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Introduction

Today about 65 million parents in the United States have one or more children in their twenties and thirties. Like parents at any stage, those with adult children also find they need advice, recommendations, guidance, and reassurance. As children get older, the demands of parenting change, but the challenges never disappear. No matter how well our children are doing or how much they’re struggling, parenting never ends, nor do the uncertainties it brings. You may have thought that the tough part of parenting was over once your kid was no longer a teenager, but you’ve discovered that being the parent of an adult child is challenging in its own right. Some parents find this stage even more demanding than adolescence had been.

I’m a psychologist with nearly fifty years of experience researching, teaching, and writing about parenthood and psychological development. I’ve been speaking to parent groups for decades, usually in schools or communities concerned about raising children and adolescents. I always leave time to respond to audience questions, and I usually hang around after my presentations to chat with parents who were uncomfortable posing their questions in front of the whole audience.

Decades ago, I would mainly field questions about raising teenagers. Although I still get a lot of these inquiries, I’ve noticed that, more and more, parents worry about how to manage their relationships with their grown children. “How do I know if my son is floundering?” “Is it okay to help my daughter with her grad school application?” “What should I do if my kid is moving in with someone I think is dangerous?” “We have been helping our twenty-five-year-old financially for the last few years, but how long is too long?” “My son has moved back home, and we can’t seem to agree on rules for living together. He spends a lot of time on the couch playing video games, but my wife and I think he should be spending his time looking for a job every day.”

I’m also a father and a grandfather. I know firsthand that the most important tool a parent can have is an accurate understanding of where their child is developmentally and how this influences their thoughts, behavior, and emotions. Think of the relief you felt when your toddler and, later, teenager pulled away—often angrily—and an expert calmly told you, “That’s developmentally appropriate.” This knowledge helps you develop reasonable expectations, which are critical to your success as a parent.

Unfortunately, parents of adult children lack the resources that are available for parents of infants, schoolchildren, or teenagers. True, you can find books here and there written by or for despairing parents who are estranged from their grown children. (Hopefully, you aren’t estranged from your adult child; I cover this topic in chapter 3.) But you probably have questions about how to deal with the challenges of parenting an adult child. And all of us can benefit from advice on how to navigate or even avoid common minefields. You and Your Adult Child is the first comprehensive guide for all parents whose children are in their twenties or thirties.

This book is based on my own research as well as groundbreaking work by my colleagues. It also benefits from my more than four decades of teaching undergraduates and graduate students and my thirty-eight years as a parent. From that well of experience, I draw advice for virtually every difficulty you and your adult child might face regarding their mental health, education, finances, romantic relationships, and child-rearing. I illustrate these challenges throughout the book with anecdotes about parents and their adult children; the families are composites based on conversations I’ve had with many parents, as well as relevant research, but I have changed important details to protect the families’ anonymity.

When I began writing this book, I quickly realized we don’t have a simple, common term to describe children in their twenties or thirties, the way we have labels like “infants,” “toddlers,” or “teenagers.” That’s probably because, until recently, discussions of this age group focused on them as students, employees, or spouses, but not as people who have ongoing bonds with their parents. Try as I might, I couldn’t come up with a term that wasn’t cumbersome or derogatory. So, for lack of a better blanket term, I use “adult children” and “grown children” interchangeably to describe offspring of a certain age, not people of questionable emotional maturity.

The book begins with some general principles that inform later chapters on specific issues, like handling finances, your child’s romantic partner, or concerns about your child’s parenting. In chapter 1, I discuss how parenting an adult child is different today than it was a generation ago, how your role as a parent has changed now that your child is an adult, and how to balance your natural desire to remain involved in your child’s life with their need to establish some autonomy from you. Chapter 2 discusses how to maintain a healthy day-to-day relationship with your child, including deciding whether to speak up or bite your tongue when you have concerns, understanding and managing the complicated emotions that having an adult child often trigger, resolving conflicts with your child constructively, and handling disagreements with your partner over how to parent. Chapter 3 provides advice on how to take care of your child’s and your own mental health and the causes of estrangement between adult children and their parents.

Following these introductory chapters, I turn to specific challenges that often arise in connection with your child’s education, finances, and romantic relationships. In each chapter, I explore the issues that usually arise at different phases of your relationship with your kid. Chapter 4 provides advice on matters that frequently surface when your adult child is a student, like how much you should be involved in their college education, alternatives to traditional college, and handling visits home from school. Chapter 5 addresses questions you may have about providing financial support to your child once they’ve finished school, helping them buy a home, and discussing your own personal finances with them. Chapter 6 looks at a variety of issues concerning your child’s romantic life, including revelations about their sexuality, their choice of a partner, maintaining good relations with your child and their partner, and helping a child weather marital difficulties or divorce.

These discussions set the stage for chapter 7, which addresses the most frequent question I’m asked by parents with adult children: Is my child floundering—struggling to get their footing—and, if so, what can I do to help? (I also describe adult children who are flourishing—doing exceptionally well.) I focus on four common sources of parental concern about their kid’s progress and suggest ways to judge how things are going in the realms of work, school, romance, and residence: taking a long time to finish school, problems finding and settling into a career, having difficulty establishing a committed relationship, and moving back into their parents’ home. In each instance, I suggest ways parents can respond to help kids who appear to be floundering.

Chapter 8 looks at your role as a grandparent, including how best to help an adult child who is a new parent, whether to voice concerns or give advice about your child’s parenting, and how to develop a strong bond with your grandchild. I conclude with chapter 9, which summarizes the key points of the book, lists steps that parents can take to strengthen their relationship with their adult child, and looks ahead to how your relationship with your child will continue to change as they enter their forties.

I had many audiences in mind while writing this book: Parents who are approaching this stage of parenthood and want to know what to expect. Parents who are already in the thick of it, think things are going well, but believe there’s room for improvement. And parents who are having a tough time, or feel lost and confused, maybe even desperate, and want advice on what to do. Regardless of which of these three categories best describes you, I hope this book will help you to be a more relaxed, more informed, more capable, more confident parent.

One of the book’s major themes concerns the many ways young adulthood has changed since we were that age. You’re probably aware of this in the abstract—it would be hard not to be, given how much has been said in the media about millennials (people born during the 1980s and the first half of the 1990s) and Generation Z (born in the second half of the 1990s or later, and sometimes referred to as “postmillennials”). But little has been said about what the social and economic changes of the past forty years mean for you as a parent or how to best adapt your expectations, attitudes, and behavior to today’s realities.

So, let’s start by looking at how much times have changed, and why being a young adult today is so different than it was when we were their age.






CHAPTER ONE Your Evolving Role as a Parent


Times Have Changed

Your Role Has Changed

Adjusting Your Expectations

Respecting Your Child’s Autonomy

“When I Was Your Age”

Times Have Changed

Today, we need a guide to parenting adult children more than ever before, for several reasons: parents have changed, young people have changed, our scientific understanding of young adulthood has changed, and times have changed. So many of us assumed that we’d be done with parenting by the time our kids finished college, moved away from home, or got married. But parenting today is not what it was when we grew up, and neither is young adulthood. And that might be perplexing, even frustrating.



How parents have changed. When I was about thirty years old, I went through a very rough patch with my parents. My wife and I were planning our wedding, and I thought my parents were being difficult and stubborn in their disapproval of certain decisions we had made about the ceremony and the reception. (Differences between parents and adult children about wedding arrangements are common, as I’ll discuss in chapter 6.) To her credit, my wife tried her best to mediate between us, but neither I nor my parents would budge, and we remained on bad terms throughout the planning and during the wedding itself.

At the wedding, my parents made no attempt to hide their displeasure. I was so angry at them for spoiling the mood that I didn’t call them before my wife and I left for our honeymoon the next day. It wasn’t until our son was born, about two years later, that our rift began to heal. Ensuring that our son had a good relationship with his grandparents was more important to all of us than holding on to the grudge.

After my parents and I reconciled, I wanted to talk to my dad about what had happened between us. I fought frequently with my mother during my teens, so being on the outs with her wasn’t new for me. But this dispute was the first time I’d undergone anything more than a brief disagreement with my father, with whom I’d always been close.

One night, after dinner at my parents’ house, he and I stayed up and had a nightcap. Once we’d run through our usual topics—politics, our jobs, sports, etc.—I paused and said I wanted to talk about our relationship.

He looked at me as if I wanted to discuss time travel or space aliens. “What relationship? I’m your father.”

It’s hard to imagine a parent saying something like that to their child now. But my father, born in the 1920s, was very much a man of his generation. He had served in the military; he was stoical and unemotional—although he was also kind, caring, and attentive. It just wasn’t his style to talk about feelings or relationships.

Today’s parents of adult children grew up in a completely different cultural climate, in which talking about and analyzing relationships is commonplace, even expected, and parents define their roles very differently than my father and his peers did. I can’t imagine my parents reading a book on child-rearing, except perhaps Dr. Spock’s Baby and Child Care, and even then only to look up something concrete, like when to start solid food or how to ease the pain of teething.

In contrast, today’s parents of young adults have a long history of continual hands-on involvement in their children’s lives, from researching preschools to overseeing—or even helping to write—college applications. Parents may wonder whether there’s any reason to change course just because their child is now an adult.

These parents also stay in close touch with their kids. Many college students and recent graduates communicate with their parents several times a day, talking, texting, and sharing posts on social media. Some of my students have told me that when they’re in the midst of midterms and finals, they have to turn their devices off so they can block distracting messages from their parents.

In many respects, this frequent contact is great. Many young people and their parents are closer and more knowledgeable about each other’s lives than ever before. But this intimacy has eroded some important generational boundaries and inadvertently granted adult children permission to treat their parents more like equals than they had in the past, which may have created strain in their relationship, especially when parents assumed that their kids would defer to them when they disagreed.

The increased intimacy also allows parents to learn about aspects of their children’s lives that may lead them to worry more about their kids’ physical and emotional health and how they and their kids are getting along. (True, twentieth-century parents were known to say, “Why don’t you call?” but usually if their children had been out of touch for a week or two, not for a couple of days.) Nowadays, if parents with grown children sense there’s a problem in their relationship, they want to know then and there what they can do to make things right. So, in every way possible, today’s parents are much more deeply enmeshed in the lives of their adult children than previous generations of parents were.



How young people have changed. The biggest transformation among young people is that they now take longer to move fully into the conventional roles of adulthood. It takes them longer to finish their education, become financially independent, settle into marriage (or a comparable arrangement), establish their own residence, and have kids of their own.

As just one example of the impact of these longer time frames, consider how settling into a romantic relationship has changed in the last few decades. Parents have always been concerned about their children’s choice of partners, but in the past, any worries they had would arise mainly during the high school or college years. Given how young and inexperienced their kids were with romance at this age, it was natural for parents to speak up if they thought their child was getting involved with someone problematic. Today, parents often watch from the sidelines as their grown children go through a series of serious relationships during their twenties and well into their thirties—a process that has probably been prolonged by online dating, which makes false starts more likely.

There’s no question that the transition into adulthood is later and longer today than ever before. The language used to describe the lengthened transition is revealing, though. Some pundits have wondered why it’s “taking so long for people to grow up,” implying that anyone who isn’t hitting various milestones on some arbitrary schedule is immature or even just plain lazy. Others lament how many people are “prolonging adolescence,” which to my ear sounds like accusing kids of being self-indulgent or overly anxious. Still others describe what they see as a “failure to launch,” some sort of deficiency or incompetence.

This view derives from the premise that healthy development is furthered by the demands of adulthood—the responsibilities of marriage and parenting, the requirements of a job, the challenges of self-sufficiency. By implication, someone who hasn’t accomplished these milestones on time must be immature.

This view is wrong. There’s no scientific evidence that delaying the entrance into adulthood has stunted young people’s psychological development. This is a really important fact that parents often have a hard time understanding. Moreover, as I’ll explain next, new research about adolescent brain development suggests that, under the right conditions, delaying adulthood actually enhances the brain’s development by keeping it malleable for a longer period of time.



Science has changed our understanding of young adulthood. Even if you don’t read any other section of this book closely, do read this—I’ve found it can drastically change how we parents look at our kids. Historically, developmental psychologists have more or less ignored both young adulthood and, except for an unwarranted fascination with the “midlife crisis,” middle adulthood as well. They just assumed that people stopped maturing at the end of adolescence—say around age eighteen—and experienced no further change in psychological functioning until a decline in old age. Experts assumed that people between twenty and sixty-five are affected by specific life experiences, like getting married or divorced, promoted or laid off, but unlike other stages of life, young and middle-aged adults didn’t change in predictable ways, as infants, children, adolescents, and the elderly do.

This assumption is only partly correct. New research shows this isn’t the case for the period between twenty and twenty-five. During these five years, substantial changes take place in the brain’s anatomy and activity that have an enormous impact on how young adults function and tremendous implications for parents’ understanding of their adult children.

Developmental neuroscientists—experts who study how the brain’s anatomy and activity change with age—have only recently turned their attention to brain development after age eighteen. They’ve made two discoveries that are changing the way we view young people—and should change the way you look at your kids.

The first revelation is that the brain is still very responsive to the environment during the young adult years—what scientists call “plasticity”—the extent to which experience can change the brain. We’ve long known that it’s very malleable during the early years. This is why psychologists, public health experts, and educators have been so concerned about providing adequate childcare and education for young kids, whose brains are primed to take advantage of rich, nurturing experiences.

But the last two decades have seen a growing recognition that another burst of plasticity takes place at the beginning of adolescence and may continue into the mid-twenties—as long as people receive adequate environmental stimulation, which is necessary to keep the brain malleable for a longer time.

For reasons we don’t yet understand, this window of heightened plasticity begins to close as people enter adulthood, around age twenty-five. This means that the impact of delaying the transition into adulthood depends on how these years are spent. Under the right conditions—which include exposing people to challenge and novelty—staying in adolescence a little longer may lengthen the amount of time that the brain can profit most from stimulation.

Unfortunately, plasticity is a double-edged sword. When the brain is highly responsive to the environment, it’s sensitive to both good and bad experiences. Good experiences provide opportunities for continued learning and cognitive development. Toxic ones, though, are more harmful to the adolescent brain than they are after the mid-twenties. As we’ll see in chapter 3, this is why adolescence and young adulthood are times of heightened vulnerability to stress, trauma, deprivation, and addictive substances.

A second important discovery about the period from twenty to twenty-five is the sheer extent of brain maturation during these years, especially in regions that govern self-control. Young adults are more mature than teenagers, but they’re still not as mature as people in their late twenties. They’re still developing the capacity to rein in their impulses, emotions, and susceptibility to peers, which explains why so many risky behaviors—like crime, binge drinking, reckless driving, and unsafe sex—peak during this stage, and why so much of this risky behavior occurs in groups. You may still need to have discussions from time to time to raise concerns you have about a risky or reckless decision your child has made. Don’t be surprised if this is the case.



How society has changed. Delays in one aspect of the transition into adulthood often provoke changes in another realm. Consider alterations in the nature of work. Today’s jobs require more years of schooling than they did a generation ago (whether they genuinely need to is a different matter). This development leads more young people to stay in school longer, either to pursue education beyond college or to pick up additional skills as undergraduates. In fact, what we quaintly refer to as a “four-year degree” now takes the average U.S. college student five years or more.

The lengthening of education has had cascading effects on other parts of young adults’ lives. More years of school delays entry into a full-time, career-related occupation, which often prolongs economic dependence on parents. As a consequence of these changes, getting married and setting up an independent household are also delayed, which often pushes parenthood well into the future.

It’s hard to quantify just how much longer it takes to become an adult now than it did in the past because the transition isn’t defined by a single event. Let’s say we mark the beginning of this process with graduation from college and mark the end with starting a family. True, not everyone does each of these, but it’s a useful means of constructing a timeline to show how the length of the transition has changed across generations. The majority of middle-class Americans finish college, most of them marry, and most become parents, usually in that order. This is true today, just as it was a generation ago.

According to my calculations, using statistics published by the Census Bureau and other government agencies, today it takes the average middle-class young adult about thirteen years to go from graduation to starting a family. It took their parents’ generation about eight years to make the same journey.

A five-year difference may not seem like much, but it should alter the metric by which you evaluate your child’s progress. Someone who hasn’t yet settled down by the age of thirty may seem like a slacker to their parents, but they may be right on schedule by today’s standards.

We parents need to adjust to this new timetable. Delays in entering adult roles will probably become more widespread because the educational requirements of good jobs are increasing, not declining. The longer people stay in school, the more likely they are to delay full-time employment, financial independence, marriage, and parenthood.

Complicating matters is parents’ tendency to compare their grown child’s “progress” against the timetable that they, the parents, followed when they were growing up. And, if you have more than one child, it can be difficult to judge each one’s journey through adulthood compared to their sibling’s, because even if they grew up in the same household, they may have different personalities, talents, and ambitions.

It’s hard for today’s parents to view unmarried, financially dependent thirtysomethings who haven’t yet settled into a career or stable relationship without worrying that their child, or they, might have done something wrong. Not surprisingly, many parents wonder if their child is floundering or doing fine. In chapter 7, I’ll explain how to tell the difference.

These widespread changes in the normal timetable of adulthood have been exacerbated by the monumental societal changes of recent years. Events like the Great Recession of 2008 and the COVID-19 pandemic created considerable financial and logistical stresses for people in their twenties and thirties. With higher housing costs, many kids have had to move back to their parents’ home or ask for financial assistance. Parents have been forced to become even more involved in their adult children’s lives than they ever anticipated, or perhaps desired.

All these changes—in kids, parents, scientific understanding, and society—require parents to think differently about what their role is as the parent of an adult.


Your Role Has Changed

In many ways, the main elements of successfully parenting an adult child are similar to those in previous stages: be generous in expressing love and support, be involved in your child’s life without being intrusive, listen to their point of view, treat them with respect, and be there when they need you.

But it’s also important to understand how your role as a parent has changed. During infancy and early childhood, you provided care, nourishment, stimulation, and security. During the elementary school years, you continued to do these things, but you also provided structure and organization to help your child do well in school, make friends, feel competent and confident, and develop empathy and ethics. During adolescence, your role shifted toward providing guidance and advice rather than active management, and helping your teenager develop responsibility, autonomy, and the beginnings of a moral compass.

If you were successful in these early stages, you’ll have contributed to raising a confident, compassionate, successful, and ethical young person who has a reasonably clear understanding of themselves, the basic skills necessary to function independently in the world, a satisfying network of close friendships and family bonds, and the capacity to form a strong relationship with a romantic partner.

Now that you’ve helped your child reach most or all of these milestones, your role is to help turn their skills and capacities into realities. As I’ll explain, this requires being supportive and involved, but in a way that doesn’t squelch your child’s sense of autonomy.

To do this well, though, you’ll need to approach your role as a parent with different expectations than those you brought to your child’s younger years.


Adjusting Your Expectations

When she was a teenager, Gina spent every Easter at home with her parents and two younger sisters. In March of her junior year at college, Gina phoned home to say she was planning to accept an invitation to spend the upcoming holiday at her roommate’s house. She explained to her mother that during their fall semester abroad, she’d had a chance to get to know her roommate’s family well when they visited their daughter in Florence for a week. She casually said she thought it would be fun to do something different this year—after spending the past twenty Easters doing the same thing with the family. Her mother was disappointed, and said as much, which led to a heated conversation that ended angrily with her hanging up on her daughter.

After several weeks had passed and Gina and her mother got some distance on the matter, they agreed that Gina would usually spend Easter at home but for occasional exceptions, as long as she lets her parents know well in advance. Down the road, if Gina marries, her mother may need to do another recalibration about Easter gatherings depending on what Gina and her spouse work out between themselves.

While parents’ expectations may be unrealistic, they’re usually understandable. Often, however, they hold on to beliefs that are no longer appropriate. What made sense five years ago, when your child was still living at home, may no longer be feasible now that they’re living on their own.

When your kid was in college, you probably got a daily call or text from them. Expecting this from a twenty-four-year-old who’s now managing a full-time job and living on their own may strike them as out of line.

If you called your parents several times a week when you were in your late twenties, you may think that expecting a call every Sunday afternoon from your twenty-eight-year-old is perfectly reasonable. But if your child’s partner speaks to their parents just twice a month, and not always at the same time, your expectation may strike your child as intrusive, maybe even embarrassing, for them to fulfill.

There isn’t a right or wrong answer about how often parents and their adult children should be in touch, of course. But understanding that you and your child may be coming at this issue from different perspectives may stop you from concluding that something is amiss just because they don’t call as often as you like.



Ask yourself what you expect from your relationship with your adult child. It’s especially important to find out whether you and your partner have similar expectations so that your child isn’t getting mixed messages from their parents. You and your partner may have been on the same page when your child was a teenager, but it’s possible, even likely, that each of you has since developed your own ideas about how to parent, and those views may not align perfectly.

Howard and his ex-wife, Samantha, disagreed about whether they would subsidize their daughter’s income now that she had finished school and moved to Los Angeles to become a screenwriter. Alissa was living off her salary as a waitress while writing after her restaurant shift, well into the early morning hours. Because her take-home pay wasn’t enough to rent her own place, she had to share a one-bedroom apartment with two other women, whose friends often stopped by at night and whose voices were easily heard through the thin wall that separated the living room and bedroom.

After a few months, Alissa asked her parents if they could help her rent a small studio apartment, where she’d have more space and quiet time to write. Her parents had different reactions to this proposal. Her father had assumed that once Alissa had finished school, she would no longer depend on her parents to support her. Her mother believed they should supplement Alissa’s income until she sold her first script.

After they talked it over, they decided they would help her out for one year and then reassess the situation. When they had disagreed about such things in the past—like how much spending money they would give Alissa in college—Howard and Samantha had often split the difference. It was an effective way of keeping their divorce amicable, and it kept Alissa from playing them off against each other. Presenting a united front made their lives easier, and it made Alissa’s life easier, too, since she was more likely to accept without complaint the decision her parents had made together.



Harboring unreasonably high expectations of your adult child will only lead to conflict, but so will deliberately low expectations.

We don’t ordinarily see them as such, but neuroscientists think of expectations as predictions. When you wake up on your birthday expecting that your kid will call later that morning, you’re making a prediction that this will happen.

Whether our predictions about an event are confirmed or contradicted has a profound impact on how we view and feel about what actually occurs, separate from whether the outcome itself is desirable or undesirable. This is because the part of our brain that creates and monitors our expectations works independently from the part that decides whether events are rewarding or disappointing, and the brain’s expectation region values accuracy above all else. Our ultimate feeling about an event is a mixture of how it turned out and how accurate our expectations were.

When we have a bad experience, we’re disappointed, but not quite as much if this is what we’d expected. By the same token, when we expect a bad experience but actually have a good one, we don’t feel quite as happy as we would if we’d accurately predicted the experience would be positive. An accurate expectation adds to the enjoyment of a positive experience and diminishes the disappointment of a negative one. If your child invites you to dinner and you have a good time, you’ll enjoy it more if you’d gone in with positive expectations than if you’d been nervous about how the evening would go. Being pleasantly surprised feels good, of course, but not as good as having positive expectations confirmed.

So, it doesn’t make sense to have unreasonably high or unreasonably low expectations.



Parents often need to revise their expectations about how much their adult child will tell them about milestones in their life. This can be especially disappointing to parents who expect that, now that their child is an adult, they’ll have much more to share with each other, like the ups and downs of work, marriage, or parenthood. But it’s quite possible—and quite normal—that our children will reveal less about themselves than they used to.

It’s often true that your kid doesn’t feel comfortable telling you bad news. Maybe they don’t want you to know they’ve been laid off, were dumped by someone, or want to withdraw their toddler from the preschool that required six months’ prepaid tuition. These might be topics they’d prefer to discuss first with peers, who are more likely to be dealing with similar challenges. Sometimes after a bad experience, we want empathy more than the comfort or advice we’d expect from a parent.

Your kid might also hesitate to share promising news, like a positive early pregnancy test, or a possible promotion at work, or meeting someone they envision as a future spouse. They may understandably want to wait until the pregnancy is further along, the promotion goes through, or the relationship has lasted a few months.

The other reason for your child’s reticence is hard for parents to accept: by and large, our kids don’t think about us nearly as much as we think about them.

Young adulthood is a very busy time. It’s unlikely your kid will forget to mention that they got engaged, took a new job across the country, or found a new apartment. But it may not even occur to them to tell you they had a successful performance review at work, ran into a close friend from high school, or made plans to rent a beach house with some colleagues—even though you’d love to hear about all of these things.

Not hearing this kind of news is especially tough when you learn your child has already shared it with friends, coworkers, siblings, cousins—maybe even your spouse. It’s hard for parents to discover just how low they rank on their child’s priority list, at least with respect to sharing news about their life.

Just as they did as teenagers, many young adults put a premium on relationships with their friends. Part of this includes updating each other on the important (or even mundane) vicissitudes of everyday life. Rather than feel hurt because you’re the “last to know,” try to take pleasure in the fact that your kid has other people they can depend on and confide in. This network doesn’t diminish your importance. And you’re probably still among the first to know about the things that really matter.

You might also have inaccurate expectations about how much advice or help (other than financial assistance, which I discuss in chapter 5) you should be giving. Before we go any further, though, I want to distinguish between help they ask for and unsolicited help you offer.

Unless you and your child are totally estranged or live far away from each other, there will likely be times when they seek your help. If you’re a handy mechanic, and your child needs help making a minor repair on their car, it’s reasonable for you to expect that they might ask for a hand, and just as reasonable for you to offer one. If your child is a parent, it’s reasonable to be asked to babysit every once in a while. But it’s just as reasonable for your child to not ask for your help when you thought they would—maybe they have a friend who’s a great mechanic—and equally reasonable for you to say you’re busy and can’t watch the baby that afternoon.

It’s realistic for you to expect that your child will ask for assistance only when they truly need your help (when they wouldn’t be able to accomplish something crucial without you), to not burden you with excessive requests (regularly asking you for things that they can easily take care of without you), and to understand when you can’t help for whatever reason. At the same time, it’s reasonable for you to offer help when your child asks for it (or hints strongly at it) or to decline when you’re not available or up to it. A good way to avoid bad feelings is to be candid with your kid when you feel unfairly burdened, and to ask them to be honest with you if they ever think you ought to be doing more—or less. This will minimize the chances that one of you might think the other is being selfish or inconsiderate.

Whether you should give unsolicited assistance or advice is a trickier issue. Most young adults feel a strong and natural need for autonomy, and even your well-meant offers of assistance or advice may clash with this need. You may be surprised to discover how touchy your kid can be in these situations. That’s why it’s usually best to let them ask rather than offering your help.

Respecting Your Child’s Autonomy

Most disagreements between parents and their grown children stem from the adult child’s continuing need to individuate—to insert some emotional distance into the relationship. The issues vary—money, living arrangements, parenting, and so on—but the conflicts often stem from the child’s need for autonomy. Understanding the roots of this need, and knowing how to deal with the challenges it often provokes, are fundamental to maintaining a good relationship with your child.

Children individuate to prove to their parents, to others, and, most important, to themselves that they’re their own person. As they grow older, children change how they think about themselves, about their parents, and about the parent-child relationship itself. Some of this takes place consciously (although not usually deliberately), but much of it is unconscious. Although individuation seems like a process in which parents are passive targets of their children’s changing views, this isn’t the case. Parents play an important role in their child’s emotional development, whether by accepting these changes or resisting them.

Toddlerhood and adolescence are the two main stages that come to mind when we think about individuation. The three-year-old who always seems to be shouting, “No!” in response to their parents’ requests (“Put your coat on before you go outside,” “Please pick your toys up off the floor before someone trips on them,” or “It’s time for your bath,” for example) is really saying, “I’m a person with a will of my own.”

The teenager who debates their parents about everything from politics and popular culture to a 10:00 p.m. curfew is really saying, “I’m old enough to have opinions of my own.”

Something similar, and just as significant, is also going on around age thirty. To gain some perspective on adult children’s need to individuate, it’s helpful to look back at what was happening during toddlerhood and early adolescence, because there are important parallels between these stages and what occurs around age thirty. There are also lessons to be learned about what you, as the parent of an adult child, do that either helps or hinders the process.



Although the individuation process that young adults go through shares many characteristics with the one that takes place at three or thirteen, there are important differences. The toddler’s quest for individuation is about establishing themselves as a separate person, and the adolescent’s is about establishing themselves as someone with their own opinions. The young adult wants to manage life independently, without relying on their parents. And, as was the case during previous stages, the point of individuation as a thirtysomething is to send a message to parents, the rest of the world, and, most important, oneself: “I’m mature enough to handle the responsibilities of adulthood without my parents’ help.”

Knowing this should help you better understand your child’s occasional rejection of your opinions, assistance, or support, even when such rebuffs strike you as illogical or insulting.

You always loved my taste, you think to yourself when your child bristles as you gently suggest that the palette they’ve selected for their living room might be a little garish.

“Whenever I told you about how I solved a problem I was having with someone at the office, you used to tell me I was so great at dealing with other people,” you say under your breath as your child rolls their eyes at your suggestion for how to handle a difficult coworker—even though you’ve managed dozens of similar situations in your own career.

“I can’t understand why you won’t let me help you with this—it would be so much easier for us to put this dresser together than for you to do it alone,” you say, only to be glared at.

Of course, all of this could simply mean that your child’s opinions about interior design are no longer the same as yours, that they don’t think your approach to office politics is relevant in today’s workplace, or that they like working alone on household projects.

But there’s a good chance something else is going on, perhaps unconsciously. At age thirty, your child still may be somewhat unsure of their taste, social acumen, or carpentry skills, but involving you will exacerbate their feelings of insecurity, not inspire confidence.



Although conflicts over autonomy are common at this time, their intensity varies from one family to the next. One factor that affects the frequency and degree of these disputes is the cultural context. Autonomy is highly valued in Western societies, especially in the United States, where independence from one’s parents is seen as a mark of maturity. Although parents and teenagers often disagree about how and how much young people should show their independence, by the time they‘re adults, wanting more freedom from parents is not only tolerated but expected. Indeed, American parents tend to worry about their adult children when they’re not independent enough. In most other parts of the world, however, young adults are expected to maintain very close ties with their parents. Striving for autonomy is viewed as disrespectful.

This difference in world views often creates challenges when parents have recently immigrated to the United States from a country in which “interdependence,” not independence, is prized, as it is in most Asian and Latinx societies. If the young adult grew up in the United States, they and their parents likely have very different ideas about what to expect from each other. Parents may be bothered and saddened by the fact that their adult child is so much more distant than they were from their own parents at the same age. They interpret this distance as a sign of impertinence or ingratitude when it’s merely a reflection of the different perspectives on family relationships that they and their Americanized child have.

By the same token, a young adult who believes that independence is crucial to forming an adult identity may view their immigrant parents as overly intrusive and manipulative. Relative to their friends from nonimmigrant families, they see themselves as far more devoted to their parents—and they may actually be more devoted—and can’t understand why their parents don’t recognize and applaud this.

The different generations in new immigrant families are using different criteria to judge their relationship. The parents compare how their young adult treats them with how they treated their own parents, and they find their child lacking. The young adult compares how they treat their parents with the way their friends treat theirs, though. They view themselves as exceeding reasonable expectations for how a child should treat their mother and father.

If this sounds like your family, try discussing the situation with your child in a nonaccusatory fashion, without attempting to make them feel guilty about their behavior. Say something like “I understand that in this country, children aren’t expected to treat their parents the way your father and I were raised to treat ours. But it’s been hard for us to adjust to this. I wonder if we can find some middle ground between the two extremes.” Be clear about what you expect, but be kind when describing how you’d like your child to act. “We care about you a lot—that’s why we’d like to hear from you every day, to make sure things are going well. It’s probably more than your friends’ parents expect, but it would make us so happy. It’s important to us that we have a close family.” And try to understand that your child is influenced by the cultural context in which they’ve grown up, even if it isn’t one you approve of.



At the other end of the spectrum are parents who wish their adult kid would be more independent. This often happens when a young adult’s self-doubt increases their dependence on their parents. Jenna, a thirty-three-year-old who had moved to Houston after she graduated college, was used to calling her parents in Chicago a few times each week to catch up. But soon after she and her boyfriend split up, she started calling them almost every day.

At first, her parents assumed it was because she was lonely. But as the calls continued, they noticed that she was increasingly asking their advice on what seemed like trivial matters. She texted them images of dishes she was thinking of buying and asked their opinion. She asked them whether she should switch cell phone plans. Her parents began to worry something was wrong. Instead of becoming more autonomous as she got older, Jenna was becoming more dependent. If this dynamic goes on too long, a vicious cycle can develop—the more the young person comes to depend on their parents, the shakier their self-confidence becomes, which only leads to further dependence.

When this pattern persisted for several months, her mother, Danielle, talked to her husband, Jeff, about it.

“I don’t think it’s normal,” Danielle said as they sipped their tea one night after Jenna sought their counsel on what color to paint her bedroom. “Most of our friends complain that they don’t know enough about their kids’ lives. I know it sounds cold, but I wish we knew less, not more. Someone Jenna’s age shouldn’t be relying on her parents for advice about every decision they make.”

Jeff disagreed. “I don’t know,” he said. “Shouldn’t we be there for her? If your kid needs help, how can you say no? She did just break things off with Cameron. Maybe she needs to bounce decisions off us because she doesn’t have him.”

“I’m not saying we should say no,” Danielle replied. “I’m just wondering whether it’s more than that—if she’s regressing, becoming more reliant on us when she should be becoming more independent.”

If this describes your child, you need to decide whether their dependence is due to temporary circumstances or to something else, like depression or severe anxiety, both of which can make someone indecisive. Someone who’s just ended a serious relationship, for example, may have grown accustomed to discussing their decisions with their partner. They’re used to talking through things with someone who knows them well and whose advice they value. They may also have lost some friends after they and their partner broke up, because some of the people they had socialized with found it hard to remain friends with both of them. When young adults are newly single, they may feel a little rudderless and turn to their parents to fill this role.

If you sense your child’s dependence on you will wane over time, you probably don’t need to worry about it. When they come to you for advice, give it in a way that reassures them that they’re competent and capable of running their own life. Say something like “I’m sure it’s unfamiliar to be making a lot of decisions by yourself after you’ve been in a serious relationship.” But don’t make decisions for them. Instead, ask questions that will lead them to make up their mind.

Jenna’s father suggested they try this approach. His wife agreed to go along with it, but insisted that if nothing changed after a month, they would need to speak to Jenna candidly about the situation.

Each time she called asking for advice, instead of giving it, Jeff or Danielle—whoever answered the phone—would ask pointed questions and reinforce Jenna’s answers, whether they agreed or not. They correctly decided it was more important to make Jenna feel confident about her ability to make decisions than to express their own opinions.

When Jenna called one evening to ask whether they thought it was a good idea for her to get a dog, Danielle turned the question back to her.

“Do you think you’ll have time to train it?” Danielle asked.

“I’m thinking about getting an older one, one that’s already housebroken,” Jenna said.

“Good idea. What about exercise?” Danielle asked. “Your apartment is pretty small.”

“I thought about that,” Jenna answered. “I’ve done some research, and I’ve narrowed it down to a French bulldog or a Pomeranian. According to what I’ve read, these are great breeds for people who live in apartments.”

“Smart,” Danielle said. “Sounds like you know what you’re doing.”

“I guess so. I’ve spent a lot of time online. And I called my friend’s cousin, who’s a vet. She was super helpful. I just wanted your opinion before I made a final decision.”

“You know what, sweetie? You know a lot more about this than I do. I think you should follow your instincts. They’re usually good.”

After Jeff and Danielle stuck to this strategy consistently for several weeks, Jenna’s requests for advice became less frequent. By reinforcing her competence, they helped build her confidence. Soon enough, she began calling to tell them about decisions she’d made rather than asking for their input.

On the other hand, if your kid’s dependence has no obvious cause, you might ask a couple of friends who have a child the same age as yours if their child behaves similarly. You may discover that your child’s reliance on you isn’t unusual—as I’ve explained, this generation of young adults is much more used to discussing everyday things with their parents than you were at the same age. However, if you’re concerned that the dependence is due to insecurity or a lack of confidence, and you’re close enough to your child to probe a bit, you should talk about it. If your child is depressed or unduly anxious, counseling might be in order (see chapter 3, “Getting Help” on page 62).



It’s more common for young adults to question their parents’ opinion than to seek it, though, and to rely on their friends’ advice instead. If given the choice, your adult child might prefer to sit in a room they know isn’t as pleasing as it might have been with your input, knowing that they picked the colors and furnishings themselves. They’ll derive more satisfaction from knowing they addressed the problem with their office mate without your guidance, even if the solution is imperfect. Your child will always look at the dresser as something that they built, even if it isn’t quite level.

Your child needs to show you, and themselves, that they can decorate an apartment, solve an office problem, or follow a set of instructions without you. And now your child knows that they’re competent enough to be an adult on their own—and what a great feeling that is! Don’t diminish this sense of accomplishment because your feelings are hurt or because you could have helped prevent some mistakes. It’s more important that you not let your feelings in the moment hamper their long-term growth.

And it is essential that you refrain from comparing their transition into adulthood with your own.

“When I Was Your Age”

There are certain expressions to avoid when talking to your grown child. Perhaps the most offensive is “When I was your age.” You certainly were once your child’s age, but you didn’t grow up in the same era they did, and that makes any comparison to their situation specious. Being twenty, or thirty, or even forty today isn’t the same as it was when you were a young adult—just as those ages were different for you than they were for your parents.

“When I was your age” is almost always said in a deprecating way, an insinuation that your child’s accomplishments are less than yours when you were their age. You were married rather than single. Living in a four-bedroom house with a backyard rather than a two-room walk-up in a dicey neighborhood—or a childhood bedroom. Raising a happy brood of children rather than being childless. Halfway up the career ladder rather than on the second rung. Owning a handsome savings account rather than living paycheck to paycheck. Financially self-sufficient rather than needing to borrow money from your parents sometimes.

Saying, “When I was your age” to a young adult is akin to saying, “Don’t talk back” to a four-year-old, “Children should be seen and not heard” to an eight-year-old, “You’ll know better when you grow up” to a twelve-year-old, or “If I want your opinion I’ll ask for it” to a sixteen-year-old. These expressions are all insulting and disrespectful. If you want your grown child to respect you, you need to respect them.

The two biggest external factors that distinguish your child’s generation from yours are changes in the world of work and the cost of housing. The labor force has been transformed in myriad ways that no one could have anticipated thirty years ago. The amount of education needed to be competitive in the job market is far greater now than a generation ago. Old jobs disappear and new, even unimagined, ones emerge in the blink of an eye. People’s skills become outdated and the demands placed on them to acquire new skills intensify. Even before the pandemic, boundaries between home and work were eroding. A deluge of work email that arrived overnight greets the morning. Success requires a willingness to toil at all hours, including weekends.

And then there’s housing. The cost of buying a home has risen far faster than the rate of inflation. In the last decade alone, the median cost of housing in the United States has risen by about 30 percent, whereas average salaries have risen by just 10 percent. In the last fifty years, even after adjusting for inflation, the average price of a home rose five times faster than the average salary. Is it any surprise that many young couples need help from their parents for a down payment?

As we saw earlier in this chapter, the entire timetable of young adulthood has changed radically. A generation ago, it would have been reasonable to expect a thirty-year-old to be married and to have started a family. Today, at least for college-educated people, much less those who continued their education beyond college, this expectation just isn’t realistic.

If you still can’t shake the “When I was your age” mentality, subtract at least five years from your age before you make the comparison. That is, if your kid is thirty-five years old, compare their position in life now to where you were when thirty, because the transition to adulthood now occurs five years later than a generation ago.

You might end up using “When I was your age” to mean that you weren’t nearly as accomplished as they are when you were their age.
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