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A new period of life called the Quarter-Life is proposed, extending from approximately 18-29 years of age and sometimes later. The emergence of this period is believed to be the result of several social, historic and economic factors that occurred post WWII. This paper explores these changes in terms of the experiences of affluent young people in today’s western society.   

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------   

The actual concept of adolescence became current in the very early 20th century with the publication of a book by G. Stanley Hall’s (1904). This was the first discussion in which adolescence was described as applicable to a specific time period and as having a distinct set of behaviors. As societies became more and more industrialized, extensive training was required, necessitating young people to attend school for a greater number of years. This extended the period between childhood and adulthood. Adolescence as a distinct phase of social development is thus a relatively modern phenomenon—one that is characteristic of advanced industrialized societies with extended educational systems. This stage arose when it was recognized that young people held norms and beliefs that were significantly different from their parents and that there appeared to be a period of confusion or ambivalence that represented a transitional period from childhood to adulthood. 

Prior to the creation of this distinction, children entered the work force at young ages and there was no stage that represented a waiting period. Eventually, it was this “waiting period” that came to be seen as a separate stage of life--adolescence. It was believed that this time period represented a time of anomie because the norms of childhood were not applicable nor were the norms of adulthood. According to Seeman (1976),“anomie denotes a situation in which the social norms regulating individual conduct has broken down or are no longer effective as rules for behavior” (p. 406). With no norms for behavior available to guide individuals, persons became unsure of and confused by which norms of behavior were expected of them and thus adolescence became associated with storm and stress. 

The Stage is Set: 

Now, as technology continues to increase and training for specialized jobs requires more and more schooling, the stage of adolescence has extended once again. At this point in time, some theorists are redefining the end markers and calling for a new stage of life—one that is in-between adolescence and adulthood. Although there is no magical line that demarcates adolescence and adulthood, the authors of the present paper define the quarter-life period as the time of life in between adolescence and adulthood. This time period correlates roughly with the ages 18-30. Robbins & Wilner (2001) refer to a crisis of the quarter-life as occurring somewhere between leaving adolescence and two decades before the “mid-life crisis”-- basically around the early twenties--, Grossman (2005) extends the definition of what he calls the “twixsters” as persons who are clearly not adolescents but who are not meeting the standard criteria of adulthood, sometimes even by age 29. Gordon & Shaeffer (2004) call this period of life “adultscence.” Arnett (2004) presents a compelling portrait of the lives of people he calls \\\"emerging adults.\\\" He argues that in recent decades, a new stage of life has developed, usually lasting from about age 18 through the mid-twenties, and distinct from both the adolescence that precedes it and the young adulthood that comes in its wake. This new stage is one of identity exploration, instability, possibility, self-focus, parental conflict, and of a substantial sense of limbo.  What is valuable to note is that the extended time period between adolescence and adulthood is increasingly recognized by theorists. This is particularly relevant to Marriage and Family Therapists who frequently interact with these young people in therapy. 

It appears that young people in their twenties and early thirties are making a statement about adult life in the 21st century, forcing theoreticians to reconsider the adult markers of development. It is crucially important for Marriage and Family Therapists to be aware of the sociological influences of these changes as the roots of the new life-stage do not appear to be limited to changes in the family system; but rather seem to be familial adaptations to socially constructed technological changes and social expectations.  

            This paper first explores the larger social context—the social factors that appear to influence a new period of life--the quarter-life, and then discusses the clinical adaptations to these changes, exploring the socially constructed meanings and describing the resulting issues as young affluent people typically experience them. In addition, there is a consideration of the type of confusion or anomie created by an affluent society. Therapeutic considerations are then presented. 

   Demographics of the Quarter-Life: 

Young adults make up 27.7% of the population. Sixty seven million Americans were between the ages of 18 and 34 in 2000. About three-fourths of young adults aged 18-34 are in the labor force. About 80% of those aged 18-34 have a high school degree. Sixty one percent have some college and one in five (20%) aged 18-34 have a 4-year college degree or higher (U.S. Census Bureau, 2003). As the reader can see from the discussions below, the many social changes our society has undergone effects on a large percentage of young people. 

Social Factors Involved in the Quarter-Life Time of Life: 

Globalization:
Globalization is defined as a historical process, the result of human innovation and technological progress. It also refers to the increasing integration of economies around the world, particularly through trade and financial flows. The term sometimes also refers to the movement of people (labor) and knowledge (technology) across international borders. While globalization has many advantages, it also has disadvantages in that it may intensify economic deprivation, may increase the class divisions, and may increase differential access to resources, wealth and opportunity, creating inequality of access to and achievement of resources, and perhaps also a redefinition of the meaning of the socially defined goals (World Youth Report, 2003).  Globalization, while defined as a historical and economic process has profound social implications 

Some young adults’ experience of globalization appears to be riddled with uncertainty. The degree of that uncertainty varies according to social environments and much depends on the extent to which individuals have the cultural and financial resources to offset the risks associated with the seemingly strengthening patterns of inequality. This is not to say that young people are passive recipients of social trends. Rather, the economic benefits of globalization do not necessarily trickle down to all members of society equally. Some are more vulnerable than others. Mass media and the technological revolution have played a key role for young adults in the postmodern era. It is believed that there is a growing gulf between the classes—between those who are information-rich and those who are information-poor or as Simon and Gagnon (1976) point out, there are profound differences between certain segments of society in terms of resources.   Young people in both these situations will experience anomie—the anomie of scarcity and the anomie of affluence, however, the expression of the anomie may differ.  

This paper emphasizes the anomie of affluence because this author believes it is the anomie of affluence that is more related to the development of the quarter-life time period and the potential development of the quarter-life crisis. Also, one of the authors of the present paper believes that some affluent young people may experience more difficulty than young people from less affluent situations because of parental indulgence and the young people’s resulting lack of preparation, confidence, and ambition. Lack of preparation may be a key factor involved in some of the confusion and discomfort experienced by young people.  By this is meant a lack of preparation to choose among the multitude of job options unrelated to their education, and lack of preparation to face challenges. It is also possible that in a society that caters to young children’s wants and needs, that the coping skills necessary to deal with frustration, anxiety, or setbacks are not learned. “It is the paradox of our lives. We\\\'ve never had more freedom to shape ourselves the way we want but we\\\'ve also never been subjected to so many pressures telling us what is desirable” (Retrieved from http://www.tai.org.au). 

The Anomie of Affluence: 

            Durkheim  (1898), a classic sociologist, first described the concept of anomie in the early 19th century to describe that condition in which social metaphors lose their ability to organize personal metaphors. He was addressing the connection of everyday life to the socially defined meanings of society. In other words, anomie occurs when people’s behavior is not regulated or tied to the social order—the goals and means of achieving those goals do not hold much value to individuals. Anomie has commonly been referred to as a state of normlessness, a lack of a blueprint for behavior. Merton (1938), another classic sociologist, explores the means of achieving the socially defined goals of society and points out the unequal access to those goals. Simon and Gagnon (1976) discuss the notion that in a society based on deprivation and scarcity, achieving goals is primarily a struggle and the final achievement of the goals is rewarding. 

However, in a society, especially one post WWII, the struggle of hard work, thrift, and deprivation to obtain social goals seems remote to young people growing up in that society.  The young peoples’ experience of achievement of the social goals is not the same of their parents or grandparents.  Post WWII society holds easy access to goals, so that the achievement does not necessarily require sacrifice and/or deprivation. Rather, what could be problematic in this society is the commitment to the goals in the first place and the resulting gratification or lack thereof when those goals are finally achieved. This post WWII society provides its young people with many goals and many different means to achieve them. Simon and Gagnon (1976) believe, however, “that a society that keeps these promises with such ease and abundance can trivialize them to the point where achievement no longer affords what has been called ‘consummatory gratification” (p. 361). It no longer ties individuals to the existing social and moral order; instead it weakens those ties, lending itself to the experience of anomie and in some cases, deviant behavior. In essence, the rewarding feeling of achieving the goal decreases along with the value of the goal. If everyone has a Rolex and they are easy to obtain, the status of owning one decreases as does the pleasure associated with owning one. So as defined then by Simon and Gagnon (1976),  “the anomie of affluence is easy access—indeed, overly easy access—to institutionalized means of achieving the major goals of society” (p.369).  Further, once the goal is achieved, it is questionable that it will generate adequately rewarding levels of gratification in that it may be difficult for the young people to identify with the goals their parents have defined. 

            These notions are directly related to the Quarter-life. In an affluent society, such as that of the post WW II United States, there is an abundance of social goals and many opportunities for access to these goals. In general, young people, as Simon and Gagnon (1976) point out, seem to have a much cooler detached attitude toward achieving possessions for themselves. Achieving status, things, and/or prestige do not necessarily mean much to these young people as they have had material wealth handed to them by their parents. Very recently, in fact, some young people report that they feel inadequate next to their parent’s accomplishments (Kamenetz, 2004). Their parents were the ones who went from rags to riches post WWII. It is these parents who have provided their children with a very comfortable life-style—a life-style very few young people will be able to achieve on their own. Some try anyway; some aspire to very different goals from their parents; others just give up. 

Information and Technology: 

Living in a world in which rapid change constantly revolutionizes the process of gathering and receiving information, has led, in many ways, to a generation that expects instant gratification and has a sense of entitlement.  Young adults have grown up with very different images than their parents.  They have grown up in a culture popularized and reinforced by mass media.  The media has a powerful voice in today’s society. Thus, the wide range of explicit images and/or messages that have been communicated and internalized has resulted in a different childhood experience for today’s adult children (Arnett, 2004). Some state that media influences have become so powerful that the family and community strength of socializing the young has decreased as mass media, technology and the information explosion has increased. Those who believe this premise also believe that mass media is then a primary source of socialization and thus a major factor involved in identity formation in vulnerable young people. 

In addition, computers and computer games are second nature to young people. They have grown up with Instant Messaging. They spend hours on the computer IMing each other, rarely meeting for face-to-face social contact. This can alienate young people from family and friends. Computer games can also alienate young people by creating a world of individualistic over-stimulation. For example, next to playing video games, school can be defined by them as boring and mundane.  Video games allow young people to manipulate reality. They create their own personas, their own jobs, and even their own communities. If the one they chose does not fit, they try on another—they try on identities like coats. This may affect their sense of commitment. If something feels uncomfortable, get rid of it and find something else. This notion can relate to work, relationships etc. In addition, the information age has made many young people more suspicious of adults as guides on the path to maturity because those same adults do not understand the culture of technology. 

The Privileges of the Child: 

 This is a generation that is growing up with working mothers and fathers. As a result of expanding parental roles, and conflicting pulls between work and family, family life has become more participatory and democratic. The once hierarchical structure of the traditional family is now a minority, with the ‘new’ family becoming more democratic and collaborative. Children have more of a “say” in these families; they are encouraged to freely express themselves. Having achieved an accumulation of material wealth, there seems to be an increase in parental indulgence of material items, and as a result, children are more prone to define themselves in terms of their possessions.  As stated by Taffel (2001), “…we are victims of a consumer culture and drive ourselves to attain possessions – the best cars, houses, tv’s, clothes, and other worldly goods, not to mention the hottest stocks – our children are stricken by “the gimmees,” an unrelenting need for the artifacts of the pop culture and the erroneous assumption that things buy happiness” (pg. 3). 
This type of indulgence and affluence creates a false sense of esteem in young people. Material goods seem to define who they are; what they possess and the brands that they wear—their outer selves—momentarily give them a sense of confidence and esteem. While their outer selves seem polished and manicured, there is no recognition that the confidence and esteem that they are seeking comes intrinsically from within.  Their parents praise them just because they exist and this then leads to the sense of entitlement that we often see in and out of therapy.  This seeming lack of connection to a self that is defined beyond one’s external world is often a factor in one’s struggle for identity - particularly when contending with a quarter-life crisis. 

The Value of Individualism in Western Culture: 

            In addition to technological access, affluence, and indulgence adding to the environment of young people, the emphasis on individualism and independence in US culture is very relevant.  “The criteria most important to young Americans as markers of adulthood are those that represent becoming independent from others (especially parents) and learning to stand alone as a self-sufficient individual” (Arnett, 1998, p. 296). Individualism and independence are very prominent values and features in Western society’s conception of adulthood. While the post-modern young adult is in transition or in this waiting period between adolescence and adulthood, taking on a role can mean compromising one’s individualism and in some ways one’s independence in order to conform to the requirements of the role. It is entirely possible this is related to why marriage and other role transitions are rejected as important criteria for entering adulthood by the current generation of young people (Berger and Luckman, 1966). 

Too Many Choices: 

The thought of being thrust out into the real world can be frightening. For many, while at the university, their life was predictable and stable. Now, upon graduation, they are supposed to find a career, a place to live, be able to support themselves, etc. The number of choices alone can create an inordinate amount of confusion and anxiety for young people. Life can become uncertain and chaotic. There are a bewildering number of choices and no definitive way of deciding which is the right one. In this period of transition, there is little that is normative. While there is a script for behavior during adolescence and a script during adulthood, there is no script for this new period—just bits and pieces from many scripts from which young people feel they have to choose. This can create a state of anomie, not having a script or blueprint for behavior, causing this time of life to be called emerging adulthood (Arnett, 2001). 

As stated earlier, emerging adulthood is defined as a period of life bridging adolescence and young adulthood, during which time people are no longer adolescents but have not yet attained full adult status. They are in the process of developing the skills, capabilities, and qualities of character deemed by their culture as necessary for completing the transition to adulthood. It is a period of intense focus on preparation for adult status. It is a time of life when many different directions are possible, when little of the future is certain, and when the scope of independent exploration of life’s possibilities is greater for most people than it will be at any other time of life. If they are indulged and catered to by their parents, they may not learn the life skills necessary to make reasonable choices and to survive in the business world. 

Unstable Residential Status: 

There is a time for departure, even when there’s no certain place to go.
Tennessee Williams 

Currently, eighteen million 20-34 year olds live with their parents.  In the 1930’s, only twenty-five percent of those who left home returned.  In the mid-1980’s, this figure rose to forty percent.  Today, this figure is as high as sixty percent.   Most adults leave home by 18 or 19: 1/3 goes off to college after high school and spends approximately 4 years in semi-independent living conditions. Forty percent move out of their parent’s home not for college but for independent living and full time work: 2/3 cohabit with a romantic partner. Some remain at home while attending school, and 10% of the men and 30% of the women remain at home until marriage.  But, for about 40% of the current generation, residential changes include moving in and out of their parent’s home (Infoplease, 2005). 

This is different from what their parents did and can be a source of additional conflict between the generations. The parental generation grew up knowing that once they reached their twenties, they were on their own. Whether they chose to become part of the establishment or to drop out, or if they decided to get married and start their own families, they did not continue to be dependent on their parents.  Many of them did not stay single for an extended period of time after high school or college, and their twenties began with the assumption that they would live happily ever after.  The young people of today believe that the wisdom of the past is no longer relevant; the world is a different place and the rules their parents followed no longer make sense nor are they given credibility. 

Finances and Debt--Generation Broke: 

One report (Draut & Silva, 2004) indicates that the economic security of younger Americans is eroding at an alarming pace as a result of slow wage growth, underemployment, rising costs and mounting student loan and credit card debt. According to a new report, the youngest adult households (aged 18-24) with debt spend nearly 30 cents of every dollar earned servicing debt, twice the amount spent on average in 1992. Credit card debt among the youngest adults (aged 18-24) skyrocketed 104% during this same period to $2,985. Student loan balances have doubled in the course of a decade. The average 2002 graduate carried $18,900 versus $9,000 for 1992 graduates. By 2005, they carried over $20,000 in student loans, a figure that has doubled in a decade. Unemployment rates have risen faster for younger workers than other demographics: 1 in 10 was unemployed in 2003 (Mintel Report, 2004). At this point in time, young people are marginalized in terms of their economic power. Marginalization plants the seeds for emotional issues to surface as well as the possibility for alternative behavior patterns to emerge.

Another example concerns young adults and the reality of financial independence. Today’s young adults tend to pursue opportunities that provide short-term rewards.  They often find themselves clinging to their jobs amid layoffs, hiring freezes, etc.  Although the number of college graduates has remained consistent over the past few years, the number of unemployed college graduates has increased twenty percent.  In fact, college degrees offer less job security than ever before. As of March, 2004 there were 1.17 million unemployed college graduates. Young adults enter this period with debt, from both school and credit cards, in greater amounts and more often than ever before  (Gordon, et. al.  2004). In addition, this group is less likely to have jobs with adequate health insurance, and if they have pensions, they are less likely to have pensions that are guaranteed. This is very different from their parents. Their parents believed in no debt, pay bills on time, and if you don’t have the money, don’t buy it. 

Generations in Conflict: 

Some of the issues faced by these young adults are exacerbated by a lack of understanding of the differences and similarities between generations.    Change in and of itself creates a natural tension between generations.  Every new generation believes it is more enlightened, wiser, than its predecessor. The pattern of self-exploration and uncertainty that is characteristic of many young adult children today is alien to most of their parents.

Presently, young adults are disillusioned with the transition toward adulthood because, for many of them, these years are neither what they expected, nor easy.  So many of their parents were married in their early twenties.  Therefore, many young adults feel that they cannot rely on their parents’ personal knowledge and/or experience because their experiences growing up were so different.  Many of today’s young adults must blaze their own trails, create and follow their own paths. They cannot follow in the footsteps of their parents nor do they necessarily trust the advice of their parents. Evolving technology and the information age give young adults a different perspective from that of older adults—and they know it. 

Young people today often say that it is difficult to find a career that satisfies their need for flexibility and gratification in their work. They see responsibility as compromising their freedom. It is much more comfortable for them to feel independent within a protected environment, where they feel more in control of their choices. They simply do not have the economic freedom to be as autonomous as people felt in previous generations. Choosing a career and “settling down” the way their parents did is more difficult for this generation because many young adults see themselves as working for years longer than their parents or grandparents. Thus, they tend to be more cautious about making a commitment to a career.  
Also, dating patterns of young adults today bear almost no resemblance to dating patterns of the past.  Parents often worry that their children will not settle down.  Extending beginning adulthood into the twenties has adversely affected the ability of some young adults to establish committed relationships.  Baby boomers wanted to settle down.  Young adults now however, either by choice and/or due to circumstances, are willing to spend the time looking for their soul mates.  They may speculate about their parent’s decision to settle down at younger ages, believing that it may have been a contributing factor to over fifty percent of their marriages ending in divorce.  As a result of the high divorce rate of their parents’ generation, young adults today are marrying later and living together before marriage more than their parents ever did.  For many young adults who were raised in single parent families, the prospect of marriage can be overwhelming and in some cases seem mysterious. 

They date and marry cautiously because they have experienced firsthand their parents or their friends’ parents failed marriages.  They have vicariously or first hand experienced what it is to be a child of divorce. Young adults want to find stable, happy relationships.  However, because so many of them come from divorced homes, they are afraid to commit to one person.  Many young adults are choosing to live alone or with people they are not related to prior to marriage.  This was very uncommon in the past (Gordon and Schaffer, 2004). Therefore, again, many young adults feel that they cannot rely on their parent’s wisdom, personal knowledge and/or experience.  

Presently, young adults have grown up being both excessively idle and over scheduled. As children, they were told to start thinking about their resumes before they were teenagers. They take courses to prepare them for PSATs and more courses to prepare them for SATs. Children are encouraged to choose a sport and develop it so they can apply for scholarships and up their chances for getting into a good college.  In fact, a new occupation has recently appeared—a career that assists young people and their parents with filling out college applications. The pressures to succeed and to obtain a status occupation after graduation are enormous. In addition there is some indication that young people’s achievements affect their parent’s own sense of self-worth (Adams, 2004) possibly creating a recalcitrant loop of parents trying to ensure their children’s happiness and young people achieving in order to please their parents, perhaps adding even more anxiety to the family system. These pressures begin at increasingly early ages. 

At this point in the discussion the major points are: 

·        The transition to adulthood in this society is affected by social, historical, and cultural constructs. 

·        This stage occurs approximately between the ages of 18 and 29. While in transition, because there are no norms for behavior or only fragments of norms, some individuals can experience what is called The Quarter-life Crisis, a state of frozen anomie, psychologically experienced but socially created and defined. 

·        Post WWII there was an explosion of technology, creating an affluent, technologically developed society. 

·        The technological revolution and the resultant mass media, information explosion led to a relaxing of the family and community as the major socializers of the children, with technology and advertisements influencing children many ways, including their identity development. 

·        Because of this and in industrialized societies in general, there is a need for extended years of education in order to achieve the specialization necessary for the job market. 

·        This need for extended education has created an extended period of adolescence, when young people are still in school and/or attempting to make choices, creating a new state of life called emerging adulthood—a period in between adolescence and adult

