyone seemed to be shouting from rooftops.

Until they weren’t.

Specifically, it started with one small individual breaking up with another small individual. At the time this seemed reasonable. Sad for Buffy and Biffy but oh well. Isolated incident. We all smiled. More shouting, different rooftops.

And then it started happening in droves.

George the consultant had broken up with Denise to pursue a screenwriting career. Or as Denise calls it, the job-that-will-never-amount-to-anything-but-I-hope-he-enjoys-his-mom’s-basement.

Dina and Lisa had been doing long distance for the past year when Dina suddenly pulled the plug on their Skype connection, claiming it was “just the wrong time.”

Sally said she loved Harry, but she wanted space. Lots of it. Like the kind they have in Nepal.

Joseph and Trini had been talking about engagement, but Joseph said since they were both Long Island Jews the relationship was too one-note. Suddenly they weren’t talking at all.

The names may be fake, but the situations were real. Pretty soon, every time we turned our head some perfectly respectable couple was ending things. These were loving, functional, worth-your-resentment relationships that had suddenly hit a wall. “What the what?” we would say, at least once Tina Fey told us to.

We started surveying the landscape to detect where the relationship landmines were hidden. Everything seemed okay; people were well groomed and holding down jobs. But say the words  “ten-year plan” or “ovaries” and most of our friends would just laugh nervously and start surfing Craigslist. Our own lives weren’t any more according-to-plan, we have to admit. We were right alongside our peers, keeping up with seasonal career changes, around-the-world travel escapism, and an ever-growing catalog of exciting! (a.k.a. wrong-for-you) partners. Yep, with college degrees in hand, we had apparently hit the ground running . . . away from things.

Confused? Yeah, we were too. But that was before we spent twelve months banging our heads against our MacBooks trying to write this here literature. In a desperate attempt to validate our own behavior since college, we looked around and discovered an entire subset of the population—educated folks in their twenties and thirties—who were gluttons for options. We seemed unanimously set on avoiding any and all decisions.

In The Choice Effect, we’ll explore the full measure of this phenomenon: how we acquired this optionful mind-set (parents! Mr. Rogers!), how we indulge it when single, and how we try to ignore it when dating. Central to this book is an exploration of all the sparkling choices out there competing for our attention—friends, dating, work, the range of MAC eye shadows, travel—and how these are at the heart of our generation’s attitudes toward love and commitment.

In this book, we refer to “our generation” knowing full well that some of you may resist being defined, while others will be psyched to be back in a clique. Whether you’re eighteen and beginning to sense that you might wallow in the muck of your murky future for a while or thirty-four and sick of people questioning your nontraditional life trajectory, this book is for you. We’ll tell you about why  we think you’re a “choister” and why loving choice when the world is your oyster is really the only thing to do.

Of course we’ll talk about the Ultimate Commitment—you know, the one that comes with a diamond and kitchen appliances. We’ll discuss how, when it comes to marriage, our generation is stalling for longer and longer before making that leap, and what happens when we finally do get married, or when we choose not to. The Choice Effect celebrates our good fortune at having so many options and the potential to engineer exactly the life we want. But we warn you, this is nonfiction, so we also cast a glimpse at what we might be conceding along the way.

This book has not come without its ironic bitch slaps. Remember, yours truly are suffering the same “don’t make us choose” disease, and it turns out writing a book requires a lot of decisions. Choosing a title was a struggle—one that echoed the romantic process we were describing. For every good title we came up with, we were convinced there’d be a better option around the corner. We only pulled the trigger after an all-night brainstorming session that left us back where we had been weeks before. But, as we told our parents, who watched our stalling in horror, we “valued the process” and “felt affirmed” (by what? by who? didn’t matter) so it was all totally worth it. The same logic applies not only to book titles, it goes for every expectation we have for ourselves; the destinies we imagine we’re supposed to fulfill are not limited to our choice of partner.

If The Choice Effect is “comic sociology” (we thank New York Times columnist David Brooks for this term, among others), then enter your favorite social comics: We are Amalia, Lara, and Claire. We met freshman year of college, and the past decade has seen us starring in our fair share of self-inflicted drama.

The idea for this book came to us at four in the morning in a tiny South African beach town when we were all at various stages of romantic distress—Claire and Lara with recent breakups, Amalia debating a cross-continental move. We were surrounded by dozens of books on love and dating that one member of our trio had dragged a bit too far across the Atlantic and another member of our trio was diligently berating as antifeminist trash. And there, with the help of a few requisite empty wine bottles, the choister theory was born. Although it wasn’t called that at the time. The word, the idea, the book—have all evolved along with our own understanding of the unique predicament that ambitious, idealistic, and yes, self-aggrandizing young women find themselves in.

In some ways, the three of us are very similar. We like travel, we like not working in cubicles, we like men. We think moist is a bad word, we hate abnormally shaped fruit, and we cried tears of joy when Obama was elected. At the time of submitting this manuscript, we are all in serious relationships. At one point in the inherently long publishing process, one of us joked, “Shit, we can’t all be married when this book comes out because that will really deflate our argument, and then Oprah won’t invite us on her show.” Another one of us countered that we better not all be broken up because Oprah sure as hell wasn’t going to invite us anyway and breakups suck.

Clearly, we have different perspectives, and for good reason. Claire was born and raised in Berkeley, started nonprofit organizations in Africa before grabbing an MBA. She now works at Twitter and runs marathons like they’re going out of style. Lara’s vaguely hippie/puritan parents made her the lacto-vegetarian she is, but are lately intent on the message that marriage and kids are wonderful  things (when they come together). After years of international wandering, Lara is homing in on becoming a doctor. Amalia’s Jewish, her parents are divorced (but very friendly with one another!), and she writes about food for several San Francisco magazines. From London. And all these differences led us to dislike each other on the first day of freshman year, and to eventually become inseparable (well, at least by email) a decade later.

We’ve all been brokenhearted, but we cope with it differently—some with sex, some with religion, some with work, and all with travel and sobbing. We cover enough of the personality spectrum that you can trust at least one of us. (We’re sure there’s a probability theory that backs this up.)

But despite our army of three, we had to call in backup plenty of times because it turns out writing a book is hard. We exploited all those near and dear for help, with friends polled for every minor decision, grandparents proofreading for grammar, foreign boyfriends rooting for our efforts (“It’s great! There is no boreness!”), and a lone American boyfriend pointing out that the show was never, ever called Sex IN the City. We held focus groups and baited people’s anecdotes with wine and cheese. We surveyed over one hundred of our peers (aged nineteen to thirty-five, San Francisco to Italy, consultant to social worker) with questions like “How many sexual partners do you THINK you’ll have before you marry?” and “Are you anxious about having children by a certain age?” We questioned Facebook friends to make sure the story we were telling wasn’t only our own. We even approached Tyra Banks, Tina Fey, and Diablo Cody for comment—and although none of them felt compelled to write back per se, we feel their spirits are guiding our pen.


The Choice Effect is not a dating manual, a pop psychology self-discovery tour guide, a confessional tell-all, or an exposé on sex for the single girl. But it is intended to show you how this twentysomething century has made a twentysomething woman no one has seen before, provide a good laugh, and make our mothers proud. Because if we’re not giving them grandkids any time soon, we better distract them with something. . . .
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CHOISTER? WHY DO YOU KEEP MAKING THAT FUNNY SOUND?


I was in the grocery store buying face wash, and it literally took me  twenty minutes to decide between Neutrogena, Bioré, Dove, St. Ives,  Clearasil, and Olay. If we translate this analogy to career decisions,  marriage decisions, sexuality decisions, it may take us a lifetime to  finally decide who we are and what we are doing.



 


—RUBY DARLING, AGE 23


 



Halloween has always been important to Claire, and in fourth grade this meant that the planning of her costume started in August. By the Big Night, it was down to a Welsh princess, a Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtle, and Tonya Harding. She had tried them all on, forced numerous fashion shows on her poor younger brother (already ensconced in his homeless person garb), and still couldn’t decide. Claire’s wee mind was scheming: Which one would get her the most candy? Which one would get Tommy from next door to think she was cute? It was a very difficult, protracted process. She didn’t end up deciding until nine o’clock Halloween night, just in time to go out and get four pieces of candy before neighbors’ stocks ran out.

Claire’s parents looked on in confusion and gave away all their Halloween candy to the less obsessive children ringing their door-bell. Is she crazy? Is she “special”? Maybe a little bit of both, but we know two social psychologists who make us believe Claire’s problems were within normal range.

In 2000, Drs. Sheena S. Iyengar and Mark R. Lepper set up a tasting booth at an upscale grocery in California. On some days, the researchers put out a selection of six types of jam; on other days they set out twenty-four. Lepper and Iyengar found that although the wider selection attracted more shoppers, more people bought the jam when there were fewer options. It seemed the more choices people had, the harder it was to make a decision.1


Now, this is not a book about Halloween or jam (two people just put the book down). Instead, this is a book that explores what happens when a sense of possibility invades every element of your life. It is a book about what is happening to the generation of people who have been stopped in their tracks by one of the biggest explosions of life options in recent memory.

Think about it. In the last few decades, our world has simultaneously expanded and become small enough to fit on a nanochip. Our perception of what’s going on out there has deepened exponentially through the power of the Internet, which is currently curled up in your pocket waiting to be unleashed by a few taps on a touchscreen. And that’s just the beginning. In today’s world of brand-new globalization, technology, reproductive science, and redefined gender roles, we’ve entered the age of last-minute tickets to Moscow, test-tube children, cross-continental cubicles, and encouraged paternity leaves.

And what has come of this big bang boom of options? Us—a generation that loves choice and hates choosing. We’ve been called Generation Y, Millennials, Echo Boomers, the Internet Generation, and Nexters. A few of you probably identify with Gen X, too. We’re somewhere between the ages of twenty and thirty-five. We were born at least a decade before anyone had email addresses, but are young enough to know what virtual cakes are on Facebook. Our childhoods chased the glory of Reading Rainbow, Cabbage Patch Kids, Duran Duran, bike shorts under skirts, jelly shoes (the first and second time), chokers, Charles in Charge, Step by Step, Baby-sitter’s Club, R. L. Stine, and the lyrics to Salt-N-Pepa’s “Shoop.”

Today, Gen Y-ers fall somewhere between college and commitment. We buy our own diamonds and plan babies around our workloads. We pride ourselves on our full passports, close girlfriends, and “nontraditional” career paths. Essentially, we’re the group of people who graduated into adulthood just in time to look around, see all those new, sparkly options at every turn, and realize we got to be the lucky ones to rip off the wrapping and give them a spin.

We can get a bit dizzy, what with all the unwrapping and spinning. In fact, there’s such a thing as being over-choiced. We seem to love all these career, lifestyle, and personal options so much that we can’t bear putting any one of them down. We know that there is nothing worse than leaving something behind only to realize later that it is exactly what we want. We’re like little Lara when she played “Who should live?” as a child, a morbid game in which she would pretend the house was burning down and would try to snatch whatever belongings she deemed worth saving. True to the adult she would become, Lara always took too much and ended up tripping down the stairs.

Meg R., a twenty-nine-year-old medical school student, sums up what happens twenty years later: “I literally can’t choose. I know that I need to do ‘this,’ and I need to do ‘that,’ and wish I was okay settling, but nothing is enough to make me do it . . . I’m physically incapable of compromising my expectations.”

It’s a given that every new generation will have more opportunities than the last. But once in a while, things really fast-forward. And for the choisters, even the term fast-forward is dated.




WHAT THE SHUCK’S A CHOISTER? 

To give you a clear picture of what a choister is, we considered drawing something. But then we realized that we can’t draw, and a poorly conceived oyster-man comic would only complicate something very simple:
choice + oyster = choister





Or, more formally: A choister is a person who is inundated with choices and thinks the world is his or her oyster. We, as a  generation, got that last part from our parents and public service ads, which taught us to believe we could be anything we put our minds to. We, as authors, got that last part from Shakespeare, who introduced the winning “world is my oyster” phrase in The Merry Wives of Windsor in 1600. And if that’s not enough of an academic diversion, the word “choice” is derived from the Old French word “chois,” making our “choister” with an “s” inadvertently brilliant.

You could overanalyze Shakespeare’s intended meaning, or the exact logic of that metaphor (do I have to shuck it myself?), but generally speaking, it’s come to represent the belief that the world is yours for the taking.

Before this goes any further, we know you must be wondering—as we babble on about limitless options—how we are managing to ignore the daily facts of life like bills or rent. Is a trust fund a choister requirement? Not at all—and most of us only have two pennies to our name. But while we may face rough patches of unemployed, broke, lonely, or back on Mom’s couch, we still have the perspective to see that these setbacks are nothing in the face of our embarrassment of fortune. Choisters are some of the most fortunate people on earth: They are those who have been lucky and safe enough to grow into educated and employable citizens of one of those comparatively rich nations where even crappy daily life at least comes with running water. So even if you’re too busy heading to your two jobs to have ever consciously thought, “Which one of my beautiful options should I reach out and frisk today?” you are not excluded from the choister club.

So, no—our pocketbooks are not protected from the world’s currently bursting economic bubble, but our mind-sets are. A year of financial panic or a bad term of unemployment can’t beat  twenty-seven years of feeling like the world is yours to go out and get. According to a recent USA Today/MTV poll, two-thirds of the eighteen- to twenty-nine-year-olds surveyed said they were “very or somewhat optimistic about the country’s future.”2 See, we’re not rich, we’re just indoctrinated. No matter how pitiful Amalia’s bank account becomes, she still evaluates professional options according to their “happiness quotient.”

But even more to the point of this book is that our bank accounts and employment options have very little to do with whom we choose to marry and how we choose to love. So before you scoff at our insistence that we still have “too many options,” remember that a recession will not affect the number of doable people in America. They say beggars can’t be choosers. Luckily, we’re neither.

Happy endings are not a given, and they are not something we’re entitled to. But with more independence and more options than ever before, we truly believe that with just a bit of hard work, good behavior, and most importantly, the right choices, we will end up at some unprecedented level of happily ever after.

Choisters are hypnotized by options and can’t imagine turning any of them down. The exact problem with choosing? It takes most of your choices off the table. And who knows what pearl you just gave away! So choisters work hard to avoid this eventuality, prioritizing the opportunity to choose before the choice itself.

Come—join us. It’s cozy in here.


QUIZ: ARE YOU A CHOISTER?

1. After graduating from college, you a. moved back home and took unpaid internships to explore different careers;

b. worked for Obama and/or became a community organizer;

c. worked at a “groundbreaking” social networking start-up to fund your trip around the world;

d. moved to a developing country to teach English and build houses.



2. When your first friend got married, you a. broke out in hives;

b. wondered if she’d actually ever been inside a Williams-Sonoma before putting the entire store on her registry;

c. drank a bottle of wine and Facebooked your middle school crush;

d. found a new job and made it your bitch.



3. It is a valuable use of money to a. buy ten mojitos every week for five years;

b. buy twenty goats for a shepherd in Guatemala;

c. buy the Super Saver 500 Latte card so the coffee shop will let you use them as an office;

d. rent an apartment for ten years.




4. You have a celebrity crush on a. Johnny Depp (or rather, Gilbert Grape);

b. Steve Martin;

c. Jon Stewart;

d. John Krasinski.



5. You think that pharmaceutical sales is a. something related to the movie The Constant Gardener; 

b. a euphemism for crack dealer?

c. the job that every female contestant on  The Bachelor has;

d. what the Man did to ruin Africa.



6. For your bat mitzvah, you got a. your first stock;

b. a lesson about how wanting money is bad, but debt is worse;

c. gifts from your eight grandparents;

d. bitter. It sucks to be the only Episcopalian in New Jersey.



7. You look down on a. people who don’t believe in global warming;

b. people who don’t know where Sudan is;

c. people who have American flags on their lawn but think the Dixie Chicks should shut up;

d. investment bankers.




8. On Saturday mornings, you can be found a. working (the promotion won’t earn itself);

b. out at brunch with three friends and ten side dishes;

c. snuggled up in bed to the man you’ve been dating a week;

d. snuggled up in bed to the man you’ve been dating six years.



9. Your favorite movie is a. Juno; 

b. Garden State; 

c. Man on Wire (okay, it’s not your favorite movie yet, but you’ll see it soon—100 percent on Rotten Tomatoes, baby);

d. Will.i.am’s “Yes We Can.” (Wait—is that not considered a movie? But we watched it for more than two hours.)



10. Your favorite book is a. Are You There God? It’s Me, Margaret; 

b. The End of Poverty; 

c. Eat, Pray, Love; 

d. Freakonomics. 



Answers: All answers mean you are a choister. We told you choisters don’t believe in choosing.






TALKING SMACK 

Not everyone loves choisters as much as we love ourselves. Do you remember when you were five and that pigtailed biotch in the playground talked shit about your sparkly My Little Pony Velcro shoes? Your mother probably set the record straight: “Don’t worry, honey, she’s just jealous.” With that one little phrase, your insecurities were banished and your confidence restored—you almost started pitying the girl for not having your natural fashion know-how. It’s time to repeat that exercise twenty years later, without the Velcro.

We choisters know jealousy when we see it. Admit it, we’ve got a pretty sweet deal going on here—even when it does occasionally occur in Mom and Dad’s basement. We’re the most traveled, most career-versed, and most educated generation to come down the pike in a hybrid SUV. When Toys “R” Us launched its new “I don’t want to grow up” jingle in the 1980s, it did more than just assault the ears of parents and elementary school teachers—it molded us. But fifteen years later, we’ve defied the jingle by simultaneously growing up and remaining Toys “R” Us kids. Sure, we’ve got checking accounts and college degrees, but there still are a million toys that we play with. We think that’s impressive multitasking; naysayers scream that it’s juvenile.

The primary criticism against us appears to be what a recent (bad) blockbuster referred to as our Failure to Launch, or rather, our extended holding pattern. Gen Y—or as we authors like to call ourselves Generation whY Not Later—has become infamous for its inability to get on with things and to graduate to real live spouse-picking, child-birthing adulthood. From prime-time television shows about moving back home (we deeply resent the title of Fox’s Free Ride—living with your parents is never free) to Time  articles labeling us betwixters and betweeners, we are constantly being told that we have run amok.

A Wall Street Journal article by Jeffrey Zaslow called us “the most praised generation,” and another article in The Advertiser,  entitled “Y Kids Just Know They’re Fabulous,” offered these precious tidbits: “They are famously known as the generation who expect everything, and give zero.”3, 4 Meanwhile, a recent CBS News story interviewed various Baby Boomers for their opinions on us younger folk. Marian Salzman, one of the top five trendspotters in the world, claims, “You do have to speak to them a little bit like a therapist on television might speak to a patient.” She adds, “You can’t really ask them to live and breathe the company. Because they’re living and breathing themselves and that keeps them very busy.”5, 6


Dr. Jean Twenge, author of Generation Me: Why Today’s Young Americans Are More Confident, Assertive, Entitled—And More Miserable Than Ever Before, posits that the average college student is 30 percent more narcissistic in 2006 than she or he would have been in 1982.7


These are not very nice things to say. And according to some, our hubris doesn’t translate well in the realm of romance. To put it more bluntly, “That kind of grandiosity eats relationships,” says therapist Terry Real, in an interview with The Daily Beast.8 The article’s author, Hannah Seligson, continues, “Twentysomethings not only expect to waltz into high-level career positions right out of college, they also expect partners who have . . . the comedic timing of Stephen Colbert, the abs of Hugh Jackman, and the hair of Patrick Dempsey.”9 Now, that’s just NOT true. Any one of those fellows, with all their own parts, can come visit us at our high-powered offices any day.

Jen Schefft, a contestant who vied for Andrew Firestone’s love on the only season of The Bachelor that anyone cared about, has been a favorite punching bag for the media. When Schefft reappeared as The Bachelorette post-Firestone, she chose none of the twenty-five male suitors, even turning down two marriage proposals. When a celebrity magazine remarked that she would be “a bachelorette for the rest of her life,”10 it showed that the high standards of choisters threaten certain societal structures that others find important . . . to their masculinity (just a guess).

Even some of our peers are putting a negative slant on things. The book Quarterlife Crisis, by Abby Wilner and Alexandra Robbins, argues that the twenties and thirties are “essentially a period of anxiety, uncertainty, and inner turmoil that often accompanies the transition to adulthood.”11


But is that the life we’re leading? It doesn’t feel that bad. Now, we won’t lie—there’s stress and indecision, and “quarterlife crisis” definitely speaks to certain dark moments in dark corners with dark liquors. But that’s not the whole of it. For the most part, we believe twenty- and thirtysomethings revel in their choices and feel lucky to have them. And because of that, we won’t settle for settling down. Quarterlife Crisis also argues that troubles in this time of life come from not knowing yourself; author Alexandra Robbins says: “We don’t really know what we want, so we don’t know how to get it.”12 But we argue that we do know what we want . . . we want everything, and it just takes some time to fit it all into our tiny apartments. Perhaps you think we’re calling one problem by another name, but the difference between the two is significant, and it has a lot to do with who’s moping in that corner and who’s out in the world.

Choisters know we’re a blessed generation and sometimes feel self-conscious of our luck. There’s a lot of “Oh, it’s nothing” when we mention our latest job, boyfriend, or opportunity because our richness of choices can be a bit ridiculous. Turns out some of our faux modesty has come back to bite us, as our parents occasionally do think we’re just fucking around. While enjoying your little life shopping spree, you have likely heard one of the following criticisms from your parents since graduating from college:
⊙ Stop creating bizarre small businesses out of jewelry making, viral video directing, and lacrosse coaching. Definitely stop making more than one.

⊙ Stop opening so many windows/tabs on your computer at once—learn to focus.

⊙ Stop thinking a blog is a job.

⊙ Stop spending your weekends with girlfriends unless they have husbands and can inspire you to want them too.

⊙ Stop dumping guys because they don’t give you the same butterflies in your stomach that Obama did.






If we were taking our lives seriously, they say, we would have children on the way or within sight, and a career focused on just ONE professional passion that started at the ripe age of twenty-two. If it’s not marriage to a person, then at least marry something:  choose choose choose, the world is yelling.

No no no.




WHY WE WON’T MARRY NOTHIN’ YET 

It’s hard to put down the pretty toys. Or the pretty boys. It’s not that we can’t eventually pick a favorite—it will just take something very shiny and special to pull us away from the combined glare of everything else.

For Gen Y-ers, it became clear at about age eight—when we were first introduced to the girl who has gadgets and gizmos aplenty, whozits and whatzits galore—that even mermaids can get swanky lives on land. If a young woman with a fish tail won’t settle for anything less than a species switch, then why should we? No, we want the happily-ever-after ending, replete with proud father and jealous sisters.

The only snag, the only reason why it’s not full steam ahead toward the final credits, is that there are too many Erics. Too many rocks to perch our lithe bodies upon. When you have all the opportunities in the world, it’s rather hard to pick just one.

Bari S., a twenty-one-year-old photographer in Colorado, empathizes: “It’s not that I am unmotivated or led by chance, quite the opposite. I have so many goals and aspirations that I cannot imagine spending the rest of my life in one career, with one person, in one country. Marriage seems like a game of poker to me; the only way you can really win is if you know the hand of every other player involved. Why waste my royal flush on someone who turns out to be a three of a kind?”
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