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			On July 16, 2009, I walked into one of those iconic New York City skyscrapers that seem to rise upwards forever. I was wearing my “corporate outfit” of three-inch heels, a blazer-type top, and a pencil skirt. Anyone who works from home and still gets carded at bars has one of these go-to ensembles. I had been invited by the Center for Work Life Policy—a think tank—to weigh in on their recent report about the two largest generations in the workforce: 20-somethings and 50-somethings. They wanted me to present “the Gen Y perspective” on their research, which meant I was speaking for everyone born between roughly 1978 and 2000.

		
			I presented my thoughts, discussed some of the findings that stood out for me—how young men are more loyal to their employers than young women and 20-somethings rely more on their lateral network—their friends—for getting jobs than previous generations did. After I finished speaking, I looked around the room. It was filled with top-level human resource executives from companies like Bloomberg, GE, and Time Warner. Two things were clear: I was the only person under 30, and everyone was staring at me like I was some sort of a lab rat or maybe a baboon, the kind of subject scientists observe through a pane of glass and then write about in detailed reports, complete with charts and graphs. Just as that thought crossed my mind, the moderator described me as “A real-life Gen Y, ladies and gentlemen.”

		
			 

		
			I couldn’t make this up if I tried.

		
			 

		
			My theory of “the baboon effect” had been confirmed. It seemed to perfectly describe the vantage point from which Millennials, Gen Ys, or Echo Boomers (or whatever you want to call me and the 77 million children of the Baby Boomers—we certainly don’t describe ourselves with these terms) have been analyzed, synthesized, and parsed. Pollsters, corporations, and academics continually come out with studies that produce headlines like: Millennial women value independence . . . 90 percent of Gen Ys use social networks . . . Young people are more narcissistic than ever. There are some useful and interesting truths in these pronouncements. In fact, I’ve written many stories based on these findings. But there’s a lot these general statements don’t explain about my generation—and, over time, I have begun to think about those gaps and blind spots in the collective understanding. There were plenty of arguments and theories about this generation, but where were stories of my friends, of their brothers and sisters, and the actual people behind all of these new and emerging trends that said something about the real lives of 20-somethings?

		
			The theories and hypotheses seeking to explain my generation in the abstract are as numerous as Monday morning quarterbacks and food bloggers. A lot of these ideas not only verge on stereotypes and prejudices; a good number of them are intensely negative and scornful as well. You don’t have to go through many pages of a Google search to see that the media have gone gangbusters over young people’s leisurely amble through “growing up,” or that they think we are “lazy,” “stunted,” “entitled,” and “selfish.” As a regular contributor to The New York Times Business Section since 2008, I was often surprised by the barrage of negative comments my stories on this generation would receive. For example, in June 2011 I wrote about young people who are holding down multiple jobs, in many cases because they couldn’t find one full-time gig. Comments soon flooded in, many of which pitilessly blamed the subjects of the article for “not majoring where the jobs are.” It was striking how little sympathy there was for people who had graduated into the worst economy since the Great Depression and were trying really hard to eke out a living by working three or four jobs.

		
			I don’t mean to suggest that commenters and readers of The New York Times are boorish or unintelligent. I do believe, however, that they are in part victims of prejudice: they dislike and disdain what they see because they do not understand it. We all do it; we get angry and resentful of the behavior of others, most of all when we don’t understand what motivates them. We interpret their behavior through our own lens, and make unflattering (and superficial) conclusions about the subjects of our observation. As a result, my generation has an image problem, and those “flaws” have dominated the conversation, obscuring another point of view: coming of age today is just different from what it used to be. Yet incredibly, that story remains largely untold. Or perhaps it has been recounted, but only piecemeal. The story of those born in the twenty-odd years between 1978 and 2000 haven’t been synthesized into an accessible portrait of a generation. Instead, they remain fragmented, explained away with glib platitudes (“kids these days!”) or statistics.

		
			There’s absolutely nothing wrong with statistics—they help put hypotheses about our world to the test. But generalizations and abstract stats about a whole generation often obscure the human element. The statement, “Boomerang kids: 85% of college grads move home,”1 as a 2010 CNN headline declared, is true. Taken at face value, however, it may make those young people out to be a bunch of weak-willed mama’s kids and freeloaders. You need the personal stories to understand the lives they live and the tough decisions they make. Hollywood figured that out a long time ago, except that most of those stories are fiction. Reality TV did too—though those “realities” are usually scripted and contrived. So why not take a closer look at how my generation is hatching a new version of adulthood? We are redefining careers, relationships, and family structures. We have access to so many opportunities, technological advancements, and—for a great number of us—family support. All this means that we are putting less emphasis on what used to be considered the highest ideals of adulthood: marriage, buying a home, and having kids during the post-college decade. And that isn’t so terrible. Instead, we are focusing on the search for personal fulfillment and being happy, often to the chagrin of our grandparents, parents, and employers.

		
			I do not mean to suggest that my generation doesn’t want families, responsibility, or careers—on the contrary, we do, as this book will show. Yet it is clear that today’s recent college grads are taking their time and seeking out these things on their own terms. We are searching for other things as well: a diversity of experiences, the pursuit of a meaningful and gratifying vocation, and financial independence before commitment. These and other generational predilections have advantages and disadvantages. Many are driven by sweeping societal trends outside of our control and, of course, the economy. Over the course of the next several chapters, I’ll explore both the upsides and downsides of the new adulthood. 

		
			This book could be filled, cover to cover, with statistics and studies and quotes about how 20-somethings today are different from previous generations and how attitudes on everything from marriage to religion are changing at a fast clip. But that would be boring and dry, not to mention that I think that book has already been written. Mission: Adulthood emerged out of two questions that, to my eye, haven’t been thoroughly excavated: First, what’s it like to be a 20-something today, whether you served in Iraq, are the first person in your family to go to college, or became an internet entrepreneur? Second, why are Gen Yers’ positive characteristics so neglected and underappreciated? This second question grew out of the seven years I’ve spent reporting on my generation. I’ll be the first to admit we have our foibles and imperfections, many of which I share, but the positive story line—the one about the dynamism, can-do attitude, open-mindedness, ability to embrace and appreciate racial and sexual diversity, and our entrepreneurial spirit—has been drowned out. So I wanted to tell that story here, in these pages, and show that even if we are a bit different from our parents and grandparents in our priorities and how we approach life during our 20s, it’s not such a bad thing.

		
			To answer those questions, I didn’t want to pen my own coming-of-age memoir, begin Tweeting compulsively, audition for a reality television show, or write a blog. There is enough of that. And I didn’t want to take the academia-lite route and string together a bunch of quotes from interviews about being a 20-something. I wanted to weave together narratives—tell the stories of people in the demo—with some context and insight about being a 20-something in the early 21st century.

		
			Mission: Adulthood is a conversation with seven people born between 1978 and 1988 from the perspective of their everyday lives. I set out to write a book that would not rely so heavily on polls and statistics, particularly those used by observers outside the demographic to explain 20-somethings to themselves (although I do interview a few academics here and there to give some context and added insight). So I found three women and four men whose stories and backgrounds in many respects reflect their American, college-educated cohort—and talked to them. A lot. I talked to them about how they started companies, accidentally got pregnant, lost jobs, discovered politics, went to war, got arrested, stopped going to church, joined a new religion, stressed about marriage, found jobs, moved to Africa, lost jobs again, drowned in debt, gave up everything for a boyfriend, and came out of the closet. I followed them over the course of about 14 months, from July 2010 to September 2011. These were not clinical relationships. Some of them came over to my house for dinner. I shared personal information and details about my own life. I sent baby gifts, birthday presents, and tried to help some of them find jobs. In other words, we didn’t have the typical source/journalist relationship. I was more than a fly on the wall or the wallflower at the orgy, as the late and wonderful Nora Ephron put it. That’s not to say I didn’t have any critical distance, but I spent a year sharing in their triumphs and setbacks and, naturally, personal relationships developed. 

		
			Why and how did I pick these people? My guiding question was: could we have met them a generation ago? Everyone profiled in this book is indigenous to the 21st century. I also tried to be sensitive to geography, race, and socio-economic considerations. In this way, I suppose, I was kind of like a college admissions officer, trying to construct “the perfect class.” To capture the generation and the changes and challenges at this unique moment in history, I knew I needed someone who had served in Iraq or Afghanistan, the two wars that have been fought as we’ve come of age. Then there was a mix of racial diversity, since “America’s future will include a far more diverse young population, and a largely white older generation, as a New York Times article put it.”2 I also wanted the perspective of someone who came out of the closet during their teenage years, representing the explosion, and increasing acceptance, of sexual diversity among this generation. I’d need an internet entrepreneur, riding the technology revolution. On the flip side, I wanted the perspective of someone who lost their job during the recession and someone who made the decision that a prestigious college was worth taking out $200,000 in loans. Debt and lack of jobs, after all, are the evil economic twins my generation will have to battle. I also wanted someone from the growing base of young evangelical Christians. And that, in a nutshell, is how my wish list began.

		
			I realized quite quickly that generational studies are tricky. They are prone, almost by nature, to generalizations that can sound like horoscopes—there’s something that resonates, but overall it’s vague and too universally applicable to be of value. To avoid this trap as best I could, I tried to focus not just on seven people’s demographics, but rather on their stories. I applied these stories to larger trends and issues—the impact of social media, the reorganization of the marriage timetable, and the rising level of student debt, to name a few—but, in the end, seven real people are the heart of this book. Even if your parents didn’t ford the Rio Grande to get to the United States or your job wasn’t one of the casualties of the recession or you aren’t an entrepreneur developing a website that has been funded by venture capitalists, you’ll relate (I hope) to the universal narrative about growing up today: that it can be done on your own terms—a prospect that is both empowering and terrifying. 

		
			Even though elements of each of these individuals’ biographies make him or her unique to this generation, the more salient theme is that none of them fit one mold. They are incredibly diverse, ranging from an African-American woman who was inspired to serve in Iraq after 9/11 to a gay, Hispanic young man with 40 cousins who is the first person in his family to go to college. My seven subjects come from all rungs of the income ladder—from an urban lower-middle class family whose home was seized by the bank during the recession, to a middle class family in the Midwest, to an affluent family in New York City.

		
			A short disclaimer: these seven people aren’t like everyone in my generation. For one thing, they all graduated from four-year colleges, making them a minority among a generation where only one fourth of young adult adults between the ages of twenty-five and thirty-four have a bachelor’s degree.3 This fact alone sets them apart from a large swath of the demo that the authors of Not Quite Adults call “treaders”—the 70 percent of those people aged 18 to 34 who had less than an associate degree.4 Although many of the people I profiled have significant struggles and obstacles, they all have college degrees, marketable skills, and, most importantly, none of them short-circuited their life goals by starting families early and before they were ready. For all those reasons and more, they have options and choices that are not available to those without a college degree.

		
			A quick word about the structure of Mission: Adulthood and the order in which I’ll introduce the people profiled: To show the arc of the post-college decade—from 22 to 32—I’ve organized the book by age, from youngest to oldest. I chose this approach to spotlight what changes over the course of these years. This isn’t to say that everyone goes through these stages of growth—much less at any exact age—but at the same time, the book’s structure reflects broader trends of growing through the 20s. Alex Schriver, the 22-year-old I start the book with, is single and lives with a roommate in an apartment he rents. The last chapter focuses on Khalia Williams—she had her first child during the year I followed her. All the people in between Alex and Khalia confirm that the stages of adulthood are anything but linear and there is no perfect trajectory toward maturity and independence. But there is a progression, however many deviations there are along the way. 
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			Alex Schriver, 22, Washington, D.C. 

		
			Alex graduated from Auburn University in Alabama on December 13, 2010. The next day he moved to Washington, D.C. to take an entry-level job at a political consulting firm that raises money for Republican candidates. But Alex is also a candidate himself. He is running to be Chairman of the College Republican National Committee, the largest youth Republican organization in the country. It’s the position Karl Rove held in the 1970s. Could Alex be the next Karl Rove? Maybe. 

			

			Josh Weinstein, 23, New York, New York. 

		
			Josh is the founder of YouAreTV.com, a social gaming site. He’s the archetypal wunderkind—a chess champion and fluent Mandarin speaker with diplomas from Stuyvesant High School and Princeton University. Right out of college, when he was 22, Josh landed money from established investors to fund his first startup. Yet he still lives at home with his mom. 

			

			Laura Leischner, 24, Philadelphia, Pennsylvania. 

		
			Laura is a Mennonite and a staunch feminist. She’s preached sermons and talks about God as “Goddess.” In June 2010, in the throes of the recession, she was laid off from her first job at a sexual assault center in her hometown of Harrisonburg, Virginia. With no prospects in Harrisonburg, she moved to Philadelphia. In three months of searching, she got one callback from an abortion clinic. She took the gig, but it’s part-time and doesn’t pay the bills. To make ends meet, she works at the Gap, selling skinny jeans to toddlers.

			

			Roger Fierro, 25, Chicago, Illinois. 

		
			In 1971, Roger’s father swam across the Rio Grande to come to the United States. Roger is the first person in his entire family to go to college. He scraped together every dime he could to attend the University of Chicago and each month more of his paycheck goes to student loans than to rent. He’s trying desperately to get out of debt, but isn’t sure how. When he was 17, Roger told his parents he was gay. His father, a devout Catholic, asked him if there was a cure.

			

			Rebecca Thorman, 27, Madison, Wisconsin. 

		
			Rebecca is the director of social media and publicity for Alice.com, a website that sells everything from toilet paper to toothpaste and ships it directly to your door. Rebecca likes her job, but is ready for her next professional challenge, and has started plotting it with her blog, Kontrary.com, where she boldly decided to put content behind a pay wall. After living in the Midwest her whole life, she moved to Washington, D.C. with her long-term boyfriend, Ryan. Now she is trying to figure out what’s next. New job? Starting a business of her own? Tying the knot?

			

			Jamie Yang, 30, Tanzania, Africa.

		
			Jamie is the founder of EGG-Energy, a for-profit company that offers battery subscription services to low-income people in Tanzania. Jamie saw both an opportunity to work on a major development problem—the lack of affordable energy—and to create a viable business. After finishing his PhD in nuclear science at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology and with nothing tying him down at home, he moved to Tanzania in 2009, even though he didn’t know a word of Swahili. The company launched, but now Jamie isn’t sure if he can get the funding to keep it running.

			

			Khalia Williams, 31, Washington, D.C. 

		
			In 2003, Khalia was deployed to Iraq without the proper body armor, so she bought her own through the internet. Now she’s a mid-level manager at a defense contracting firm working on top-secret intelligence and national security issues. At 31, she was hearing her biological clock tick. Then she met someone. In March 2011, she gave birth to her son. For Khalia, it’s first comes baby and then comes marriage. 

		
			 

		
			So how did I find all these people, you are probably wondering? I met Alex when I emailed the College Republic National Committee and asked them if they had “up and comers” in the organization who might be interested in being profiled in a book about this generation. I already knew Josh because I wrote a piece about his first company, GoodCrush, in The Wall Street Journal. I wrote to a fellow journalist friend who covers gender issues, among other topics, asking her is she knew any 20-something women who grew up in non-urban areas and came from a religious background. She introduced me to Laura. I met Roger when I sent out an email looking for someone gay, Hispanic, and who grew up in the Midwest. A publishing’s contact’s daughter was Roger’s classmate at The University of Chicago. I knew Rebecca from her first blog, Modite.com. I found Jamie through Echoing and Green, an organization that provides funding to social entrepreneurs. I met Khalia through a mutual friend of mine from high school. Was this most scientific way to go about it? Definitely not—like the college admissions process, my approach was highly flawed, but it did yield a dynamic and diverse group of young people, who give us a peek into the inner lives and workings of this generation.
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				“Contemporary adults are on the frontier of a future for which there are few models and apparently infinite possibilities—certainly few of their forebears could have imagined what is now being experienced, or what will be experienced in the future.”

				

				— James Cote, author of Arrested Adulthood: The Changing Nature of Maturity and Identity

		

		
			 

		
			If I just convinced you that stereotypes and general statements about a generation are misleading, forgive me. Because before we get to the personal stories, I want to take a quick snapshot of the generation and set the stage for the narratives to come. Generations, after all, do have shared characteristics that are a product of the people who comprise them and the times in which they live.

		
			So who are we and what makes us unique? We were the first kids diagnosed with ADHD and dosed with Ritalin. We know more about the Dalai Lama than the Pope. We had summer internships instead of summer jobs, and met with college guidance counselors more than with priests or rabbis. Even the best educated of us face economic uncertainty and fear we may move back in with our parents before we reach thirty. We live and breathe debt—our country’s ballooning deficit, student loans, and what we rack up on our credit cards. The first or second time we voted in a presidential primary we chose between an African-American, a woman, and a man who was older than many of our grandfathers. We have never known life without the internet, and it is an integral part of everything from our education to our sex lives to how we buy groceries. Same-sex marriage is an option, and birth control is a given. The color spectrum has been associated with Homeland Security alerts for half our lives. And every choice we make, down to ice cream flavors, is a cost-benefit analysis, complete with its own app. We’ve lived through the Oklahoma City bombing, September 11, Hurricane Katrina, high rates of youth unemployment, and the ravages of two wars. Conflict is the norm for us, yet the wars feel farther removed from our daily lives than those in the past. We’re a generation that has always recycled and thinks Twitter helping overthrow governments is normal. 

		
			We are more practical and authority-minded than our parents; we’re rule-followers, but the lines between class, culture, and country are blurry. We think of the stories about getting arrested at Vietnam sit-ins as nostalgic and seem to accept that America will perpetually be at war in the Middle East. Some might call us optimistic; some might say entitled. Whatever the label, we’re a product of the environment in which we grew up. We’re also the recipients of technological and social progress almost unthinkable fifty years ago, and the recipients of political and economic mistakes made by officials our grandparents and parents voted into office. But somewhere along the way we’ve gotten a bad rap as the generation that doesn’t want to grow up. 

		
			 

		
			So what’s our problem?


		
			To start, the complexion of decision-making has changed dramatically. It’s not that our parents and grandparents had it particularly easy when it came to deciding about relationships or what job to take; we are just making different decisions at different times with so many more possibilities. I’ve found the range of choices empowering but also maddening. As a young woman today, I can choose to get married, not get married, have kids on my own, freeze my eggs, or become a doctor, a chemist, a lawyer, or a painter. I’m limited by ability in a lot of those fields—I was not all-star in chemistry class—and many fertility options are expensive, but the point is that there are just not as many “shoulds” or “can’t dos” anymore. 

		
			When Barry Schwartz, a professor of social theory at Swarthmore College, and the author of The Paradox of Choice, noticed that his students weren’t completing the assignments he was giving them, he was puzzled. No other group of students in his thirty years of teaching at Swarthmore had trouble keeping up with the workload. “What was going on with these kids born in the 1980s?” he wondered. He concluded that their minds were buzzing with a cacophony of questions and choices about how to live their lives. “They are preoccupied, asking themselves, ‘Should I get married or not? Should I get married later? Should I have kids first or a career first?’” Schwartz observed. “All of these are consuming questions, and they are going to answer these questions whether it means doing the work in my course or not and they should because these are consuming questions to answer.”5 As a result, Schwartz said he started assigning 20 percent less work to these students. “I concluded that they are operating with an agenda of problems that were absent when I was in school,” Schwartz told me. Is that true? Does life today require more brainpower to navigate than it did in the past? Probably. For one thing, there are more options to weigh in everything from career to dating to cereal, spawning a whole genre of books tackling the subject of choice overload. Consider career paths as just one example. There are hundreds more job types today than there were when our parents were growing up. Thanks to technology, there are new-fangled positions like social media reporter, data detective, e-book creator, and creative technologist6—and that’s just the tip of the iceberg. As for romance, our options have multiplied exponentially. It used to be you knew the people from your hometown and college. Now our dating pools consist of our friend’s friend’s friends whose profiles we comb through on Facebook and an ever-multiplying number of dating sites like OkCupid, which put millions of people at our fingertips. John Tierney, a reporter for The New York Times, wrote about how the ballooning of number of options results in decision fatigue.7 Having more choices is physically exhausting. The brain gets tired from having to pick between so many things. Just ask any 20-something. 

		
			On top of that, we’re a generation tangled in anxiety about attaining economic security, finding love, and reaching the markers of adulthood that came far more easily, and quickly, to our parents. In an era when our jobs are being shipped to Bangalore or being given to workers twice our age, we have to reinvent how to make our way in the world and how to adjust our measurement of what it means to be successful. For over a decade now, the concept of holding one job for fifty years and receiving a gold watch upon retiring has been a well-documented anachronism. The good news is that we are hopeful we’ll figure it out—it just seems to be taking us a bit longer. “There is a universal trend toward maturity,” Brent Donnellan, who studies the transition to adulthood as an associate professor of psychology at Michigan State University, told me when I asked him if my generation was stunted. “Maybe that turning point used to happen at 22 and now it happens at 30, but I don’t think this prolonged period means this generation is headed to hell in a handbasket.”

		
			 

		
			What’s the difference?


		
			So, are we really all that different than previous generations? Yes and no. Every generation likes to think it is unique, but here are the facts that set us apart. There’s student debt that our grandparents, thanks to the GI Bill (which provided a whole generation of returning World Word II veterans access to higher education through loans and grants) didn’t have. There’s the rise of entrepreneurship, a result of the web revolution, which has given anyone with an internet connection the potential to start an e-commerce business. Then there are massively shifting racial demographics brought on by, among other factors, the passage of the Immigration Act of 1965 that resulted in large waves of immigration, particularly from Asian countries in the 1970s.

		
			The median age of marriage is the highest it has ever been, reaching 32 in some urban areas. And with the delay in marriages comes rapidly evolving gender roles, as single, childless women spend their 20s advancing their careers and out-earning their male counterparts in many cities.8 Twenty-somethings, much to their credit, are designing a new framework for adulthood—the desire for a fulfilling job, a meaningful life, and high expectations for just about everything. But this isn’t because we are entitled. The striving and seeking is Darwinian. We’ve had to evolve like this in order to survive in the hyper-competitive world we grew up in. Just listen to how those over 40 compare themselves to us to get a taste for how competitive life is for those born in the 1980s. “I could screw around a lot in my 20s, and it was okay,” Barbara Ray, who is 50 and was a 20-something in the 1980s, and author of Not Quite Adults, told me. “If you don’t get on that treadmill, you are quickly left behind. I just see that the stakes have gotten higher and higher.”

		
			Then there’s the economic landscape. Financial security and career stability are elusive, giving those who can get some help from their parents, either in terms of free rent or money for graduate school, a big leg up. Graduate education, which used to be considered the icing on the cake, is now almost mandatory, and the cost is appalling—setting millions of young people back many thousands of dollars. So we’ll pay off that debt working long hours in entry-level jobs, commuting to work from an apartment we pay an exorbitant sum to share with four other 20-somethings, or we’ll forgo living on our own and opt instead to pay emotional rent living at home. By now we know the economic indicators aren’t in our favor, and the challenge for us is to figure out how to do more with less at a time when we expect more from our lives. 

		
			And like previous generations that lived through the Great Depression and other major economic downturns, we are grappling with how to make our way in the world after the global economy took its biggest hit in fifty years. Thankfully, we do have certain advantages, like being digital natives. That is to say, young people today grow up with technology, and often understand it intuitively. “It’s the first time ever that young people have more experience with technology. Just look at the fact that nine-year-olds program the VCR for their grandmothers,” pointed out Lindsey Pollak, 36, the national spokesperson for LinkedIn and author of Getting from College to Career.

		
			To be sure, we are using our tech savvy to our advantage and to improve our lives in innumerable ways. Khalia bought the body armor that saved her life off of the internet. Jamie was able to start a company 7,000 miles away because of Skype and the ability to find well-priced airline tickets on Orbitz.com. When Roger was questioning his sexuality, he went on the internet to seek advice and support. Rebecca can live in Washington, D.C. and keep a job based in Madison, Wisconsin because of Wi-Fi. Josh built an entire career based around social networking and online sharing. Laura found all of her jobs online. Alex follows his church on Twitter and watches the Sunday service on a streaming webcast. 

		
			“Adulthood is a taller order these days,” Donnellan, the Michigan State psychology professor, told me. “When we look at surveys on what this generation values, we see that they want a lot. Other generations didn’t want everything.” Maybe we won’t be able to “have it all,” but like other generations before us, we at least want to try. So now the 20s, a decade which used to have a pretty clear roadmap and straightforward checklist (find a spouse, get a stable job, buy a home), consists of an entirely different set of negotiations. My opinion is that the 20s are a decade of positive development, the truths of which I think have been drowned out by clichés, the axe grinding, and name calling. In this book, I try to make sense of what it’s like being a 20-something today and map out some of the new psychological, career, and relationship territory.

		
			Rebranding the 20s

		
			If Donnellan is right that this generation isn’t having some fatal failure to launch problem, the 20s need a rebranding away from arrested development, quarter-life crisis, and extended adolescence. The post-college decade can be miserable and wracked with uncertainty, bad judgment, worse facial hair, and turmoil of the professional, emotional, and sexual variety, but it’s still a time of positive growth and cementing our ambitions and aspirations. While many of our parents, and almost all of our grandparents, settled down when they were in their 20s, for us, it is a decade of intense exploration to find a great job, marry for love, and establish who we are in the world, all set against a backdrop of a challenging economy and a whole new set of social scripts. Not surprisingly, this daunting to-do list is taking longer to fulfill than it used to. But now that it’s not a race to meet those milestones, a focus on quality over speed might serve us well.
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			As you probably noticed, none of the seven people I introduced after the forward can claim the full trifecta of adulthood—a marriage license, kids, or a mortgage. Some of them have two out of three, but they are the exceptions. So does that mean they aren’t adults? In a word, no. Josh Weinstein, the internet entrepreneur, even though he continues to live at home with his mom, has paid salaries to his employees and inspired confidence in investors twice his age. Jamie Yang isn’t in any hurry to get married or have kids. In the meantime, he’s tackling one of the largest problems facing the developing world: the lack of affordable energy. Roger Fierro lives hand-to-mouth and can’t really afford adulthood, but he has helped dozens of his younger cousins who are now applying to college, stepping up to the kind responsibility that is usually reserved for parents.

		
			The point? There is no more clear line for when or where adulthood begins. This generation is taking the buffet approach to adulthood—while there are some aspects of traditional adulthood they are embracing, there are others they are forgoing, or saving for later. They are seeking more from their lives than a wedding band, a stable 9-to-5 job, or a piece of property to call their own. The 20s are now a decade focused on grappling with the questions: Who am I? What do I want to do with my life? And what’s my purpose? The most flattering interpretation is that this is a stab at trying to live what Aristotle called “the examined life.” Or call it the new psychology of 20-somethings—an outlook that’s being shaped both by the economy and the lessening of social stigmas about getting married after 30, having a baby on your own, changing careers multiple times, cohabiting, and premarital sex. Jeffrey Arnett from Clark University, a leading researcher of young adults, coined the term “emerging adulthood” to describe this period of life, which he says is a stage akin to adolescence. What exactly constitutes a life stage is a much longer discussion that has been hashed out by academics, but I don’t agree with Arnett that this life stage needs the qualifier of “emerging.” Emerging adulthood implies that we aren’t “there yet” because we may not be married, have kids, or enough money to buy a home. It implies, to some degree, that adult life hasn’t really started for us. But my reporting led me to a different conclusion: 20-somethings are adults and this decade isn’t some holding pattern wherein young people are waiting for their “real life” to start. Their lives, as you’ll see, are well on their way.

		
			Okay, but is that just a nice way of saying this generation is stuck in a state of arrested development and that the 20s involve a lot of navel gazing? Yes, there has been a delay—in 2005, only half as many young adults as in 1960 had gotten married, had kids, and achieved economic independence by the age of 30.9 Is this because we don’t want the responsibility that comes with adulthood? Why tie yourself down when there are untraveled continents and four more careers you want to try out? There’s certainly talk of wanting to avoid the “shackles” of adulthood, but it often has as much to do with the economics. It’s no surprise then that some common echoes today are: “I can’t afford to be an adult,” or “how can I think about buying a home, getting married, or taking care of a kid if I can’t make my monthly credit card payments?”

		
			As Aliza Bartfield eloquently summed it up on the AlterNet website, “We’re not resisting or shirking adulthood; we are looking at it and discovering it’s not exactly as it was once described. Rather than relegating us to back the ranks of those who are just too young or immature to make sensible decisions, we might be better served by meaningful discussion and more input on possible solutions and pathways to our own style of adulthood.”10 I couldn’t agree more. Let’s start by looking at the new markers of adulthood and how and why they are different for us. 

		
			 

		
			Education


		
			Today, going to college is the first bona fide first marker of adulthood. Everything about the “good life” we’ve been told follows from getting that diploma. But we face a double-edged sword, that is, even as college has become more necessary, it has become harder and more expensive than ever to land a spot. Many people over 35 say they wouldn’t have gotten in to their alma mater if they applied today. For a number of reasons, the college admissions process became ultra-competitive. First, the demand shot up. Twenty-five years ago, about 50 percent of high school graduates in the U.S. went to college. Fast forward to 2010 and, according to the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 68.1 percent are enrolled.11 That’s thousands more college freshmen every year, while the number of spots at universities has grown much more slowly, if at all. In the parlance of your high school college counselor, what used to be considered “safety schools” are now “reaches.” So where does that leave us, the 20-somethings who spent hundreds of hours studying for the SAT and taking tuba lessons (after all, every school needs one)? It left us with massive expectations for what our college degrees would do for us. After all, the thinking goes: “I worked so hard in high school, beat out thousands of applicants from Mumbai to Minneapolis, took out thousands of dollars in loans to pay for this fancy degree. The least I deserve is a good job with benefits as a return on my investment.” 

		
			Then the economy tanked. So for many of us, this decade comes with the rude awakening that a college degree, while imperative, is not a magic bullet. This is one of the major injustices of being a 20-something today. We drank, if not gulped, the Kool-Aid that college was non-negotiable, staking our future earnings on that seemingly indisputable fact—and now many of us can’t find jobs. To put the cost of college today in perspective, consider the story of Teresa Swartz. Swartz, who researches young adults as a professor of sociology at the University of Minnesota, paid for her entire college tuition at the University of California, Los Angeles, from which she graduated in 1988, with money she saved working a few hours a week and during summers at the campus store. Tuition at four-year public universities rose 67 percent between 1987 and 2008.12 In-state tuition for UCLA for the 2011-2012 academic year was over $30,000.13 Professor’s Swartz’s savings from her part-time job would just about cover her textbooks today. College students who graduated in 2009 carry $24,000 in student loan debt, up six percent from 2008.14 That will take years to pay off in a job market where the median starting salary for an entry-level job is $27,000.15 Over the following chapters, you’ll see how everyone took a different approach to the cost of higher education. Khalia lived on basically nothing for years until she paid off her loans. Roger maxed out credit cards because his whole salary went to paying down his loans. Jamie decided he’d rather go to a state school than go into debt. These are the decisions and tradeoffs today’s 20-somethings have to make. And they aren’t easy.

		
			 

		
			Work


		
			With our expensive diplomas in hand, the next mission is finding a job. The 20s are spent trying out different jobs and industries, sometimes by choice and often by necessity (read: layoffs, downsizing, and the abandonment of the implicit agreement by employers that if you work hard, they’ll keep you on). Changing jobs every eighteen months can certainly be exciting. Why not give graphic design a spin? It fosters thinking like, “I’m going to work in advertising . . . this year.” It’s also exhausting to always be thinking about “what’s next.” Not to mention trying to plot a career path in an economy where so many traditional fields are contracting as a result of technology and outsourcing. To put it mildly, it’s a Herculean effort. The “work mission” could be the toughest of them all. Many careers today require skills that our liberal arts degrees in history, literature, and semiotics didn’t prepare us for. And not everyone has been able to evolve or adapt as quickly as some of our peers—the ones who speak Mandarin and work for digital marketing firms in Shanghai, or have been prescient, or just lucky, about developing an app or a social networking site, or majored in engineering or computer science. For those who haven’t learned how to code or haven’t crowd-sourced enough money on Kickstarter to finance their latest project, the 20s might be a period of cobbling together lots of different jobs and forgoing saving for retirement and a steady paycheck. This was the path Roger and Laura took. Others, particularly those who have the safety net of their parents, will quit seemingly well-paid jobs with health insurance to start their own company and chase the autonomy that many in this generation say is crucial to feeling fulfilled by their work. As you can see, there is no one-size-fits-all career anymore. But regardless of path, there is a common denominator: a job isn’t just a job anymore. It’s an expression of who you are. We’ve become evangelicals for the notion that work should be fun and meaningful. It hasn’t always been this way. Tammy Erickson, an international workplace consultant and author of Plugged In: Gen Y’s Guide to Thriving at Work, gets calls from Fortune 500 companies to help them with their 20-somethings employees. She observed: “This is the most fulfillment-driven generation in history. They don’t want to work for sixty years and then enjoy life. They aren’t into deferring gratification.” As we search for that “dream job,” there will inevitably be disappointment. Many will find the 20s a time when they have to face the realization that work is, well, work, even if the writer Joseph Campbell called it “finding your bliss.” Nonetheless, we’ll still strive for Campbell’s vision by pushing for more flexible work schedules, forgoing stable jobs because we don’t have families to support, and using every kind of technology under the sun to figure out how to work on our terms. 

		
			 

		
			Financial Independence


		
			The kids our parents knew who went to medical school would be relatively prosperous when they got out; the ones we know might be broke for about ten years. Instead of the Lost Generation, we are the “Cost Generation,” and more of our choices are determined by money than they were for our parents. And speaking of parents, our first stop after graduation could be our childhood bedroom. The return to the nest makes few of us feel as “adult” as if we were living on our own. But that’s just the economic reality of the 20s: lack of jobs and low starting salaries in many fields hasn’t fostered financial emancipation. In the 2010 remake of the original Wall Street movie—Wall Street: Money Never Sleeps—Gordon Gekko, the formerly disgraced but resurgent and world-wise banker tells a group of young people, “You guys are the “NINJ-a generation. No income, no jobs.” If economic predictions are to be believed, we might not be as wealthy as our parents. Jobs have become a luxury item. Home ownership is as elusive as a mortgage.

		
			The Great Recession will, no doubt, shape this generation in profound ways. We’ll see that even those with bachelor degrees from a top-tier college might qualify for little more than a telemarketing job. Many will feel cheated and scammed by the promise that going to college is the pathway to getting hired. A number of us will look back on our 20s as a time when one out of four of our friends couldn’t find a job. Still, we don’t want to live at home forever, or even past our 25th birthday. We want to move out and pay our own bills. It’s easy to misinterpret longer periods of financial dependence for the desire to rely on our parents forever. Financial independence is a goal we want to achieve. We are just trying to figure out how to attain it when we’ve been bruised and battered by the harsh winds of the financial crisis. 

		
			How economic security is attained these days varies dramatically. Khalia figured out how to be totally self-sufficient the day she graduated from college. She lived frugally, saved money, and drew a second income by joining the military. Because Jamie attended a public university, The University of California, Berkley, he didn’t have to take out loans. He also saved money from the semester he took off to work at IBM. Similarly, Josh didn’t have to go into debt to attend Princeton, but he’s forgoing independence by living at home with his mom so he saved money on rent and poured it all back into his startup. For Laura, Roger and Rebecca, financial emancipation has not come as easily, and is far from won—they all took out loans to go to college and entered professions that, let’s say, did not pay investment banking wages. There’s no question it was easier for the group that could borrow money from their parents, but, like millions of people before them who weren’t born into wealth and privilege, Laura, Roger and Rebecca figured out how to pull themselves up by their bootstraps. 

		
			 

		
			Relationships 


		
			I asked my paternal grandmother, who was married at 18 and pregnant at 19, how she would have felt if she had a full decade to explore and experiment before she got married and had kids. “I would have been so confused,” she told me. When I got married at 29, I was a full decade older than my grandmother. For my grandmother, as she tells it, there was no angst, debating, or fretting about the decision. Marriage was just what one did at a certain age. As for me, the decision to get married—the most adult decision of my life to date—was both exhilarating and terrifying. I worried about the timing. Had I spent enough years on my own establishing my career and learning about myself before committing to someone for what might be the next 60 years? Then there were kids. The cruel joke of modern womanhood is that my career will probably peak just as it is time to have babies. This raises more questions: How long should my husband and I wait? Should I freeze my eggs in case I want a child now and another when I’m forty? That is, if we can afford it. My grandmother said she never asked herself those questions. “You just got married and then got pregnant. There were no other options,” she said. This is the era of infinite life paths, but that doesn’t mean we rule out veering in the same direction our grandparents did. Yes, marriage is being delayed, but we aren’t shunning the institution entirely. Marriage and having a family, even if it’s outside the confines of a traditional relationship, is important to this generation. But, like with most things, it just takes us a little longer. Part of what accounts for the delay is that the roadmap isn’t so clear. Dating, for example, used to reliably lead to marriage. My maternal grandparents went on five dates over the course of ten months. Then my grandfather proposed. After five dates in 2012, it’s time to change your status on Facebook to “it’s complicated” and ponder whether you should take down your profile on OKCupid. 

		
			That pattern will probably persist throughout the 20s, since the average age for a first marriage for a college-educated woman is 30,16 a number that until very recently was certifiable “old maid” territory. It has given way to a common mantra uttered by young women comparing their lives to their mothers’: “When my mom was my age, 22, she was already engaged and 18 months later, she gave birth to her first child.” (As recently as 1980, the median age for a first marriage for women was 22. In 1975, just as the oldest Baby Boomers were turning 25, the median age was 21.1.17) Putting marriage and kids on hold means young women now have a choice about whether they want to embrace their biological clock or try, through various reproductive technologies, to break free from it. Fertility has become a feminist issue for young women today. 

		
			Throughout our 20s and maybe even into our early 30s, we’ll probably bewilder and frustrate our grandmothers by bringing home a string of boyfriends and girlfriends, none of whom we’ll actually marry. Perhaps after a few of these long-term relationships, some of which might span an amount of time long enough to constitute a common law marriage, we’ll decide the time is right. This is a decision, however, that has a much different calculus for men and women, as the natural biological clock hasn’t caught up to the changes in women’s lives. You’ll see how this issue plays out in real life for Rebecca and Khalia, both of whom are trying to be modern day superwomen and balance their desire for a family with major career ambitions. 

		
			Even though headlines continuously blaze about half the population being unmarried, no one profiled in this book intends, at least for now, to opt out of the institution that has been one of the staples of American adult life for centuries. Coincidence? Not really. The statistics about the plummeting marriage rates in this country obscure another rarely cited fact. As New York Magazine put it, “it’s the college educated people who are keeping the institution alive, marrying at a rate 17 percentage points higher than those with only a high school education.”18 We must not misinterpret a delay for a full-on rejection. Marriage is important to the slice of the generation profiled in this book, underscoring that while we are redefining some parts of adulthood, we are still hewing to some traditional values. 

		
			So now the stage is set for my attempt at a little storytelling to illustrate how we are making different—not bad—decisions during our 20s. But more than being a generational defender, I set out to tell one of the most dynamic and transformational stories of the 21st century: how a diverse, enterprising, and open-minded generation, despite many obstacles, is breaking boundaries and rewriting the playbook on adulthood. We are, to borrow a phrase, the next greatest generation. 
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