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For Julia, the last of iGen



Introduction




Who Is iGen, and How Do We Know?

When I reach 13-year-old Athena around noon on a summer day, she sounds as if she just woke up. We chat a little about her favorite songs and TV shows, and I ask her what she likes to do with her friends. “We go to the mall,” she says. “Do your parents drop you off?” I ask, remembering my own middle school days in the 1980s when I’d enjoy a few parent-free hours with my friends. “No—I go with my family,” she says. “We’ll go with my mom and brothers and walk a little behind them. I just have to tell my mom where we’re going. I have to check in every hour or every thirty minutes.”

Hanging out at the mall with your mom around isn’t the only difference in teens’ social lives these days. Athena and her friends at her middle school in Houston, Texas, communicate using their phones more than they see each other in person. Their favorite medium is Snapchat, a smartphone app that allows users to send pictures that quickly disappear. They particularly like Snapchat’s “dog filter,” which inserts a cartoonish dog nose and ears on people’s heads as they snap photos. “It’s awesome—it’s the cutest filter ever,” she says. They make sure they keep up their Snapstreaks, which show how many days in a row they have Snapchatted with each other. Sometimes they screenshot particularly ridiculous pictures of friends so they can keep them—“it’s good blackmail.”

Athena says she spent most of the summer hanging out by herself in her room with her phone. “I would rather be on my phone in my room watching Netflix than spending time with my family. That’s what I’ve been doing most of the summer. I’ve been on my phone more than I’ve been with actual people.” That’s just the way her generation is, she says. “We didn’t have a choice to know any life without iPads or iPhones. I think we like our phones more than we like actual people.”

iGen has arrived.

Born in 1995 and later, they grew up with cell phones, had an Instagram page before they started high school, and do not remember a time before the Internet.

The oldest members of iGen were early adolescents when the iPhone was introduced in 2007 and high school students when the iPad entered the scene in 2010. The i in the names of these devices stands for Internet, and the Internet was commercialized in 1995. If this generation is going to be named after anything, the iPhone just might be it: according to a fall 2015 marketing survey, two out of three US teens owned an iPhone, about as complete a market saturation as possible for a product. “You have to have an iPhone,” said a 17-year-old interviewed in the social media exposé American Girls. “It’s like Apple has a monopoly on adolescence.”

The complete dominance of the smartphone among teens has had ripple effects across every area of iGen’ers’ lives, from their social interactions to their mental health. They are the first generation for whom Internet access has been constantly available, right there in their hands. Even if their smartphone is a Samsung and their tablet is a Kindle, these young people are all iGen’ers. (And yes, even if they are lower income: teens from disadvantaged backgrounds now spend just as much time online as those with more resources—another effect of smartphones.) The average teen checks her phone more than eighty times a day.

But technology is not the only change shaping this generation. The i in iGen represents the individualism its members take for granted, a broad trend that grounds their bedrock sense of equality as well as their rejection of traditional social rules. It also captures the income inequality that is creating a deep insecurity among iGen’ers, who worry about doing the right things to become financially successful, to become a “have” rather than a “have not.” Due to these influences and many others, iGen is distinct from every previous generation in how its members spend their time, how they behave, and their attitudes toward religion, sexuality, and politics. They socialize in completely new ways, reject once sacred social taboos, and want different things from their lives and careers. They are obsessed with safety and fearful of their economic futures, and they have no patience for inequality based on gender, race, or sexual orientation. They are at the forefront of the worst mental health crisis in decades, with rates of teen depression and suicide skyrocketing since 2011. Contrary to the prevalent idea that children are growing up faster than previous generations did, iGen’ers are growing up more slowly: 18-year-olds now act like 15-year-olds used to, and 13-year-olds like 10-year-olds. Teens are physically safer than ever, yet they are more mentally vulnerable.

Drawing from four large, nationally representative surveys of 11 million Americans since the 1960s, I’ve identified ten important trends shaping iGen’ers and, ultimately, all of us: In No Hurry (the extension of childhood into adolescence), Internet (how much time they are really spending on their phones—and what that has replaced), In person no more (the decline in in-person social interaction), Insecure (the sharp rise in mental health issues), Irreligious (the decline in religion), Insulated but not intrinsic (the interest in safety and the decline in civic involvement), Income insecurity (new attitudes toward work), Indefinite (new attitudes toward sex, relationships, and children), Inclusive (acceptance, equality, and free speech debates), and Independent (their political views). iGen is the ideal place to look for trends that will shape our culture in the years to come, as its members are very young but still old enough to express their views and report on their experiences.

I’ve been researching generational differences for nearly twenty-five years, starting when I was a 22-year-old PhD student in personality psychology at the University of Michigan. Back then I focused on how my own generation, Generation X, differed from Boomers (more gender equality and more anxiety, among other things). As time went on, I found a broad array of generational differences in behaviors, attitudes, and personality traits that distinguished the Millennials, the generation born in the 1980s and early 1990s. That research culminated in my 2006 book Generation Me, updated in 2014, a look at how the Millennials differed from their predecessors. Most of the generational differences that defined GenX and the Millennials came along gradually, building to a crescendo only after a decade or two of steady change. I had grown accustomed to line graphs of trends that looked like hills slowly growing into peaks, with cultural change making its mark after a measured rollout that started with a few young people and swelled to many.

But around 2012, I started seeing large, abrupt shifts in teens’ behaviors and emotional states. All of a sudden, the line graphs looked like steep mountains—rapid drop-offs erased the gains of decades in just a few years; after years of gradual inclines or hollows, sheer cliffs suddenly brought traits to all-time highs. In all of my analyses of generational data—some of it reaching back to the 1930s—I had never seen anything like it.

At first I wondered if these were random blips that would disappear after a year or two. But they didn’t—the trends kept going, creating sustained, and often unprecedented, trends. As I dug into the data, a pattern emerged: many of the large changes began around 2011 or 2012. That was too late to be caused by the Great Recession, which officially lasted from 2007 to 2009.

Then it occurred to me: 2011–12 was exactly when the majority of Americans started to own cell phones that could access the Internet, popularly known as smartphones. The product of this sudden shift is iGen.

Such broad generational shifts have big implications. A whole new group of young people who act and think differently—even differently from their neighbors the Millennials—is emerging into young adulthood. We all need to understand them, including friends and family looking out for them, businesses searching for new recruits, colleges and universities educating and guiding students, and marketers figuring out how to sell to them. Members of iGen also need to understand themselves as they explain to their elders and their slightly older peers how they approach the world and what makes them different.

Generational differences are larger and more broadly influential than ever. The biggest difference between the Millennials and their predecessors was in worldview, with more focus on the self and less on social rules (thus the term Generation Me). But with the popularity of the smartphone, iGen’ers differ most in how they spend their time. The life experiences they have every day are radically different from those of their predecessors. In some ways, this is an even more fundamental generational shift than that which created the Millennials; perhaps that’s why the trends announcing the arrival of iGen were so sudden and large.

The Birth Year Cutoffs

The breakneck speed of technological change has created a surprisingly large gap between those born in the 1980s and those who started life in the 1990s. “I am not a true digital native,” Juliet Lapidos, born in 1983, wrote in the New York Times. “The Internet wasn’t a fact of nature. I had to learn what it was and how to use it . . . . I didn’t have a mobile phone until I was 19.” Lapidos was 19 in 2002, when texting required hitting the same key several times on your flip phone and surfing the Web meant sitting at a desktop computer. When the iPhone was introduced just five years later in 2007, all of that changed. iGen’ers are the first generation to enter adolescence with smartphones already in their hands—a stark difference with wide-ranging implications.

iGen got here faster than anyone anticipated. Until recently, most of the generational patter focused on Millennials, sometimes defined as Americans born between 1980 and 1999. Yet this is a long span for a recent generation: Generation X, immediately before the Millennials, lasted only fourteen years, from 1965 to 1979. If the Millennial generation lasts the same amount of time as GenX, the last Millennial birth year is instead 1994, meaning that iGen begins with those born in 1995—conveniently, that’s also the year the Internet was born. Other milestones fall close to 1995 as well. In 2006, Facebook opened up to anyone over the age of 13—so those born since 1993 have been able to live their entire adolescence on social networking sites. A cut in the mid-1990s also makes sense based on the hard data: in 2011, the year when everything started to change in the survey data, the 13- to 18-year-olds answering the questions were born between 1993 and 1998.

It’s anyone’s guess when iGen will end; I’d put my money on fourteen to seventeen years after 1995. That would mean the last iGen’ers were born somewhere between 2009 and 2015, with 2012 right at the middle of that range. That makes the birth year span of iGen 1995–2012. As time goes on, those boundaries might be adjusted up or down, but 1995–2012 is a solid place to start. A lot is going to depend on the technology developed in the next ten years and whether it changes young people’s lives as much as the smartphone did. With 1995–2012 as the range, the first iGen’ers graduated from high school in 2012 and the last will in 2030 (see Figure 0.1).
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Figure 0.1: Time span when each generation dominated the population of high school seniors and entering college students, based on the generational birth-year cutoffs.



Any generational cutoff is arbitrary; there is no exact science or official consensus to determine which birth years belong to which generation. In addition, people born right before and right after the cutoff have experienced essentially the same culture, but those born ten years apart but technically within the same generation have experienced a different culture. Nevertheless, generational labels with specific cutoffs are useful; just like city boundaries, the demarcation of 18 as legal adulthood, and personality types, they allow us to define and describe people despite the obvious limitations of using a bright line when a fuzzy one is closer to the truth. No matter where we set the cutoff, it’s important to understand how those born after the mid-1990s differ from those born only a few years before.

The Name

As a label, iGen is concise, broad, and relatively neutral. At least one writer has described the iGen label as “bland,” but that’s actually a strength. A generational label needs to be inclusive enough to capture an extensive swath of people and neutral enough to be accepted by the generation itself and older generations. It also needs to capture something about the generation’s experience, and for iGen’ers, the Internet and smartphones have defined many of their experiences thus far. The prominent magazine AdvertisingAge has backed iGen as the best name for the post-Millennials. “We think it’s the name that best fits and will best lead to understanding of this generation,” Matt Carmichael, AdvertisingAge’s director of data strategy, told USA Today.

Another name suggested for this group is Generation Z. However, that label works only if the generation before them is called Generation Y, and hardly anyone uses Generation Y now that the term Millennials has won out. That makes Generation Z dead on arrival. Not to mention that young people do not want to be named after the generation older than themselves. That’s why Baby Busters never caught on for Generation X and why Generation Y never stuck for the Millennials. Generation Z is derivative, and the generational labels that stick are always original.

Neil Howe, who along with the late William Strauss coined the term Millennials, has suggested that the next generation be called the Homelanders, given their upbringing in the time of homeland security. I doubt that any generation wants to be named after the government agency that makes you take your shoes off at the airport. Howe also believes that the generation after the Millennials doesn’t begin until those born in 2005, which seems unlikely given the fast pace of technological change and the sudden shifts in teens’ time use and traits starting around 2011. Other labels have been suggested as well. In 2015, teens polled by MTV chose the Founders as their preferred generational label. But: founders of what?

As far as I know, I was the first to use the term iGen, introducing it in the first edition of my book Generation Me in April 2006. I’ve been using the term iGen to talk about the post-Millennial generation for a while; in 2010 I named my speaking and consulting business iGen Consulting.

The Data

What we know about iGen so far is just beginning to take shape. Polls will announce that 29% of young adults don’t affiliate with a religion or that 86% of teens worry about finding a job. But these single-time polls could be capturing beliefs universal to young people across all generations. Boomer or GenX teens in the 1970s or 1990s may also have shunned religion and worried about employment. One-time polls with no comparison group tell us nothing about cultural change or iGen’ers distinctive experiences. You can’t draw a generational conclusion with data from only one generation. Yet so far, nearly all the books and articles about iGen have relied on minimally useful polls like those.

Other one-time surveys include members of several generations. That’s better, but even they have a major flaw: they can’t separate the effects of age from those of generation. If a study finds (for example) that iGen’ers want to make friends at work more than GenX’ers do, that might be because iGen’ers are young and single and GenX’ers are older and married. In a one-time survey, there’s no way to tell. That’s unfortunate, because if you’re capturing differences based on age, it doesn’t tell you much about what has changed—whether what worked to motivate young employees or students ten years ago will work now.

To really understand what’s unique about this generation—what is actually new about it—we need to compare iGen to previous generations when their members were young. We need data collected across time. That’s what the large, over-time surveys I analyze in this book do: they ask young people the same questions year after year so their responses can be compared over several generations.

I draw primarily from four databases. One, called Monitoring the Future (MtF), has asked high school seniors (12th graders) more than a thousand questions every year since 1976 and queried 8th and 10th graders since 1991. The Youth Risk Behavior Surveillance System (YRBSS, administered by the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention) has surveyed high school students since 1991. The American Freshman (AF) Survey, administered by the Higher Education Research Institute, has questioned students entering four-year colleges and universities since 1966. Finally, the General Social Survey (GSS) has examined adults 18 and over since 1972. (For more details on these surveys and their methods, see Appendix A.) These surveys can show us how Boomers were grooving when they were in high school in the 1970s, how GenX’ers rocked it in the 1980s and 1990s, how Millennials bopped through the 2000s, and how iGen is making its own waves in the 2010s.

By comparing one generation to another at the same age, we can observe the views of young people about themselves, rather than relying on older people’s reflections on a time gone by. We can see differences that are due to cultural changes and not to age. These differences can’t be dismissed by saying that “young people have always been this way.” In fact, these surveys show that young people are now quite different from young people in previous decades. The relative youth of these samples is also exciting—it allows us a peek at iGen’ers as they are forming their identities, starting to articulate their opinions, and finding their path toward adulthood.

These data sources have three other distinct advantages. First, they are large in sample size and scope, collecting data on thousands of people every year who have answered hundreds of questions anonymously. All told, they have surveyed 11 million people. Second, the survey administrators were careful to ensure that the people answering the questions were representative of the US population in terms of gender, race, location, and socioeconomic status. That means that the conclusions can be generalized to American young people as a whole (or, in the case of college students, to college students as a whole). Third, all of these data sets are publicly available online— they are not hiding behind paywalls or fees, so the data are transparent and open. These surveys are national treasures of Big Data, providing a glimpse of the lives and beliefs of Americans in decades gone by as well as an up-to-date look at young people in recent years. With this solid mass of generational data now emerging, we no longer need to rely on shaky one-time studies to understand iGen.

Because the survey samples are nationally representative, they represent American young people as a whole, not just an isolated group. Of course, the demographics of American youth have changed over time; for example, more are Hispanic than in previous decades. It’s fair to ask whether the generational shifts are solely due to these demographic shifts—that’s a question of cause rather than accuracy, but it’s still worth asking. For that reason and others, I’ve also examined whether the trends appear across different groups (for example, black, white, and Hispanic; girls and boys; in the Northeast, Midwest, South, and West; in urban, rural, and suburban areas; lower socioeconomic status and higher socioeconomic status—such as whether one’s parents attended college or not). With only a few exceptions, the generational trends appear across all of these demographic groups. These sweeping changes appear among poor teens and rich ones, those of every ethnic background, and in cities, suburbs, and small towns. If you’re curious about what the trends look like within these groups, I’ve put figures with some of these breakdowns in the appendices.

For a preview of some generational differences, take the quiz on the next page to find out how much your experiences overlap with those of iGen. Regardless of when you were born, how iGen are you?


Take this 15-item quiz to find out how “iGen” you are. Answer each question with “yes” or “no.”

______ 1. In the past 24 hours, did you spend at least an hour total texting on a cell phone?

______ 2. Do you have a Snapchat account?

______ 3. Do you consider yourself a religious person?

______ 4. Did you get your driver’s license by the time you turned 17?

______ 5. Do you think same-sex marriage should be legal?

______ 6. Did you ever drink alcohol (more than a few sips) by the time you turned 16?

______ 7. Did you fight with your parents a lot when you were a teen?

______ 8. Were more than one-third of the other students at your high school a different race than you?

______ 9. When you were in high school, did you spend nearly every weekend night out with your friends?

_____ 10. Did you have a job during the school year when you were in high school?

_____ 11. Do you agree that safe spaces and trigger warnings are good ideas and that efforts should be made to reduce microaggressions?

_____ 12. Are you a political independent?

_____ 13. Do you support the legalization of marijuana?

_____ 14. Is having sex without much emotion involved desirable?

_____ 15. When you were in high school, did you feel left out and lonely fairly often?

SCORING: Give yourself 1 point for answering “yes” to questions 1, 2, 5, 8, 11, 12, 13, 14, and 15. Give yourself 1 point for answering “no” to questions 3, 4, 6, 7, 9, and 10. The higher your score, the more iGen you are in your behaviors, attitudes, and beliefs.



The Demographics—and the World

Using the birth years 1995 to 2012, iGen includes 74 million Americans, about 24% of the population. That means one in four Americans is a member of iGen—all the more reason to understand them. iGen is the most ethnically diverse generation in American history: one in four is Hispanic, and nearly 5% are multiracial. Non-Hispanic whites are a bare majority, at 53%. The birth years at the end of iGen are the first to have a nonwhite majority: beginning with the iGen’ers born in late 2009, less than 50% are non-Hispanic whites. That means no one group is in the majority, practically the definition of diversity. The generation after iGen—those born in 2013 and later—will be the first majority nonwhite generation.

The data here are from US samples, so the conclusions can’t be directly generalized to other countries. However, many of the generational shifts that appear here are emerging in other cultures as well. Researchers around the world are documenting many of the same trends, with new studies constantly appearing. The Internet and smartphone boom hit other industrialized countries at about the same time as these technologies took hold in the United States, and the consequences are likely to be similar.

The Context

To flesh out my number crunching with a sense of real people, I have taken a deeper look at iGen in a number of ways. First, I interviewed twenty-three iGen’ers in person or on the phone for up to two hours, delving into their thoughts on pop culture, teen social life, current events, campus controversies, and their all-important smartphones. These young people ranged in age from 12 to 20; they were black, white, Asian American, Latino/a, and Middle Eastern American; from Virginia, Connecticut, Illinois, Ohio, Texas, Minnesota, Georgia, and California; and attending middle school, high school, community college, or four-year college, the vast majority at institutions that would not be considered particularly elite. I also posed written interview questions online on sites such as Amazon’s MTurk Requester, conducted a survey of 250 introductory psychology students at San Diego State University, where I teach, and discussed various issues as they came up in classes with my undergraduate students. I also read a wide array of opinion pieces from college newspapers around the country. These sources are not nationally representative, so they are not a replacement for the survey data. These iGen’ers’ individual experiences are just that and might not be representative of their generation. The survey data are always the gold standard; the interviews and essays illustrate that data and do not in any way replace it. They are, however, a path to humanizing the young people behind the data. As iGen’ers age and start to shape our world, they deserve to be heard in addition to being understood empirically.

When I wrote Generation Me, my book about the Millennials, I was just a little older than the cohort I was writing about and had experienced many of the same cultural phenomena. Hard data from surveys formed the core of that book, just as they do here, but as a GenX’er my own life mirrored much of what I wrote about. That’s not as true in this book, where I’m twenty-five to thirty years older than iGen teens. (To my chagrin, one of the college students I interviewed told me I reminded him of his mother. As it turned out, I actually am the same age as his parents.) My role here is much more observer than participant. However, I now have another perspective: my three daughters were born in 2006, 2009, and 2012, in the later years of iGen. I have thus seen firsthand some of the quintessential iGen experiences such as a toddler, barely old enough to walk, confidently swiping her way through an iPad. I’ve also experienced having a 6-year-old ask for a cell phone and hearing a 9-year-old describe the latest app to sweep the 4th grade. Maybe if I name their generation, my kids will listen to me when I tell them to put on their shoes.

In this book, the voices of iGen’ers—whether the statistics from the large surveys or their own words in interviews—speak for themselves. The book also features more than a hundred graphs of the survey data spanning the generations so you can see the data for yourself—not just the data for iGen but the data for Millennials, GenX’ers, and Boomers as well. The graphs summarize a large amount of data in a small amount of space (a graph is worth a thousand words). You’ll see firsthand how iGen stands out, with the abrupt drop-offs and sheer rock faces around 2011 for many traits and behaviors and more gradual changes in others.

The Caveats

As a generations researcher, I’m often asked questions such as “Why are you blaming the kids? Isn’t it the parents’ fault?” (Or “the Boomers’ fault?” or “GenX’ers fault?”) This question makes two false assumptions: first, it assumes that all generational changes are negative; second, it implies that a single cause (such as parenting) can be identified for each change. Neither is true. Some generational changes are positive, some are negative, and many are both. There’s a natural human tendency to classify things as all good or all bad, but with cultural changes, it’s better to see the gray areas and the trade-offs. Given that many generational differences are positive or at least neutral, using words such as fault and blame doesn’t really make sense. It’s also counterproductive, leaving us squabbling about whom to blame rather than understanding the trends, both good and bad. Cultural change also has many causes, not just one—it’s not just parents, but technology, media, business, and education working together to create an entire culture that is radically different from the one our parents and grandparents experienced. It’s nobody’s fault or everybody’s fault. Cultures change, and generations change with them; that’s the important point. It’s not a contest to see which generation is worse (or better); the culture has changed, and we’re all in this together.

Once we know that a generational change has occurred, the natural next question is “Why?” This can be a difficult question to answer. The gold standard in science for showing that one thing causes another is an experiment, in which people are randomly assigned to have different experiences. For generational differences, that would mean randomly assigning people to grow up at different times—a true mission impossible. The next best way to identify possible causes is a two-step process. First, the two things must be correlated with each other. For example, we can see whether teens who spend more time on social media are more depressed. Second, the two things must change at the same time and in the correct direction. If social media use and depression both increase during the same years, one might cause the other. If they don’t (say, one goes up while the other stays about the same), one is likely not causing the other. This approach can, at the very least, rule out possible causes. It can’t fully rule causes in, but it can provide evidence that points toward something as the culprit.

Another caveat: the numbers here are averages. For example, the average iGen teen spends more time online than the average Millennial did in 2005. Of course, some iGen teens spend little time online, and some Millennials spent a lot of time—there is considerable overlap between the two groups. Just because there is an average difference doesn’t mean that everyone in the generation is exactly the same. So why not treat everyone as an individual? If you’re going to analyze data, that’s just not possible. Statistics rely on averages, so you can’t compare groups of people without them. That’s why virtually every scientific study of people relies on averages. This isn’t stereotyping; it’s comparing groups using a scientific method. Stereotyping occurs when someone assumes that any individual person must be representative of his or her group. It’s not a valid criticism of generational studies to say that they describe “everyone” in a generation in one way or to say that they “overgeneralize.” Any overgeneralizing that occurs is due to a mistaken interpretation by individual people, not to the data themselves.

What if the cultural changes are affecting everyone and not just iGen? In many cases, they are. This is known as a time-period difference, or a cultural change that has an equal effect on people of all ages. Pure time-period effects are fairly rare, because age usually affects how people experience events. Cultural change often affects the young first, and then spreads to older people. Smartphones and social media are a perfect example of that. However, much of this book is about how iGen’ers’ adolescence is markedly different from their predecessors’, which is naturally a generational difference as the teen years of Boomers, GenX’ers, and Millennials are already past.

The Way Forward

Where iGen goes, the country goes. Parents of adolescents wonder how their teens’ constant smartphone use will affect their brains, their emotions, and their relationships. The majority of college students are already iGen, bringing their values, viewpoints, and ever-present smartphones to campuses around the country. Young recruits to businesses will soon be dominated by iGen’ers, not Millennials, which may catch some companies unprepared for iGen’ers’ different perspective. iGen’ers’ product preferences are already shaping the marketplace with their teen and young adult influences, and they will soon dominate the lucrative 18-to-29-year-old market. iGen’ers’ political preferences will shape elections far into the future, and their attitudes will dictate policy and laws. Their marriage rates and birthrates will affect the demographic balance of the country, determining whether there will be enough young workers to support Millennials and GenX’ers in their retirement. iGen is at the forefront of the enormous changes under way in the United States today, driven by the Internet, individualism, income inequality, and other forces of cultural change. Understanding iGen means understanding the future—for all of us.

So what’s really different about iGen?



Chapter 1




In No Hurry: Growing Up Slowly

It’s a bright fall afternoon when I arrive at a high school just outside San Diego and make my way to the psychology classroom. The teacher reminds the students that they have an exam coming up on Monday and tells them it’s a “work day” for them to organize their notes and study. We move two desks into the breezeway outside the classroom, and the teacher rifles through the permission slips. “Azar,” he says, and a girl with long dark hair fist-pumps the air and says, “Yes!”

Azar exudes unbridled enthusiasm for just about everything, talking at the rapid, singsong pace favored by many southern California teens. “Have you seen Spy? It’s sooo good,” she gushes. When I ask her if she has a favorite song on the radio right now, she says, “Yes. ‘Wildest Dreams’ by Taylor Swift, ‘Blank Space’ by Taylor Swift, and ‘Bad Blood’ by Taylor Swift.” “So you like Taylor Swift?” I tease. “Well, I wouldn’t say that—I’ve only memorized all of her songs,” she replies. When I ask her what she likes to read, she says, “Harry Potter is my life—I love him.” She tells me she doesn’t have her driver’s license yet, so her mom drops her off at school.

With her fixation on Taylor Swift, her love of Harry Potter, and the rides she’s getting from her mom, you might guess that Azar is 14. But she’s not—she’s 17.

Azar is growing up slowly, taking longer to embrace the responsibilities and pleasures of adulthood. It’s tempting to think she’s the exception: with porn on the Internet, sexy Halloween costumes for young girls, 7th-grade boys requesting nude pictures of their classmates, and other adults-too-soon trends gaining attention, many people believe that children and teens are instead growing up more quickly than in the past. “Childhood is gone. They have access to this world of adults they feel they have to participate in,” lamented a Brooklyn middle school principal recently. Many believe that teens are barreling toward adulthood faster than ever. But are they?

(Not) Going Out and (Not) Getting It On

When I knock on the door of the neat suburban house on a Friday evening, 14-year-old Priya answers. She’s a pretty Indian American with long hair and braces who is a few months into her freshman year of high school in a suburban neighborhood at the far northern edge of the city limits of San Diego. Her mother offers me a glass of ice water as we sit at their dining room table next to Priya’s study books and her pink calculator; Priya is already carrying a heavy academic load of honors classes. I ask her what she does for fun with her friends. “Sometimes we make plans and go see a movie or something . . . or go out to dinner sometimes,” she says. But those are not parent-free outings. “Usually, like, one parent comes along, or two, depending on how many want to go,” she says. “It’s kind of fun—with parents and kids.” They find a movie everyone will like, she says, and the parents and children go together—just as they did when the kids were in elementary school.

I reach Jack, 15, after his busy day of school and track practice at his high school in suburban Minneapolis, where he’s a sophomore. We’ve met in person a few times before when I’ve visited Minnesota—he’s white, a serious young man with dark hair and a shy smile who is very close to his equally athletic family. When I ask what movies he’s seen recently, he mentions two he saw with his parents and sister. That made me curious about whether he ever sees movies with his friends. “Where do you like to hang out with your friends, and what do you normally do together?” I ask. “Most of the time we go on a run or something,” he says. “We have a pool at our house, and we go swimming, or I go over to their house.” I ask if he’s gone to any parties, and he mentions a summer party at a friend’s house where they played volleyball; his friend’s parents were there the whole time. His typical weekend usually involves a running event and doing something with his family. “Do you ever go places without your parents?” I ask. “Well, football games . . . but not really,” he says.

Priya and Jack are increasingly typical: iGen teens are less likely to go out without their parents. The trend began with Millennials and then accelerated at a rapid clip with iGen’ers (see Figure 1.1). The numbers are stunning: 12th graders in 2015 are going out less often than 8th graders did as recently as 2009. So 18-year-olds are now going out less often than 14-year-olds did just six years prior.
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Figure 1.1. Times per week 8th, 10th, and 12th graders go out without their parents. Monitoring the Future, 1976–2015.



These declines are not due to shifts in racial demographics: the trend is the same for white teens (see Appendix B). They also look the same for students from working-class and middle-class homes. Nor is the trend caused by the recession: even after the economy rebounded around 2012, the number of teens’ independent forays continued to slide. The more likely candidate is smartphones, used by the majority of teens since around 2011–12.

No matter what the cause, the result is the same: iGen teens are less likely to experience the freedom of being out of the house without their parents—those first tantalizing tastes of the independence of being an adult, those times when teens make their own decisions, good or bad.

Contrast this to the 1970s, when Boomer teens were growing up. Bill Yates recently published a book of his photographs of teens taken at a roller-skating rink outside Tampa, Florida, in the early 1970s. In one, a shirtless teen stands with a large bottle of peppermint schnapps stuck in the waistband of his jeans. In another, a boy who looks about 12 poses with a lit cigarette in his mouth. Several shots show couples kissing. As Yates describes it, the rink was a place where kids could get away from their parents and create a world of their own where they could drink, smoke, and make out in the backs of their cars. The photos feature the usual 1970s panoply of plaid pants, wide belts, and long hair, but what struck me the most was how adult even the youngest teens look—not physically but in their bold and insouciant independence. They gaze at the camera with the self-confidence born of making your own choices—even if your parents wouldn’t think they were the right ones, and even if, objectively speaking, they are not. These are the Boomers, raised in a time when their parents were happy for them to leave the house and economic success didn’t require a graduate degree.

Those kisses at the rink are also less common: iGen teens are less likely to date (see Figure 1.2). Only about half as many iGen high school seniors vs. Boomers and GenX’ers at the same age) ever go out on dates. In the early 1990s, nearly three out of four 10th graders sometimes dated, but by the 2010s only about half did.
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Figure 1.2. Percentage of 8th, 10th, and 12th graders who ever go out on dates. Monitoring the Future, 1976–2015.



The students I interviewed assured me that they still call it “dating,” so a change in wording is probably not the primary cause of the decline. The initial stage, what GenX’ers called “liking” (“Oooh, he likes you!”), iGen’ers now call “talking”—an ironic choice for a generation who prefer texting to talking on the phone. After a couple has “talked” for a while, they might start dating. Emily, 14 and from Minnesota, says some of her friends have gone on dates. I asked her what they usually did. “Maybe go to each other’s houses. Or they might go shopping together,” she said. “Normally it’s the girl that’s shopping and the boy is, like, following.” I laughed and told her that it’s about the same when you’re older.

Chloe, 18 and from Ohio, has had two romantic relationships. In both, she says that about a third of their “getting to know you” conversations were done via texting and social media (that was the “talking” part) and the other two-thirds in person. So it could be that young people are still pairing up but don’t see each other in person as often—with that in-person interaction necessary for it to count as a date. In other cases, parents may be more protective than they once were. “My dad always said that high school relationships were dumb, and that no one should date in high school,” wrote Lauren, 19. “I always thought that it was interesting he said this, because my mom and dad started dating their sophomore year of high school and have been together ever since. When I would mention this to them they said, ‘I know, we were stupid.’ ” Other teens, especially some boys, said they just didn’t have the courage to date. Mike, 18, wrote, “Nope. I ain’t got no game. It was a lack of confidence in myself which brought upon a female famine during high school.”

The lack of dating leads to the next surprising fact about iGen: they are less likely to have sex than teens in previous decades (see Figure 1.3).
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        Figure 1.3. Percentage of high school students who have ever had sex, by grade. Youth Risk Behavior Surveillance System, 1991–2015.

    

The drop is the largest for 9th graders, where the number of sexually active teens has almost been cut in half since the 1990s. The average teen now has sex around the spring of 11th grade, while most GenX’ers in the 1990s got started a year earlier, by the spring of 10th grade. Fifteen percent fewer 12th graders in 2015 (vs. 1991) have had sex.

Fewer teens having sex is one of the reasons behind what many see as one of the most positive youth trends in recent years: the teen birthrate hit an all-time low in 2015, cut by more than half since its modern peak in the early 1990s (see Figure 1.4). Only 2.4% of girls aged 15 to 19 had a baby in 2015, down from 6% in 1992. So with fewer teens having sex, fewer are getting pregnant and fewer are giving birth at a young age. Parenthood, one of the more irrevocable milestones of adulthood, is less likely to be reached by today’s teens.
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Figure 1.4. Teen birthrate per 1,000 population among 18- to 19-year olds in the United States. Centers for Disease Control, National Center for Health Statistics, 1980–2015.



The low teen birthrate is also an interesting contrast to the post–World War II era—in 1960, for example, 9% of teen girls had babies. Back then, though, most of them were married; the median age at first marriage for women in 1960 was 20. Thus, half of the women getting married for the first time in 1960 were teenagers—unthinkable today but completely accepted then. These days, marriage and children are many years off for the average teen, something we’ll explore more in chapter 8 (along with another intriguing question: Does the trend toward less sexual activity continue into adulthood?). Overall, the decline in teen sex and teen pregnancy is another sign of the slowed developmental speed of iGen: teens are waiting longer to have sex and have babies just as they are waiting longer to go out without their parents and date.


An Interlude About Why Teens Act Less like Adults—and Why It’s Not All Good or All Bad

You might be wondering why teens are less likely to do adult things such as go out without their parents and have sex, and whether this trend of growing up more slowly is a good thing or a bad thing. An approach called life history theory provides some insights. Life history theory argues that how fast teens grow up depends on where and when they are raised. In more academic parlance, developmental speed is an adaptation to a cultural context.

Today’s teens follow a slow life strategy, common in times and places where families have fewer children and cultivate each child longer and more intensely. That’s a good description of our current culture in the United States, when the average family has two children, kids can start playing organized sports at 3, and preparing for college seems to begin in elementary school. Compare that to a fast life strategy, where families are larger and parents focus on subsistence rather than quality. This fast life strategy involves less preparation for the future and more focus on just getting through the day. The fast strategy was a more common approach in the Boomer era, when fewer labor-saving devices were available and the average woman had four children—and, as a result, some of them ended up playing in the street. When my uncle told me about going skinny-dipping in the river when he was 8, I wondered why his parents had let him do that and why they hadn’t been with him. Then I remembered: his parents had seven other children and ran a farm, and it was 1946. The goal was survival, not violin lessons by age 5.

Life history theory explicitly notes that slow or fast life strategies are not necessarily good or bad; they just are. Keep this in mind as we explore the trends; just because something has changed from previous generations does not make it bad (or good), and I do not mean to imply that it does. For example, in some cultures, dating in early high school is considered good—it means a young person is popular with the opposite sex and will have no trouble producing the grandchildren the parents want, and quickly. In other cultures, early dating is considered bad—if she dates too soon, the thinking goes, she might focus too much on relationships and won’t finish college. So the “bad”-vs.-“good” question depends a lot on one’s cultural perspective. I suggest the same caution about seeing behaviors as “mature” or “immature.” Is going out with your friends mature or immature? What about having sex? They are really neither—or both. Such labels also miss the more complete, and more accurate, explanation that teens are now on a different developmental path. The key is not bad or good, mature or immature, but that these milestones of adulthood are now passed later.

Another crucial point: nearly all of the generational shifts in this chapter and the rest appear across different demographic groups. The samples we’re drawing from here are nationally representative, meaning the teens reflect the demographics of the United States. Every group is included. Even within specific groups, the trends consistently appear; they are present in working-class homes as well as upper-middle-class ones, among minorities as well as whites, among girls as well as boys, in big cities, suburbs, and small towns, and all across the country. That means they are not isolated to the white, upper-middle-class teens whom journalists often wring their hands over. Youths of every racial group, region, and class are growing up more slowly.

License to Drive

I reach Matthew, 19, by phone in his room at a small college in Pennsylvania. He’s originally from New England and wants to be a high school history teacher. In online pictures from his high school tennis matches, he’s a lanky young man with a graceful swing. His playlist on YouTube features videos by the band Imagine Dragons and a College Humor video called “Gluten Free Duck” (featuring a duck that won’t eat bread crumbs and asks for “a brown rice tortilla or maybe some quinoa crackers?”). When we talk, he is articulate and thoughtful, discussing the history books he likes and his views on social issues. He didn’t get his driver’s license until he was 18, two years later than he legally could have. For most of his senior year, he took the bus to school, or his parents would pick him up. “Why did you wait?” I ask. “I was too lazy to get around to it,” he says. “I was actually pretty nervous as well, because I have an older sister and she failed the [driver’s] test one or two times—and she’s really smart, so I thought if she failed it there’s no way I’m going to pass it. I guess I was nervous and afraid of failing.” Teens have always been nervous about passing their driving tests, of course, but the lure of adult freedom was usually strong enough to overcome it.

Matthew typifies an iGen trend: though nearly all Boomer high school students had their driver’s license by spring of their senior year, by 2015 only 72% did. That means more than one out of four iGen’ers do not have a driver’s license by the time they graduate from high school (see Figure 1.5).
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        Figure 1.5. Percentage of 12th graders who drove at all in the last year and who have a driver’s license. Monitoring the Future, 1976–2015.

    

    For some, Mom is such a good chauffeur that there’s no urgent need to drive. “My parents drove me everywhere and never complained so I always had rides,” wrote Hannah, 21. “By 18 most of my friends had a license and cars but I was still not in a hurry. I didn’t get my license until my mom told me I had to because she could not keep driving me to school.” She finally got her license six months past her eighteenth birthday. Other iGen’ers said similar things, seeing getting a license as something to be nagged into by one’s parents—a notion that would have seemed nonsensical to previous generations of teens, who were chomping at the bit to get their license. Juan, 19, said he didn’t get his license right away “because my parents didn’t ‘push’ me to get my license.”

As a GenX’er, that sentence makes my jaw drop every time I read it. It used to be the other way around: you wanted to get your license, and your parents wanted you to wait. In the 1988 Corey Haim and Corey Feldman vehicle License to Drive, Haim’s character fails his driving test but takes his dad’s car out for the night anyway (his parents don’t notice because his mother is just about to give birth to their fourth child—a nice manifestation of life history theory). Feldman’s character delivers a rousing speech about the greater meaning of getting a driver’s license and what it means for one’s dating life and independence. “You’ve had to stand and watch as all of the pretty girls drove off in some older jerk’s car. Humiliation—I know, I’ve been through it,” he says. “But that’s all over now. That thing in your wallet—that’s no ordinary piece of paper. That is a driver’s license! . . . It’s a license to live, a license to be free, to go wherever, whenever, and with whomever you choose!” As he talks, patriotic music plays in the background, and he stands tall with pride.

iGen’ers, on the other hand, think about getting their license and say, “Meh.”

Are fewer teens driving because of ride-sharing services such as Uber and Lyft? Not likely. First, these services usually require that riders be 18 years old or older, so most high school students can’t use them alone. In addition, Uber debuted in 2009 and Lyft in 2012, and the decline in getting a driver’s license began long before that. The decline appears in suburbs and rural areas, where Uber is often unavailable. The most consistent decline appears among suburban teens—suggesting that the downslide has more to do with Mom and Dad driving Junior around (see Appendix B).

It’s true that some states changed their laws on teen driving during the 2000s. That might account for shifts for younger teens, but it’s unlikely to explain the trends for high school seniors: they fill out the survey in the spring, when virtually all are at least 17 and most are 18. (And in fact, more are 18 than in previous decades—57% in 2015, up from 53% in 1992.) As of 2016, forty-nine states (all but New Jersey) allowed teens to drive alone after age 16½ (sometimes with restrictions such as on night driving or passengers, but still driving alone). Another way to get around the influence of the new laws is by examining trends in the western region, where the highest percentage of states (eleven out of thirteen, or 85%, including California) allow full, unrestricted driving privileges by age 17. There the decline in having a driver’s license was just as large or larger (see Appendix B).

Even apart from getting their license, fewer teens are driving at all. All states allow teens to get learner’s permits that let them drive with a licensed adult driver in the car, at minimum ages ranging from 14 to 16. That means virtually all 12th graders have been eligible to drive for at least a year by the time they fill out the survey, yet by 2015 one in four did not drive at all. The vast majority (84%) of states allow 15-year-olds to get learner’s permits, and all states allow permits by 16; with most students turning 16 before the spring of 10th grade, the vast majority of 10th graders are able to start driving. But in 2015, for the first time, the majority of 10th graders did not drive at all—not even on a learner’s permit. The decline in driving appears across all regions, ethnic groups, and socioeconomic classes (see Appendix B).

The Retreat of the Latchkey Kids

In 2015, a Maryland couple allowed their 10- and 6-year-old children to walk by themselves about a mile from a local park to their home. Someone saw the children walking alone and called the police, and the couple was investigated for child neglect by Child Protective Services. The story made national news, partially because many Boomers and GenX’ers can remember having free rein around their neighborhoods at what would now be considered young ages. In a 2015 poll, 71% of adults said they would not allow a child to go to the park alone, but 59% of adults over age 30 said they did so when they were kids themselves. One GenX friend of mine remembers walking to kindergarten by herself on a route that included crossing train tracks. Now when her 6-year-old daughter walks to the end of the block by herself, neighbors often accompany her back, worried that she is lost.

Another GenX memory is being a latchkey kid: walking home from school and using your key to enter an empty house, since your parents were still at work. Some kids did so as early as 2nd grade, and by middle school and especially high school it was taken for granted. Fewer iGen teens now have this experience (see Figure 1.6).
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Figure 1.6. Percentage of 8th and 10th graders who spend time at home after school with no adult present. Monitoring the Future, 1991–2015.



These aren’t large shifts, but the direction of the trend is surprising because more mothers in the 2010s worked full-time than in the 1990s. Given that, more teens—not fewer—should be spending time alone after school. (And it can’t be because more teens are working or doing extracurricular activities in the afternoon; as we’ll explore later, fewer of them work and time spent on activities has stayed the same.) Whether through after-school programs or some other mechanism, parents have arranged for fewer 14-, 15-, and 16-year-old teens to be at home by themselves in the afternoon. Thus teens are not just less likely to go out without their parents; they are also less likely to be at home without their parents.

The Decline of the Teen Job

Many Boomers and GenX’ers can remember the first time they bought something with their own money—maybe from mowing the lawn or babysitting. Or they might remember cashing their first paycheck from their job at the mall, using it to buy cool clothes or a music album they’d been saving up to buy.

iGen is less likely to have that experience. The decline in the percentage of teens working is considerable: in the late 1970s, only 22% of high school seniors didn’t work for pay at all during the school year, but by the early 2010s, twice as many (44%) didn’t (see Figure 1.7). The number of 8th graders who work for pay has been cut in half. These declines accelerated during the years of the Great Recession (2007–2009), but working did not bounce back in the postrecession years, when unemployment reached very low levels and jobs were easier to find. Among the youngest teens, the number working continued to decline even as the economy boomed. Teens also work fewer hours a week on average—for example, 12th graders headed to college in 2016 (vs. in 1987) worked about five fewer hours a week—about forty minutes a day less (see Appendix B).
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Figure 1.7. Percentage of 8th, 10th, and 12th graders and entering college students who earned any money from paid work in an average week. Monitoring the Future and American Freshman Survey, 1976–2016.



Fewer teens work during the summer as well: in 1980, 70% had a summer job, which sank to 43% in the 2010s (see Appendix B). The decline in the summer job doesn’t seem to be due to the inability to find a job; according to Bureau of Labor Statistics data, the number of teens who want a summer job but can’t find one has stayed about the same, but the number who don’t want a job has doubled.

Maybe teens don’t have jobs anymore—and don’t go out as much anymore—because they are devoting more time to homework and extracurricular activities. Article after article declares that American students, especially young teens, are spending more and more time studying as schools become more academically demanding. There’s also a lot of talk about students piling on more and more activities in their drive to polish those ever-more-competitive college applications.

Except they’re not. Let’s look first at extracurricular activities. The most comprehensive measure is in the entering college student survey, exactly the group you’d expect to show the most pronounced upswing in extracurricular time. However, that didn’t happen. Time spent on student clubs and on sports/exercise as 12th graders changed little over time (see Appendix B). The one rise was in volunteer work, which is now often required for high school graduation; recent students did about ten minutes a day more volunteer work than those in the late 1980s. However, the rise in volunteering took place between the 1980s and the 1990s, well before the large drop in working for pay. So although volunteering has ticked up a little, the timing is wrong and the change is too small for it to account for the large drop in working for pay.

What about time spent on homework? As it turns out, iGen 8th, 10th, and 12th graders actually spent less time on homework than GenX teens did in the early 1990s, and high school seniors headed for four-year colleges spent about the same amount of time (see Appendix B). Between 2005 and 2015—the period when working for pay decreased the most—homework time was a mixed bag: 8th graders spent eight minutes fewer a day in 2015 than in 2005, and 10th and 12th graders spent about ten more minutes a day. These shifts are too small to account for the much larger drop in time spent working for pay—and for 8th graders they are in the wrong direction, with both homework time and paid work time decreasing.

We can also consider the total amount of time teens spend on paid work, homework, volunteering, and extracurricular activities. If that total has gone up or stayed the same, teens have shifted the time they used to work for pay into homework and extracurricular time. If that total has gone down, homework time has not filled in the hours teens used to spend at a job.

The trends in this total are clear: iGen teens are spending less time on homework, paid work, volunteering, and extracurriculars combined, not more (see Figure 1.8). For example, high school seniors heading to college in 2015 spent four fewer hours a week on homework, paid work, volunteer work, and extracurricular activities during their last year in high school than those entering college in 1987. That means iGen teens—even those heading for college—had thirty-three minutes more leisure time per day than GenX’ers did. Thus, time spent on homework and activities doesn’t seem to be the reason teens are now less likely to work during the school year.
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Figure 1.8. Total hours per day spent on work and activities, 8th, 10th, and 12th graders and entering college students reporting on their last year in high school. Monitoring the Future and American Freshman Survey, 1976–2015. (For entering college students, total includes homework, paid work, volunteer work, sports/exercise, and student clubs. For 12th graders, total includes homework, paid work, and volunteer work. For 8th and 10th graders, total includes homework and paid work.)



So is it good or bad that fewer teens are working? It’s likely some of both. Most teen jobs are low-skilled work that don’t necessarily prepare young people for the higher-level jobs they will have later. My students at SDSU tell me they have worked folding clothes at the Gap, stocking shelves at Target, and cleaning the bathroom at Bath & Body Works. Although they learned some customer service skills, such jobs are very different from the white-collar professions most will pursue once they graduate from college. Jobs can also keep teens from getting the sleep they need, especially if they are at work late at night and have to start school early in the morning. And although homework time doesn’t seem to be preventing the average teen from working at a job, teens who work long hours often find it difficult to complete their schoolwork.

However, even if teens don’t learn high-level skills from their jobs, they often learn the value of responsibility and money. Vicki, 22, was a student in my personality psychology class at SDSU. She says her parents didn’t want her to work in high school, so looking for a job when she entered college was a rude shock. “No one would hire me due to my lack of experience, and even when I finally did get a job, I wasn’t acting in a professional manner on the job and I ended up getting fired a few months later,” she wrote. “If I had worked in high school, regardless of where, I would have known how to behave on the job. In fact, if I had had a job I probably would have learned a discipline and work ethic that would have helped me in many areas of my life. I would have learned the importance of attendance, which is something I have a huge struggle with when it comes to school and appointments. I never learned what it was like to earn something.”

Jobs can also confer benefits on specific populations. One study found that disadvantaged teens randomly assigned to a summer jobs program were 43% less likely to be involved in violence. Most of the effect occurred after the eight-week job period was over, suggesting that employment had a longer-term beneficial effect than simply filling time. For teens bound for college, a part-time job can provide badly needed funds, especially in the current era of rising tuition costs and the large debt burden many students find themselves with after college graduation. Whether it’s good or bad, working is yet another adult activity teens are putting off until later.

Taking Out Loans from the Bank of Mom and Dad

I meet Ellie, 16, at her high school; we sit outside her classroom and talk on a sunny fall day just before lunch. She’s a pretty junior with long light brown hair who tells me all about using geotagging to post to Instagram. She has put off getting her driver’s license but hopes to take care of that soon, since her parents still have to drop her off at the mall when she wants to hang out with her friends. I ask her if she has a job, and she says no; she also doesn’t get an allowance. “So do your parents buy you the things that you want—is that how it works?” I ask. “Yeah,” she says. “Like, usually if I need money they will, like, give it to me or something. Usually I just ask them. They don’t always, but sometimes.”

With fewer teens working, you might think that more would get an allowance to buy the things they want. However, fewer iGen’ers get an allowance. When teen employment began to drop in the 1980s, parents at first responded by giving more teens an allowance. But after 2000, fewer teens got an allowance and many fewer had money from a job, leaving 20% of these 17- and 18-year-olds without any money of their own to manage (see Figure 1.9; see Appendix B for the equivalent for 10th graders). When they need money, they must, like Ellie, ask for it from their parents. It’s yet another example of 18-year-olds now being like 15-year-olds: just like children and young adolescents, one out of five iGen high school seniors asks their parents for what they want instead of managing their own cash flow.
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Figure 1.9. Percentage of 12th graders with money from jobs, allowances, or either. Monitoring the Future, 1976–2015.



It’s hard to say whether this parental control of funds is the parents’ or the teens’ idea. If it’s the parents’, it suggests that parents think high school seniors aren’t ready to manage their own money. Or maybe teens have realized they’ll get more money out of their parents by asking rather than having a set allowance. Either way, the result is more young people graduating from high school without even the introductory money-managing experience of figuring out how much to spend on movies, gas, and meals out—a kind of training ground for the larger adult job of paying for rent, utilities, and food.

You Booze, You Lose

I reach Chloe, 18, on her cell phone just as school lets out on a mild spring Wednesday. She’s a senior at a high school in a suburb of Cleveland, Ohio, and has just decided that she’ll go to college at Ohio State (“I’m sooo excited,” she says). When she was younger, she thought she might pursue a career in fashion, but she now thinks she’ll major in psychology. When I ask her about her favorite TV shows, she admits with a tinge of embarrassment that she likes Keeping Up with the Kardashians—not for the drama, she clarifies, but because of the glimpse it provides into a posh California lifestyle. She also loves watching funny animal videos online.

Most of the time, she and her friends hang out at the mall or go for frozen yogurt. She has a boyfriend, a part-time job, and a driver’s license, but other adult activities hold little appeal for her. When I ask about going to parties and drinking, for example, she’s skeptical of the whole scene. “People I work with will say, ‘I went down to the university this weekend and I got messed up or whatever and I hooked up with some guy’—it’s just, like, drunken mistake stuff,” she says. “And that doesn’t sound appealing to you?” I ask, somewhat teasingly. “No—I don’t understand why people would not want to be in control of themselves or their actions,” she says.

Chloe is more typical of her iGen peers than you might realize; fewer and fewer drink alcohol. Nearly 40% of iGen high school seniors in 2016 had never tried alcohol at all, and the number of 8th graders who have tried alcohol has been cut nearly in half (see Figure 1.10).
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        Figure 1.10. Percentage who have ever tried alcohol (more than just a few sips), 8th, 10th, and 12th graders, college students, and young adults (ages 19–30). Monitoring the Future, 1993–2016.

    

    The decline in trying alcohol is the largest in the youngest groups and by far the smallest among young adults. The decline is a steep black diamond mountain for 8th graders, a bunny hill for 12th graders, and a gently sloping cross-country ski course for young adults. Nearly all young adults have tried alcohol, and that has declined only slightly over the decades. What’s changed is the age when they first start drinking. In the early 1990s, the average 8th grader had already tried alcohol, but by 2014 the average 10th grader had not. That means most iGen teens are putting off trying alcohol until the spring of 10th grade or later; they are growing more slowly into the adult activity of drinking alcohol. Similar trends show up for alcohol use in the last month and in other surveys such as the CDC’s Youth Risk Behavior Surveillance Survey of teens (see Appendix B).

The steep decline in alcohol use for the youngest teens is especially encouraging; most people would agree that 13- and 14-year-olds drinking is not a good idea. When they get to 10th and 12th grade and drinking can be combined with driving, it’s also a big public health benefit that fewer young people are imbibing. These are huge, and encouraging, changes.

There is one downside to these trends: more young people arrive on college campuses or enter adult life without much experience drinking. Since drinking among college students and young adults hasn’t changed much, iGen is ramping up their drinking over a much shorter period of time than did previous generations. Many are going from zero to sixty in their alcohol experience in a short time.

That’s especially true for binge drinking, usually defined as having five or more drinks in a row. Binge drinking is the most dangerous kind of alcohol use, as it is the most likely to lead to alcohol poisoning, poor judgment, and drunk driving. The number of 18-year-olds who binge drink has been cut in half since the early 1980s, but binge drinking among 21- to-22-year-olds has stayed about the same (see Figure 1.11).
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        Figure 1.11. Percentage of 18-year-olds and 21- to 22-year-olds reporting binge drinking in the past two weeks. Monitoring the Future, 1976–2015.

    

    The rapid increase in binge drinking from age 18 to age 21 can be risky. A study of this trend by the National Institutes of Health concluded, “Any increase in heavy drinking from age 18 to 21/22 increases the risk of negative consequences; it is likely that the faster the increase, the less experience one has with heavy drinking situations and the more risk is involved.”

This phenomenon is especially acute for those who attend college. High school students bound for college are less likely to drink alcohol than those who don’t plan on attending college, but once they get there they are more likely to binge drink than those who are not in college. For college students, the experience curve is very steep. As one college student put it, “I’m 21 and in my prime drinking years, and I intend to take full advantage of it!” This can be a challenge for student affairs professionals and others helping young people navigate their college years, as students are arriving on campus fairly naive about drinking but are quickly immersed in a culture of heavy alcohol consumption.

What about drug use? The heyday of illicit drug use among teens—the vast majority of which is marijuana—was in the late 1970s and early 1980s. Use then plummeted in the early 1990s before going back up again through the 2000s and 2010s (see Figure 1.12). With drug use, there’s very little difference between 18-year-olds and 21- to 22-year-olds, and drug use ticks up a little in the transition to iGen in the early 2010s.

    
        [image: image]
        Figure 1.12. Percentage of 18-year-olds and 21- to 22-year-olds using any illicit drug in the past twelve months. Monitoring the Future, 1976–2015.

    

    Why the different patterns for alcohol and drug use? Drug use, at least in most states, is illegal at any age. Any rule breaking is roughly equal for drug use whether you are over or under 21. Buying alcohol, however, becomes legal at 21—perhaps why this cautious generation is more likely to avoid it as teens yet still indulges after they turn 21. As more states legalize recreational marijuana for adults, this pattern may change. (We’ll explore more about these trends in chapter 6, on safety.) For now iGen drinks less but smokes pot more than the Millennials who preceded them.

Growing Up Slowly

So: compared to their predecessors, iGen teens are less likely to go out without their parents, date, have sex, drive, work, or drink alcohol. These are all things adults do that children do not. Most people try them for the first time as teens—the transitional time between childhood and adulthood. As high school students, iGen’ers are strikingly less likely to experience these once nearly universal adolescent milestones, those breathtaking first experiences of independence from your parents that leave you feeling, for the first time, that you’re an adult (see Figure 1.13). Even iGen’ers who do reach these milestones during high school are doing so at older ages than in previous generations. That includes both the pleasures of adulthood, such as sex and alcohol, and the responsibilities of adulthood, such as working and driving. For good or for ill, iGen teens are not in a hurry to grow up. Eighteen-year-olds now look like 14-year-olds once did and 14-year-olds like 10- or 12-year-olds.
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