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INTRODUCTION

In 2007, late in life, I became a dad for the first time, looking on unsteadily as my son was born. I didn’t fall in love immediately, though soon enough I did. Three years later, our second son was born. More unconditional love, shadowed a few years later by worry about what I was seeing and hearing online and off.

One of the semi-exciting perks of being an academic and “thought leader” is uncovering data, especially when it’s both obvious and hidden. The alarming state of American boys and men overtook my attention. I track closely the emails I get. Most are from parents, particularly mothers, concerned about their sons, along these lines: “I have a daughter who lives in Chicago and works in PR and another daughter who’s at Penn. My son lives in our basement, vapes, and plays video games.” Moms, not dads, were leading the charge. Others were either ignoring the problem or didn’t want to talk about it. Absent, too, was any sober, data-driven analysis. The gag-reflex cultural response seemed to be Wow, men are worse than we think, and that the issues they face are a function of their awfulness, and haven’t we spent the past forty years correctly focused on the struggles of other, more deserving groups?

I connected to the topic on a personal level. I thought back on where I came from, my mom’s irrational passion for my well-being, the generosity of California taxpayers who made it possible for an unremarkable kid with mediocre grades to attend college and business school, and all the obstacles, temptations, and traps that could have easily hampered my socialization—smartphones, online dating, porn, gambling, video games, remote work. I wondered why what was happening to boys and young men was in fact happening and how I could raise my sons in a world where they—and males of any age—thrive.

The data around boys and young men is overwhelming. Seldom in recent memory has there been a cohort that’s fallen farther, faster. Why? First, boys face an educational system biased against them—with brains that mature later than girls’, they almost immediately fall behind their female classmates. Many grow up without male role models, including teachers—fewer men teach K–12 than there are women working in STEM fields—with Black and Hispanic school instructors especially underrepresented.

Post–high school, the social contract that binds America—work hard, play by the rules, and you’ll be better off than your parents were—has been severed. Seventy-year-old Americans today are, on average, 72 percent wealthier than they were forty years ago. People under the age of forty are 24 percent less wealthy. The deliberate transfer of wealth from the young to the old in the United States over the past century has led to unaffordable and indefensible costs for education and housing, and skyrocketing student debt, all of which directly affect young men. It’s why twenty-five-year-olds today make less than their parents and grandparents did at the same age, while carrying debt loads unimaginable to earlier generations. Neither the minimum nor the median wage has kept pace with inflation or productivity gains, while housing costs have outpaced both. As the costs of college have soared beyond the reach of most families, many of the manufacturing jobs that didn’t require a college degree and were often a ticket to the middle class for (mostly) men have been offshored. A prohibitive real estate market is a contributing factor to why 60 percent of young men between the ages of eighteen and twenty-four live with their parents and one in five still live with their parents at age thirty. Stuck and unable to afford greater economic opportunities in nearby cities, they find the same crush and collision of density, stimulation, humanity, creativity, eroticism, and conversation that urban areas offer on their phones instead. In Manhattan, a four-hundred-square-foot apartment costs $3,000 a month. In its stead is a seventeen-square-inch mobile studio apartment costing roughly $42 a month, served up by AT&T, T-Mobile, or Verizon.

Meanwhile, algorithmically generated content on social media contributes to—and profits from—young men’s growing social isolation, boredom, and ignorance. With the deepest-pocketed firms on the planet trying to convince young men they can have a reasonable facsimile of life on a screen, many grow up without acquiring the skills to build social capital or create wealth. The percentage of young men aged twenty to twenty-four who are neither in school nor working has tripled since 1980. Workforce participation among men has fallen below 90 percent, caused by a lack of well-paying jobs, wage stagnation, disabilities, a mismatch of skills and/or training, and falling demand for jobs traditionally held by prime-age men.

This is deadly. From 2005 to 2019, roughly seventy thousand Americans died every year from deaths of despair—suicide, drug overdoses, alcohol poisoning—with a disproportionate number of those fatalities being unemployed white males without a college degree. Excluding deaths caused by the opioid epidemic, America’s suicide and alcohol-related mortality rate for all races is higher than it’s been in a century. It’s also a mating crisis, as women traditionally mate horizontally and up socioeconomically, whereas men mate horizontally and down. Up until the mid–twentieth century, homogamy—marriages between men and women from similar educational backgrounds—was more common than not. Today, hypogamy, where women marry men who have less education than themselves, is on the rise. When the pool of horizontal-and-up young men shrinks, there are fewer mating opportunities, less family and household formation, and not as many babies. Here’s a terrifying stat: 45 percent of men ages eighteen to twenty-five have never approached a woman in person. And without the guardrails of a relationship, young men behave as if they have… no guardrails.

Meanwhile, the whole subject of what it means to be a man has become radioactive, infected by dialogues that feel more like disdain (e.g., “toxic masculinity”) than a conversation meant to address the issue (and here I’m not even including trans people or the many variations of gender that exist today). If men are struggling, the thinking goes, it’s their fault.


Note: there’s no such thing as “toxic masculinity”—that’s the emperor of all oxymorons. There’s cruelty, criminality, bullying, predation, and abuse of power. If you’re guilty of any of these things, or conflate being male with coarseness and savagery, you’re not masculine; you’re anti-masculine.



Most media portray men as idiots with decent hearts or show a man overcoming his inherent stupidity, racism, or biases to become a better person. The aspirational role models for men—Captain America, James Bond, LeBron James, etc.—aren’t attainable for most of us. Rarely, either, in my experience do they include someone trying to be a good man/person and making a living and being there for his family.

Why are we so averse to identifying and celebrating what’s good about men and masculinity, and why does it matter? Because we won’t prosper if we convince boys and young men that they’re victims, or that they don’t have to be persistent and resilient, or that their perspective isn’t valuable. If we do, we’ll end up with a society of old people and zero economic growth. If we can’t convince young men of the honor involved and the unique contributions inherent in expressing what makes them male, we’ll lose them to niche, rabid online communities. Young men were instrumental in some of the most seminal events of the twentieth century, many if not all of which required collective effort, incredible bravery, risk-taking, aggression, and sacrifice. Can we acknowledge how extraordinarily important, skilled, strong, and decent most young men were carrying out the roles they played in helping create the world we live in? Some random examples include:

The Empire State Building was built by men. Construction began in 1930 and ended a year later, under budget and ahead of schedule. Among the 3,400 workers were carpenters, steelworkers, plumbers, bricklayers and derrick operators. Most made $15 a day. Two years later, King Kong made the roof famous.

Straddling Arizona and Nevada, the Hoover Dam generates hydroelectric power for three U.S. states. Construction took five years and gave birth to Lake Mead, which stores up to 9.2 trillion gallons of water. Around twenty thousand men showed up in Las Vegas a year after the start of the Great Depression to begin work in one-hundred-plus-degree weather. Sixteen workers died of heat prostration, countless others from carbon monoxide poisoning.

The soldiers who stormed the Normandy shores on D-Day, and who later fought and won the Battle of the Bulge, were young men. When Germans or Russians are streaming over the border or firing from the beach, big-dick energy isn’t just a nice idea; it’s fucking mandatory. The Battle of the Bulge was the final, deadliest offensive of World War II. Two hundred thousand German troops and one thousand tanks gathered in the Ardennes Forest in the winter of 1944—a last-ditch attempt on Germany’s part to push the Allies back from home territory. The fighting went on for forty-one days, in subzero temps. It was awful. The Allies won, the American Army losing nineteen thousand men and suffering seventy-five thousand casualties.

I’ve often said history’s greatest innovation isn’t the semiconductor or the iPhone; it’s the American middle class. It’s not a naturally occurring organism—it’ll go away unless income gets redistributed from upper income to middle income. The world works where a small number of very talented, well-connected, lucky people jump out ahead, use relationships and capital to pull farther away from the pack, and end up garnering a disproportionate amount of resources. Time passes, and the bottom 99 percent realize the quickest way to double their assets is to kill the top 1 percent. Then it starts all over again. It’s the way of the world—a few extremely charmed (male) victors squeezing out all the other guys. It’s why, historically and globally, many more females have passed on their DNA to their offspring than males.

Like most great and lasting inventions, the middle class was, in fact, a bit of historical freakery. At the center were seven million physically fit, nice-looking men who’d served in World War II, where they demonstrated masculine excellence; i.e., the ability to protect us from our enemies. They wore uniforms, were modest about their heroism, and were strong, and the United States, grateful and possibly starstruck, decided to give them money via the GI Bill, FHA loans, and the National Highway Transportation Act. A clean uniform, some money—and what do you know: women found these men attractive, and marriage, babies, and loving, secure households ensued. In sum, the greatest innovation in history grew out of an environment of attractive, heroic young men—Peak Male, if you will. It can happen again if we make it happen.

Female advancement in the past three decades is stunning. No one should want to slow the arrow of this trajectory. Overdue attention should be paid not just to girls and women but many other groups that history hasn’t benefited the same way it has men. But empathy isn’t a zero-sum game—it should be inclusive, not some Hunger Games competition for dwindling resources. Many people and groups today are suffering and in need of investment, attention, and support. But there’s no escaping the fact that we see—and are continuing to create—a generation of young men from all backgrounds who are (a) unbearably lonely, (b) not economically viable, (c) not emotionally viable, and (d) basically adrift. And there is nothing more dangerous than a lonely, broke young man. It’s a malevolent force in any society, and a truly terrifying one in a society addicted to social media and awash in guns and loutishness. Again, I connected to this topic on a personal level. There but for the grace of God, I thought—or would have if I thought such things.

I’m a faculty member at NYU’s Stern School of Business. I teach a course called Brand Strategy, not The Issues Facing Boys and Men. I’m not an athlete, a politician, an ex-SEAL, or an evangelist. I have no training on the subject of boys and men, either as an academic or a therapist. I haven’t devoted my life to being a good man, a good citizen—when I was younger, my sole focus was on becoming wealthy. Being rich makes you rich; it doesn’t make you a better man. But having spent the past six decades in a male body while watching a parade of fake men selling distorted versions of what it means to be a man, I have some thoughts.



I grew up in Southern California in the late 1960s and early 1970s, an era marked by The Partridge Family, Sea-Monkeys, and Leo Sayer. I’m the only son of a single mom, whom I lost too soon in my thirties and whom I think about and miss every day. My dad left when I was nine or ten. Aside from a few sparks of early promise, I was an unremarkable boy, teen, college and B-school student. I was married and divorced by thirty-four. I’ve founded nine companies, several have been successful, and their success has led to a media business that is rewarding both economically and emotionally. I remarried, to a wonderful woman, and we have two teenage boys, all of whom I love deeply. I fly around the world giving speeches, taping podcasts, and making occasional TV appearances. I’m a loner, an introvert who’s dealt his whole life with mild depression and anger issues. Again, you won’t find my face on a poster over any young man’s bed.

This didn’t keep me from wondering: Why isn’t anyone out there defending and championing men? The walls lining the NYU corridors are colorfully postered with announcements, meetings, and get-togethers for groups ranging from student bagpipers to Morris dancers. If there’s anything specifically for men, it’s assumed to be some shadowy cabal. This indifference extends to the Democratic National Committee, whose website has a page titled “Who We Serve.” Listed are sixteen constituencies, including African Americans, the LGBTQ+ community, women, veterans and military families, and a dozen other demographic groups. Conspicuously missing are boys and men. Men have had twenty years experiencing what women and many groups have experienced for two thousand years—but wasn’t the lesson to make room for everyone in the conversation?

Families feel this. I believe the 2024 election was about struggling young people, especially struggling young men. If your son is in the basement vaping and playing video games, you don’t really care about trans athletes or territorial sovereignty in Ukraine; you just want change—that is, chaos and disruption. Seeing this, the Trump campaign flew into the manosphere with coarse language, crypto, Rogan, UFC, and Hulk Hogan. Donald Trump gained 16 percent with young men in 2024—the biggest pivot from Democrats to Republicans of any age group. Another big shift was among women aged forty-six to sixty-four, who, I believe, are the mothers of struggling young men. The election was supposed to be a referendum on women’s rights. It was instead a referendum on failing young men.

Despite the significant age difference between my sons and me, I believe there are certain givens about what it means to be male. Most don’t become dated or expire. I think of masculinity as a three-legged stool. Those legs provide a path forward for boys and men today. In answer to the questions Why are men here? and What do men do? the answer is threefold: Men Protect, Provide, and Procreate.

Protect: If you’re looking for a good shorthand phrase for healthy masculinity in 2025, you could do a lot worse than the word “mensch,” which in German simply means “human” and in Yiddish describes “a person of integrity or rectitude; a just, honest, or honorable person.” The first instinct of a mensch is to protect, to sacrifice for something bigger than oneself, and not to pick on the vulnerable but to look out for your family and community. Real men don’t start bar fights; they break them up. They don’t shit-post other people or their country; they defend both. A man’s default setting should be to move to protect, in any situation.

Provide: Historically, being a provider was a man’s job. But women also becoming breadwinners doesn’t mean the role is any less important for men. At the outset of his career, every man should assume he needs to take economic responsibility for his household. A man with a decent job in a strong economy is creating wealth, paying taxes, and earning social capital, not to mention his own self-respect. He also provides stability, support, love, and trust for his family, community, and himself. He’s a ballast that absorbs the dramas taking place around him without giving in to them himself. Also, being a provider sometimes means getting out of the way of a wife or partner who may be better at the money thing and picking up the slack elsewhere—all the while being supportive.

Procreate: The third foundational element of masculinity is ensuring the species endures. This doesn’t mean having children is an obligation—many people can’t or choose not to and are instead great uncles, aunts, cousins, friends, and mentors—but arguably it’s why we’re here. This starts with… sex. My generation never gave up on sex. However, lately, underemployed and screen-numb young men, who feel rejected in an increasingly winner-take-all dating market, have thrown in the towel. Meanwhile, young women find themselves in an intensifying competition for a shrinking pool of what they view as viable mates. The viral hit is “I’m looking for a man in finance or media,” not “I’m looking for a high school dropout who lives with his parents.” Being a procreator doesn’t mean having sex with as many women as possible or having no contact with your kids. A good procreator invests time, energy, and resources to raise kids who are stronger, smarter, faster, and more impressive than him.

The ultimate goal for any male is to create what the author of Of Boys and Men, Richard Reeves (my Yoda on this subject), calls surplus value. This phrase shows up a lot in these pages. It means you give more than you get. For men, this means providing more love to others than was given to you—becoming a better son, brother, friend, or employer to people. Your job, if you become a father, is to create surplus value as measured by being a better dad than your dad was to you.

Why does this topic preoccupy me? An easy answer is that my two boys have brought me more joy and satisfaction than anything else in my life. This book comes out of concern for their well-being and my desire, shared by all parents of sons, to see them lead productive lives. As my boys see me as uncool and lame, they won’t read this book. I hope others do.

These pages are structured loosely as a memoir. They’re organized chronologically on my journey from boyhood to manhood. (Note: I’m still learning.) The thoughts in here are observations, not peer-reviewed academic research or a road map sketched by someone who has arrived. Like most men, I’m a work in progress. I bring to the subject curiosity and no greater level of expertise than some research combined with my own biology, perceptions, and perspectives, including the times I’ve fucked up and been an egregious excuse for a man/human. I’m not saying what’s in this book is the right way, but it’s my way. I hope my story resonates and intersects with the lived experiences of other groups, as many of the issues outlined here are especially acute for nonwhite males. A decent percentage of the population will have a different view and outlook. I get that, and as a white, heterosexual male, I don’t purport to have the skills or life experience to tell others what it means to be a man. I ask you instead to mull your own passage and relationship with masculinity: What’s your own story? Ultimately, this book is about what it means from my perspective to be a responsible human flooded with testosterone and to encourage us to embrace an aspirational vision of masculinity that can serve as a code going forward.

As my Pivot podcast cohost Kara Swisher commented once, it should matter to everyone if men aren’t thriving. Women and children can’t flourish if men aren’t doing well. Neither will our country.







chapter 1 BOYHOOD



“I DIDN’T SEE IT.”

My best friend, since the fifth grade, is Adam Markman—for the past fifty years we’ve spoken nearly every week. Similar to mine, Adam’s parents divorced when he was young. Unlike mine, Adam’s mom returned to law school, where she met and married Paul, a handsome man ten years her junior. Paul looked like an Italian Kris Kristofferson, a quiet alpha male who possessed the key attribute of impressive men in seventies and eighties California: awesome cars. A Datsun 240Z, a Porsche 911, and then the pinnacle of Southern California manhood, a Ferrari. Their awesomeness was a footnote to his career progression as a lawyer defending insurance companies.

Paul and Adam’s mom, Dvorah, have been together fifty years. She is struggling now with late-stage dementia and Paul, despite the urging of their kids, refuses to put her in assisted living and is essentially her full-time nurse. If I could encapsulate a feeling, a notion of what it is like to be a man, in a picture and show it to my sons, it might look like Paul. A handsome man, always working out, successful, a good father to his stepchildren, unflappable, and now a full-time caregiver, tending to his wife of fifty years. I’ve never heard anything remotely resembling a complaint from Paul. A few images come to mind: him (handsome); his kindness; his Ferrari; laughing at off-color jokes with friends over for Monday Night Football; and holding Dvorah’s hand at lunch as she repeatedly called me Adam. Paul is a good man.

Growing up, Adam and I spent more time at his house than at mine for two reasons: the vibe at Adam’s was more fun since he had an older sister (Jill) we could terrorize and Paul had other impressive men over to watch football; and his mom was a better cook. My mom’s British roots and full-time job made for a cocktail of food as punishment. I still find eating a nuisance and have always struggled to keep weight on. But this story isn’t about my body dysmorphia or Adam; it’s about Paul.

Ten years ago, Paul was visiting New York, and I invited him to come by L2, the business intelligence firm I founded and later sold to Gartner.

L2, which took up two floors and had an open layout, defined a new generation of Gotham business. It was cool, intense, and alive, littered with impressive young people in conference rooms alongside less cool clients transfixed by roughly twelve hundred data points highlighting the strengths and weaknesses of their digital footprint relative to their peer group.

I felt proud and, despite his stoic demeanor, I could tell Paul was impressed. We took seats at a desk, where I walked him through what L2 did. An analyst stopped by to show visualizations of consumer engagement on Instagram—Estée Lauder versus L’Oréal. The in-house studio was the last stop, where another cohort of L2 employees was filming a video about e-commerce trends in China. It felt like a scene from Mad Men, if the show’s final season were set in 2017 New York and Don Draper was dramatically less handsome.

As I walked Paul to the elevator, I felt his hand on my shoulder. “Scott, I have to be honest.” He paused, turned, and looked at the expanse of the office, then returned his gaze to me. “I didn’t see it.”

I found this strangely rewarding. It was honest, and true. There was nothing in my upbringing or how I acquitted myself that would have predicted success. A few years ago, I went to my thirtieth high school reunion. By then I’d achieved some level of celebrity/notoriety. Few classmates remembered me. If they had, I would have thought there was something wrong with them. The past is prologue to everything and nothing. A big part of my belief system—where I give money and the issues I focus on—is shaped by a belief that no person or institution can predict greatness or failure in an eighteen-year-old, much less an eight-year-old. America is about watering as many plants as possible, not attempting to determine which seeds will become redwoods.




ORIGIN STORY

Everyone has an origin story: we define ourselves by our backgrounds—what and who made us who we are. But we often don’t let the truth get in the way of a good story. The narrative of “I” is often just that: a story. It can sound like a high-concept elevator pitch. The more honest, nuanced version of who we are belongs to our friends, our partners, and our therapists (if we have them). This is mine: how family, circumstances, timing, culture, women, and other boys and men helped me get where I am.

In the second grade, I was the only son in a nuclear family where Dad was a vice president for International Telephone & Telegraph (ITT) and Mom was a secretary. We lived in a house overlooking the Pacific in Laguna Niguel. That’s in Orange County. My parents were both living the American Dream. Two immigrants, my mom English, my dad Scottish, both with eighth-grade educations, they raised sails, hard work, and talent to the greatest gale force wind in history: the U.S. economy. We lived near enough to the beach that if you stood on your toes in the living room, you could see a narrow ribbon of blue. Our home had an “ocean view.”

Dad: one of my strongest, and first, memories was noticing how people behaved around him. As early as five, I saw they treated him differently than everyone else. They would fix on his eyes, nodding and then laughing. Women would touch his arm, giggling, and men, when they saw him, would yell “Tommy!” and be genuinely happy to see him. My dad was great with a turn of phrase, and clever (i.e., Scottish). The cocktail of articulate, irreverent, and smart chased with a Scottish accent made him attractive to women and employers. Especially women. My mom was his second wife; two more were on deck.

My mother’s explanation when I queried her about this effect he had on people: “Your father is charming.” This charm sustained, for a decade, an upper-middle-class lifestyle for him, my mom, and me as he roamed the Western United States and Canada, fostering, in fifteen-minute spurts, pseudofriendships with managers of the outdoor and garden departments at Sears and Lowe’s. In exchange for his company, my dad’s two hundred friends would over-order bags of shit… as he was selling fertilizer from O.M. Scott, an ITT company.

Mom: growing up, my dad liked to remind me that a twenty-one-mile strip of water, the English Channel, saved my life. My mom—I talk about her a lot; she would have liked that—was four, a Jew, and living in London when World War II broke out. Before she was moved to the British countryside, along with the other kids in Central London, she and her family would sleep in the tube—the subway, which had become a makeshift bomb shelter, where the adults passed out gas masks. The kids’ masks had rubber duck-like bills and funny ears to make them, and what was happening, less scary.

Both my parents took huge risks coming to America. Why? Because they wanted to work their asses off and be rewarded for the risks they were willing to take. This is capitalism, a promise of prosperity for people who are smart, hardworking, and comfortable with risk, promising a greater share of the spoils than to those who are not. Living in London and doing fifty-plus speaking gigs a year, when speaking to UK audiences I’m often asked to compare and contrast the U.S. and the UK. “In sum,” I like to say, “America is an organism whose DNA was inherited from people who all took risks”—pause—“and you’re the ones who stayed.”

At the same time, so much of success and failure is random and accidental. A good percentage comes down to when and where you were born.

My mom, Sylvia, had a great sense of humor. She loved to laugh and was always a hard worker, a good friend, and a kind, loving person. There was never any doubt I was the most important thing in her life. I miss her a great deal.

Me: so much I didn’t know. For example, I didn’t appreciate that being born when and where I was meant I’d already won the lottery. I was a mediocre kid with the good fortune to be a white, heterosexual male born in sixties California, meaning some of the finest educational institutions in the world would let me attend for free.

Before my parents divorced, my dad would come home early from work and we’d go bodysurfing and see seals and porpoises just offshore. When there was a storm, in the morning we’d go to Newport Beach. From the end of the pier, we’d look several hundred feet out and alert each other when millions of gallons, barreling toward shore, morphed into a blue-gray hemicylinder, eight, maybe ten feet high, and wait for the pier to shake as the rising seafloor thrust the cylinder up and the wave crashed down on the water. One of four consecutive nights, beginning on the full and new moons in spring, my mom would wake me at midnight and, armed with flashlights, we’d traipse down to the beach and watch what looked like hot slices of metal dancing in the shallow surf. The grunion—tiny, silvery fish that lay their eggs on the sand—were running.




TEED OFF

Did I know I was a boy or that gender would play a role in my opportunity set? No. The patriarchal handbook says boys and men are so used to being in the driver’s seat, gunning the engine and flicking the lights, they forget they’re driving.

The fix was in, though. How and in what ways I came to be born male was a fourfold process, as it is for all boys. A short detour into boyhood and male science:

Testosterone, or T, is an androgen. Andro is Latin for “man,” and gen short for “generating.” An androgen is any hormone that supports and promotes the development of male sex characteristics, the goal being to get young males reproducing. T is an incredible substance. It’s the engine of masculinity, what wins wars and World Series. It plays a big role in fetal development in both sexes, though boys and men have anywhere from ten to twenty times as much as girls and women. Every embryo begins life as a female. The combo of the Y chromosome and testosterone causes male development in body and brain to diverge sharply from females.

The first flush of T happens in the womb. Along with determining male physiology and anatomy, T also increases male height relative to women. The role testosterone plays in creating a “male brain” is a subject that can lead to shouting matches in faculty lounges. Does T hijack boys’ brains, compelling an interest in sharks, dinosaurs, trains, construction equipment, and weaponry, or are brains more like whiteboards that fall prey to culturally imposed blue and pink color schemes? My experience, mostly through the inexact science of observing my kids’ playdates, is that, as Michelle Obama said, “They come to you.” That is, it’s more nature than nurture.

The scientific view is that T “masculinizes” the brain. Many take issue with this, as genetics, hormones, and the environment all come together to affect the development of anyone’s brain. Everyone is born with the genetic equipment to express the spectrum of stereotypically “male” and “female” behavior, though the ratios differ. Some of the most wonderfully masculine people I know are women, and some of the best men I know demonstrate feminine attributes. A friend of mine is a hedge fund manager with a house in Montauk. Whenever I visit, before I arrive, he turns down the sheets and lights a candle. He takes care of me.


[image: A line graph showing testosterone levels by age in the U.S. in 2003, with levels decreasing as age increases.]
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If the first flush of T happens in utero, the second appears right after birth. The third shows up at the onset of puberty, when T inspires the male growth spurt, generating facial and body hair, sperm production, stronger, longer bones and increased muscle mass, and a deeper voice. T peaks at age twenty—the curtain call for puberty. From then on, like air slowly leaking from a tire, T declines. After the age of forty, T decreases roughly 1.2 percent a year. No man needs to be reminded of this. A few years ago, I started injecting testosterone. T makes me feel stronger, younger, and (supposedly) is brain- and heart-protective. Those aren’t trivial benefits.

From a young age, T gives boys an innate athletic advantage over girls. Across cultures, boys roughhouse, hit each other, break windows, and turn expensive things into less valuable things. Some women find this perplexing—it’s just T. When T goes up, so do motivation and reward, while fear and pain perception go down.

Ultimately, T has one role: to mix and merge male anatomy, physiology, and behavior so that men gain access to a pool of potential mates and enhance their reproductive success. Translation: T’s blind mission is to ensure the species continues via sex. Traits such as dominance, ambition, competition, confidence, skill, risk-taking, size, or anything that can help a man beat back competitors and attract a mate’s attention are welcome. Yes, T can make boys and men reckless, stupid, and mean, but also valiant, fearless, and heroic.




GIFTED, FOR A WHILE

In the late 1950s, the Space Race went from a walk to a sprint. The Russians launched Sputnik, the world’s first artificial satellite, into orbit. It was purposefully non-stealth, emitting radio signals across two frequencies. The steady beep, beep was an incessant reminder “they” were winning. The United States got to work, and elementary and middle school teachers were charged with identifying and matriculating a new generation of warriors. But these warriors were meant to be more Doogie Howser than Maximus Decimus Meridius (Russell Crowe’s character in Gladiator). The key was to identify (mostly) boys whose genius could ultimately be weaponized against the Russkies.

Some people peak later in life—Julia Child, Colonel Sanders, Ray Kroc (something about food)—and others earlier on. Similar to a child movie star, I peaked at age eight. Debbie Brubaker and I were the smartest kids in Emelita Street Elementary School’s third grade, as indicated by our math and English scores. Oddly, we were also the fastest girl/boy. One day, our teacher (Mrs. Marsh) called us to her desk and informed us we would be spending the mornings with the fifth-grade class.

I remember telling my mom, and she was so proud. Think about how much things have changed, and how trust in institutions has eroded; nobody from my school asked or even told my mom that I’d no longer be learning alongside kids my age. At the time, the third graders were learning the now-dead art of cursive. When Debbie and I got the news, we were scribing the letter “L” over and over in our notepads. To this day I can barely handwrite the letters between “M” and “Z.”

Along with taking fifth-grade English and math, in fourth grade I was named to the San Fernando Valley all-star baseball team (pitcher and second base). I was also showing dim flashes of entrepreneurship, or possibly greed. At age nine, I had a paper route, walked three dogs, and sold magazine subscriptions door-to-door. In seventh grade, I would buy a pack of Bubble Yum for 15 cents at the local convenience store with five pieces to a pack. I resold them to my classmates for a nickel apiece. I’d chew half my profits, but still made money.

My friend Adam also had an aunt who coordinated product sponsorships for television game shows with brands including Rice-A-Roni and Turtle Wax. Thanks to her, we were beta-testers for a high-pressure hose that sprayed wax. Adam and I roamed Westwood, knocking on doors, offering a “wash and a wax for the price of a wash.” I remember several customers negotiating us down from $4 to $3 when it rained, only to give us an extra $5 tip. Having odd jobs in Los Angeles instilled in me that, at their core, Americans are a generous people. I’ve tried to maintain this tradition.

My childhood golden years were meaningful but short lived. Soon, things started going downhill. I assumed I’d work in something to do with space, or science, while pitching for the California Angels. I’d be able to take care of my mom, show the Russians who was boss, while throwing no-hitters. Not in the cards.




SPLIT ENDS

When I was nine, my parents divorced. We were living the American Dream on the outside: two immigrants with a nice home and a thriving American son. However, the core was rotting. At that age, I could sense it… but not identify it. Whatever is going on in a nine-year-old’s life has some sense of normalcy as you have so little to benchmark it against. Your situation, no matter how strange, is the standard. There was some foreshadowing: my parents were thickly silent at the dinner table, my mom so morose. A few times, I’d come downstairs in the morning to find my dad screaming at my mom. It usually had something to do with money she had spent on an object he felt was wasteful. She’d be sitting in a chair at our kitchen table in just her underwear, shivering and sobbing. He’d motion with his hand as if he was going to strike her, she’d recoil, and he’d circle the kitchen table, pick up a magazine or item from the shelf under our wall-mounted phone, and hurl it at her. When he was this angry, his Glaswegian accent would become near indecipherable. My dad would scream at me, and I’d retreat to the top of the stairs.

This is the part of the book where, if I were on the cusp of announcing my candidacy for public office, I’d lay out in cinematic detail how I stood up to my father. I didn’t. Truth is I didn’t know what the fuck to do. I’d sit at the top of the stairs, listening to this scene play out, over and over. Though it never became familiar.


Note: Being a good dad means being good to the mother of your children.



Soon after and almost worse, ambivalence infected our home. Basically, my dad was no longer interested in my mom or me. He was spending time in Texas, engaged in a budding relationship with a woman who later became his third wife. It’s tempting to depict her as a bad person. She isn’t. In fact, she, Linda, was wonderful to me. During this time, my mom became either depressed or so fed up with my dad that she became indifferent, too, ignoring us both. It was an ocean-view home filled with… nothing. It wasn’t what happened that made it such a depressing environment, but what didn’t happen: absence versus presence. There was no affection, no teasing, no arguing, no discipline, no conversation. Nothing. The few times I think I’ve been clinically depressed I didn’t feel sad, I felt nothing. As if my feet were hollow and my being had experienced a brownout.

And then my mom disappeared for a few weeks. My dad said she was vacationing with friends. I remember asking what a vacation was, as I don’t think we’d ever taken one as a family. My dad used to go on trips all the time, but not with us. As a salesman, then executive, for ITT, he was constantly going to Hilton Head or Phoenix with other salesmen to play golf, drink, and hear about a new incentive plan to motivate them to sell more (literal) shit.

One of his favorite stories is about me watching him, the evening before a trip, lay out his stuff—cashmere sweaters, pleated pants, his golf bag—and I asked my mom, “Why is Dad so rich and we’re so poor?” He thought that was hilarious.

After she’d been gone for three weeks, my father announced he was going to the office and my mom would be back later that afternoon. My mom walked through the door and, before saying hello, told me to pack my stuff as we were leaving. “Where are we going?” I asked. Her only response, repeatedly, was “We’re leaving.” I remembered there had been talk of us getting a dog earlier, and, as nine-year-olds do, I thought this was an opportunity to bring up adding to the family. “Will we be able to get a dog?” “No.” The whole situation, and its weirdness, became too much to handle and I put my arms around her waist and began sobbing. My mom was still for a second and then began vibrating and then convulsing. She was crying so hard.

Since then, I’ve had trouble dealing with women in pain. Not in a chivalrous way, but I have trouble functioning around women crying or in distress in any kind of way (i.e., I’m useless). When you’re a kid, and your mom is your whole life, naturally you’re going to worry about her. It’s evolution: without your mom sheltering you and growling, you’ll get eaten. For several years, when my mom appeared to be in pain—getting her ears pierced, frustrated with the broken vacuum—I’d feel sick. Several times, I passed out. Whether it’s my mom, my wife, or any woman I’m close to, I just can’t handle it. I get anxious and queasy, literally feeling like I’m about to collapse. It’s embarrassing. Mostly it comes from the fear that I have no control, that I can’t do anything.

Once my mom stopped shaking, I put all my clothes in grocery bags since we didn’t own a suitcase, I loaded them in the back of her red Mercury Capri, and we left. The truth about her disappearance came out later. My mom had been hiding out with her friends Karsen and Charly after my dad said “I want custody of Scott” (California didn’t implement joint custody laws until 1980). Leaving me alone with my dad was a ploy, a way of reminding my dad that he had zero aptitude, skills, resources, bandwidth, or inclination to parent a nine-year-old boy solo (he hadn’t aced it thus far, married). Forty-eight hours into my stay, having sequestered me in a back room with a TV set and a TV dinner, my dad, neck misted lightly with Brut cologne, was already entertaining a sultry, dark-haired, presumably married female neighbor over two cold bottles of Lancers rosé. It took him less than a week to call my mom and say, “You can come get Scott.”

My mom told me this last part during a car ride. Her exact words: “I knew your dad wouldn’t want you after having you alone for three weeks.” She didn’t say it to be hurtful, and I don’t remember being that upset about it. I absorbed it, is all. Today, I think, Wow, forty-eight hours later, my dad was already hitting on other women.

It was a different era. California in the 1970s was all about grown men and women awakening to submerged needs. The culture was one of self-absorption dressed in a mutable spirituality. Children were collateral damage, held hostage to parental stirrings. These days, every decision parents make is the tail (your kids) wagging the dog, every decision a function of what’s best for them (your kids). “Birdnesting” is a trend today, where children stay in familiar bedrooms while their divorcing parents take turns squatting in the family home. This is meant to avoid disruption, at least for the child, though it sounds like hell for the parents. In the early 1970s, birdnesting would have been fodder for sci-fi books.

Within three months my parents were divorced. There was no custody fight. Within six months, my dad moved to Ohio for a bigger, better job. From that point on, it was my mom and me against the world.

That world became measurably smaller. We moved from Laguna Niguel to an apartment in Tarzana, which was more inland and suburban. We went from living an upper-middle-class life to a lower-middle-class one in just one TV season. Same American Dream, this time in reverse. I changed schools. Either my brain slowed down or I was more affected than I thought by the divorce; things started going off the tracks for me. I went from being a precocious student and good baseball player to neither. My slow descent into unremarkableness was underway.

Most boys come apart when a male role model leaves. I went from seeing my dad every day to seeing him maybe every other month, along with summers and Christmas. Post-divorce, my mom and dad were the characters in a new series titled Primitive Family, in that they hated each other and made everything worse than it had to be. And it was the least funny thing in all our lives.

The divorce left my mom feeling angry, upset, economically strained, and traumatized. I’d wait outside, sometimes for an hour, a good distance from our apartment as my mom didn’t want to risk seeing my dad, or even his car—she hated him that much. Occasionally, Dad’s #3 (Linda) would call my mom to discuss logistics. Inevitably, after something pissed her off, my mom would slam down the phone, pause, look at me, and say, “I hung up on that bitch!”

I was angry on her behalf and would get angrier over time, but, like a premium brand, my dad’s newfound scarcity made him an alluring figure. I’d gotten good at identifying cars from far off, by the shape and luminosity of their headlights. AMC Pacers were easiest. Alone on the sidewalk outside my mom’s eight-hundred-square-foot apartment, I could spot my dad’s Gran Torino in the dark from half a mile away. I was like a miniature ship in the waves, scanning the horizon for a light beam.

When I wasn’t getting picked up or dropped off, I served as a go-between. “We need a TV,” my mom would say. “Ask your dad.” “I can’t,” I said, “it’s too embarrassing.” We both knew that my dad, raised in Depression-era Scotland, had a fucked-up relationship with money—especially when it came to other people (us) spending it. Whether it was ordering a shake at Baskin-Robbins, buying clothes, or discussing a vacation, spending money was verboten. Pre-divorce, our household wasn’t economically anxious but stressed. My mom and I were always on edge, fearful we’d committed a crime against humanity anytime we spent money. Now it was worse.

In some fucked-up expression of independence, my mom didn’t fight for alimony and instead received just $200 every month for child support. One month the check didn’t arrive. As the indirect recipient of my dad’s largesse, I was given verbal instructions for that weekend’s visit. I was to tell my dad that if the check didn’t show up, my mom would call his boss and tell him my dad was a deadbeat. I spent that entire weekend feeling incredibly nauseated. Finally, on the way back to my mom’s, I delivered the message. “Tell your mom I’m not sending it,” my dad said.

Hindsight is unfair and clarifying. My dad could have made our lives much easier. He could have eliminated a lot of our stress. It wouldn’t have been that hard or costly, and he could have afforded it. But he didn’t, and I came to resent him for it, and for how callous he was to my mom. This grated on me more than his lack of interest in me. Yes, he had many good qualities. He was—still is—charming, handsome, funny, a great storyteller. A Scottish accent and a robust jawline was the 1970s equivalent of today being in the top 10 percent of online dating. Living in 1970s California, my dad had a disproportionate number of mating opportunities. He could not only think with his dick but listen to it. People believe fidelity is correlated to morality. Maybe. My experience is it’s inversely correlated to opportunity. Anybody marrying an athlete, actor, billionaire—someone who gets most, if not all, their self-esteem from their looks or has a Scottish accent—should assume that person will have sex with other people. My dad has been married and divorced four times—I have a half sister, Asheley, from marriage number three to Linda. He divorced his last wife (Marcia), of thirty-five years, three years after her Parkinson’s diagnosis and two years before she passed away.

Pulled out of school in Scotland at thirteen to work as a messenger for maybe three shillings a week, he was unsophisticated. Both my parents were. He was also ambitious, though most of his confidence was sourced from women. Having grown up destitute, he was deathly afraid of being poor himself, which left us poorer and would later ignite the same feelings in me.


Note: Most boys come apart when a male role model leaves. If there is no father present, the son is more likely to be incarcerated than graduate from college.






CADDYSHACKING

Ironically, after the divorce, my relationship with my dad improved in some ways. Presence-wise, of course, it suffered. He was no longer living with us, and so much of fathering comes down to sheer presence, i.e., being there. His marriage to his third wife helped. An exceedingly nice woman, Linda was blessed with parenting instincts my dad mostly lacked. A nice way of saying she would force him to spend time with me. “You’re going golfing?” she would ask. “Then you’re taking Scott with you.” Off we went. It didn’t matter that I had zero interest in golf. I’d walk around the course with him for four hours and try to spot his ball. I wouldn’t even play—that would cost $8. That was okay, though, as I just wanted to be with him.

Some of our best times, in fact, involved golf, a game I gave up twenty years ago to free up more time for exercise. My dad and I would sneak onto some of Ohio’s most exclusive golf courses at dusk with a 5 iron and a putter (“the only clubs you need”). My dad, like a skilled hunter, would find a clump of bushes that were sure to be teeming with golf balls given up by the rich and uncoordinated. Golf balls cost 11 cents to manufacture but retailed at $1.50 a sphere.

Like a fearless bird dog, I would dive into the foliage using my 5 iron as a makeshift machete. I wouldn’t return until I saw a snake or procured six or more balls. We’d lay out our loot on the grass—a new Pinnacle! He’d point at it, nod, and then mess up my hair—his primary vehicle for affection. He did it often, and it felt wonderful. We’d then play six or seven holes with two clubs, never reserving or paying for tee time.

Our criminality graduated to seeing several movies on one admission ticket and (rarely, but more than once) dining and ditching. I wasn’t a party to the latter. He’d pick me up from my mom’s and we’d stop at Ships Coffee Shop in Westwood. After the meal, as his Gran Torino would accelerate from the Wilshire Boulevard artery feeding the 405, he’d look over and ask, “Did you pay?” I’d stare at him befuddled, and he’d say, “You’re a wee scunner!” and laugh. Again, the mess of the hair, and it all seemed natural, wholesome even.

A couple of times, a course ranger in a golf cart emblazoned with badging that said (wait for it) RANGER or an exasperated waitress waving a check ran after us. As if wiping sweat from his brow, my dad would greet them with the welcome surprise of running into an old friend. He’d then break into the thickest Scottish accent; I mean, can’t understand a word. He’d point at me a few times, pause, laugh, and put his hand on their shoulder. By this time they had bonded over the misunderstanding. My seventies Braveheart father would wink at me, and we’d leave the course or pay the check.

I’m convinced that the police could find my dad on top of a warm corpse with his hands wrapped around its throat, and he’d deploy his Lallans charm to get a ride home from the officers. Nothing can get you into trouble with women who aren’t your wife, or out of trouble with service workers, better than a great jawline and a Glasgow twang.

Also, to his credit, my dad’s parenting skills improved as he got older. He was a tangibly better dad to my half sister and even paid for her to go to grad school at Kellogg School of Management at Northwestern University. For my father, this was on par with the Marshall Plan.

But it was difficult to embrace someone when the most important person in my life, my mom, viewed him as her enemy. I couldn’t help but see my dad through her lens, and that image was cloudy and aggrieved. Like many kids of divorce, I inflated the goodness of one parent at the expense of the other. My dad was on the wrong end of this stick. As a teenager, I resented my dad, as post-divorce his life—and his new family’s—got better, and mine and my mom’s got worse. Some of this was both of their doing, and some out of their control.


Note: Parents who infect their kids with their own trauma are super-spreaders. Divorced parents who infect their kids with their anger at their exes make both parents look bad.






TETHERED

When I look at my own success, it mostly boils down to two factors: being born in America and having someone irrationally passionate about my well-being: my mom. Though she was raised in a household where there was little affection, my mom couldn’t control herself with her son. For me, affection was the difference between hoping someone thought I was wonderful and worthy and knowing someone did.

Every Wednesday night after Boy Scouts, my mom and I would go to dinner at Junior’s Deli. I would have the brisket dip, she the lox, eggs, and onions. We talked about our week—we didn’t see each other much between weekends—only to be interrupted by different waitresses who would comment on how much I had grown. On the way out, we’d stop at the bakery and buy a quarter pound of halvah. As we stood in the parking lot waiting for the valet to retrieve our lime-green Opel Manta, my mom would grab my hand and, in an exaggerated fashion, swing it back and forth. She’d look at me, and I would return her gaze with an eye roll, at which point she would burst into joyous, uncontrollable laughter. She loved me so much.

Having a good person express how wonderful you are hundreds of times changes everything. College, professional success, an impressive mate—these were aspirations, not givens, for a remarkably unremarkable kid living in a household at the high end of the lower middle class. My mom was forty-three, single, and making $15,000 a year as a secretary. She was also a good person who made me feel connected and, while waiting for our Opel, gave me the confidence that I had value, that I was capable and deserving of more. Holding hands and laughing, I was tethered.




LONE SOLDIER PARENTING

In 1970s California, divorced kids not yet being a topic of conversation meant vigilant parenting wasn’t, either. In its place was a cocktail of hope, trust, and fatalism.

My mom had little to no idea what I was up to most days. As a member of Gen X, I’d leave home Saturday morning with my Bahne skateboard, 35 cents, and an Abba-Zaba bar, not to be seen or heard from for twelve-plus hours. When I visited my dad in Ohio, she would drive me to the airport, we’d check in, and I’d get a small lapel sticker proclaiming I was a minor (either that or Paddington Bear). An airline representative was supposed to meet me at the gate. Sometimes they did, sometimes not.

At the age of eleven, the principal of Fairburn Elementary School knocked on our door and informed me, in my pajamas, that I needed to come back to school. My two-week self-imposed break from the sixth grade, binge-watching cartoons, had come to an abrupt end. I knew he could rat me out to my mom, who had no idea as she left each morning before me, so I agreed. He understood an unwritten code and never told her. I skipped the sixth grade for two weeks and my mom didn’t notice (see above: a different era). Sort of a Home Alone times ten scenario with a single mom and a much less likable kid.

It wasn’t like we had options. My mom and I weren’t destitute, but money was always a thing. She raised me on her own, on a secretary’s salary. Every day, she’d wake up at 6:30 so she could be in the car by 7:30 to make the drive over the hill into the Valley, where she oversaw the secretarial pool at an insurance firm and then downtown at the Southwestern School of Law. I remember getting sick at school, the nurse’s office calling to say, “You need to come get Scott,” and my mom saying, “I can’t.” She wasn’t allowed to leave work. It would have meant an unpaid day off, or she might risk getting fired, sick kid or not.

Some givens fell naturally by the wayside. My first visit to the dentist, I had eight cavities. This was puzzling, given how little food I ate. My mom used to give me 55 cents for lunch, and I would pocket it and skip lunch. I used to have fainting spells, which prompted one of the first times I ever saw a doctor. He reeled off a series of questions, one being “What did you have for breakfast this morning?” “I didn’t have breakfast,” I said. “When’s the last time you ate?” “I had cereal yesterday morning.” My mom looked horrified, clearly concerned Child Protective Services was on the way. I just didn’t eat a lot (still don’t).




JEANNIE, GET BACK IN YOUR BOTTLE

My favorite shows as a kid were The Brady Bunch and The Partridge Family. These days, whenever I’m accused of saying anything sexist, my response is “Don’t you realize how far I’ve come?” From the ages of eight to eleven, I was hooked on I Dream of Jeannie. Jeannie was a sexy two-thousand-year-old genie played by Barbara Eden, who lived inside a brass bottle and served as an enthusiastic slave and roommate to Larry Hagman, playing an astronaut named Tony Nelson. “Yes, Master, whatever you say,” Jeannie would simper, to which Tony, exasperated, might snap, “Oh, Jeannie, get back in your bottle.” I Dream of Jeannie was on four times a day.

A beautiful, eager-to-please woman in a low-cut top who lived inside a bottle—this was the cultural amniotic fluid I grew up in. The men on TV were mostly bumblers and morons. Among the exceptions were the Fonz from Happy Days and Steve Austin from The Six Million Dollar Man—the former a greaser, the latter a handsome, intelligent, athletic former astronaut whose body had been reconstructed from bionic machine parts, giving him gorilla strength, cheetah speed, and the admiration of a generation of teenage boys.

I also watched every one of the 168 episodes of The Mary Tyler Moore Show—with my mom, who, as a single working woman, identified with “Mary” (what my mom and her friends called her). The show broke new ground with episodes discussing infidelity, divorce, homosexuality, and addiction. However, the biggest breakthrough was portraying Mary Richards, a single woman on the wrong side of thirty as an independent, shit-together protagonist.

Throughout my working life, I’ve had formidable female cofounders and senior partners in all my companies. Nearly 80 percent of my senior management has been women or gay men. At first, I thought maybe I was threatened by straight men. But, no, my relationships with male clients and colleagues and employees were solid. Again, credit Mary Richards. She reminded me of my mom—a single woman trying to make it in the world who was more talented than anyone else in that newsroom. From early on, I remember thinking the most egregiously untapped professional resource was women, especially the ones I worked with. I offered them remote work before it was cool. It wasn’t an effort to better the world; I’ve just always been comfortable around women and knew I could tap into great human potential with what felt highly unorthodox in the nineties: remote work.

Media’s value is joy. Its value-add is fostering empathy. The Mary Tyler Moore Show taught us that—even if a woman wasn’t married with kids—friends, humor, and achievement could mean love was (still) all around.




ENEMIES OF YOUNG MEN: THE PREFRONTAL CORTEX

Growing up, I was drawn to novel, crazy experiences—in other words attracted to doing a wide variety of insanely stupid shit. So were most of my (male) friends. At age eight or nine, we would build ramps and jump with our bikes over one another’s motionless bodies. I would skateboard down Wilshire Boulevard, not on the elbow or the sidewalk, but on the actual boulevard. The third and fourth grades of our school looked like an ER waiting room—casts, bandages, crutches, eye patches.

Then I got older, my incredible maturity obvious to everyone. In high school, I distinctly remember deciding not to study for the upcoming SATs—too boring and time-consuming. That same year, my mom had to sign a release so I could play on the high school baseball team, but I forgot to give it to her, which meant I wasn’t allowed to play the first game and was eventually cut from the squad.

At UCLA, after my freshman year, I applied immediately for financial aid for the next year. I got a shit-ton, too, including Pell Grants. Then, a year later, aware that my junior year was coming up, I decided not to apply for financial aid, and, you know, whatever, take my chances.

Incredibly fucking stupid.

Other highlights from that era include never checking my car’s oil level until the dashboard screamed with yellow and red symbols alerting me that either the engine was about to explode or a comet had just collided with Earth. When this car was later towed to a city pound—encumbered under the weight of dozens of unpaid parking tickets—I thought, Fuck it, and never saw it again. Later, during my first real job, at Morgan Stanley, I was given the profoundly complex task of hand-delivering a proposal to a client. All I had to do was board an a.m. flight to San Francisco. I missed the flight.

Among other things, the brain’s prefrontal cortex helps us get the easy stuff right. Until twenty-five, I got more than my fair share of easy stuff wrong, didn’t take responsibility, most of the time had no ability to plan, and continually messed up.

A tendency for risk-taking, mixed with poor impulse control, renders many young men helpless against a torrent of on-demand dopamine provided by the world’s richest tech companies and makes maturity a hard sell for teen- and college-age boys—at least, relative to girls and young women. You almost never hear about people named Laura and Elena eating Tide Pods or blowing off their final exams. Why?

Male and female brains are more than 99 percent identical. There are variations, though. Men have more than double the brain space and processing power devoted to sexual drive. The male amygdala, home to fear, anger, and aggression, contains testosterone receptors that make males lose their cool faster and more easily. But where the male and female brains diverge most sharply is in their development, especially during adolescence. By age fourteen to sixteen, male and female brains have stopped growing, with the exception of the prefrontal cortex, or PFC. Girls attain “peak values of brain volumes” earlier than boys do—Latin for “girls get their shit together way sooner.” Basically, the female PFC matures up to two years before the male PFC does.

The PFC is the grown-up in the room, the CEO. The brain is a network; e.g., overlap is a feature, not a bug. No single brain region governs one instinct. But science agrees that a healthy PFC regulates impulse control, decision-making, good judgment, reasonableness, emotional regulation, and planning/prioritizing between the stuff you have to do versus the stuff you’d rather be doing (getting drunk or high, rewatching Family Guy).

At the start of puberty, boys are basically marinated in testosterone. T makes them more monosyllabic than usual. Their socializing, never strong to begin with, narrows to sports/physical activity, depending on the kid, and thinking about sex. With their thicker, denser muscles and deeper voices, boys may look impressive and imposing, but behind the forehead, girls have lapped them. By fourteen to fifteen, girls have greater volume and complexity in their PFCs and thus, theoretically, more maturity than boys. They’re better decision-makers and problem-solvers. They can overcome their brains’ reward circuits with a good counterargument or simply by deploying common sense.

The male PFC catches up around age twenty-five, when many young men get their act together. Until then, they’re at a huge maturity disadvantage.

The schism between male chronological age and brain age is one reason why, along with their higher likelihood to be diagnosed with ADHD and autism, and with the dearth of male teachers in all phases of their education, boys fall behind academically early on and often never catch up. Note: diagnostic bias also plays a part, with studies showing that ADHD in girls is more likely to be overlooked than in boys, and that white kids from higher socioeconomic backgrounds are in general identified with ASD (autism spectrum disorder) earlier than Black, Latino, and Asian children, along with kids from underprivileged families. As to whether the absence of male educators affects academic outcomes, the evidence is inconclusive, according to Richard Reeves. It’s why he has proposed redshirting boys in high school, to delay their enrollment in college for a year.


[image: A bar chart showing the percentage of children aged 3–17 in the U.S. diagnosed with ADHD in 2022, with 15% of boys and 8% of girls affected.]
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Waging war against a young man’s unformed PFC is like trying to wean a kid off salty snacks in favor of carrots and radishes. With my two boys, I do my best to illustrate the differences between the feverish, relentless dopa hits they get from TikTok and Instagram versus the slower, incremental results that are more valuable and satisfying from reading, working out, or spending time outside—slow dopa, or “Slowpa,” as I call it. If tech dopa hits are like shoving endless handfuls of Cheetos or Snickers into your mouth—i.e., they don’t fill you up, you hate yourself, and you want more—Slowpa more closely resembles the salad you order that makes you feel healthier for a week.

When my boys were little, we spent a fortune on LEGOs. If Slowpa ever hires a celebrity spokesperson, it should be LEGO. Building a model out of thirteen hundred pieces of lightly hued plastic requires one to two hours daily, plus focus, but then two weeks later you have a really cool Millennium Falcon or Blacktron Renegade to hang in your bedroom.

Sometimes Slowpa happens organically. On weekends, my oldest son, Alec, likes to cook with his mom. They spend two hours chopping and prepping, the dish goes into the oven for an hour and/or sits out overnight until it’s ready to eat—delayed gratification; i.e., Slowpa.

Children today are overprotected in the real world and under-protected online—an observation made by my NYU colleague Jonathan Haidt. At age thirteen, I flew from LAX alone to visit my dad and stepmom in Ohio. Looking back, the 1970s may seem lax, negligent, and flaky, but parents were onto something. Nowadays, if, say, my fourteen-year-old son wants to have a party, no, I won’t go out and score a case of tequila for him, but I won’t hover, snoop, or get in the way of his plans, either.

Last year, Nolan, my youngest, was having trouble waking up and getting out of bed in the morning. My wife and I decided to butt out—it was his problem, not ours, and he was too old for his mom to tiptoe in at six thirty a.m. to rouse him. For two weeks, Nolan slept in, showed up late to school, and was marked tardy. It happened so many times the school told him he couldn’t accompany his classmates on a big field trip to Ireland. He’d really been looking forward to it. “You blew it,” I said. These days, he sets his phone alarm the night before.

Recently, he made a plan to meet some school friends at a mall. I arranged an Uber, but the Uber dropped him off at the wrong mall. Panicked, Nolan texted us. To be clear, it was my fault, and my wife was minorly pissed. But if I’d responded to my son’s texts by freaking out, it would have taught him to panic in any situation that isn’t scripted, lubricated, or minutely staged and choreographed by his parents. He had a smartphone and an Uber account, so I texted him: You’ve got this, figure it out. He did. It made him feel good, too.

In sum, my wife and I do our best not to track our boys. It’s healthier for them, and for us, not knowing where they are all the time.

I recently showed both boys a TikTok by some ex−finance guy. What he said was basic, obvious, and great: success comes when you put in small, consistent amounts of effort, every day and every week; it doesn’t matter whether you’re investing, filming two minutes of video content, or lifting dumbbells. Small, deliberate, regular efforts accumulate and in time pay off. In other words, the most powerful force in the universe—Einstein knew this but kept his mouth shut—is compound interest. Slowpa.


Note: Success comes when you put in small, consistent amounts of effort, every day and every week.
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