
[image: image]





[image: image]








The advice herein is not intended to replace the services of trained mental health professionals. You are advised to consult with your health care professional with regard to matters relating to your mental health, and in particular regarding matters that may require diagnosis or medical attention. The author and publisher specifically disclaim any liability that is incurred from the use or application of the contents of this book.

Copyright © 2021, 2012 by Meg Jay

Cover copyright © 2021 by Hachette Book Group, Inc.

Hachette Book Group supports the right to free expression and the value of copyright. The purpose of copyright is to encourage writers and artists to produce the creative works that enrich our culture.

The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book without permission is a theft of the author’s intellectual property. If you would like permission to use material from the book (other than for review purposes), please contact permissions@hbgusa.com. Thank you for your support of the author’s rights.

Grand Central Publishing

Hachette Book Group

1290 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10104

grandcentralpublishing.com

@grandcentralpub

Originally published in hardcover by Twelve.

First trade paperback edition: April 2013

First updated trade paperback edition: March 2021

Grand Central Publishing is a division of Hachette Book Group, Inc. The Grand Central Publishing name and logo is a registered trademark of Hachette Book Group, Inc.

The Hachette Speakers Bureau provides a wide range of authors for speaking events. To find out more, go to www.hachettespeakersbureau.com or email HachetteSpeakers@hbgusa.com.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Names: Jay, Meg, author.

Title: The defining decade : why your twenties matter and how to make the most of them now / Meg Jay, PhD.

Description: First updated trade paperback edition. | New York, NY : Twelve, 2021. | Includes bibliographical references. | Summary: “Updated and reissued for a new generation of twentysomethings, The Defining Decade has changed the way millions of twentysomethings think about their twenties—and themselves. Let it change how you think about you and yours”—Provided by publisher.

Identifiers: LCCN 2020037786 (print) | LCCN 2020037787 (ebook) | ISBN 9781538754238 (trade paperback) | ISBN 9780446575065 (ebook)

Subjects: LCSH: Adulthood.

Classification: LCC BF724.5.J39 2021 (print) | LCC BF724.5 (ebook) | DDC 155.6/5—dc23

LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2020037786

LC ebook record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2020037787

ISBNs: 978-1-5387-5423-8 (trade pbk.), 978-0-446-57506-5 (ebook)

E3-20260112-JV-PC-COR






CONTENTS


	Cover

	Title Page

	Copyright

	Dedication

	Author’s Note

	Foreword to the Updated Edition

	Preface: What Is the Defining Decade?

	Introduction: Real Time

	WORK

	Identity Capital

	Weak Ties

	The Unthought Known

	My Life Should Look Better on Instagram

	The Search for Glory

	The Customized Life




	LOVE

	An Upmarket Conversation

	Picking Your Family

	On Dating Down

	The Cohabitation Effect

	Being in Like

	Twenty-Nine Conversations




	THE BRAIN AND THE BODY

	Forward Thinking

	A Social Experiment

	Calm Yourself

	Outside In

	Getting Along and Getting Ahead

	Every Body

	Do the Math




	Epilogue: Will Things Work Out for Me?

	Reader’s Guide

	Acknowledgments

	Discover More

	About the Author

	Notes

	Books by Meg Jay

	What Readers Are Saying






	Begin Reading

	Table of Contents







For Jay and Hazel, as always.







Explore book giveaways, sneak peeks, deals, and more.





Tap here to learn more.




[image: Grand Central Publishing logo]








AUTHOR’S NOTE

This book is about my work with twentysomethings, as a clinical psychologist in private practice first in Berkeley, California, and then in Charlottesville, Virginia, and as a clinical psychologist and associate professor of human development at the University of Virginia. Throughout these pages, I do my best to tell the personal, and sometimes poignant, stories of the clients and students who have taught me about the twentysomething years. To protect their privacy, I have changed their names and the details of their lives. In some cases, I have created composites from those with similar experiences and with whom I had similar sessions and conversations. I hope every twentysomething who reads this book sees himself or herself in the stories I include, but a resemblance to any particular twentysomething is coincidental.






FOREWORD TO THE UPDATED EDITION

For Twenty-First-Century Twentysomethings Everywhere

The Defining Decade is for twentysomethings. Even with a subtitle like “Why Your Twenties Matter and How to Make the Most of Them Now,” this is worth stating. That’s because parents assume the book is for parents. Colleagues presume I’ve written it for other therapists and academics. And when twentysomethings ask me, “Who is your audience?” they seem genuinely, but pleasantly, surprised when I say, “You are!”

It seems strange to many that, rather than talk about twentysomethings, I prefer to talk to twentysomethings. Enough of the grown-ups sitting around discussing the under-thirty set. Twentysomethings are adults too, and they deserve a seat at the table in a conversation about their own lives. Popular culture may lead us to believe that twentysomethings are too cool or too clueless or too lazy or too jaded to engage in such a conversation, but this simply is not true. My private practice and college and graduate courses are filled with twentysomethings who want someone to discuss their lives with them in an informed and authentic way.

In The Defining Decade, I use empirical research and clinical experience to dispel myths about the twentysomething years: that thirty is the new twenty, that we can’t pick our families, that doing something later is necessarily the same thing as doing something better. But the idea that twentysomethings are not savvy enough to be interested in such information—and the power it has to change their lives—is perhaps the biggest myth of all.

Since The Defining Decade first came out in 2012, it has become the most widely read twentysomething book around the world—and its biggest and best audience has been twentysomethings themselves. Yes, I have received many moving messages from parents who say things like, “All I asked for Mother’s Day this year is for my twentysomething to read your book.” And sure, I have heard from forlorn thirtysomethings who say, “I wish your book had been available when I was in my twenties.” (It’s never too late to get going on the life you want, by the way.) But the most powerful outpouring has come from twentysomething women and men who tell me via email or social media what it has meant to them to be addressed directly.

The question is this: Why haven’t these twentysomethings felt spoken to before?

Maybe we can blame current cultural conditions in which twentysomethings are mostly played small, where they are presumed to be nothing more than what their online posts say about them or what Baby Boomer or Gen X journalists write about them. But it probably also has something to do with the fact that I get to see a side of twentysomethings that most people do not. I worked with my first twentysomething client in 1999 and, for more than twenty years now, I have listened to young adults behind closed doors. Today’s twentysomethings may be pegged as oversharers, but what they post on Instagram and Snapchat is far more curated than what they say in my office. So I know some things that most people don’t about twentysomethings—and I even know some things that twentysomethings don’t know about themselves.

It may sound counterintuitive, but most twentysomethings feel relieved, and even empowered, when someone has the courage to strike up a conversation with the parts of themselves, and the parts of reality, that they are afraid to talk about. In my experience, clients—and readers—don’t fear being asked the tough questions; what they really fear is that they won’t be asked the tough questions. When twentysomethings hear what I have to say, the most common reaction is not “I can’t believe you said that.” It’s “Why didn’t someone tell me all this sooner?”

Well, new reader, here goes.

Your twenties matter. Eighty percent of life’s most defining moments take place by age thirty-five. Your earning power is decided in your first ten years of work. More than half of us are married, or dating or living with our future partner, by age thirty. Your brain and your personality change more during your twenties than at any time before or after. Your social network is about as big as it is ever going to get. Your defining decade coincides with your peak childbearing years. Meanwhile, your twenties are the most uncertain years you will ever know.

I wrote the first edition of The Defining Decade during the Great Recession and the updated edition during the COVID-19 pandemic. As a twentysomething, the wind isn’t always—or often—going to be at your back, and so many men and women want good information about how to move ahead. I wrote both editions of The Defining Decade because I want this kind of information to be available not just to college students or to those who have access to therapists. I wrote The Defining Decade so that twentysomethings everywhere with fifteen dollars or a library card could be in on the conversation. As the information and the conversations keep evolving, The Defining Decade will too.






PREFACE

What Is the Defining Decade?

In a rare study of life span development, researchers at Boston University and the University of Michigan examined dozens of life stories, written by prominent, successful people toward the end of their lives. They were interested in what are called “autobiographically consequential experiences,” or the jobs and choices and moves and encounters that had the strongest influence on how life unfolded thereafter. While important events took place from birth until death, those that determined the years ahead were most heavily concentrated during the twentysomething years with 80 percent of life’s most defining moments taking place by age thirty-five.

It would make sense that as we leave home or college and become more independent there is a burst of self-creation, a time when what we do determines who we will become. It might even seem like adulthood is one long stretch of “autobiographically consequential experiences,” that the older we get, the more we direct our own lives. This is not quite true.

In our thirties, consequential experiences start to slow. School will be over or nearly so. We will have invested time in careers or made the choice not to. We, or our friends, may be in relationships and starting families. We may own homes or have other responsibilities that make it difficult to change course. As thirtysomethings and beyond, we often either continue with, or correct for, the moves we have made so far.

The deceptive irony is that our twentysomething years may not feel all that consequential. Researchers in this same study found that, for the most part, those “autobiographically consequential experiences” were not grand gestures or exciting events. They were people their subjects met or jobs they took or phone calls they returned or conversations they had, all with little immediate dramatic effect. Only in retrospect did the far-reaching importance of these experiences become clear.

Of course, not everyone’s defining decade will start at twenty and end at thirty. For one person, maybe the bulk of their autobiographically consequential experiences will take place between twenty-two and thirty-two. Maybe for another it is between twenty-five and thirty-five. Regardless, whether you are twenty-one or twenty-five or twenty-nine, make no mistake: You are somewhere in your defining decade. That means your life is being decided by twentysomething moments you may not realize are happening at all. This book is about recognizing those defining twentysomething moments. It’s about why your twenties matter, and how to make the most of them now.






INTRODUCTION

Real Time

You are young and life is long, and there is time to kill today.

And then one day you find, ten years has got behind you.

—David Gilmour, Nick Mason, Roger Waters, and Richard Wright of Pink Floyd, “Time”


Almost invariably, growth and development has what’s called a critical period. There’s a particular period of maturation in which, with external stimulation of the appropriate kind, the capacity will pretty suddenly develop and mature. Before that and later than that, it’s either harder or impossible.

—Noam Chomsky, linguist


When Kate started therapy, she had been waiting tables and living—and fighting—with her parents for more than a year. Her father called to schedule her first appointment, and both of them presumed that father-daughter issues would come quickly to the fore. But what most struck me about Kate was that her twentysomething years were wasting away. Having grown up in New York City, at age twenty-six and now living in Virginia, she still did not have a driver’s license, despite the fact that this limited her employment opportunities and made her feel like a passenger in her own life. Not unrelated to this, Kate was often late to our appointments.

When Kate graduated from college, she had hoped to experience the expansiveness of the twentysomething years, something she was strongly encouraged to do by her parents. Her mother and father married just out of college because they wanted to go to Europe together and, in the early 1970s, this was not condoned by either of their families. They honeymooned in Italy and came back pregnant. Kate’s dad put his accounting degree to work while Kate’s mom got busy raising four kids, of whom Kate was the youngest. So far, Kate had spent her own twenties trying to make up for what her parents missed. She thought she was supposed to be having the time of her life, but mostly she felt stressed and anxious. “My twenties are paralyzing,” she said. “No one told me it would be this hard.”

Kate filled her mind with twentysomething drama to distract herself from the real state of her life, and she seemed to want the same for her therapy hours. When she came to sessions, she kicked off her flats, hiked up her jeans, and caught me up on the weekend. Our conversations often went multimedia as she pulled up texts and photos to show me, and tweets chirped into our sessions with just-breaking news. Somewhere between the weekend updates, I found out the following: She thought she might like to work in fund-raising, and she hoped to figure out what she wanted to do by age thirty. “Thirty is the new twenty,” she said.

This was my cue.

I am too passionate about the twenties to let Kate, or any other twentysomething, waste his or her time. As a clinical psychologist who specializes in adult development, I have seen countless twentysomethings spend too many years living without perspective. What is worse are the tears shed by thirtysomethings and fortysomethings because they are now paying a steep price—professionally, romantically, economically, reproductively—for a lack of vision in their twenties. I liked Kate and wanted to help her, so I insisted she be on time for sessions. I interrupted stories about the latest hookup to ask about the status of her driver’s license and her job search. Perhaps most important, Kate and I debated about what therapy—and her twenties—were supposed to be about.

Kate wondered aloud whether she ought to spend a few years in therapy figuring out her childhood or whether she should use that money and time on a Eurail Pass to search for who she was. I voted for neither. I told Kate that while most therapists would agree with Socrates that “the unexamined life is not worth living,” a lesser-known quote by American psychologist Sheldon Kopp might be more important here: “The unlived life is not worth examining.”

I explained it would be irresponsible of me to sit quietly while I watched the most foundational years of Kate’s life go parading by. It would be reckless for us to focus on Kate’s past when I knew her future was in danger. It seemed unfair to talk about her weekends when it was her weekdays that made her so unhappy. I also genuinely felt that Kate’s relationship with her father could not change until she had something new to bring to it.

Not long after these conversations, Kate dropped onto the couch in my office. Uncharacteristically teary and agitated, she stared out the window and bounced her legs nervously as she told me about Sunday brunch with four friends from college. Two were in town for a conference. One had just returned from recording lullabies in Greece for her dissertation research. Another brought along her fiancé. As the group sat at their table, Kate looked around and felt behind. She wanted what her friends had—a job or a purpose or a boyfriend—so she spent the rest of the day looking for leads online. Most of the jobs (and the men) didn’t seem interesting. The ones that did she was starting to doubt she could get. Kate went to bed feeling vaguely betrayed.

“My twenties are more than half over,” she said. “And sitting at that restaurant, I realized I didn’t have anything to show for myself. No real résumé. No relationship. I don’t even know what I’m doing in this town.” She reached for a tissue and broke into tears. “I really got kicked by the notion that getting clear on your path was overrated. I wish I’d been more… I don’t know… intentional.”

It wasn’t too late for Kate, but she did need to get going. By the time Kate’s therapy ended, she had her own apartment, a driver’s license, a boyfriend with some potential, and a job as a fund-raiser for a nonprofit. Even her relationship with her father was improving. In our last sessions together, Kate thanked me for helping her catch up. She said she finally felt like she was living her life “in real time.”

The twentysomething years are real time and ought to be lived that way.

Freud once said, “Love and work, work and love… that’s all there is,” and, it’s true, these things take shape later than they used to. When Kate’s parents were in their twenties, the average twenty-one-year-old was married and caring for a new baby. School ended with high school or maybe college, and young parents focused on making money and keeping house. Because one income was typically enough to support a family, men worked but two-thirds of women did not. The men and women who did work could expect to stay in the same field for life. In those days, the median home price in the United States was about $20,000. Divorce and the Pill were just becoming mainstream.

Then, in the span of one generation, came an enormous cultural shift. User-friendly birth control flooded the market, and women flooded the workplace. By the new millennium, only about half of twentysomethings were married by age thirty and even fewer had children, making the twenties a time of newfound freedom. We began to hear that maybe college was too expensive and less necessary, yet maybe graduate school was more necessary, and in either case there was time for “time off.”

For hundreds of years, twentysomethings moved directly from being sons and daughters to being husbands and wives, but within just a few decades a new developmental period opened up. Waking up every day somewhere between their childhood homes and their own mortgages, twentysomethings like Kate aren’t sure what to make of the time.

Almost by definition, at the turn of the century, the twenties became a betwixt-and-between time. A 2001 article in the Economist introduced the “Bridget Jones Economy” and a 2005 cover of Time ran with a headline “Meet the Twixters,” both of which informed us that the twenties were now disposable years lubricated by disposable income. In 2007, in the New York Times, the twenties were dubbed “the odyssey years,” or a time meant for wandering. Journalists and researchers everywhere began to refer to twentysomethings with silly nicknames such as kidults, pre-adults, and adultescents. Some say the twentysomething years are an extended adolescence while others call them an emerging adulthood. This so-called changing timetable for adulthood has demoted twentysomethings to “not-quite-adults” just when they need to engage the most.

Yet even as we dismiss the twentysomething years, we fetishize them. Popular culture has an almost obsessive focus on the twenties such that these freebie years appear to be all that exist. By 2019, 85 percent of Instagram influencers were between the ages of eighteen and thirty-five, which means that what most twentysomethings see on their phones all day are other twentysomethings living their best lives—in bathing suits—with some making a lot of money along the way. Meanwhile, child celebrities and everyday kids spend their youth acting twenty, while mature adults and the Real Housewives dress, and are sculpted, to look twenty-nine. The young look older and the old look younger, collapsing the adult life span into one long twentysomething ride. Even a new term—amortality—has been coined to describe living the same way, at the same pitch, from our teens until death.

This is a contradictory and dangerous message. A “thirty-is-the-new-twenty” culture says the twentysomething years don’t matter; yet, with the glamorization of and fixation on the twenties, there is little to remind us that anything else ever will. This causes too many women and men to squander the most transformative years of their adult lives, only to pay the price in decades to come. Too many twentysomethings, like Kate, have been caught in a swirl of hype and misinformation, much of which has trivialized what is actually the most defining decade—and, in many ways, the most difficult decade—they will ever know.

Twenty-first-century twentysomethings wake up with more questions than answers, and—culturally and psychologically—this is a radical change. Most have spent their lives in school, which means that, for as long as they can remember, life has been divided into semester-sized chunks. Their days were scheduled, and there were syllabi that spelled out exactly how to get an A or a B. Then somewhere around the age of twenty, life opens up, and the syllabi are gone. There are no more sheets of paper to tell you what to do every day, and no more grades to let you know where you stand.

Meanwhile, the world of work has officially been disrupted, which means there are more choices but more confusion too. Because short-term work has replaced long-term careers, the average twentysomething will have about a handful of jobs in their twenties alone. Young adults are more educated and engaged than ever before, but, dishearteningly, their first jobs out of school may not even require a college degree. Other entry-level jobs have gone overseas, making it difficult for some young adults to gain a foothold at home. For those who can swing it, an unpaid internship is the new starter job and, at any given time, about half of twentysomethings are un- or underemployed.

As jobs come and go, so do twentysomethings themselves. One-third will move in any given year, leaving résumés and friends scattered. About 40 percent will go back home to live with Mom or Dad, in part because of school debt, with the average college graduate now owing about $30,000. Social media may make the twenties look overwhelmingly, well, social, but with all the comings and goings related to instability at work, research suggests that our twenties are one of the loneliest times of life.

The world feels bigger as young adults move around and encounter what are called “large world problems,” or those for which there are no right answers. There is no way to be sure about where to live, what to do for work, or when, whether, how, or with whom to partner. What’s worse is that the underlying existential questions—“Will I be successful? Will I be alone? Will I be loved? Will I be happy? Will my life have meaning? Will things work out for me?”—may go unanswered for a decade or more.

Times can be tough for twentysomethings, not just because of their “large world problems” but because of events in the larger world too. Most cannot remember life before 9/11, or a world without the threat of terror hitting home. Neither can they recall what school was like before Columbine, before crouching behind desks in shooting drills became the norm. Most have come of age on their devices, where they are bombarded not just with skydiving selfies, but with headlines about economic, political, climatic, and global doom. Even as they feel pressured to get out there and live their best lives, many are unsure about whether their government—or their planet—will survive.

More twentysomethings than ever before have friends who have killed themselves or who have overdosed on drugs. Some wonder if it makes sense to bring children into the world anymore. More and more, they hear the American Dream is a fantasy, and they wonder if their lives matter and if there is a way up and out. Those who are more fortunate, or more privileged, doubt that their salaries will be as good as those of their moms or dads. Still, young workers head into the office, even as many look around and wonder if they will soon be saying, “Me Too.”

This is not an easy way to live. A 2018 report by the American Psychological Association found that, as a group, young adults report feeling less happy and more stressed than older adults. Every few years it seems, a new cross-sectional study like this one is released, and what typically follows is a flurry of online articles, books even, about why the current generation of twentysomethings is in such bad shape. In fact, cross-sectional data can tell us nothing about any particular generation. (You’d need to compare one generation of twentysomethings to another generation of twentysomethings for that.) Rather, what these studies do show—again and again—is that, contrary to popular belief, the twenties are not as fun as we are led to believe.

Every day, I work with twentysomethings who feel horribly deceived by the idea that their twenties would be the best years of their lives. People imagine that to do therapy with twentysomethings is to listen to the adventures and misadventures of carefree people, and there is some of that. But behind closed doors, my clients have unsettling things to say:

• I feel like I’m in the middle of the ocean. Like I could swim in any direction but I can’t see land so I don’t know which way to go.

• I feel like I just have to keep hooking up and see what sticks.

• I didn’t know I’d be crying in the bathroom at work every day.

• I am constantly comparing myself to people with much better lives.

• The twentysomething years are a whole new way of thinking about time. There’s this big chunk of time and a whole bunch of stuff needs to happen somehow.

• I feel like I have to go online for attention as proof that I’m desirable.

• My sister is thirty-five and single. I’m terrified that’s going to happen to me.

• I can’t wait to be liberated from my twenties.

• I’d better not still be doing this at thirty.


Last night I prayed for just one thing in my life to be certain. It seems everybody wants to be a twentysomething except for many twentysomethings themselves. In my office, “thirty is the new twenty” is starting to get a new reaction: “God, I hope not.”

There are fifty million twentysomethings in the United States, most of whom are living with a staggering, unprecedented amount of uncertainty. We’re talking about 15 percent of the population—or 100 percent if you consider that no one gets through adulthood without going through their twenties first.

Most of these twentysomethings have no idea what they will be doing, where they will be living, or who they will be with in two or even ten years. They don’t know when they will be happy or when they will be able to pay their bills. They wonder if they should be photographers or lawyers or designers or bankers. They don’t know whether they are a few dates or many years from a meaningful relationship. They worry about whether they will have families and whether their marriages will last. Most simply, they don’t know if their lives will work out and they don’t know what to do.

Uncertainty makes people anxious, and distraction is the twenty-first-century opiate of the masses. So twentysomethings like Kate are tempted, and even encouraged, to turn away and be twixters, to close their eyes and hope for the best. A 2011 article in New York magazine arguing that “the kids are actually sort of alright” pointed out that while twentysomethings face some tough economic conditions, they are optimistic. The article explained that with streaming music services “you don’t need to have money to buy a huge record collection.” Social media platforms “have made life on a small budget a lot more diverting,” it reassures.

There is a saying that “hope is a good breakfast but a bad supper.” While hopefulness is a useful state of mind that may help many downtrodden twentysomethings get out of bed in the morning, at the end of the day they need more than optimism, because at the end of their twenties many will want more than diversions and record collections.

I know this because even more compelling than my sessions with struggling twentysomethings are my sessions with the earliest so-called twixters, the now-thirtysomethings and fortysomethings who wish they had done some things differently. I have witnessed the heartache that accompanies the realization that life is not going to add up. We may hear that thirty is the new twenty, but, when it comes to work and love and the brain and the body, forty is definitely not the new thirty.

Many twentysomethings assume life will come together quickly after thirty, and maybe it will. But it is still going to be a different life. We imagine that if nothing happens in our twenties then everything is still possible in our thirties. We think that by avoiding decisions now, we keep all of our options open for later. But not making choices is a choice all the same.

When a lot has been left to do, there is enormous thirtysomething pressure to get ahead, get married, pick a city, make money, buy a house, enjoy life, go to graduate school, start a business, get a promotion, save for college and retirement, and have two or three children in a much shorter period of time. Many of these things are incompatible and, as research is just starting to show, simply harder to do all at the same time in our thirties.

Life does not end at thirty, but it does have a categorically different feel. A spotty résumé that used to reflect twentysomething freedom suddenly seems suspect and embarrassing. A good first date leads not so much to romantic fantasies about “The One” as to calculations about the soonest possible time marriage and a baby might happen.

Of course, for many it does happen, and, upon the birth of their first child, thirtysomething couples often speak of newfound purpose and meaning. There can also be a deep and heart-wrenching sense of regret: discovering they can’t have the careers they now want; knowing it will be difficult to provide for their child as they now wish they could; finding that fertility problems or sheer exhaustion stand in the way of the families they now long for; realizing they will be nearly sixty when their children go to college and maybe seventy at their weddings; recognizing they may never know their own grandchildren.

The postmillennial midlife crisis isn’t buying a red sports car. It is figuring out that while we were busy making sure we didn’t miss out on anything, we were setting ourselves up to miss out on some of the most important things of all. It is realizing that doing something later is not automatically the same as doing something better. Too many smart, well-meaning thirtysomethings and fortysomethings grieve a little as they face a lifetime of catching up. They look at themselves—and at me sitting across the room—and say about their twenties, “What was I doing? What was I thinking?”

In the pages ahead, I want to convince you that thirty is not the new twenty. Not because twentysomethings don’t or shouldn’t settle down later than their parents did. Most everyone agrees that work and love are happening later at least as much because of economics as because they can. I want to persuade you that thirty is not the new twenty precisely because we settle down later than we used to. What this has done is made the twenties not an irrelevant downtime but a developmental sweet spot that comes only once.

When we think about child development, we have probably all heard that the first five years are a critical period—for language, for attachment, for vision, for hearing, for the brain. These critical periods, also known as sensitive periods, are windows of opportunity when learning happens quickly. What we hear less about is that there’s such a thing as adult development, and our twenties are that critical period of adulthood. They, too, are a time when we are primed for growth and change, when simple exposure can lead to dramatic transformation. They are a time when ordinary day-to-day life has an inordinate impact on who we will become.

In sections ahead titled “Work,” “Love,” and “The Brain and the Body,” we will learn about four separate but interwoven critical periods that unfold across the twentysomething years. In “Work,” we find out why twentysomething jobs are likely the most professionally and economically consequential we will ever have—even though they may not look so good. In “Love,” we will hear why our twentysomething relationship choices may be even more important than those at work. And in “The Brain and the Body,” we will learn how our still-developing twentysomething brains are wiring us to be the adults we will become just as our twentysomething bodies kick off our most fertile years.

Not long ago, twentysomethings like Kate’s parents walked down the aisle before they thought through who they were. They made life’s biggest decisions before their brains knew how to make them. Now twenty-first-century twentysomethings have the opportunity to build the lives they want, ones in which work, love, the brain, and the body might all be in on it together. But this doesn’t just happen with age, or with optimism. It takes, as Kate said, intentionality, and some good information, or we will miss it. And for too long, good information has been hard to find. Journalists may throw their hands up with headlines that read “What Is It About Twentysomethings?” and “Why Won’t They Just Grow Up?,” but the twenties aren’t a mystery. We do know how the twenties work, and twentysomethings everywhere deserve to know it too. In the chapters ahead, I blend the latest research on adult development with the previously untold stories of my clients and students. I share what psychologists, sociologists, neurologists, economists, human resources executives, and reproductive specialists know about the unique power of the twentysomething years and how they shape our lives. Along the way, I challenge some media-driven misconceptions about the twenties and show how common wisdom about the twentysomething years is often wrong.

We will find out why it’s the people we hardly know, and not our closest friends, who will change our lives the most. We will learn how joining the world of work makes us feel better, not worse. We will hear why living together may not be the best way to test a relationship. We will learn how our personalities change more during our twenties than at any time before or after. We will find out how we do pick our families, and not just our friends. We will understand how confidence grows not from the inside out, but from the outside in. We will start with why “Who am I?” is a question best answered not with a protracted identity crisis, but with one or two good pieces of something called identity capital.

A colleague of mine likes to say that twentysomethings are like airplanes, planes just leaving New York City bound for somewhere west. Right after takeoff, a slight change in course is the difference between landing in Alaska or Fiji. Likewise, in our twenties, even a small shift can radically alter where we end up in our thirties and beyond.

The twentysomething years are an up-in-the-air and turbulent time. But if we can figure out how to navigate, even a little bit at a time, we can get further, faster, than at any other stage in life. It is a pivotal time when the things we do—and the things we don’t do—will have an enormous effect across years and even generations to come.

So let’s get going. The time is now.
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