


“The Tur bu lent Twen ties Sur vival Guide is truly a remark able and much

needed guide to life after col lege. It will help young peo ple deal with

the psy cho log i cal chal lenges that arise upon grad u a tion from col lege.

A must read!”

—Ronald F. Levant, Ed.D., ABPP, dean and

professor of psychology at the University of Akron

and coeditor of A New Psychology of Men

“In The Tur bu lent Twen ties Sur vival Guide, Salazar asks the ques tions

about ‘real life’ that are on the minds of most recent col lege grad u -

ates. And he pro vides answers, based on cut ting-edge psy cho log i cal

research, that are thought ful, cogent, prac ti cal, and acces si ble. This is

a fine book.”

—Barry Schwartz, Ph.D., Dorwin Cartwright

Professor of Social Theory and Social Action at

Swarthmore College and author of The Paradox

of Choice: Why More Is Less.

“A use ful and infor ma tive guide to the chal lenges faced by today’s

emerg ing adults in work, in their per sonal lives, and in devel op ing

their own iden ti ties. It is refresh ing that Salazar does not sim ply

regard the twen ties as a “cri sis” period but shows the impor tance of

see ing it as a decade full of prom is ing pos si bil i ties. This book will

help emerg ing adults to make the most of their twen ties.”

—Jeffrey Jensen Arnett, Ph.D., research professor at

Clark University and author of Emerging

Adulthood: The Winding Road from the

Late Teens Through the Twenties



“Salazar bril liantly reaches out to a seg ment of the pop u la tion that is

typ i cally over looked by self-help books. Although there are many

books address ing the con cerns of tod dlers, ado les cents, mid dle-aged

peo ple, and senior cit i zens, scant atten tion has been given to the tri als 

and trib u la tions of young adults. The Tur bu lent Twen ties Sur vival Guide

spells out the chal lenges encoun tered by young peo ple as they ven -

ture from the secu rity of the aca demic world into the tur bu lence of

post-col lege life. In Salazar’s book young adults are pro vided with

pro voc a tive ques tions to con tem plate as well as spe cific strat e gies to

tap as they respond to life in the real world. Twentysomething read ers 

will be relieved and grate ful to real ize that the dif fi cul ties they face

are also being encoun tered by a count less num ber of their peers. Such 

a real iza tion will lighten their emo tional bur den so that they can solve 

the prob lems of this stage of life while they con tinue to grow and to

pre pare them selves for the next devel op men tal tasks that await

them.”

—Richard P. Halgin, Ph.D., professor of psychology

at the University of Massachusetts at Amherst
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intro duc tion

It was n’t too hard to see the frus tra tion on her face when she told us,

“There really isn’t a guide on how to live your life after col lege!” A

group of friends and I were hav ing some drinks on a nice sum mer

day when Heather, a twenty-six-year-old friend of a friend, hap pened

to join us. When she walked up to our table, I noticed that her

demeanor did n’t fit too well with the beau ti ful weather that sunny

day. You could clearly see that some thing heavy was weigh ing on her

mind, and it looked like it had been there for quite some time. She

grabbed a seat across from me and as we chat ted about our lives and

what had brought us to Wash ing ton, DC, I hap pened to men tion that 

I was work ing on a book about the psy chol ogy of life after col lege.

As I began tell ing her that the book was about the new chal lenges

twentysomethings were fac ing as they made the tran si tion from



col lege to today’s work ing world, I could see I’d piqued her inter est.

What I soon real ized was that by men tion ing the topic of the book, I

had turned on an emo tional fau cet within her. In an instant she

quickly started pour ing out all the per sonal strug gles she had grap pled 

with since leav ing col lege.

She began to talk about how lost she’d felt since grad u a tion and 

how she did n’t really know what she wanted to do with her life. She

spoke about hat ing her job and want ing to quit so she could move

some where new. But almost in the same breath she men tioned that

she was n’t sure what she would do if she moved because she did n’t

have much money and it was hard to find a good job with just a col -

lege degree. Her words sounded really famil iar to me. I could eas ily

empa thize because, not only did I go through my own per sonal

strug gles after grad u a tion, but I also had heard this kind of expe ri -

ence time and time again from almost every twentysomething I had

encountered.

It was after her cathar sis about postcollege life that Heather

com plained that she could n’t even find much guid ance about how to 

get through this period. “I mean,” she laughed, “why can’t there be

some sort of guide book for this stuff?” This did n’t sur prise me

because other twentysomethings had told me the exact same thing

and each time I heard them say it, I knew they were n’t talk ing about

a guide on how to write a resumé, find an apart ment, or explain a

401(k). Yes, these were impor tant aspects of postcollege life, but

what twentysomethings were really look ing for was a book that helps 

grad u ates deal with all the psy cho log i cal chal lenges that arise the

moment they leave col lege and begin the rest of their lives. This need 

is the rea son I decided to write The Tur bu lent Twen ties Sur vival Guide.
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graduation and the loss of identity

When grad u a tion came around, I really did n’t know exactly what I

wanted to do with my life, so I moved around quite a bit. First, I

moved to New Haven, then to Boston, Wash ing ton, DC, Taos, New

Mex ico, Bar ce lona, again to Taos, and finally back to DC—all in the

span of a few years. Not only did I hop around from city to city, but I 

also hopped from job to job. First I was a per sonal trainer, then an

intern for a polit i cal non profit, a cycling instruc tor, a sub sti tute

teacher, a case man ager at a men tal health clinic, a born-again stu dent 

in Bar ce lona, a gym mem ber ship sales man, and finally, a researcher at 

the Amer i can Psy cho log i cal Asso ci a tion. I was all over the place my

first years out, and what I quickly learned dur ing my postcollege jour -

ney was that I was n’t alone.

Dur ing my trav els I encoun tered a wide array of twenty -

somethings who were doing the exact same thing I was. And it

 wasn’t a spe cific type of twentysomething either. I met recent grad u -

ates at var i ous points dur ing their twen ties who went to many dif fer -

ent sizes and types of schools, majored in every thing from Span ish

to neu ro sci ence, and came from every socio eco nomic back ground.

As a psy chol o gist by nature, I would always ask them about their

trav els, and what I found was that peo ple in their twen ties were con -

stantly hop ping from job to job and city to city in search of what

seemed to be some thing that their cur rent lives were not pro vid ing

them. As I con tin ued to lis ten to all their sto ries, I real ized that there 

was some thing we all had in com mon that was at the heart of today’s 

postcollege expe ri ence: after grad u a tion, all the rules of life com -

pletely change. The edu ca tional struc ture we’ve lived in since
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child hood com pletely dis in te grates, and we are forced to shed the

iden tity of a stu dent. What we then do dur ing our twen ties is search

for a new iden tity to help steer us through the world we’ll be living

in for the rest of our lives.

a search for a new vision of self

Grow ing up, life mostly revolved around being a stu dent inside a

highly struc tured edu ca tional sys tem. There was always a detailed

path laid out for you with clear, spe cific goals to achieve at every level 

of the sys tem. Aca demic rites of pas sage such as papers, exams, and

the SATs gave your life pur pose and direc tion all the way up until col -

lege grad u a tion. In this famil iar aca demic world, you always knew

what to expect and how to apply your intel lec tual skills to accom plish 

all that you needed to. And if you had ques tions, there were resources 

avail able to help. But this all changes as soon as you grab your

diploma and say good-bye to the col lege cam pus.

After grad u a tion, the edu ca tional path you’ve fol lowed all your

life dis ap pears and you’re forced to cre ate your own struc ture and a

revised iden tity in a whole new world out side of school. This major

life tran si tion quickly trig gers an intense period of reeval u at ing who

you are and who you want to become—two psy cho log i cal pro cesses I

describe as a search for a new vision of self. This search is a uni ver sal

expe ri ence among grad u ates, and it all stems from hav ing to answer

that one basic ques tion that con fronts you as soon as you accept

your diploma: What do I want to do with the rest of my life? How -

ever, as soon as you ask this exis ten tial ques tion, you quickly real ize
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that there isn’t a clear and easy answer. In fact, by ask ing it you open 

up the flood gates to count less oth ers: Who am I? Who do I want to

become? Where am I going? What are my pas sions in life? Which

direc tion do I want to go in? How do I deal with all the choices out

there? Am I mak ing the right deci sions? Why is the real world so dif -

fer ent than I pic tured it? Why is it so dif fi cult to meet peo ple? Will I

achieve all the dreams I had in col lege? Will I ever find a job that I

love? Am I an adult? Will I ever truly be happy?

These are some of the thoughts that can plague your con scious -

ness after grad u a tion. These are the soul-search ing ques tions that can 

keep you awake until three in the morn ing, and no mat ter how much

you try to ignore or delay answer ing them, they are always there in

the back of your mind, wait ing for you to respond. They pop up the

moment you leave col lege, on the first day of your job, when you try

to meet new friends, when you go out on a first date, when you wake 

up in the morn ing to go to work, and each night when you go to

bed. The search for answers to these ques tions is one of the most

impor tant chal lenges—as well as one of the great est oppor tu ni ties—

that you’ll expe ri ence dur ing your postcollege years, and the meth ods 

you use in answer ing them will even tu ally deter mine the kind of life

you cre ate for your self during your twenties.

new-world rules, old-school tools

But let’s be hon est here: we’re not the first gen er a tion to travel

through school and make the tran si tion into the work ing world. Mil -

lions of col lege grad u ates in the past have done it, so what makes

today’s twentysomethings so spe cial that they need a guide to life in
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the twenty-first century? Why not use the advice given to pre vi ous

gen er a tions: “Study hard, get good grades, go to col lege, find a steady 

job, get mar ried, buy a house, raise a cou ple of kids, and have a nice

life.” It cer tainly was n’t a smooth ride for every one, but this life phi -

los o phy pro vided a solid line to fol low and was a log i cal path for suc -

cess and sta bil ity. So, the obvi ous truth is that leav ing aca de mia and

enter ing the work ing world is not unique to our gen er a tion. How ever, 

the world today’s twentysomethings are enter ing into after grad u a tion 

is not the same one their par ents transitioned into dur ing their twen -

ties. What emerged at the end of the twen ti eth cen tury was a new

social and eco nomic real ity, mak ing the advice used by pre vi ous gen -

er a tions inap pli ca ble to many of the chal lenges that twenty -

somethings face today.

We live in a global econ omy char ac ter ized by ac cel er ated sci en -

tific and tech no log i cal break throughs, rapid change, end less amounts 

of in for ma tion, and an un prec e dented level of choice. When I grad u -

ated col lege in 2000, we were at a peak of this infor ma tion-age econ -

omy with the dot-com boom. The kind of work ers that were in

de mand then were peo ple who were good at ap ply ing the o ret i cal and 

an a lyt i cal knowl edge, such as com puter pro gram mers who could

crank out code or MBAs who could crunch num bers. But just a few

years later, this is no lon ger the case. As psy chol o gist Dan iel

Goleman, au thor of the best-sell ing book Work ing with Emo tional In tel -

li gence, has found dur ing his research: 

The rules for work are chang ing. We are being judged by a

new yard stick: not just by how smart we are or by our train -

ing and exper tise, but also by how we han dle our selves and

oth ers … these rules have lit tle to do with what we are told

6



is impor tant in school; aca demic abil i ties are largely irrel e vant 

to this stan dard. The new mea sure takes for granted hav ing

enough intel lec tual abil ity and tech ni cal know-how to do our 

jobs; it focuses instead on per sonal qual i ties, such as ini tia -

tive and empa thy, adapt abil ity and per sua sive ness (1998, 3).

In the past, young peo ple were told that math, sci ence, and

tech ni cal skills were a per ma nent ticket to suc cess, and much of

today’s edu ca tional sys tem is still a reflec tion of this think ing. How -

ever, more and more psy cho log i cal research is show ing that suc cess

in today’s new econ omy takes much more than intel lec tual excel -

lence, tech ni cal exper tise, and “book smarts.” What is required is a

new kind of intel li gence—psy cho log i cal intel li gence—and this shift

can be seen in what busi nesses are want ing in new hires. In a

national sur vey by Anthony Carnevale and his col leagues, employ ers

were asked what they were look ing for in entry-level work ers (1990).

Out of seven desired traits that were listed, only one was aca demic:

com pe tence in read ing, writ ing, and math. All the oth ers were psy -

cho log i cal in nature, and what Goleman and other psy chol o gists

have found is that in order to suc ceed in today’s work ing world, a

dif fer ent type of intel li gence is needed that includes psychological

skills such as:

' high lev els of self-aware ness

' strong self-es teem

' reg u la tion of one’s emo tional state

' ini tia tive and self-mo ti va tion

' dis ci pline and per sis tence
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' em pa thy and re la tion ship build ing

' con flict man age ment

' op ti mism

' de ci sion-mak ing skills

' goal set ting and big-pic ture think ing

' in no va tion and en tre pre neur ship

' cre ativ ity

' lead er ship

But if you look at the skills above, how many of them were

directly taught to you dur ing your edu ca tional career? Prob a bly none

of them, and a major prob lem that today’s grad u ates are fac ing is

that they’re com ing out of col lege equipped with a set of skills that

are becom ing less and less impor tant in today’s work ing world. As

Goleman explains, “… your abil ity to per form at peak depends to a

very great extent on your hav ing these abil i ties—though almost cer -

tainly you were never taught them in school. Even so, your career

will depend, to a greater or lesser extent, on how well you have mas -

tered these capac i ties” (1998, 4).

Now, my point here is not to bash our edu ca tional sys tem. I

loved my col lege expe ri ence and would n’t trade it for any thing in the 

world. How ever, we must acknowl edge and accept that the rules of

the work ing world are rap idly trans form ing, and as they con tinue to

change and evolve, so do the skills that grad u ates need. Since our

edu ca tional sys tem is not pro vid ing twentysomethings with these

skills, one of the main pur poses of The Tur bu lent Twen ties Sur vival

Guide is to show how you can develop the kind of psy cho log i cal
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intel li gence that is becom ing indis pens able in today’s ever-chang ing,

ultra-com pet i tive global economy.

the ever-changing generation

There has never been a gen er a tion that has grown up in a time of

such extraor di nary wealth than ours. The infor ma tion age has pro -

vided us an unprec e dented level of free dom, an unlim ited amount of

choice, and more mate rial com forts than ever before. We have grown 

up with cell phones, BlackBerries, and iPods and are super savvy with 

all the tech no log i cal gad gets that come out almost on a daily basis.

We’ve lived in a time when com put ers and the Internet affect vir tu -

ally every aspect of our per sonal and pro fes sional lives, and any thing

we want to know is just a Google search away. As psy chol o gist Jane

Brown from the Uni ver sity of North Carolina at Cha pel Hill explains

in Emerg ing Adults in Amer ica: Com ing of Age in the Twenty-first Cen tury: 

They are the first to have grown up learn ing their ABCs on a 

key board in front of a com puter screen, play ing games in

vir tual envi ron ments rather than back yards or neigh bor hood

streets, mak ing friends with peo ple they have never and may

never meet through internet chat rooms, and cre at ing cus -

tom CDs for them selves and their friends. This new media

envi ron ment is dra mat i cally dif fer ent from the one in which

their par ents grew up because it is more acces si ble, more

inter ac tive, and more under their con trol than any ever

known before (2005, 279).
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We are also the most mobile and trav eled gen er a tion in his tory.

Many of us moved away for col lege, stud ied abroad for a semes ter or 

two, and now, dur ing our twen ties, con stantly move from job to job

and ven ture off to new cit ies every cou ple of years. We are in no

hurry to achieve tra di tional mark ers of adult hood such as pick ing a

set career, get ting mar ried and rais ing a fam ily, or buy ing our first

home. We sim ply want to expe ri ence all that life has to offer and

don’t mind taking our time to do so.

Now, do these many “firsts” com bined with the new psy cho -

log i cal chal lenges that twentysomethings are fac ing after col lege

mean that a new gen er a tion is emerg ing? Recently, there’s been an

attempt to stamp a num ber of dif fer ent labels on today’s

twentysomethings. Names like “adulescents,” “thresholders,”

“kiddles,” and “twixters” have all been used to try to describe our

gen er a tion. But the truth is, these labels sound more like names for

candy bars and dog food rather than terms describ ing what our gen -

er a tion is expe ri enc ing at the begin ning of the twenty-first cen tury.

As a twentysomething, when I hear these names I not only cringe,

but feel insulted, because these labels have a neg a tive con no ta tion

and, quite frankly, are con de scend ing. None of these terms address

the myr iad of issues twentysomethings are deal ing with today. The

truth is we are an ever-chang ing gen er a tion, con stantly trans form ing our -

selves and our lives just as rap idly as the con stantly chang ing world

around us. This is why lump ing twentysomethings into fleet ing cat e -

go ries will never work. Instead of try ing to put a whole gen er a tion of 

young peo ple into a box with trendy names, it is much more con -

struc tive to pro vide a descrip tion that encap su lates the ever-chang ing 
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lives of this gen er a tion. More impor tantly, it is essen tial to under -

stand what actu ally has been cre ated: a new and dis tinct transitional

period after college called the turbulent twenties.

a crisis or grand opportunity?

Over the past few years there’s been talk about how today’s postcollege 

tran si tion will cause you to expe ri ence a “cri sis” dur ing your twen ties.

Join ing the ever-pop u lar ado les cent cri sis, thirty something cri sis, and

mid-life cri sis, if we were to fol low this ratio nale by add ing a quar ter-

 life cri sis to the list, it would mean our entire life is just one big cri sis!

Now, it’s true that twentysomethings who are unable or refuse to deal

with the chal lenges of the tur bu lent twen ties can develop seri ous psy -

cho log i cal prob lems, such as intense feel ings of doubt, anx i ety, and

depres sion—what I describe as the postcollege blues. But to label this

whole period in life as a cri sis is to sub scribe to the view that life is

some thing that one must endure rather than explore and enjoy. To

believe that life dur ing your twen ties is even tu ally going to turn into a

cri sis is to expect to be auto mat i cally doomed after grad u a tion. Instead, 

I will try to take a much more opti mis tic approach to what grad u ates

are expe ri enc ing after col lege because our twen ties don’t have to be all

about stress, frus tra tion, and dis ap point ment. Rather, this time can be

a great oppor tu nity for self-dis cov ery, self-ful fill ment, and

self- actu al iza tion.
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a different book for your twenties

Now, I want to point out that this book is not one of those

resumé-build ing, cover-let ter-writ ing, apart ment-find ing, after-col lege 

books that you can find on store shelves today. Yes, these are impor -

tant aspects of twentysomething life. How ever, what books like those 

have ignored is the major psy cho log i cal com po nent to these

postcollege issues. What makes The Tur bu lent Twen ties Sur vival Guide so 

dif fer ent is that it’s the first book to help twentysomethings develop

the psy cho log i cal insight needed to ade quately cope with the new and 

unique chal lenges you will face in all aspects of your postcollege life.

What I’ve dis cov ered dur ing my research is that it’s extremely dif fi -

cult, if not impos si ble, to effec tively do all the things that those other

books talk about if you’re strug gling psy cho log i cally and unable to

cope with the chal lenges and daily stress of the tur bu lent twen ties.

This book seeks to rem edy this prob lem by com bin ing clin i cally

tested psy cho log i cal strat e gies with real-world advice from twenty -

somethings to pro vide you with every thing you need for deal ing with

all the chal lenges you face dur ing your postcollege years.

I also want to empha size that just because the knowl edge in

this book will help you cope, it won’t stop you from hav ing the chal -

lenges you face after col lege. While devel op ing the psy cho log i cal

intel li gence needed to adapt to the tur bu lent twen ties is a vital com -

po nent to becom ing men tally healthy dur ing this period in life, it’s

not the sole ele ment involved in your emo tional well-being. You may 

still be prone to the postcollege blues when faced with the chal lenges 

and haz ards of the tur bu lent twen ties. How ever, those twenty -

somethings who face the real i ties of postcollege life and make a
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con scious effort to seek out the knowl edge and develop the skills

out lined in this book will be much more resil ient. When you take this 

book to heart, you’ll be better equipped to cope with life’s adver si ties 

and less likely to sur ren der to hopelessness and defeat.

your after-college road map

While writ ing this book I’ve been for tu nate enough to work at

the Amer i can Psy cho log i cal Asso ci a tion, gain ing access to the most

cut ting-edge psy cho log i cal research avail able today. How ever, there

is a prob lem with lots of this life-chang ing research—it’s mostly

writ ten for pro fes sion als or aca dem ics. Most every day peo ple don’t

have the time to wade through the jargon and aca demic lan guage to

get to the truth beneath. What I’ve done in The Tur bu lent Twen ties Sur -

vival Guide is trans late this knowl edge so you can use it in real life.

I’ve taken the lat est psy cho log i cal research and applied it to what our 

gen er a tion is going through to not only explain the causes of the tur -

bu lent twen ties but also to show you how to increase your psy cho -

log i cal intel li gence to create all the solutions you’ll need.

In chap ter 1, I will dis cuss the psy chol ogy of the iden tity shift

that takes place as you make the tran si tion from col lege to the work -

ing world. I begin with this aspect of your vision of self because

before you can move for ward in fig ur ing out who you want to

become and what type of life you want to cre ate for your self, it is

vital to develop a solid sense of who you are. In chap ters 2 and 3,

we’ll look at the fac tors that influ ence who you want to become and

exam ine the psy cho log i cal skills needed to adapt and thrive in

today’s tur bu lent twen ties. In chap ter 4, we’ll explore how to con -

quer the postcollege blues by using clin i cal psy chol ogy tech niques to
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make sure that you are men tally strong dur ing your twen ties. Then in 

chap ters 5 and 6, I will show you how to apply your psy cho log i cal

intel li gence skills to your professional and social life.

It is essen tial that you read the book from begin ning to end,

because each chap ter builds upon the pre ced ing one. Read ing

straight through will ensure that you get the most out of this guide.

At the end of each chap ter you will also find a list of the best psy -

cho log i cal books related to each of the top ics I dis cuss. I highly rec -

om mend read ing these valu able resources. They are writ ten by some

of the most amaz ing psy chol o gists and writ ers today and will help

you to fur ther develop the psy cho log i cal skills needed to make the

hopes and dreams you had in college a real ity today.

developing your psychological intelligence

Through out this book you will find ques tions to answer and psy cho -

log i cal exer cises to com plete. While you may say to your self, “Who

really does these self-help exer cises?” a great deal of psy cho log i cal

research shows that peo ple who engage in this type of bibliotherapy

improve their mood, decrease anx i ety and depres sion, and are gen er -

ally better pre pared for all that life can throw at them. Increas ing your 

psy cho log i cal intel li gence and becom ing men tally strong is not some -

thing that hap pens just because you get older. It’s some thing that

must be cul ti vated and prac ticed just like a musi cal instru ment or any

type of sport. The ques tions and exer cises are impor tant not only

because they are rel e vant to what we will be dis cuss ing, but also
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because they will help you jump in and use the psy cho log i cal power

you’ll be learn ing about.

I highly sug gest that you get a jour nal for answer ing the ques -

tions and doing the exer cises found through out the book. This will

give you some thing con crete to refer to and will allow you to mon i -

tor your prog ress to make sure you’re on the right track. I also

encour age you to post your thoughts and ideas online on

www.TurbulentTwenties.com. Here you can let fel low twenty -

somethings know what you are going through as well as read their

expe ri ences and the solu tions they used for con quer ing all the chal -

lenges they faced after col lege. You will also find arti cles about

twenty something life, infor ma tion on the lat est psy cho log i cal

research on our gen er a tion, a forum and Q & A sec tion, and links to

resources on every aspect of the tur bu lent twen ties. From work to

play to dat ing to per sonal finances to deal ing with stress,

www.TurbulentTwenties.com is your one-stop site for every thing

you’ll need help with during your twenties.

you are not alone

If you’re read ing this now, you may be a col lege stu dent want ing to

know what to expect after grad u a tion so you can be pre pared for all

that you will face dur ing the tur bu lent twen ties. Or maybe you’re a

cur rent twentysomething deal ing with seri ous strug gles adjust ing to

life dur ing this cha otic time. You may have tried numer ous strat e gies

to cope with this tur bu lent tran si tional period. Per haps you have gone 

for long walks try ing to fig ure out the causes of your frus tra tion and
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sad ness. Maybe you’re con stantly talk ing to a friend or fam ily mem -

ber or even seek ing pro fes sional help to talk through your feel ings of

uncer tainty and doubt. Per haps you’ve asked your phy si cian for some 

med i ca tion to take the edge off. Or quite pos si bly, you’ve done noth -

ing at all sim ply because you felt inca pa ble of tak ing any action. Your

feel ings of help less ness, doubt, and despair may have left you so

immo bi lized that the very thought of try ing to get your life together

seems far too chal leng ing. As a result, you’ve been wait ing it out, bid -

ing your time, hop ing that the dark cloud of sad ness will even tu ally

fade. If you’re a par ent read ing this, per haps you’re search ing for a

way to help pre pare your child for the chal lenges of postcollege life.

Maybe you’re a close friend reach ing out to a loved one who is try ing

to cope with this dif fi cult period.

Regard less of your rea sons for read ing this book, The Tur bu lent

Twen ties Sur vival Guide will illu mi nate what mil lions of other

twentysomethings are expe ri enc ing at this very moment, while pro -

vid ing a road map to postcollege life. If there is one goal of this

book, it’s to help twentysomethings rec og nize that the end of col lege 

is not the end of life and that each one of us has the power to make

our exis tence sig nif i cant and mean ing ful at any age. Pre cisely to the

extent that you attain the proper knowl edge and develop the nec es -

sary skills, you can achieve all the things you want dur ing your twen -

ties—and beyond.
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 chap ter 1 

who are you after col lege?

What lies behind us and what lies before us are 

tiny mat ters com pared to what lies within us.

—Ralph Waldo Emer son

“By the end of senior year, I was so tired of papers and exams that I

could n’t wait to move to a new city, start a new job, and begin my

new life,” says Deantha, a twenty-three-year-old from New York.

“But pretty soon I real ized that life after col lege isn’t all it’s cracked

up to be. It’s already been a few years since grad u a tion, and I thought 

I would have my life set tled, but so much of it is still up in the air. By

now I thought I would be doing all kinds of great things with my life,

but none of it has mate ri al ized. I feel really con fused about where to

go next, because my life really has n’t turned out the way it was sup -

posed to.”

Oprah once said, “Dis con nected is the code word for this gen -

er a tion,” and if you’re a twentysomething who feels lost and



con fused, you’re cer tainly not alone. This feel ing of dis con nect is at

the heart of the tur bu lent twen ties, and it all stems from the fact that 

the moment you step off cam pus, you are forced to say good-bye to

the stu dent iden tity you’ve lived with all your life. Sud denly you have 

to cre ate a new iden tity to guide you through the rest of your exis -

tence. This search for a new vision of self—who you are and who

you want to become—is one of the most impor tant chal lenges that

you will encoun ter dur ing your postcollege years. This is because

your deep est vision of self shapes all of the major deci sions you will

make dur ing your twen ties. From what career you choose to pur sue,

to what type of friends you keep, to whom you fall in love with, to

whether you attain the val ues and goals you dreamed of dur ing col -

lege, the pos i tive actu al iza tion of these aspects of your life are

heavily depend ent on the strength of who you think you are and your 

abil ity to pro ject the vision of who you want to become into the out -

side world.

Now, you may have noticed that I have n’t said that after col lege 

you will expe ri ence an “iden tity cri sis.” I inten tion ally avoided this

ter mi nol ogy because the iden tity change you go through after grad u -

a tion and through out your twen ties is a nor mal and nat u ral part of

this period. Label ing the twen ties as a time of cri sis stems from the

assump tion that what you’re expe ri enc ing is abnor mal. But you’re

inev i ta bly and nat u rally going to expe ri ence con fu sion, uncer tainty,

and doubt when faced with the insta bil ity of this tran si tional period.

The pur pose of this chap ter is to help you begin devel op ing the

vision of self you’ll need to cope with these feel ings and the

challenges that they stem from.

We begin our vision-of-self by first get ting to the bot tom of

who you are. We start here because before you can move for ward in
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fig ur ing out who you want to become and what kind of life you

even tu ally want to cre ate, it is nec es sary to develop a solid under -

stand ing of who you are. As Nathaniel Branden, author of The Six

Pil lars of Self-Esteem notes, “The tur bu lence of our times demands

strong selves with a clear sense of iden tity, com pe tence, and worth

… The sta bil ity that we can not find in the world we must cre ate

within our own per sons” (1995, xi). In today’s rap idly chang ing

world, where noth ing seems to ever be sta ble, some times the only

thing you can count on is your sense of self. By learn ing how to be

more con scious of this aspect of your being, you will begin tak ing

con trol of the thoughts, desires, and dreams that are inside your

mind and will build a psy cho log i cal foun da tion for even tu ally giv ing

them shape, meaning, and purpose in the external world.

your student identity

In order to begin fig ur ing out who you are now, it’s nec es sary to take

a look back at the major forces that helped form the vision of self you 

come out of col lege with. So let’s go back to your first day of school.

This is a very impor tant day because it marked the intro duc tion to

what may have been the most con sis tent aspect of your life so far:

being a stu dent. Since you were a tod dler, the struc tured and sta ble

envi ron ment of school has rein forced your iden tity as a stu dent by

urg ing you down a detailed edu ca tional path and giv ing you clear,

spe cific goals to achieve. Dur ing sec ond ary school you always knew

what to expect and how to accom plish all that was set out for you

because most things were orga nized and taken care of by school or
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your par ents. You sim ply had to show up and do what you were told.

If you ever had any prob lems, you could go to your school coun selor, 

teach ers, or your par ents for help. There was usu ally a strong sup port 

sys tem avail able and always a solid line to fol low that led you directly

to the next phase in life: col lege.

Struc tur ally, col lege was sort of an exten sion of high school,

and it pro vided you with a sim i lar path to fol low for suc cess and

hap pi ness. Although this var ied from indi vid ual to indi vid ual and

cer tainly depended on whether you went to a small lib eral arts school 

ver sus a large state school, there are expe ri ences within this vari a tion 

that the major ity of col lege stu dents expe ri enced. For exam ple, dur -

ing col lege your work life cen tered around four or five classes with a

main objec tive to do well on all your papers, exams, and other

coursework. Your work ethic revolved around the idea that if you

worked hard and got things done, you would receive the grade or

praise you deserved. If you slacked and were lazy, you received

some thing neg a tive, like a bad grade or dis ap proval from your pro -

fes sor. You never really had to gen er ate a great deal of self-direc tion

because your pro fes sors told you exactly what needed to be

done—what was required of you was straightforward.

The col lege sched ule was quite flex i ble, with fif teen, maybe

eigh teen, hours a week of class and the rest of the week to do what -

ever you wanted. You had the free dom to do your home work right

away or wait till the night before it was due. You had long peri ods of 

time to get your assign ments done so if one day you were doing your 

school work and wanted to take a nap, go to the gym, work a

part-time job, or hang out with friends, you had the option to put

your work aside and do it later. This was the real ity of your aca demic 
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work—clear-cut and straight for ward with vir tu ally all the flex i bil ity

in the world.

Socially, col lege sup plied you with every thing you needed to

make friends and pro vided you with the oppor tu nity to date a wide

vari ety of peo ple. Even before you came to col lege, the admis sions

com mit tee had already cho sen other stu dents who, although they

may have come from dif fer ent back grounds, had very sim i lar goals

and inter ests. There were classes, count less orga ni za tions, and school 

events on the week ends where you could meet peo ple, so you never

really had to develop major skills for forming relationships.

If there was ever a time you needed help or ran into aca demic,

social, or emo tional dif fi cul ties, col lege pro vided a mul ti tude of peo -

ple to come to your res cue. There were aca demic advi sors and indi -

vid ual depart ment advi sors when you encoun tered edu ca tional

prob lems, res i den tial coun sel ors when you encoun tered social or

 living- situation prob lems, psy chol o gists if you began to feel the pres -

sures of school, par ents if you missed home, and a group of friends

down the hall for any other difficulties you might encounter.

Together the edu ca tional and social envi ron ments cre ated an

atmo sphere that allowed you the oppor tu nity to expe ri ence your self

in the most pro found way through the expres sion and actu al iza tion

of all your dis tinc tive human attrib utes. That is, it was a place where

you could fully exer cise your intel lec tual capac i ties, your cre ative

capac i ties, your emo tional capac i ties—and not to men tion your sex -

ual capac i ties. You could be who mever you wanted, because col lege

sup plied you with all the oppor tu ni ties, resources, and struc ture

needed to help you exer cise all of your tal ents and actu al ize vir tu ally

all your goals and desires dur ing this period in life. The ave nues of
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self-expres sion and self-actu al iza tion were open to you like never

before, and they were all pro vided within the relatively safe

surroundings of the college campus.

Although the tran si tion to col lege may have been a bit rough at

the begin ning, the sup port and struc ture pro vided by school helped

you adapt to your new sur round ings. Soon you started to get the

hang of classes and the new col lege sched ule. Your self-con fi dence

started to rise when you began under stand ing more of what you read 

for class, and your intel lec tual con fi dence pro gres sively increased as

you became more adept at han dling the assign ments given to you.

Per haps at first you did n’t speak much in class, but as you expanded

your knowl edge and as your speak ing skills evolved, you began rais -

ing your hand and con trib ut ing. The more classes you took, the more 

famil iar you became in the areas you were inter ested in, and this

moti vated you to learn more to deter mine your major and the future

goals you wanted to set for your self. You refined the art of pro cras ti -

na tion and dis cov ered how to artic u late your thoughts and ideas

when you had to write papers at four in the morn ing or how to pull

all-night ers when study ing for exams. You found out who to get

Biol ogy notes from and what was the best food to eat in the morn ing 

after a long night out with your friends.

Even tu ally you felt like you were part of the col lege com mu nity 

and seemed to have found a place within these sur round ings. You

felt com fort able walk ing through cam pus and were famil iar with

where to go for fun, where to go to chill, and where to go for some

alone time. Your col lege expe ri ence was a time to begin the pro cess

of dis cov er ing your pas sions and was the place to for mu late a plan of 

action that would even tu ally bring your hopes and desires to fru ition. 
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Although col lege was not always a smooth ride, and there were cer -

tainly bumps along the way, you were in an envi ron ment where the

fruits of your labors pro duced quick, vis i ble results. You could be

con fi dent in han dling vir tu ally any sit u a tion that came your way

because you knew the col lege, how it func tioned, and knew it would

never change. By the time of grad u a tion, you devel oped an iden tity

with the con fi dence and capa bil i ties to han dle most situations within

this isolated environment.

losing your academic self

“When I was in col lege, I thought I had a pretty good grasp of

who I was,” says Ursula, a twenty-five-year-old from Boston. “But

once I left school it seemed like I had to rein vent myself. I had been

so used to being a stu dent that it took me by sur prise that you’re

really not sup posed to act like that in the real world. After col lege, I

was no lon ger defined by what I majored in or how well I did on

papers and exams, so a lot of what I did in col lege did n’t really trans -

fer to the out side world. I started to seri ously doubt myself because I 

felt like I did n’t know who I was or where I was going with my life. I 

guess that’s just part of the whole pro cess of grow ing up, but I did n’t 

know it would be so intense. Since grad u a tion, I’ve had to work hard 

at fig ur ing out who I really am. When I think back to col lege, even

with all the great things I expe ri enced, my life was pretty restricted.

Now I’m just work ing on find ing my place in this whole thing we

call adult hood and try ing not to let the uncer tainty of where I’m

going get me down.”
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Let ting go of your for mer stu dent iden tity and cre at ing a new

vision of who you are is the begin ning of a major turn ing point in

your life. After grad u a tion, you are forced to say good-bye to a world 

you have trav eled through all your youth, greet ing a new life that is

much more com plex and in many ways unknown. This simul ta neous

exit and entrance marks the begin ning of the tur bu lent twen ties. To

better under stand this pre car i ous period of life, let’s take a look at it

from a psy cho log i cal perspective.

separation and individuation

If you took a step back and looked at the prog ress you’ve made since

the day you were born all the way up until today, you would see that

the extent of your devel op ment has been heavily depend ent on how

suc cess ful you’ve been at inte grat ing auton omy into your life. That is, 

the strength of your iden tity has been depend ent on how suc cess ful

you’ve been in mak ing the shift from being depend ent on oth ers to

being depend ent on your self; from rely ing on exter nal sup port to

becom ing self-sup port ing; from being nonresponsible to becom ing

self-respon si ble. The major driv ing force in this jour ney toward

greater lev els of per sonal auton omy involves the pro cess of emerg ing

from old stages of devel op ment and tran scend ing to new, more

advanced lev els. This pro cess is what psy chol o gists refer to as sep a ra -

tion and indi vid u a tion.

To get a con crete grasp of this con cept and how it affects you

dur ing your twen ties, let’s take a look at your ear li est encoun ter with
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the sep a ra tion and indi vid u a tion pro cess: your birth. Before you were 

born, you lived inside your mother and were fully sup ported by her

body. Then, at the time of birth you expe ri enced a sep a ra tion from

your first sup port ing matrix, the sus tain ing envi ron ment of your

mother’s womb, emerg ing into a com pletely new envi ron ment. This

matrix shift con sisted of sud denly hav ing to exist as a dis tinct entity

in the “out side” world. Your becom ing an indi vid ual occurred when

you began learn ing the basic motor and cog ni tive skills that helped

acti vate the pro cess of attain ing your sense of phys i cal and per sonal

iden tity. These first stages of indi vid u a tion rep re sented the ini tial

steps of your jour ney toward a greater capac ity for autonomy,

inner-direction, and self-responsibility.

Now, this is obvi ously not the place for dis cuss ing all the

details of this devel op men tal pro cess. How ever, it is impor tant to

under stand that this psy cho log i cal pro cess of sep a ra tion and indi vid -

u a tion is not iso lated to birth. In fact, you go through dif fer ent

stages of it through out your life, par tic u larly right after col lege. Dur -

ing your tran si tion to postcollege life, you are going through a

birth-like type of sep a ra tion and indi vid u a tion pro cess as you leave

the sup port ive and struc tured matrix of col lege and are thrust into

the new matrix of the tur bu lent twen ties. When you depart from the

world of col lege, you are essen tially say ing fare well to an old level of

exis tence and say ing hello to a more advanced level that requires you 

to con front the chal lenge of defin ing your self in a wider, more real is -

tic con text. Essen tially, this matrix shift forces you to estab lish your -

self as a dis tinct, indi vid ual entity and develop a more com plex

vision of who you are within a more advanced, outside world.

25



a premature departure?

Nor mally when you sep a rate and say good-bye to an old matrix

and indi vid u ate into a new, more advanced envi ron ment, you leave

because you have attained the proper intel lec tual and psy cho log i cal

(and in ear lier stages, phys i cal) skills needed to go on to the next

level of devel op ment. How ever, this is not always the case. For

exam ple, when a child is born too early, they expe ri ence a pre ma ture

depar ture from the sup port ing matrix of the mother’s womb (which

they have been fully depend ent on since con cep tion) and are thrust

into an out side world with chal lenges they are not bio log i cally pre -

pared to deal with. Pre ma ture babies often have med i cal com pli ca -

tions such as under de vel oped lungs, no pro tec tive layer of fat,

decreased body tem per a tures, and low blood-sugar lev els because

they have not reached full matu rity. It is a bio log i cal fact that it is to

our best inter est to stay inside our mother’s womb for the nor mal

preg nancy period because this matrix pro vides us with the proper
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ques tions to con tem plate

' what are some of the major dif fer ences you have

noticed between col lege and your new life after

grad u a tion?

' how has the dis ap pear ance of the edu ca tional

struc ture affected your iden tity?

' how has liv ing out side aca de mia changed who you

think you are?



envi ron ment and nec es sary nutri ents to help us reach the phys i o log i -

cal devel op ment needed to sur vive in the out side world.

Well, in the same respect, twentysomethings spend a great deal

of money and many years in the “womb” of col lege to attain the nec -

es sary nour ish ment to deal with the chal lenges they face dur ing their

twen ties. How ever, if you ask any twentysomething if they felt pre -

pared for the chal lenges they’ve faced since grad u a tion, you would

find that many of them describe their sit u a tions as being sim i lar to

what hap pens to pre ma ture babies. After rec og niz ing that this new

life is not an exten sion of col lege, it’s easy for twentysomethings to

be sent into iden tity shock. They find them selves fac ing the real ity

that their view of them selves, the world, and their place in it has

been cir cum scribed by col lege and is now inad e quate to cope with

many of the chal lenges they face dur ing the tur bu lent twen ties. Soon

after enter ing the work ing world, grad u ates quickly real ize that who

they were in school and what they learned in class is often inap pli ca -

ble in an envi ron ment that does n’t revolve around study ing, writ ing

papers, or tak ing exams. It is this lack of prep a ra tion that is mak ing

it so dif fi cult for twentysomethings to separate and individuate into

their new postcollege lives.

As we will see in upcom ing chap ters, even though col lege pro -

vides us with amaz ing oppor tu ni ties to learn about new ideas and

exposes us to things that we would n’t have expe ri enced out side of

aca de mia, the lat est psy cho log i cal research shows that col leges are

not thor oughly pre par ing stu dents for the new chal lenges of the

twenty-first cen tury. The result is a gen er a tion of young peo ple who

feel a sense of help less ness because their vision of self can not effec -

tively cope with the new matrix they have just entered into.
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you are what you think

Dur ing your postcollege years, the great est obsta cle you will face in

achiev ing what you want out of life isn’t a lack of intel li gence, tal ent,

or the right sit u a tions. What can pre vent you from accom plish ing all

your goals is the idea that what you desire out of life is out side who

you think you are and what you believe you are capa ble of. If you

think you’re not good enough to do some thing or that some how you

are not meant to be happy or suc cess ful, you will cir cum scribe who

you are and con tin u ally pre vent your self from achiev ing all the

impor tant desires that you have dur ing this period in your life. This is 
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ques tions to con tem plate

' in what ways did you feel pre pared for the sep a ra -

tion from col lege? in ways were you not pre pared?

' have you had dif fi culty shed ding aspects of your

stu dent iden tity? if so, what has been pre vent ing

you?

' what dif fi cul ties have you faced try ing to indi vid u ate 

and become more inde pend ent in your new life after 

col lege?

' what have you done to cope with these dif fi cul ties?

' do you think these strat e gies have worked for you?

why or why not?



quite easy to do after grad u a tion because your con fi dence in what you 

are capa ble of can become seri ously weak ened. It can suf fer a tre men -

dous blow when you real ize that you can not apply much of what you

learned in col lege to what you are actu ally expe ri enc ing dur ing your

twen ties. That is why it becomes so impor tant to sep a rate from your

old stu dent iden tity, even if you are not fully pre pared for your new

life, so that you don’t con tinue to have a vision of self that will limit

you in accom plish ing all that you want dur ing your twenties.

In his book Hon or ing the Self, psy chol o gist Nathaniel Branden

writes, “Of all the judg ments that we pass in life, none is as impor -

tant as the one we pass on our selves, for that touches the very cen ter 

of our exis tence” (1985, xi). The rea son why this judg ment is so

impor tant is because what you come to think of your self after col lege 

affects nearly every aspect of your postcollege life. From how quickly 

you accom plish things at work, to how you deal with your rela tion -

ships, to how you han dle stress, to whether you expe ri ence hap pi ness 

and ful fill ment—your response to all the events in your life is shaped 

by who and what you think you are. There fore, the esteem you have

for your self is one of the keys to under stand ing and strength en ing

who you truly are.

what exactly is self-esteem?

You have prob a bly heard about it count less times, but what

exactly is self-esteem? The term may be the most often used, but also 

the most ambig u ous within psy chol ogy today. Because peo ple use it

in so many dif fer ent ways, it can be con fus ing to get a grasp of what

it truly means. But self-esteem does in fact have an exact def i ni tion,
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and unless you fully grasp its mean ing, it will be dif fi cult to apply it

to what is hap pen ing in your life dur ing the tur bu lent twen ties.

Under stand ing the pre cise def i ni tion of self-esteem will allow you to

dis tin guish it from other terms used to describe who you are, and by

using an exact def i ni tion, you can think about it and uti lize it with

clar ity and focus to strengthen your vision of self.

Nathaniel Branden describes self-esteem as hav ing two sep a -

rate, but inter re lated com po nents (1995). The first is self-effi cacy,

which is the con fi dence you have in deal ing with the chal lenges you

face in life. The sec ond is self-respect, which is your sense of being

wor thy of hap pi ness. In other words, your self-esteem is the com bi na -

tion of the per sonal view that you are com pe tent to cope with the

basic chal lenges of life and the view that you’re wor thy to expe ri ence 

happiness and joy.

self-efficacy: confidence in who you are

You can think of your self-effi cacy as the con fi dence you have

in your capac ity to be effec tive and suc cess ful in the var i ous areas of

your life. You expe ri ence your self-effi cacy through hav ing a sense of 

con trol over your life and con fi dence in your abil ity to pro duce a

desired result. For exam ple, when writ ing an essay in col lege, a per -

son with high self-effi cacy is con fi dent that they will write a thought -

ful and insight ful paper that will receive a good grade. This per son is

aware of what she is capa ble of and is con fi dent in her abil ity to

gather and ana lyze all the nec es sary infor ma tion to put together an

orga nized essay that will clearly express all the points she wants to

artic u late regard ing the topic. A per son with low self-effi cacy will

most likely feel anx ious about the essay, even if they know the
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mate rial, because they aren’t con fi dent in their abil ity to ana lyze the

infor ma tion and artic u late their ideas to produce the result they

desire.

Your self-effi cacy is rooted in the feel ing that you are capa ble of

using your mind effec tively to under stand real ity, are con fi dent in

mak ing appro pri ate choices and deci sions in the pur suit of your goals,

are able to man age unpre dict abil ity and change when events do not go 

as planned, and are effec tive in han dling the chal lenges and prob lems

you encoun ter. Hav ing high self-effi cacy means you have a sense of

con trol in your per sonal world, and the higher your self-effi cacy, the

greater your chances of suc ceed ing more often than fail ing. When you

have con fi dence in your capac ity to think and act effec tively, you trust

in your abil ity to cre ate and achieve what you desire out of life, and

per se vere with grace under pres sure in the pro cess.

self-respect: your right as an individual

Self-respect means see ing your self as wor thy of liv ing life for

your own sake and feel ing that you have the right to be suc cess ful

and happy. One way to under mine your self-respect is to let oth ers

do your think ing for you. For exam ple, let ting  your par ents or teach -

ers per suade you to become a doc tor or law yer instead of fol low ing

your dream of becom ing a musi cian or start ing your own busi ness

reveals a belief that what you think and feel is of no real worth and

what oth ers think and want stand above your inter ests, pas sions, and 

hap pi ness. Giv ing up your goals and sac ri fic ing who you are is the

eas i est thing in the world to do because, in real ity, it takes a tre men -

dous amount of strength, cour age, and self-respect to honor your

desires, to for mu late inde pend ent judg ments, to remain true to them, 
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and to fight for your goals and pas sions when every one else is tell ing 

you to be “prac ti cal” and stop dream ing. If you don’t respect your

inter ests and needs, then there is no reason for others to do so.

Now, I don’t mean that you won’t ben e fit from the advice of

oth ers and should dis miss the opin ions of impor tant peo ple in your

life. What you should under stand is that, in the end, you are the one

who has to live with the choices you make. There fore, it is you who

must take per sonal respon si bil ity for mak ing the deci sions that ulti -

mately deter mine the course of your life. Hav ing a high level of

self-respect means that you feel that you are right as a per son, that

you are wor thy to expe ri ence joy, and that you have a right to respect 

and stand up for your interests and needs.

the highs and lows of self-esteem

There are big dif fer ences between peo ple who have high

self-esteem and those with low self-esteem. An indi vid ual with low

self-esteem has the ten dency to think and act irra tio nally, can blind

them selves to real ity, is fear ful of new and unfa mil iar peo ple and sit -

u a tions, and becomes defen sive when some one chal lenges their

ideas, beliefs, or actions. A per son with low self-esteem is a per son

who feels unable to deal with the chal lenges of life and believes that

they are not wor thy of hap pi ness. Peo ple with low self-esteem suf fer

from feel ings of inad e quacy, inse cu rity, self-doubt, guilt, and in gen -

eral are fear ful of par tic i pat ing in what life has to offer.

On the other hand, some one who esteems them selves appro pri -

ately per ceives the world ratio nally, is more real is tic about the events 
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that take place in their life, is flex i ble and better able to man age

change, is will ing to admit and cor rect their own mis takes, and is

able to form healthy rela tion ships with oth ers. A per son with strong

self-esteem is more likely to be cre ative at work, which means a

higher chance of suc cess and finan cial inde pend ence. Strong

self-esteem enables your ambi tion, not nec es sar ily in terms of a

career or finances, but rather in terms of who you want to become

and what you hope to expe ri ence emo tion ally, intel lec tu ally, cre -

atively, and spir i tu ally. A per son with strong self-esteem is more

likely to form strong rela tion ships with friends, fam ily, and lov ers

and treat other peo ple with kind ness and gen er os ity, because

self-respect is the foundation of respect for others.

A good way of think ing about your self-esteem is the expe ri -

ence of feel ing that you are com pe tent to cope with the chal lenges

after col lege and know ing that you deserve to be happy dur ing the

tur bu lent twen ties. When you inte grate your expe ri ence of  self-

 confidence with your feel ing of self-respect, you will begin devel op -

ing a self-esteem that will pro vide you with the psy cho log i cal

strength to cope with the chal lenges you face dur ing the tur bu lent

twen ties. When you doubt your self-effi cacy or self-worth, you will

sig nif i cantly decrease your chances of effec tively han dling the chal -

lenges you encoun ter in both the exter nal and inter nal world. A

healthy self-esteem is a basic psy cho log i cal need and when that need

is not ful filled, it can result in feel ings of self-doubt, guilt, or inad e -

quacy, and a sense of unwor thi ness. By devel op ing strong

self-esteem, you will be more resil ient when con fronted with the

chal lenges and haz ards of postcollege life and will be better able to

cope with the dif fi cul ties you face throughout the turbulent twenties.
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developing a solid sense of self

Think back in your life and ask your self if you have ever said, “I can’t 

do it,” or “That’s just not me.” I’m sure every one of us has done this 

at some point in our lives. What’s impor tant to under stand about

these state ments is that when ever you say or think things like this,

you limit who you are and what you’re fully capa ble of. You lit er ally

attack your self-esteem. If you impose these kind of self-lim it ing

beliefs on your vision of self, you will not allow who you are to

extend out side the bound aries you have cre ated and will pre vent

your self from doing every thing you’re truly capa ble of. Most of the

time we attack our self-esteem like this with out even being aware of

it. How ever, if you do not make an effort to change these self-lim it -

ing beliefs, it will be extremely dif fi cult to cre ate the kind of life you

want dur ing your twen ties.

eliminating self-limiting beliefs

The first step you can take to increase your self-esteem is to

con sciously acknowl edge the lim i ta tions you may be set ting on this

aspect of your vision of self. To achieve this, what you need to do is

brain storm, try ing to think of all the gen eral beliefs you have about

who you are, beliefs through which you fil ter all your expe ri ences.

For instance, in many sit u a tions you may fil ter your expe ri ences

through gen eral beliefs about your self such as, “I am so weak,” or

“I’m a hard worker.” In other sit u a tions, you may use more nar row

thoughts to expe ri ence your world such as, “I know noth ing about

invest ing my money,” or “I am really good at com puter
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pro gram ming.” The major dif fer ence between these two thought

pro cesses is that one is gen er al ized about who you think you are

while the other is more spe cific to the sit u a tion you are in. This dif -

fer ence can have major con se quences on your emo tional well-being

because more gen eral beliefs can have a major impact your

self-esteem. If you’re mak ing neg a tive global judg ments such as, “I’m 

not smart,” you can create beliefs that may be true in one par tic u lar

aspect of your life, but not in all the oth ers. For exam ple, it could be

that you need to improve cer tain skills at work, and you are in fact

weak in cer tain areas. This doesn’t nec es sar ily mean that over all you

are a bad worker. So when doing the fol low ing exer cise, keep in

mind that when you make global neg a tive gen er al iza tions, you can

under mine your self-esteem and set up a neg a tive belief sys tem about 

yourself that is not in line with the reality of who you are.

So open up your jour nal and mark a line down the cen ter of the 

page. At the top of the left-hand side write “Empow er ing Beliefs”

and on the right-hand side put “Disempowering Beliefs.” Now, for

the next fif teen min utes, write down all the beliefs you can come up

with about your self and put them into the appro pri ate cat e gory.

After you are fin ished, take a moment to look over the beliefs

you have writ ten down. Cir cle the three beliefs that you feel are most 

empow er ing to you. Ask your self how they help you. How do they

give you strength? How do they enhance your life? How do they

make a pos i tive impact on you? After answer ing these ques tions,

con tinue to look over the “Empow er ing” list. As you con tinue to

review it, try to make a con scious effort to strengthen your hold on

these empow er ing beliefs (to “inte grate” them into your psy che) by

repeat ing them to your self. This will increase your sense of cer tainty

that these beliefs are real and true.
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Now take a moment to look at the beliefs that you feel are

disempowering. Cir cle the three beliefs that you feel limit you the

most. What you’re going to do next is begin the pro cess of chang ing

these beliefs by get ting down to the root of why you have them.

Where do you think these beliefs are com ing from? How do these

beliefs affect your life? How do they limit you? Do they enhance

your life in any way? Why or why not? Do you think they’re really

defense mech a nisms you use to pro tect your self from fac ing scary

sit u a tions? If so, do they really help you, or do they hold you back?

When you begin ques tion ing the valid ity of these self-lim it ing beliefs, 

you will soon see that many of them are not based in real ity and are

the result of irra tio nal think ing. You can begin chang ing your

disempowering beliefs by decons truct ing and replac ing them with

empow er ing ones. So take a moment to answer those ques tions

about your self-lim it ing beliefs. After you’ve done this, ask your self,

what is their antith e sis? What will turn them into empow er ing

beliefs? Write all these answers down in your journal.

silencing the pathological critic

Within each of us there is an inner voice that makes judg ments

about who we think we are and what we think we are capa ble of.

Whether this voice is pos i tive or neg a tive and how much it affects us 

depends on the strength of your vision of self. For exam ple, if your

self-esteem is low or if you are cre at ing a lot of self-lim it ing beliefs,

your neg a tive inner voice will become more vocal and have much

more of an influ ence on how you think and feel. When this voice

starts to inter fere with your hap pi ness, it becomes what psy chol o gist

Eugene Sagan calls a patho log i cal critic. This patho log i cal critic can take 
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on a life of its own dur ing your twen ties because the loss of the col -

lege struc ture com bined with the insta bil ity of the work ing world can 

make you feel uncer tain and help less in your new envi ron ment. The

patho log i cal critic takes advan tage of this by con stantly putt ing you

down, blaming you for feeling lost.

One of the major ways the patho log i cal critic can make you feel 

bad about your self dur ing your twen ties is by dis rupt ing the way you

think about your expe ri ences dur ing this time. When you are feel ing

down in the dumps, it is often because your mind becomes over -

whelmed by neg a tive thoughts that cause you to view your self and

the world pes si mis ti cally. These kind of neg a tive thoughts are usu ally 

the result of inac cu rate per cep tions of the sit u a tion, which inev i ta bly

result in irra tio nal thoughts and, even tu ally, neg a tive emotions

flooding your mind.

For exam ple, one of the most com mon expe ri ences that can

over whelm twentysomethings with neg a tive feel ings is the idea that

they are a fail ure. So many of the grad u ates I spoke to said that they

had become extremely depressed after real iz ing that they would not

be able to accom plish all the amaz ing things they dreamed about

dur ing col lege. When they began rec og niz ing that becom ing vice

pres i dent of a company, find ing a cure for can cer, or end ing pov erty

are things that can not be accom plished in a cou ple of years fol low ing 

grad u a tion, this dis ap point ment can make them feel like fail ures and

fill their heads with a sea of negative emotions.

Dr. David Burns, author of the best-sell ing book Feel ing Good:

The New Mood Ther apy (1999), calls these neg a tive thoughts cog ni tive

dis tor tions. Dur ing his research with thou sands of anx ious and

depressed peo ple, Burns has found that one of the main rea sons you

can start to feel so bad about your self is because of this dis torted
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way of think ing. Essen tially, these cog ni tive dis tor tions are bad hab -

its of thought that you use to mis in ter pret the per cep tion of what

you expe ri ence. You expe ri ence an event, per ceive it through a fil ter

of low self-esteem, mix these per cep tions into the stew of neg a tive

beliefs about your self—and emerge feel ing rot ten. This kind of dis -

torted think ing cuts you off from real ity by caus ing you to not only

misperceive your self, but also the world as a whole. This skewed per -

cep tion can then cause you to plunge into the postcollege blues

because you begin see ing every thing in your life neg a tively, even

though in reality there may be nothing seriously wrong.

controlling what you think and feel

To stop the patho log i cal critic, it is essen tial to always stay

aware of the fact that how you feel about your self is ulti mately

depend ent on how you fil ter and inter pret your expe ri ences. Before

you can fully expe ri ence vir tu ally any event, whether “bad” or

“good,” you have to pro cess it within your head first to give it mean -

ing. There fore, before you can feel some thing about an event, you

first have to develop an opin ion of whether it is good or bad for you. 

What deter mines your value judg ment of any sit u a tion you expe ri -

ence is whether you per ceive the event ratio nally or irra tio nally. If

your under stand ing of what is hap pen ing is accu rate, then your emo -

tions will be nor mal, ratio nal, and appro pri ate (even if they make you 

feel bad). But if your per cep tions con tain dis tor tions, then most

likely your response will be irra tio nal and more often than not,

neg a tive.

You will be better able to man age the way you react to the chal -

lenges pre sented to you dur ing the tur bu lent twen ties if you make a
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con scious effort to under stand how your cognitions work and where

these neg a tive thoughts are com ing from. By doing this, you will pro -

vide your self the opportunity to elim i nate the men tal dis tor tions that 

can decrease your self-esteem and cause you to feel major anx i ety

and depres sion. Below are the most com mon cog ni tive dis tor tions

that the pathological critic uses to try to bring you down.

all or nothing

This destruc tive cog ni tive mindset occurs when you fall short

at some thing you’re try ing to accom plish, and as a result, you make

your self feel like a com plete fail ure. In other words, it is the men tal -

ity of, “Either I do every thing per fectly, or I am a fail ure.” This

self-defeat ing mindset will cause you need less suf fer ing because you

will be unable to live up to the unre al is tic expec ta tions you have set

up for your self. It is vital to real ize that in the pur suit of your val ues

and goals, effort and strug gle are involved—and the pos si bil ity of

fail ure. Trial and error are a nor mal part of the tur bu lent twen ties,

and when you do fail at some thing, you must not think it is the end

of the world. Make the deci sion to get back in the sad dle and pick up 

where you left off.

negative mental filter

This mindset occurs when you see every thing in your twen ties a 

neg a tive light, even if most of your expe ri ences are pos i tive. When

some thing bad hap pens, you dwell on what went wrong, and you

per ceive the entire event as neg a tive even though only a minor

aspect of it may have been bad. It’s as if you put on a spe cial pair of
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eye glasses that allow you to only see the neg a tive. When this hap -

pens, the only thoughts you let into your con scious ness are neg a tive,

which causes you to feel neg a tive about the whole event. These dis -

torted thoughts can cause you to trans form some thing that is neu tral 

or pos i tive into some thing that is neg a tive, with the end result being

that you blow the neg a tive things out of pro por tion while

minimizing anything that’s good.

overgeneralizing the negative

An exten sion of the neg a tive mind fil ter is overgeneralizing iso -

lated neg a tive events to the rest of your life. For exam ple, say you

ask some one out on a date and they politely decline. You may think

to your self, “Why does this always hap pen? No one will ever like me. 

I’m going to be alone for the rest of my life.” By apply ing this one

minor inci dent to your entire roman tic life, you can cause your self a

great deal of unnec es sary stress.

A good exam ple of overgeneralizing the neg a tive is becom ing

anx ious and depressed because you’re unable to find a job you are

pas sion ate about (or sim ply a job that can pay the bills). If you have

been apply ing for tons of jobs and got ten none of them, you might

start think ing that you’re not wor thy of being hired. You think to

your self, either explic itly or implic itly, “I’m just not good enough.

No one wants me. My life sucks. I’m a loser.” The real ity is that the

job mar ket may not be that good or you don’t real ize that col lege did 

not fully pre pare you with the knowl edge and skills needed to land

the jobs you may want. It is when you overgeneralize minor set backs 

to other aspects of your life and to your vision of self as a whole that 

you not only cause your self need less stress, anx i ety, and depres sion,
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but also blind your self to oppor tu ni ties that can make the situation

better.

It is also impor tant to note that overgeneralization can work in

the oppo site direc tion, where you can overgeneralize the pos i tive and 

paint an unre al is tic pic ture of your self and the world. While it’s

impor tant to have an opti mis tic out look on life, the foun da tion for a

healthy positivity is mak ing sure that you have the utmost respect for 

real ity. When you overgeneralize the pos i tive you can pre tend to see

things that are not really there or cre ate things that don’t exist. It’s

easy to see this hap pen ing when peo ple begin dat ing. There are those 

times when you make a strong con nec tion with some one you meet

and then, based on a few encoun ters, you overgeneralize this pos i tive 

expe ri ence to that per son’s whole being and give them qual i ties that

they don’t have. In effect, you cre ate a per sonal fan tasy of who you

think they are as well as who you want them to be. Then, as you get

to know them, their real qual i ties many times don’t match up with

the fan tasy you have cre ated. Thus, your overgeneralization of the

pos i tive clashes with the real ity of the per son. You’re left dis ap -

pointed because that per son is unable to live up to the fantasy you

created in your head.

emotional facts

This cog ni tive dis tor tion is when you use your emo tions as evi -

dence of the truth. In essence you take the posi tion of, “I feel, there -

fore I am,” and per ceive real ity not based on ratio nal thought, but

rather by what ever emo tion you’re feel ing at that par tic u lar moment.

So, if some thing bad hap pens such as not get ting the job you want,

you feel bad and think, “I feel like a loser, there fore I am a loser.”

41



Although lis ten ing to your inner sig nals is impor tant, your emo tional

response may not be a result of an accu rate per cep tion of real ity.

Relat ing it to a job sit u a tion, you obvi ously have some thing of value

to offer an employer, and if they did not hire you, it may have very

lit tle to do with you per son ally. Per haps they were look ing for some -

one with a dif fer ent set of skills, or the posi tion may have been given 

to some one within the office and the human resources depart ment

was sim ply going through the inter view process because it was

company protocol.

But even if you try to be real is tic, the pain you feel is real and

can not and should not be denied. Problems develop when you get

con fused by the strength of your feel ings and begin to believe they

rep re sent objec tive real ity—“I feel bad, so I must be bad.” You may

be feel ing down not just because you did n’t get a job, but because

you’re often tell ing your self that you’re bad. This is a vis cous cir cle,

and it’s impor tant to be able to rec og nize it turn ing. So when ever

you feel anx ious or depressed, it’s a good idea to check your

thoughts and the infor ma tion avail able to help under stand why you

are feeling neg a tive.

jumping to conclusions

Often times you don’t take the time to digest all the truths of a

given sit u a tion and arbi trarily jump to a neg a tive con clu sion, even

though it’s not jus ti fied by the facts. A good exam ple is when you try 

to make assump tions about what oth ers are think ing (usu ally neg a -

tive assump tions) and auto mat i cally jump to a con clu sion, even

though you may not under stand the whole sit u a tion. For exam ple,

say you call a friend or some one you’ve been dat ing and leave a
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mes sage on their voice mail. When you don’t hear back from them

for days or a week, you start to worry. It is extremely easy to jump to 

the con clu sion that some thing’s wrong and try to imag ine what is

going on in their head. You may think that they are mad at you or

don’t want to talk to you. Then you start imag in ing scenes and even -

tu ally play out a whole movie (almost always neg a tive) of what the

other per son is think ing and doing. Then, a week later, the per son

calls and acts like noth ing is wrong. They’ve been fine, while you

spent the week mad, wor ried, and won der ing what was going on. If

you go ahead and con front them about not call ing, you find out that

they never got the mes sage, or they lost their cell phone, or they

went out of town for the week. You’re left feeling foolish for

freaking out about nothing.

Try ing not to jump to con clu sions and wait ing to form an eval -

u a tion when you have all the facts of the sit u a tion can be quite dif fi -

cult, but if you can learn to be patient and make a con scious effort to 

seek out the truth, it will spare you a great deal of need less wor ry ing

and frustration.

not stopping the movie

I want you to imag ine that you’re walk ing on a beach at sun set.

You can feel the soft, wet sand under neath your feet with each step.

You can hear the ocean as the water washes up to shore, and you can 

see the bright orange sun slowly fall ing into the sea on the hori zon.

Now let’s change scenes and imag ine you are sit ting down in a doc -

tor’s office. The doc tor in the white coat tells you to give him your

right arm. As you do this, you see him pull out a syringe with a long,

thin nee dle. You watch as the nee dle inches toward your arm and

43



then finally pricks your skin to pen e trate your vein. You then feel the 

doc tor extract ing your blood and watch the tube fill up with red liq -

uid. Now before you get too queasy, do you real ize what just hap -

pened? As you read each scene, you played a movie through your

mind based on what you were think ing. You were able to imag ine

what the sand felt like beneath your feet or the twinge of pain you

felt when the nee dle entered your arm. The image of the beach may

have made you feel calm and relaxed, whereas the thought of a nee -

dle com ing closer to your skin made you nervous and squeamish.

The rea son I give these con trast ing exam ples of the beach and

the doc tor is because I wanted to illus trate the power you have to

change the con tents of the movie you play in your head. We all have

this power, the abil ity to shift our think ing and get away from a neg a -

tive focus by mak ing a con scious effort to shift our con cen tra tion to

some thing more pos i tive. When you try to make this shift, don’t be

sur prised if the neg a tive movie pops back up in your head again. It

may feel out of your con trol, but when you con sis tently try to focus

on some thing pos i tive, the neg a tive movie will even tu ally pop up less 

and less. What you need to do is repro gram your mind and try to

develop a more pos i tive real ity fil ter, which will inev i ta bly lead to a

more optimistic sense of life.

unnecessary self-blame

This cog ni tive dis tor tion is when you start blam ing your self for

every thing that hap pens, even though it may not be your fault.

Self-blame can become like an itch that you just can’t stop scratch -

ing, and soon you begin blaming your self for the things you don’t
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have con trol over. This habit can blind you to things that are good

about your self and makes you focus on what you don’t like about

your self. If you find your self con stantly apol o giz ing for things, then

this cog ni tive dis tor tion may be part of your vision of self. But

Homer Simpson put it best when he said, “You can’t keep blam ing

your self. Just blame your self once, and move on.”

A great way you can increase your aware ness of these destruc -

tive pat terns of thought is by writ ing about an expe ri ence you have

had that relates to each one. So, for each of these cog ni tive dis tor -

tions, write about a time in which you have fallen prey to this way of

think ing. It could be at work, in a rela tion ship, or in deal ing with

some per sonal issue. As you do this, think about how you felt and

then ask your self if it was the appro pri ate response based on what

actu ally occurred.

stopping cognitive distortions

In their best-sell ing book Self-Esteem, authors Mat thew McKay

and Pat rick Fan ning sug gest that one of the best ways to fight cog ni -

tive dis tor tions is by using what they call the three-col umn tech nique

(2000). You can start using this tech nique by tak ing a page in your

jour nal and mak ing three col umns with the words “Self-State ment,”

“Dis tor tion,” and “Rebut tal” at the top of each. Now, think about a

sit u a tion that has been caus ing you to feel bad. This could be some -

thing to do with work, a rela tion ship, or some thing psy cho log i cal

such as your sense of feel ing lost—any thing that has been mak ing

you feel down lately. What you are going to do is write what your

patho log i cal critic has been say ing about the sit u a tion and the
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cog ni tive dis tor tions it has recently been cre at ing. Write these

thoughts in the first column.

After you’re done, exam ine the state ments and see which of the 

cog ni tive dis tor tions they fit into. When you fig ure this out, write the 

name of the dis tor tion in the sec ond col umn. After this, write a

rebut tal state ment in the last col umn that spe cif i cally attacks the cog -

ni tive dis tor tion that your patho log i cal critic has asserted. Make sure

that your rebut tal state ments are strong, spe cific, and nonjudgmental.

Here is an exam ple of the exer cise relat ing to the job search:

Self-Statement Distortion Rebuttal

1. No one will want to

hire me.

Mind Reading There is no way of

knowing what they will

think of me. It’s up to

them and all I can do is

show them my best.

2. I’ve already been

rejected by so many

jobs. I am just not 

good enough.

Over-general-

ization

The people who they

hired may have known

someone in the company 

even though I was a

better candidate. A few

rejections doesn’t mean

that I am unqualified.

By doing this exer cise with all of your cog ni tive dis tor tions, you 

can get a more accu rate pic ture of what you’re feel ing, why you’re

feel ing it, and what you can do to change it. This pro cess will help

silence the patho log i cal critic so it won’t inter fere with devel op ing a

vision of who you truly think you are.
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accepting the self

Dur ing the pro cess of elim i nat ing your self-lim it ing beliefs and stop -

ping cog ni tive dis tor tions, you will begin to dis cover things that you

may not like about your self. This is inev i ta ble. But instead of get ting

down on the not-so-great things about your self, you can use this new

knowl edge as an oppor tu nity for change and growth. This is where

the pro cess of accept ing who you are at this point in your twen ties

comes into play.

Nathaniel Branden describes self-accep tance as:

… your will ing ness to expe ri ence—that is, to make real to

our selves, with out denial or eva sion—that we think what we

think, feel what we feel, desire what we desire, have done

what we have done, and are what we are. It is the refusal to

regard any part of our selves—our bod ies, our emo tions, our

thoughts, our actions, our dreams—as alien, as “not me.” It

is our will ing ness to expe ri ence rather than to dis own what -

ever may be the facts of our being at a par tic u lar moment—

to think our thoughts, own our feel ings, be pres ent to the

real ity of our behav ior (1995, 91).

While self-esteem is some thing you expe ri ence, self-accep tance

is some thing you do, and it starts with acknowl edg ing the real ity of

who you are at this moment. When you begin this pro cess, you are

not approv ing or dis ap prov ing, just sim ply accept ing who you are at

this moment dur ing your twen ties. For exam ple, if you admit to

your self, “I don’t know who I am,” it does n’t mean you are say ing,
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“I don’t know who I am, and that is okay with me.” What it means

is, “I don’t know who I am, and I know it. I may not like it. In fact,

some times it makes me feel weak, but right now I am putt ing my

judg ments and feel ings aside and just fac ing the facts.”

becoming aware of your weaknesses

A major ele ment of self-accep tance is increas ing your aware ness 

of what you per ceive as your weak nesses. So, in your jour nal divide a 

page in two, and on the left side list all the weak ness that come to

your head, leav ing a few spaces in between each one. Don’t judge

your self when writ ing these down; just list every thing that comes to

your head. When you’re done, write “Orig i nal Per cep tion” at the top 

of the list. Now take a closer look. How does this list make you feel? 

Prob a bly not so great. But the truth is that every one has weak nesses,

and there is noth ing wrong with it. It only becomes a prob lem when

your patho log i cal critic uses them to bring you down.

Now what you’re going to do is revise these weak nesses so that 

your inner neg a tive voice can’t use them against you. On the top of

the right-hand col umn write down “Revised Per cep tion,” and next to 

each weak ness, write a revised and more pos i tive ver sion of your

weak ness. As you do this, pay spe cial atten tion to the lan guage you

use. For exam ple, in the orig i nal weak ness, did you use neg a tive lan -

guage such as “stu pid,” “lazy,” or “inar tic u late”? If you did, try revi -

sions like, “Need more knowl edge in this area,” or “Need to be more 

moti vated,” or “I need to prac tice my com mu ni ca tion skills.” Do

you see how just a lit tle change in lan guage can make a big dif fer ence 

in how you perceive who you are?
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Now, ask your self if you are exag ger at ing or embel lish ing a neg -

a tive view of your self in any way. For exam ple, say ing “I’m a flake”

is a pretty broad and gen eral state ment. It would be much more help -

ful to be more spe cific and accu rate, zero ing in on what needs

improve ment. A more accu rate state ment would be, “Some times I

am not very reli able.” Instead of say ing, “I’m too fat,” it would be

more truth ful to say, “I’d like my waist to be slim mer.” Do you see

how much better it is to use lan guage that is accu rate and descrip tive 

when think ing about your self instead of attach ing a neg a tive meaning 

to your perception?

Lastly, are you being spe cific about your weak nesses or are you

gen er al iz ing them? For exam ple, are you say ing things like, “I’m

always late, never reli able, com pletely unde pend able,” or are you using

spe cific exam ples? By using spe cific lan guage instead of gen eral

terms, you will make your weak nesses seem less global and start

silenc ing the patho log i cal critic.

Accept ing how you feel about your self now, dur ing your twen -

ties, does not mean that you deny your desire to change or improve

your feel ings. In fact, it facil i tates change. When you let your self fully 

expe ri ence how you’re feel ing, you will under stand the truth of your

sit u a tion and see what needs work. It is not pos si ble to change things 

that you deny, and by accept ing the real ity of who you are and what

you are think ing and feel ing, you will begin devel op ing a stron ger

vision of self.

the mirror exercise

While work ing with his psy cho ther apy cli ents, Nathaniel

Branden (1998) uses a great exer cise aimed at increas ing your  self-
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 acceptance. Take a moment when you are alone and stand in front of 

a full-length mir ror. Now start look ing at your face and even tu ally

your entire body. While you do this, start to focus on how you are

feel ing as you look over your self. Don’t focus on your clothes, your

hair style, or your makeup. Just focus on you. Is this mak ing you

uncom fort able? Is it dif fi cult? After you have done this for a few

min utes, take off your clothes and look at your self again. Pay atten -

tion to the feel ings that come to your con scious ness. Now turn

around. Are you hes i tant? Do you not want to look at your self or

certain parts of you?

What you prob a bly noticed is that you liked some parts of what 

you saw, and oth ers you did not like too much. Most peo ple find

some parts of their body dif fi cult to look at because they don’t like

what they see. It may be that you think you are over weight or too

skinny. There may be a major scar that you always try to avoid look -

ing at. Per haps you see signs of aging and are think ing that you don’t 

look as good as you used to in high school or col lege. It’s often hard

to stay con nected with the thoughts and emo tions this kind of expe -

ri ence evokes, and quite often the first impulse is to put on your

clothes so you can escape from hav ing the image of your body in

your aware ness. But keep look ing at your self and, in the mir ror, say

to your self, “What ever my imper fec tions, I will accept who I am

com pletely, with out res er va tion.” As you do this, con tinue to keep

your focus and say this over and over again for a min ute or two. Do

not rush. Just let your self expe ri ence the full meaning of your words.

Dur ing this exer cise you may start say ing things to your self like, 

“How am I able to accept myself com pletely if I don’t like my

body?” If this ques tion comes up, keep in mind that accept ing means 

that you expe ri ence com pletely what you are expe ri enc ing, with out
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denial or avoid ance. It does not mean you should n’t want to change

or improve your self. Obvi ously, you prob a bly won’t like every thing

you see in the mir ror, but you do have the power to say, “That is

who I really am at this moment. I may not like it, but I am not deny -

ing it either. I accept who I truly am right now.” This respect for the

real ity of who you truly are is one of the big gest steps you will take

in hon or ing your vision of self.

the psychological evolution of you

Again, I’d like to point out that learn ing to fol low and inte grate these

types of psy cho log i cal prin ci ples into your life is not an over night

pro cess. It’s some thing that should be seen as a life long jour ney that

requires ongo ing com mit ment to self-exam i na tion and devel op ing a

better sense of who you are. By strength en ing your self-esteem, you

will begin fac ing your postcollege life with greater con fi dence and

opti mism, and expand your capac ity for hap pi ness and ful fill ment. In

the next chap ter we’ll move on to how you can use the knowl edge of

who you are as a springboard for devel op ing the sec ond com po nent

of your vision of self—who you want to become dur ing your

twen ties.
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books you will love

Self-Esteem: A Proven Pro gram of Cog ni tive Tech niques for Assess -

ing, Improv ing, and Main tain ing Your Self-Esteem (2000) by Mat -

thew McKay and Pat rick Fan ning. One of the best books for
improv ing your self-image, increas ing per sonal power, and defin ing
core val ues. It con tains numer ous prac ti cal strat e gies that can be used
in addi tion to the ones found in this chap ter.

The Six Pil lars of Self-Esteem (1995) and Hon or ing the Self:

Self-Esteem and Per sonal Trans for ma tion (1985) by Nathaniel

Branden. While many books deal with prob lems of low self-esteem
and try to give prac ti cal advice about how to increase self-con fi dence,
these books exam ine the sources and thought pat terns that under lie
the nature of self-esteem and offers a human is tic approach for explor -
ing the self.

Feel ing Good: The New Mood Ther apy (1999) by David Burns. A great 
resource that explains the nature of cog ni tive dis tor tions and how to
use bibliotherapy to alle vi ate depres sion.
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 chap ter 2 

who do you want to become dur ing 

your twen ties?

Above all; to thy own self be true.

—Wil liam Shake speare

“One of the most dif fi cult things I expe ri enced in the tran si tion from 

col lege to the real world had to be the knowl edge that from now on, I 

was in com plete con trol of my own des tiny and no one was going to

set goals for me ever again in my life,” says Abby, a twenty- three-

 year-old from Phil a del phia. “I had accom plished the final mile stone

in life that your par ents hold your hand through. After that, it’s like

‘whoosh’—the train ing wheels are off and your par ents are no lon ger

run ning along beside you, but have stopped and are left wav ing from

the side lines. It’s a moment when you can choke and become par a -

lyzed, or you can savor it and use the momen tum to pro pel you into

what ever it is you really want to do in life. I real ized that my par ents

were look ing to me to see what I would do, when I had always in a



way looked to them. Being in this state of com plete lib er a tion can be

very dis tress ing. It’s exactly the infi nite num ber of pos si bil i ties pre -

sented to you that make it hard to do any one thing (I, of course, was

not one of those lucky enough to know way ahead of time what I

would want to do with my life). It has been hard to focus. It can be a

lit tle fright en ing and intim i dat ing to think ‘Here I am, doing this job,

and if I don’t do some thing about it, I will do this for the next forty

years of my life and noth ing will change.’ Know ing that no one will

save the day, no one will tell me if I have to do better, get better

grades, take harder classes, write a better paper—now it’s all up to

me. I remem ber think ing that this was a for mi da ble task in front of

me—to set my own goals, to fol low through, to exer cise an enor mous 

amount of self-dis ci pline, to take my poten tial future hap pi ness very

seri ously. It was this aspect of see ing the long, wide road out in front

of me, with no one else and noth ing else on it except what I chose to

put there—that was daunt ing.”

Abby gives us a great anal ogy to describe what hap pens to us

right after grad u a tion: the train ing wheels pro vided by the struc ture

of our edu ca tional sys tem are finally taken off and we are thrust into

a world where we seem to have com plete free dom to choose where

we want to go with our lives. This lib er a tion from the con straints of

aca de mia can be one of the most exhil a rat ing and excit ing aspects of

the postcollege expe ri ence because we are now free to live life on

our own terms. Yet, this state of com plete free dom is also at the cen -

ter of so much of the stress and anx i ety that twentysomethings are

expe ri enc ing today. In fact, the idea that there will no lon ger be any -

one to tell you what to do, no one to make sure you get it done, or

no one to come to the res cue if you make a wrong deci sion can
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cre ate a sense of panic and ner vous ness sim ply because you’ve never

had to act so independently before. 

For the most part, up until grad u a tion you relied on your par -

ents and school to show you what direc tion to go in your life. But

after col lege, you are out on your own, and if you don’t take per sonal 

respon si bil ity for giv ing your life mean ing and pur pose, no one will.

As psy chol o gist Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi, one of the world’s lead ing

research ers on the psy chol ogy of hap pi ness, points out:

… If we do not take charge of its direc tion, our life will be

con trolled by the out side to serve the pur pose of some other 

agency. Bio log i cally pro grammed instincts will use it to rep li -

cate the genetic mate rial we have; cul ture will make sure that

we use it to prop a gate its val ues and insti tu tions; and other

peo ple will try to take as much of our energy as pos si ble to

fur ther their own agenda—all with out regard to how any of

this will affect us. We can not expect any one to help us live;

we must dis cover how to do it on our own (1998, 1).

learning to embrace your freedom

No other gen er a tion has had so much free dom to cre ate the kind of

life they want than ours. This is our gen er a tion’s great est priv i lege, as

well as one of our great est chal lenges. While pre vi ous gen er a tions had 

only had a few paths to travel down and much of their lives were lim -

ited by eco nomic, polit i cal, and cul tural restric tions, today you can

choose from what seems to be an unlim ited num ber of paths. With so 

many options out there, it can some times seem impos si ble to decide

on where you want to go with your life.
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“I think find ing exactly what you want to do after col lege seems 

to be one of the big gest chal lenges twentysomethings face after grad -

u a tion,” says David, a twenty-four-year-old from Rich mond, Vir -

ginia. “After com ing off the high of praise from their pro fes sors,

fam ily, and all the grad u a tion speeches, many want to go out and

change the world. They feel the need to make an impact on peo ple’s

lives, but they soon find that it’s not as easy as it seems. Some

twentysomethings still don’t have a clear idea of what they want to

do after grad u a tion. Yet there are all kinds of pres sures to do some -

thing mean ing ful. It’s hard to con vince your self that work ing at a

local cof fee shop is putt ing your col lege degree to good use. I believe 

that not know ing what you want to do with your life after col lege is a 

prob lem that most grad u ates face. Many times we’ve so many

options to choose from and at times, the more options, the harder it

is to decide.”

But, while find ing out what to do with the rest of your life can

be nerve-rack ing at times, many twentysomethings con clude that,

instead of fear ing the free dom and uncer tainty that comes with our

postcollege lives, it is much health ier to embrace this new lib er a tion

and view it as a chance to explore and dis cover who you truly want to

become. “In col lege I was pre-med and was all set to go on to med i cal 

school, but now I’m actu ally work ing at a non profit and have abso -

lutely no plans of becom ing a doc tor,” says Emily, a twenty- five-

 year-old liv ing in Wash ing ton, DC. “I had been accepted to med i cal

school senior year, so I decided to take a year off to travel a bit. That

was the best thing I could have ever done! I went to Europe and was

taken aback by how dif fer ent things were over there. I was exposed to 

so much new stuff—art, his tory, pol i tics—and became fas ci nated with 

it all. When I came back, I decided to move to DC to learn more and
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even tu ally found a job at a think tank deal ing with for eign pol icy

issues. I have spent the past few years try ing to learn as much as pos si -

ble so I can go to grad u ate school in inter na tional rela tions. Quite a

change from becom ing a sur geon!

“I real ized while trav el ing that it isn’t until you get out there and

start explor ing and strug gling that you finally get a sense of who you

are and what you really want. So that is my best advice to

twentysomethings out there—go out and explore, no mat ter how scary 

it may seem, because you will not get a sense of who you are if you

don’t. I did n’t want to wake up twenty years from now and real ize I

was n’t where I truly wanted to be because I did n’t explore enough

before I made the deci sion to set tle down on one road. The other bit

of advice is being true to your self. Sure, it’s impor tant to think of the

other peo ple you care about and take their opin ion into con sid er ation.

But ulti mately you are the one that is going to be liv ing your life, so

you have to be the one who makes the fin ial deci sions.”

Like Emily’s expe ri ence, you can come out of col lege want ing

to become some thing spe cific, but once you are exposed to so many

new things in the out side world, your view of your self and the world

as a whole expands and, many times, changes the path you had set

for your self in col lege (and some times way back in high school). This 

can be scary, but not giv ing your self the chance to explore can end

up lock ing you into a life that really doesn’t fit.

Nathan Gebhard, Mike Marriner, and Joanne Gordon inves ti -

gate this prob lem in their book Roadtrip Nation: A Guide to Dis cov er ing

Your Path in Life and found that the rea son why so many

twentysomethings want to be law yers, con sul tants, and doc tors is

because dur ing col lege they don’t really know that there is any thing

else out there (2003). The authors trav eled across Amer ica and
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inter viewed some of the most suc cess ful peo ple today, includ ing the

chair man of Starbucks, the first female Supreme Court Jus tice, and

CEO of National Geo graphic Ven tures, to see how these peo ple

explored and dis cov ered their own paths in life. At the end of their

jour ney they came to the con clu sion that our gen er a tion is so

focused on study ing, find ing a job, and build ing their resumé that

they lose their youth ful curi os ity for explor ing. Instead, what young

adults need to do after col lege is start focus ing on how to express

their indi vid u al ity by search ing for a road that accen tu ates their

autonomy rather than sacrifices it.

much easier said than done?

If you’re like most twentysomethings, you prob a bly have loads

of debt from stu dent loans, earn just enough money to pay for food

and your small apart ment, and are stuck in a mun dane job that pro -

vides lit tle chal lenge or no intel lec tual stim u la tion. How the heck are

you sup posed to explore and learn more about who you want to

become in sit u a tions like these? Well, just because you can’t afford to 

trot off to Europe or are not work ing in an excit ing and stim u lat ing

job does n’t mean that you can’t use what ever sit u a tion you are in as

an oppor tu nity for self-dis cov ery. Even if you only have enough

money to pay the rent or are in a job you dis like, you can cer tainly

use the sit u a tion you are in as a chance to learn more about the

things in life you like and dis like. In all the aspects of your life that

you are not sat is fied with, ask your self why you feel that way. Why

aren’t you happy? Why does the sit u a tion annoy you? What is it that

you wish was dif fer ent? What are the oppor tu ni ties for you to

improve or change the situation? 
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While it can take a bit more effort to learn about who you want 

to become because you may not be in the most favor able cir cum -

stance, by look ing for oppor tu ni ties to learn more about your self and 

pay ing atten tion to all that you are expe ri enc ing, you can use this

infor ma tion to shape what type of life you want to cre ate for your self 

dur ing your twen ties. As my high school human i ties teacher Ms.

Jenkins once told our class, “Bore dom is a lack of atten tion,” and if

you are bored at work, frus trated about your finan cial sit u a tion, or

tired of not know ing what you want to do with your life, it may be

because you are not using the oppor tu ni ties in front of you to help

strengthen this aspect of vision of self. 
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ques tions to con tem plate

' how has your life plan changed since you grad u ated 

from col lege?

' what new expe ri ences have changed it?

' have you been dis ap pointed by these changes?

why? why not?

' what ways have you explored life after col lege?

' have you been able to inte grate all these new expe -

ri ences into what you thought you wanted to do

dur ing col lege?

' have these new expe ri ences clashed with where

you thought you wanted to go with your life?

' what path are you on now?

' is this the path you want to travel down?



figuring out what you want out of life

“The major stress I expe ri enced after col lege involved this feel ing of,

‘Oh my God, now I’m actu ally sup posed to do some thing with my

life! What the hell do I want to do?’” says Ricardo, a twenty- six- year-

 old from Los Angeles. “I con tinue to feel scared because of an over -

whelm ing need to come up with some sort of plan for affect ing the

world. I enjoy my job, make a fair amount of money, and have a lot

of friends in the city, but there’s a con stant pres sure that I should be

doing more, doing a better job of liv ing up to the prom ise of my col -

lege edu ca tion. I feel I should be lead ing mass social move ments,

chang ing the world, or at least using my mind to push for ward truth,

beauty, and hap pi ness. There’s a sense that a nine-to-five job is a bit

of a dis ap point ment. To whom? My par ents? Col lege? Myself, I

guess. I think the major stress after col lege for the highly edu cated is

that we feel like we’re sud denly done with the dress rehearsal. Now

we’re sup posed to use every thing we’ve learned and do ‘amaz ing’

things. It’s often hard to fig ure out even how to begin.”

What wakes you up? What makes you feel alive? What is it that

always grabs your atten tion? What lights you up at your core? These

are some of the ques tions that you must answer dur ing your twen ties 

if you want to solve the prob lems that Ricardo is talk ing about. Sure, 

some times try ing to answer these ques tions can be daunt ing and

even over whelm ing, but as Ricardo said, dress rehearsal is over, and

if you don’t make an effort to find out what makes you happy, no

one else will. But instead of fear ing the respon si bil ity that comes

with con front ing these self-inqui ries dur ing your twen ties, it’s much
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more con struc tive to view this ques tion-and-answer pro cess as an

oppor tu nity to fig ure out what you truly want out of life.

giving shape to your dreams

You gain an enor mous amount of power and per sonal con trol

over your world when you take your gen er al ized aspi ra tions, desires,

and dreams and begin defin ing them into spe cific goals you even tu -

ally want to accom plish. The first step in this pro cess begins by

answer ing the major ques tions that arise when try ing to fig ure out

what you want to do with your life dur ing your twen ties. So set aside 

some time for your self, grab your jour nal, and answer the fol low ing

ques tions in as much detail as possible.

' what lights you up at your core?

' what are the things that make you feel alive?

' what is it that al ways grabs your at ten tion?

' what are the things that you are au to mat i cally in ter ested in?

' why do these things make you feel so good?

After you find answers to these ques tions, try to get more spe -

cific. For exam ple, begin ask ing ques tions like:

' what kind of work re lates to these things?

' what are some of the things you even tu ally want to ac com -

plish pro fes sion ally?
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' where do you want to be pro fes sion ally and fi nan cially in

five, ten, twenty years?

' what as pects of your so cial life do you want to im prove?

When you’re done, take a moment to look over what you just

wrote down. It’s a good bet that many of the things you listed are

exter nal goals. What you are going to do now is turn your focus

inward by explor ing what type of per son you need to become in

order to attain these exter nal goals. You can do this by cir cling the

five most impor tant things to you on the list and for each one,

answer the fol low ing:

' what do you need to de velop within your self to ac com plish

what you just listed?

' what new knowl edge do you need to ac quire?

' what new skills do you need to mas ter?

' how are you go ing to live to day in or der to cre ate the to mor -

row you want?

When you start explor ing both what you want and who you

need to become to attain your desires, you will begin acknowl edg ing

to your self that there are things that you’re not com pletely happy or

sat is fied with. The deeper you get in answer ing these ques tions, the

more you will begin notic ing the dif fer ence between where you cur -

rently are and where you want to be in the future. This dis tinc tion

will make you more con scious of the fact that you are dis sat is fied

with some aspect of your life and it’s this dis sat is fac tion that even tu -

ally starts moti vat ing you to begin tak ing action.
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creating structure and direction

One of the most dis tress ing aspects of the tur bu lent twen ties is the loss 

of the edu ca tional struc ture you lived with almost your entire life.

Because it was so easy to rely on school to give you direc tion, cre at ing

the struc ture and pur pose you need dur ing your twen ties all on your

own can be one of the most daunt ing tasks you face after col lege. But

as author Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi (1997) has found dur ing his

happiness research, your vision of who you want to become is depend -

ent on the struc ture you give your life:

With out a con sis tent set of goals, it is dif fi cult to develop a

coher ent self. It is through the pat terned invest ment of psy -

chic energy pro vided by goals that one cre ates order in expe ri ence.

This order, which man i fests itself in pre dict able actions,

emo tions, and choices in time becomes rec og niz able as a

more or less unique “self” (23).

As Csikszentmihalyi points out, it is dif fi cult, if not impos si ble, to

begin devel op ing a coher ent vision of self with out bring ing order to

your con scious ness. One of the most pow er ful ways you can do this

is by learn ing to set real is tic and achiev able goals for your self. This

will cre ate the struc ture miss ing after grad u a tion and will give you a

new path to fol low while you try to fig ure out where you want to go

with your life dur ing your twen ties.
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setting your life goals

If you are like most twentysomethings, you may not know

exactly what you want out of life. This is per fectly fine and, in fact,

quite nor mal dur ing this time in your life. If you’re still explor ing,

you can think about your goals in more gen eral terms, like learn ing

about a spe cific area that inter ests you or apply ing for a job in a new

field. If you do know spe cific things you want to accom plish, get

ready to write them down.

Take out your jour nal and review the things you listed from the 

last sec tion. After you’re done, take a new sheet of paper and divide

it into three sec tions. In the first sec tion, rewrite the five most

impor tant goals you cir cled in the last exer cise. Then in the next col -

umn, write down at least three things about the type of per son you

need to become to achieve these things. Finally, in the last col umn

write three things you need to change in your life in order to become 

the per son required to achieve all these goals. Be as detailed and spe -

cific as pos si ble when you do this.

be realistic

Now, take a look at what you have and ask your self if what

you’ve writ ten is flex i ble and real is tic or fixed and rigid. For exam ple,

you may be think ing of a goal such as, “I am going to apply to busi -

ness school in six months.” This can be a good goal to strive for, but

if you know noth ing about busi ness, then it would be unre al is tic to

expect to learn every thing needed to sub mit a com pet i tive appli ca tion

within that period of time. You may have to take a step back and pay
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close atten tion to the real ity of who you are and where you’re at in

attain ing your goal. So when you set your goals, be hon est about what

skills and knowl edge you have and what you’ll need to learn.

divide up your long-term goals

Another thing to keep in mind is that some of your goals may

be a bit ambig u ous or they may only be achiev able far in the future.

You will need to break these larger goals down into many smaller

tasks that you can achieve quickly and reg u larly, on a daily or weekly

basis. By doing this with all your major goals, you will allow your self

to look ahead to the future while still keep ing a strong focus on what 

needs to be done in the pres ent.

keep your awareness up

Lastly, you will want to keep your goals in your aware ness, so

put a list of them in a place where you can see them every day. You

can keep them in your jour nal, or you can put them on some thing

you see every day, like your refrig er a tor or in your car. This will help

remind you of what you need to do on a daily or weekly basis to

reach those long-term future goals. Keep ing them in sight will also

allow you the chance to update and revise your goals. You can cross

them out as you achieve them and come up with a new list when

appro pri ate. Just remem ber that keep ing your goals in sight will keep 

them in your mind.
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“am I an adult?”

“It’s so strange to think that I’m an adult now. I mean, does the fact

that I’m out of school and have an apart ment and a job mean that I’m 

grown-up?” asks Silva, a twenty-five-year-old from Atlanta. “When

my par ents were my age, they were about to get mar ried and buy a

house. They seemed to have their whole lives mapped out for them

when they were in their twen ties. For me, get ting mar ried, find ing a

steady career, and buy ing a house seem so far into the future. My life

seems to be going in a mil lion dif fer ent direc tions, but I also don’t

want to set tle down. I still want to try new jobs, travel to new places,

and meet many more peo ple, but there’s still a part of me that feels

that every thing is up in the air and I’m not being respon si ble because

I have n’t set tled down yet. It can be hard because I think soci ety has

this spe cific idea of what it means to be an adult, but I don’t think

that notion fits well with what our gen er a tion is going through.”

One of the most ambig u ous aspects of today’s postcollege years 

is fig ur ing out what it means to be an adult dur ing your twen ties.

Twentysomethings told me that part of them feels like an adult

because they’re out on their own liv ing in their new apart ments and

work ing in their new jobs and yet, another part of them does n’t feel

quite grown-up because things like hav ing a career, get ting mar ried,

hav ing a fam ily, or own ing a home seem so far off from the real ity of 

their lives.

Psy chol o gist Jeffrey Arnett, the lead ing researcher on the devel -

op men tal pro cess twentysomethings are going through today, and

Jennifer Lynn Tan ner explain in their book, Emerg ing Adults in Amer -

ica: Com ing of Age in the Twenty-first Cen tury:
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The tim ing and mean ing of “com ing of age”—that is, reach -

ing full adult sta tus—is dif fer ent than it was 50 or 100 years

ago, dif fer ent in fact than it has ever been before. The social

and insti tu tional struc tures that once both sup ported and

restricted peo ple in the course of com ing of age have weak -

ened, leav ing peo ple with greater free dom, but less sup port

as they make their way into adult hood … More than ever

before, com ing of age in the twenty-first cen tury means

learn ing to stand alone as a self-suf fi cient per son, capa ble of

mak ing choices and deci sions inde pend ently from among a

wide range of pos si bil i ties (2005, 3).

a generation changing the nature of adulthood

Becom ing an adult has tra di tion ally been seen as a pro cess of

reach ing cer tain events in life, such as grad u at ing from school, find -

ing a career or long-term employ ment, get ting mar ried, hav ing a fam -

ily, and becom ing finan cially inde pend ent from par ents. How ever, if

you take a look at the demo graph ics of twentysomethings today, you

will see that they are chang ing the nature of what it means to be an

adult during the twenties.

The first and most obvi ous change is when today’s twenty -

somethings choose to marry. Twentysomethings are con tin u ing to

delay a com mit ment to one per son fur ther into their twen ties. This is 

result ing in peo ple hav ing chil dren much later in life as well as buy -

ing their home much later. One major rea son for this delay is that

twentysomethings are stay ing in col lege much lon ger as well as

attain ing more edu ca tion after get ting their col lege degrees. They are

also wait ing lon ger to set tle into careers and are con stantly hop ping
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from job to job and city to city to explore all that is out there. As

Arnett and Tan ner have found: 

Over all, what we see from the demo graphic out line is that in 

the past cen tury, the age from eigh teen through the

mid-twen ties has changed from being a period of set tling

down into adult roles of mar riage, par ent hood, long-term

work, and long-term res i dence, to being a time that is excep -

tion ally unset tled, a period of explo ra tion and insta bil ity, as

young peo ple try var i ous pos si ble futures in love and work

before mak ing endur ing com mit ments (2005, 7).

we are all “emerging adults”

This has cre ated a new devel op men tal phase Arnett describes as

“emerg ing adult hood.” While I men tioned ear lier that I do not like

using labels to describe today’s group of twentysomething’s, Arnett’s

descrip tion is dif fer ent because he is not try ing to stamp a catchy label 

on our generation. What he pro vides is a term that very much encap -

su lates the devel op men tal pro cess that twenty somethings go through

today as they make the tran si tion into adult hood. When Arnett asked

groups of young peo ple, “Do you feel like an adult?” about 60 per cent 

responded by say ing, “In some ways yes, in some ways no” (2001).

This feel ing of being in-between is the result of twentysomethings try -

ing to emerge as adults after col lege but not quite get ting there

because of the chal lenges of the tur bu lent twen ties.

Dur ing his research Arnett has found that emerg ing adults do

not use tra di tional mark ers of adult hood, such as the attain ment of

spe cific things or events that take place at a spe cific time, to deter mine 
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if they are adults or not (1994). On the con trary, some of the mark ers

that our gen er a tion con sid ers impor tant in becom ing an adult are psy -

cho log i cal in nature. Accept ing respon si bil ity for one’s self and mak -

ing inde pend ent deci sions are among the top descrip tions

twenty somethings use. Oth ers mark ers I’ve heard twenty somethings

use are becom ing emo tion ally secure about them selves, hav ing con trol 

over their lives, and being self-ful filled. As opposed to tran si tional

events like fin ish ing our edu ca tion, get ting mar ried, or buy ing a house, 

the cri te ria that emerg ing adults are using is much more grad ual and

psy cho log i cal in nature.

creating your own timeline

One thing to take away from this dis cus sion on adult hood is

that the timeline and cri te ria for twentysomethings achiev ing cer tain

mark ers are in flux. There fore, if you have n’t reached cer tain mark ers 

by a spe cific point in your life, don’t worry about it too much. This

time in life is truly about explor ing who you are and who you want

to become. If you jump into becom ing an adult too quickly you can

put your self on a path that is not in line with what you really want

out of life. On the other hand, you also have to keep in mind that

because we have so much free dom today, our lives are no lon ger fol -

low ing a pre dict able sequence of events. With this free dom also

comes much more insta bil ity and uncer tainty. And, as the diver sity

of paths avail able to travel down increases, so does the need to take

more per sonal respon si bil ity for which path you choose. In the next

chap ter you’ll learn how to deal with this unprec e dented level of

free dom and today’s over abun dance of choice so that you can fig ure

out which is the right path for you.
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projecting your vision of self 

into the future

Who you choose to become is one of the big gest deci sions you will

make dur ing your twen ties. How ever, one thing I want to stress is

that you don’t have to decide every thing you want at this moment. What 

I really want you to take from this chap ter is that this period in life is

about look ing at all the deci sions that you even tu ally need to make. It is 

much more con struc tive to think of your twen ties as a time to form a

vision of who you want to become and then tak ing the begin ning

steps of mak ing that vision a real ity.
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ques tions to con tem plate

' do you feel like an adult? why and why not?

' have you felt pres sure to become more of an adult? 

from whom and why?

' do you think becom ing an adult is an impor tant part 

of your vision of self? why or why not?

' what point do you think you are at in achiev ing

adult hood?

' what do you feel you still need to accom plish to feel 

like an adult?



it takes more than self-reflection

As you have seen in these first two chap ters, fig ur ing out who

you are and who you want to become is not sim ply a pro cess of

self-reflect ing your way to a new vision of self. While it’s impor tant

to your psy cho log i cal evo lu tion to think about where you want to go

with your life, learn ing to take action by explor ing your world pur -

pose fully is just as impor tant. There may be no more impor tant

aspect of your life to do this in than your work and career. Psy chol o -

gist Herminia Ibarra explains this idea in the con text of find ing a

career, but her take-action phi los o phy applies to all the life choices

you’re fac ing now:

We like to think that the key to a suc cess ful career change is

know ing what we want to do next and then using that

knowl edge to guide our actions. But change usu ally hap pens

the other way around: Doing comes first, know ing sec ond.

Why? Because chang ing careers means rede fin ing our work -

ing iden tity—how we see our selves in our pro fes sional roles, 

what we con vey about our selves to oth ers, and ulti mately,

how we live our work ing lives. Career tran si tions fol low a

first-act-then-think sequence because who we are and what

we do are so tightly con nected (2004, 1). 

Always keep in mind that self-reflec tion is not a sub sti tute for actual

expe ri ence. By both think ing about and test ing the many pos si ble

futures avail able to you dur ing your twen ties, you will begin paint ing

a clearer pic ture of the kind of life you want to cre ate for your self.
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books you will love

Roadtrip Nation: A Guide to Dis cov er ing Your Path in Life (2003) by

Mike Marriner, Nathan Gebhard, and Brian McAllister. Mike, Brian,
and Nathan bought an old run-down thirty-one-foot RV, painted it
neon green, and hit the road for three months and sev en teen thou -
sand miles to explore how other peo ple found their roads in life.
Along the way, they inter viewed over eighty peo ple, includ ing the sci -
en tist who decoded the Human Genome, the direc tor of Sat ur day
Night Live, and Starbucks Chair man Howard Schultz. A great source
for advice on how to find your path in life. Check out their site at
www.roadtripnation.com.

What Should I Do with My Life: The True Story of Peo ple Who

Answered the Ulti mate Ques tion (2002) by Po Bronson. One of the
best books I have found that pro vides insight into answer ing major
life ques tions. This great book allows you to see the even tual out -
comes for peo ple dar ing to be hon est with them selves in answer ing
the major ques tions that peo ple are fac ing in the twenty-first cen tury.

Man’s Search for Mean ing (1997) by Viktor Frankl. One of the most
inspir ing books you will ever read. Frankl was impris oned in
Auschwitz and other con cen tra tion camps for five years, and this is
his story of how he strug gled and found rea sons to live.

Tak ing Respon si bil ity (1997) by Nathaniel Branden. One of the best
books I have read about the role per sonal respon si bil ity plays in cre at -
ing hap pi ness in both your life and for the peo ple most impor tant to
you.

Work ing Iden tity (2004) by Herminia Ibarra. Your life will most likely be 
filled with many career changes, and this is a great guide on how to
smoothly make the tran si tion from one job to another.
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Emerg ing Adults in America: Com ing of Age in the Twenty-first Cen tury

(2005) edited by Jeffrey Jensen Arnett and Jennifer Lynn Tan ner

and Emerg ing Adult hood: The Wind ing Road from the Late Teens

Through the Twen ties (2004) by Jeffrey Jensen Arnett. Two of the
most com pre hen sive aca demic books on the devel op men tal pro cess
that young peo ple are going through on their jour ney into adult hood.
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 chap ter 3 

how do you know you are mak ing

the right deci sions?

When you have to make a choice and you don’t make 

it, that itself is a choice.—Wil liam James

“I think the hard est thing for me has been all the choices I’ve had to

make,” says Leslie, a twenty-five-year-old from San Fran cisco. “I

went to grad u ate school right after col lege, so I hit a ter ri ble job mar -

ket with a bach e lors and an advanced degree, about ninety thou sand

dol lars worth of debt, and no real direc tion. I’m too young for the

pro fes sor jobs I want (that I went to school for). I’ve been in a bind

try ing to fig ure out where to go and what to do. Which car should I

buy (within the one thou sand range of course) and where should I

live? Should I move into the cheap place in the bad neigh bor hood, in

with a semi-new boy friend, or take my chances with a room mate? It

has been hard to decide which jobs to take, how best to look for the



jobs I want, and how to get fur ther train ing. Mainly, I don’t know

what to do with myself. I just don’t know what path is right and I

don’t have a lot of room for mis takes because my expenses—med i cal

insur ance and stu dent loans—are so high that I have to make a cer -

tain amount of money. I feel that I have no room for mis takes

(because of my crush ing debt as well as incred i ble fear of fail ure), yet

I also have no idea about and no prep a ra tion for mak ing the right

choices.”

If you took a step back and looked at the time since you were

born all the way up until this point in your twen ties, you can see that

your life has been a jour ney in the direc tion of pro gres sively more

free dom—that is, a move ment toward a life of higher and higher lev -

els of per sonal choice. As you matured from infant to child, then

from child to ado les cent, and even tu ally ado les cent to emerg ing

adult, each tran si tion cre ated a wider range of options to choose

from while at the same time decreased the num ber of con straints

imposed on your choices. You saw in the last chap ter how this free -

dom can cer tainly be ben e fi cial to your growth and per sonal devel op -

ment because it allows you the oppor tu nity to explore all that you

want out of life. How ever, as Leslie explains, twentysomethings can

expe ri ence major dif fi cul ties in deal ing with the pleth ora of new lib -

er ties and count less choices that this freedom-filled period creates.

Mak ing all the deci sions needed to cre ate the kind of life you

want has become far from an easy task for twentysomethings today.

In fact, fig ur ing out where you want to go with your life can be one

of the most dis tress ing aspects of the tur bu lent twen ties. Psy chol o -

gist Barry Schwartz has stud ied this tyr anny of choice expe ri enced by 

twentysomethings after grad u a tion and when I spoke to him, he

explained to me, “I found out that the ques tion you don’t ask
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stu dents is, ‘What are you going to be doing after grad u a tion?’

Although a small per cent age of them know, most oth ers are par a -

lyzed because now they can no lon ger cul ti vate all of their tal ents

and have to decide on only one. So they end up spend ing a year to

fig ure out what that thing is and soon one year stretches into five

years” (May 31, 2005). In his book The Par a dox of Choice: Why More is

Less, Schwartz has found:

While stu dents at many col leges are happy to dis cover a sub -

ject to study that not only do they enjoy but that will enable

them to make a liv ing, many of the stu dents I teach have

mul ti ple inter ests and capa bil i ties. The stu dents face the task

of decid ing on the one thing that they want to do more than

any thing. Uncon strained by lim i ta tions of tal ent, the world is 

open to them. Do they exult in this oppor tu nity? Not most

of the ones I talk to. Instead, they ago nize: Between mak ing

more money and doing some thing of social last ing value.

Between chal leng ing their intel lects and exer cis ing their cre -

ative impulses. Between work that demands sin gle-mind ed -

ness and work that will enable them to live bal anced lives.

Between work they can do in a beau ti fully pas to ral loca tion

and work that brings them to a bus tling city. Between any

work at all and fur ther study. With a deci sion as impor tant as 

this, they strug gle to find the rea sons that make one choice

stand out above all the oth ers (2003, 140).

Since most of your major life deci sions have been struc tured

and nar rowed down by the straight for ward path of our edu ca tional

sys tem, fac ing a new world with a mil lion dif fer ent roads to travel
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down can make you feel lost and help less in your new life after

col lege.

This dif fi culty is com pounded by the fact that in school you

were never really pre pared to deal with all the deci sions you have to

make dur ing the tur bu lent twen ties. There were never any classes on

how to make good deci sions or how to deal with today’s over abun -

dance of choice. It still amazes me that there is no real instruc tion on 

mak ing deci sions in our edu ca tional sys tem, even though it’s such a

fun da men tal skill that affects vir tu ally every aspect of our lives. As

Schwartz told me, “This means for the time being it is up to indi vid -

u als to pick up these skills on their own.” Dur ing the tur bu lent twen -

ties, no one is going to make sure you develop these deci sion-mak ing 

skills. It’s all up to you, and in this chap ter you will learn how to

build the psy cho log i cal intel li gence needed to deal with this tyr anny

of choice and make the right deci sions to get what you want from

your life.

the costs of opportunity

“Ulti mately when you’re in school, the answers to ques tions like,

‘What’s impor tant to me?’ are some what, well, aca demic,” says Chris,

a twenty-five-year-old from New Orleans. “You’re in school. You’re

tak ing classes, mov ing for ward in a well-defined sys tem. Then you

grad u ate and sud denly there are a mil lion sys tems, a mil lion struc tures 

to choose from. It’s over whelm ing. The fact is, life after col lege is

‘real.’ You have real deci sions to make like: How impor tant is money

to me? How much time do I want to spend at work? How impor tant

78



is it that I have a job that I love? How can I stay healthy? Do I want a 

lot of chal lenge intel lec tu ally? Do I want a var ied expe ri ence? What

kind of risk do I want to take in my life careerwise? Is it impor tant for 

me to be busy all the time or do I need down time? How much sleep

do I need?”

After col lege, you’re faced with what seems to be an end less

array of choices. They can take the form of small ques tions such as,

“Where should I get an apart ment?” “Should I buy a car?” or “Should 

I pay eighty dol lars a month for a gym mem ber ship?” to tougher ques -

tions like, “Should I move to a new city away from my friends and

fam ily for that dream job or find a job that is not so great but is near a 

lot of friends?” or “Should I take that job that pays well but I don’t

enjoy or take a pay cut and work at a job that I love?” Dur ing the tur -

bu lent twen ties you are con fronted with what seems to be an unlim -

ited num ber of choices, and the fact that you have to deal with so

many of them at once often times can be over whelm ing.

Barry Schwartz has found that much of the neg a tive feel ings

that twentysomethings expe ri ence while try ing to make all these deci -

sions stems from what are called oppor tu nity costs. This means that the

cost of any option we choose involves pass ing up the oppor tu ni ties

that a dif fer ent option would have pro vided us. For exam ple, when -

ever you go through the pro cess of mak ing a deci sion, you first

deter mine the value and qual ity of each pos si ble choice by com par -

ing it with all the other options avail able. The prob lem with this is

that when you finally do make a deci sion, you expe ri ence a neg a tive

psy cho log i cal cost because you have elim i nated the oppor tu nity to

expe ri ence all the other options you were look ing at. Opportunity

costs are a part of every deci sion because you’re choos ing between

two or more options. The major psy cho log i cal prob lem lies in the
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fact that the more options or ave nues you look at, the more oppor tu -

nity costs you will accu mu late, and the greater the inten sity of the

negativity you feel about miss ing out on all the other opportunities

as a result of the choice you finally do make.

This neg a tive affect can eas ily be seen in the work ing lives of

today’s twentysomethings. After grad u a tion, you are exposed to so

many more career options than you knew about dur ing col lege and

after learn ing about all the options out there, you finally have to

decide upon one job to work in. After mak ing your deci sion, it’s easy 

to begin think ing about all the other oppor tu ni ties you gave up by

choos ing that one path. As a result, you can become less sat is fied

with the deci sion you came to.

On the flip side, you may be one of the many twenty -

somethings who can’t decide on a career path to pur sue and con tinue 

hop ping from job to job, look ing for the per fect fit. But the more

you look, the more the oppor tu nity costs pile up, often result ing in

major pro cras ti na tion and inde ci sive ness as you put off mak ing a

defin i tive career deci sion. This tyr anny of choice can cause you to

feel what Schwartz describes as “deci sion-mak ing paral y sis,” pre vent -

ing you from mak ing impor tant deci sions that are needed to move

for ward with your life. In Schwartz’s view of what twenty somethings 

are expe ri enc ing after col lege:

Every thing is up for grabs; almost any thing is pos si ble. And

each pos si bil ity they con sider has its attrac tive fea tures, so that 

the oppor tu nity costs asso ci ated with those attrac tive options

keep mount ing up, mak ing the whole deci sion-mak ing pro cess 

decid edly unat trac tive. What, they won der, is the right thing to 

do? How can they know? (2003, 141).
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One of the most psy cho log i cally dis tress ing con se quences of all 

these oppor tu nity costs is the large amount of regret you can feel

when you finally decide on one option. Most of us assume that

avoid ing regret means mak ing sure you’ve checked out all the other

options before mak ing a deci sion. How ever, this can cre ate a vicious

cycle because the more options you take a look at, the more oppor tu -

nity costs you begin expe ri enc ing. These costs can cause you to expe -

ri ence more and more regret once you finally come to a deci sion.

This can then cause you to start search ing for a new and improved

choice, start ing the pro cess all over again.

when the newness wears off

Another psy cho log i cal phe nom e non that con trib utes to this

vicious cycle of oppor tu nity costs and regret is some thing psy chol o -

gists refer to as adap ta tion. In other words, we nat u rally become

accus tomed to things and start tak ing them for granted. For exam ple, 

think for a min ute of how good it feels when you get a new com -

puter, move into a new apart ment, or buy a ton of IKEA fur ni ture.

You quickly expe ri ence a rush of excite ment from your new pur -

chase. How ever, over time the nov elty begins to wear off, and your

enthu si asm wanes. Soon your new pur chase does n’t evoke the same

pos i tive feel ings that it used to. This is because inside all of us there

is a built-in psy cho log i cal mech a nism that does not allow you to sus -

tain the pos i tive feel ings you experience about new things you attain.

This adap ta tion can be seen in the expe ri ences that twenty -

somethings have in their first jobs out of col lege. After grad u a tion,

twentysomethings can go into the work ing world think ing that they

will be in an excit ing envi ron ment, work ing with inter est ing peo ple,
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and learn ing new things each and every day. But soon they real ize

that the work ing world does n’t meet all the expec ta tions they had

devel oped while in school. Other times, a twentysomething can land

a job that is excit ing and stim u lat ing, but inev i ta bly it loses its luster

and some level of dull ness or bore dom begins to set in. In both

cases, what do peo ple begin doing next? Look ing at job list ings and

read ing all the excit ing descrip tions. Soon they start imag in ing the

pos si bil i ties they could be expe ri enc ing in all those other jobs (most

of them unre al is tic). This then starts the pro cess of accru ing oppor -

tu nity costs because twentysomethings in both groups think of all

the things they are miss ing, which in turn makes them more dis sat is -

fied with their cur rent job (even if it’s a good one). They then hit

them selves with a dou ble whammy because they are dis ap pointed

with the job deci sion they made and feel regret about the options

they did n’t choose.
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ques tions to con tem plate

' are you con stantly dis sat is fied with your deci sions? 

if so, why do you think this is?

' are you the kind of per son who looks at all the

options avail able or is always look ing for some thing 

better? if so, why do you do this?

' are you inde ci sive? if so, why do you think you are

like this?

' have you tried any strat e gies to make better deci -

sions? if so, what were they and do you think they

worked?



managing the tyranny of choice*

While many times it seems like the over whelm ing num ber of choices

today makes it impos si ble to know if you’re mak ing a good deci sion,

Schwartz has come up with a num ber of psy cho log i cal tech niques

that you can use to help nar row down your options and increase the

sat is fac tion of the deci sions you do make.

set limits on your choices

One way you can man age an exces sive num ber of choices is by

learn ing to set lim its on the options you look at. It’s almost auto -

matic to think, “The more choices I have, the better off I will be.”

How ever, you have seen how the more options you look at, the more 

likely you will be unhappy about the choices you make due to oppor -

tu nity costs and regret. There fore, it can be healthy for you to set

lim its on the num ber of options you look at when try ing to make a

deci sion. After dis cuss ing this idea with Deborah, a twenty- eight-

 year- old from Wash ing ton, DC, she told me that even though she

did n’t con sciously think about it at the time, lim it ing her options

made her feel more sat is fied about some of the major deci sions she

has made since leav ing col lege. “When I was look ing for teach ing

jobs, I applied to one in DC and one in Vir ginia, then chose the one

I liked better. When I was search ing for an apart ment, I looked at
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two places then decided on the one I liked the best. I think because I 

spent time only look ing at a few choices, I’ve been hap pier with my

deci sions because I did n’t won der about other jobs or apart ments.

Instead, I’ve spent my time enjoy ing my cur rent job and apart ment

and focus ing more on the good things about the deci sions I made.

This is not to say that I won’t look for other jobs or a new apart ment 

in the future. It just means I did n’t waste time wor ry ing about all the

other options out there.”

This may sound counterintuitive, but when you learn to restrict

your options, you will limit the amount of extra energy you spend on 

look ing at too many choices. By fig ur ing out which choices really

mat ter to you and which are less impor tant, you can focus more time 

and energy on those deci sions whose out come can bring you hap pi -

ness and ful fill ment. This is not to say that when you are mak ing a

deci sion you should n’t think about the alter na tives. Ignor ing oppor -

tu nity costs can some times lead you to over es ti mate how good the

best option is, so it’s still good to look at some options—just maybe

not all of them. Keep in mind that the more you think about other

choices, the more oppor tu nity costs there will be and the less sat is -

fac tion you will derive from what ever you finally decide upon.

make your decisions nonreversible

When ever you leave your self the option to eas ily change your

mind about a deci sion, you are giv ing your self an incen tive to con -

stantly think about all the other options out there, which will cause

you to become less sat is fied with your ini tial deci sion. How ever,

when you say to your self that a deci sion is final, you engage in a vari -

ety of psy cho log i cal pro cesses that enhance your feel ings about the
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choice you made rel a tive to the alter na tives. Know ing that you’re

going to stick to that one choice allows you to pour more energy into 

improv ing the deci sion that you’ve made rather than wor ry ing about

chang ing it and con stantly second-guessing yourself.

Now, what if the job you choose to work at is hor ri ble or you

got into a bad rela tion ship? Should you make these deci sions

nonreversible? Of course not. At one point a close friend of mine

hated his first job out of col lege (along with a huge num ber of

twentysomethings), and he told me that look ing for other jobs made

him feel better about his cur rent one because it gave him hope that

some thing better was out there. So the advice above does not mean

that you should stick to a deci sion even if it’s mak ing you mis er a ble.

Rather, if the deci sion you made sat is fies you, then stick with your

choice and make the best of it.

eliminate “if only” from your vocabulary

Another good tech nique you can use is elim i nat ing the psy cho -

log i cal trap of say ing, “If only …” about your deci sions. When

things are not going great, it’s easy to start say ing things like, “If only 

I had got ten into a better school, I would be a better job can di date,”

or “If only I had worked on my resumé more or prac ticed my inter -

view ing skills more, I would have got ten a better job.” Sure, it can be 

good to think over events that have hap pened to you, rec og nize what 

you did wrong, and learn from the expe ri ence. How ever, if you con -

tinue to say to your self, “If only…,” you are set ting your self up for

an emo tional roller coaster and major regret.

When you regret some thing, it’s often appro pri ate to feel like

things would be better if cer tain aspects of your life were dif fer ent.
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This is per fectly nat u ral and in fact pro vides a great oppor tu nity to

learn from the sit u a tion. How ever, if it becomes so prom i nent in

your psy che that it pre vents you from mak ing impor tant deci sions in

your life, you will have to make a con scious effort to min i mize this

way of think ing. One way to do this is by lim it ing the num ber of

options you con sider before mak ing a deci sion. You can also make

sure you appre ci ate the good things about the deci sion you do make

rather than focusing on what is bad about it.

One of the most impor tant ways you can help your self become

more sat is fied with your deci sions is under stand ing that any sin gle

deci sion, in and of itself, rarely has the power to com pletely trans form 

your life the way we some times think it will. It’s too easy to think,

“Every thing would have been so dif fer ent if I had stud ied harder and

gone to my dream school or got ten more expe ri ence in col lege.” The

real ity is that life does n’t work like that. You have to work with what

you have now and use the past as fuel to push you for ward.

cultivate the habit of gratitude

Schwartz told me that one of best ways you can increase your

sat is fac tion with your deci sions is by learn ing to become grate ful

about what you have as a result of the choices you’ve made instead of

focus ing on what you don’t have. When you think about pos si ble

alter na tives, you can trig ger dis sat is fac tion with the choices you have

made. But with prac tice, you can learn to reflect on the good things in

your life, which will make your day-to-day expe ri ences better. An easy

way to do this is by keep ing a jour nal at your bed side and each morn -

ing or at night write down the things that hap pened the day before or

dur ing the day that you’re grate ful for. You can write down any thing,
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like a good day at work, a job pro mo tion, or meet ing an inter est ing

per son, or small things such as a crisp blue sky, cof fee with a friend,

or a good meal. While it may seem a lit tle silly to do, on a con scious

and sub con scious level your mind will soon make a shift in what it

focuses on, allow ing you to keep a greater aware ness of the pos i tive

things in your life while mov ing the neg a tive things to the back -

ground. A great quote from one of my favor ite books, The Alche mist by 

Paulo Coelho, sums it up per fectly: “… when each day is the same as

the next, it’s because peo ple fail to rec og nize the good things that hap -

pen in their lives every day that the sun rises” (1995, 29).

bringing emotional intelligence to 

your decisions

Dur ing my first week in col lege, I met Steve. He was val e dic to rian of

his high school and a math wiz who was just a few points shy of get -

ting a per fect SAT score. Steve was one of the most intel li gent peo ple 

I had ever met and yet, at the end of the first semes ter, he was on

pro ba tion for nearly flunk ing two of his classes. The rea son Steve had 

done so poorly in school was because he had spent most of his

semes ter hang ing out with friends, drink ing, get ting high, and sleep -

ing until one or two in the after noon. At the end of the year, he had

to leave our school for a year and take classes at a com mu nity col lege

before com ing back. I still don’t know if he ever grad u ated.

When ever I thought about Steve, I always used to ask myself

how some one with such a high IQ could act so dumb. Why did he

have so much trou ble mak ing good deci sions? I soon found the

answer in Dan iel Goleman’s ground break ing book Emo tional Intel li gence: 
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Why It Can Mat ter More Than IQ (1995). What Goleman has found dur -

ing his years of intel li gence research is that things like IQ, the abil ity

to get a high SAT score, or good grades are not always the best ways

to pre dict who will suc ceed in life. This is not to say that there isn’t a

rela tion ship between IQ, SATs, grades, and future suc cess. There cer -

tainly can be. How ever, more and more research con tin ues to show

that they aren’t the only fac tors involved, says Karen Arnold, pro fes -

sor of edu ca tion at Boston Uni ver sity who tracks val e dic to ri ans. “To

know that a per son is a val e dic to rian is to only know that he or she is

exceed ingly good at achieve ment as mea sured by grades. It tells you

noth ing about how they react to the vicis si tudes of life” (John son and

Murray 1992).

As Arnold and many other psy chol o gists have known for quite

some time now, being smart by tra di tional aca demic stan dards does

not always mean that a per son will make good deci sions. As

Goleman explains:

Aca demic intel li gence offers vir tu ally no prep a ra tion for the

tur moil—or oppor tu nity—life’s vicis si tudes bring. Yet, even

though a high IQ is no guar an tee of pros per ity, pres tige, or

hap pi ness in life, our schools and our cul ture fix ate on aca -

demic abil i ties, ignor ing emo tional intel li gence, a set of traits—

some might call it char ac ter—that also mat ters immensely to 

our per sonal des tiny. Emo tional life is a domain that, as

surely as math or read ing, can be han dled with greater and

lesser skills, and requires its unique set of com pe ten cies. And 

how adept a per son is at those is cru cial to under stand ing

why one per son thrives in life while another of equal intel -

lect, dead ends … (1995, 36)
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the importance of emotional awareness 

What if I told you that you can not make a ratio nal deci sion with -

out using your emo tions? This seems like an illog i cal state ment

because peo ple typ i cally think of emo tions inter fer ing with our abil ity

to make good, ratio nal deci sions. How ever, research by Dr. Anto nio

Damasio, a neu rol o gist at the Uni ver sity of Iowa Col lege of Med i cine,

has shown that it is vir tu ally impos si ble to make a good deci sion if

you do not have ade quate aware ness of your emo tions (1994). The

evi dence for this comes from Damasio’s research on patients with

dam age to the prefrontal-amygdala-cir cuit, the emo tional part of our

brain that stores the likes and dis likes you acquire over the course of

your life. Damasio has found that peo ple with dam age to this area of

the brain have seri ously flawed  decision- making capa bil i ties. But what

is extremely inter est ing about this is that these same patients show no

dete ri o ra tion in their IQ or cog ni tive abil ity. Even though their intel -

lec tual fac ul ties are intact, these indi vid u als con tinue to make ter ri ble

choices in their per sonal and pro fes sional lives. This has led Damasio

to sug gest that the rea son these peo ple make such disas trous deci sions 

is because they have lost the abil ity to learn emo tion ally as well as gain 

access to old emo tional mem o ries.

When access is cut off to the amygdala, things that nor mally

trig ger an emo tional reac tion don’t because there is no lon ger any

access to the “ware house” that holds all the emo tional mem o ries

asso ci ated with sim i lar events in the past. As a result, patients with

dam age to this area have for got ten all the emo tional les sons they

have learned dur ing their life time. So when they are pre sented with

some thing that nor mally elic its an emo tional reac tion, such as a

favor ite TV show or a per son that they strongly dis like, it no lon ger

trig gers excite ment or aversion—it is simply neutral.
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the importance of knowing your values

The pow er ful role that emo tions play in mak ing ratio nal deci -

sions has also been dem on strated in Damasio’s study of Elliot, a

patient who had a tumor removed from behind his fore head.

Although his sur gery was seen as a suc cess, it caused a dras tic change 

in Elliot’s per son al ity. Intel lec tu ally, he was as bright as ever, but he

was unable to use his time effi ciently, would get lost in minor details, 

and seemed to have lost all sense of pri or ity. As a result, he could no 

lon ger hold a job, his wife left him, and he squan dered his savings.

Elliot went through exten sive intel lec tual test ing and Damasio

found noth ing wrong with his men tal fac ul ties. His logic, mem ory,

atten tion, and all other cog ni tive abil i ties were com pletely intact. But 

Damasio noticed that Elliot was vir tu ally obliv i ous to his feel ings

about what had hap pened to him. If you asked Elliot about his sur -

gery and the dif fi cult events that hap pened to him after wards, he

would dis cuss them with out emo tion. There was no sign of regret,

sad ness, frus tra tion, or anger in his tone. This was because the sur -

gery had sev ered the con nec tion between the amygdala and its

related cir cuits—that is, the emo tional brain from the intel lec tual,

thinking part of the brain.

While Elliot was still able to think about every step in a deci -

sion, he was unable to actu ally make a deci sion because he could n’t

assign value to the dif fer ent pos si bil i ties. To him, every option was

neu tral. Because of this lack of aware ness about his own feel ings,

Elliot’s rea son ing and deci sion-mak ing abil i ties suf fered. This could

be seen in even the sim plest of deci sions, such as choos ing a time

and date for an appoint ment. Elliot could find ratio nal argu ments for 

and against every date and time, but he was unable to choose one

sim ply because he lacked any sense of how he felt about any of
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them. What Elliot’s expe ri ence dem on strates is that deci sions can not 

be made sim ply through ratio nal anal y sis. They require an aware ness

of your feel ings and your abil ity to use that knowledge to make

intelligent choices.

using your gut

Emo tions are what usu ally point you in the right direc tion, and

by lis ten ing to your gut you can use this infor ma tion to begin think -

ing long-term about a deci sion and even tu ally use logic to ensure that 

the path you finally take is cor rect. This is espe cially rel e vant today,

as we con front a world of vir tu ally unlim ited choice after grad u a tion. 

Decid ing on things like where to live, what kind of job you want,

what career to pur sue, or who to date or marry are all deci sions you

must con front dur ing your twen ties, and it is the emo tional learn ing

that life has given you (such as a bad job expe ri ence or a pain ful

breakup) that can stream line the deci sion-mak ing pro cess by elim i -

nat ing some options and highlighting others.

Devel op ing your emo tional aware ness is extremely impor tant to 

the deci sions you make dur ing your twen ties because you use it to

nav i gate through the array of options in today’s over abun dance of

choice. Although you might usu ally think of strong feel ings as wreak -

ing havoc on your abil ity to rea son, your inabil ity to be aware of

what you feel can be just as disas trous. By using your inner signals to 

help you pare down the numer ous choices you have through out your 

twen ties, you can add emo tional intel li gence to your IQ and rea son -

ing abil i ties to help you make better deci sions about where you want

to go during your twenties.
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who are you listening to?

Through out your youth you have used exter nal sig nals to direct most

aspects of your life. Your par ents told you how to behave, the edu ca -

tional sys tem showed you which direc tion to travel, and a mul ti tude

of other peo ple were always tell ing you the best way to live your life.

The poten tial prob lem with this is that the feel ings for what you truly

wanted may have been drowned out some where along the way. As a

result, the act of lis ten ing to your deep est emo tions and desires—

your inner sig nals—can be a for eign expe ri ence after grad u a tion

because you have always lis tened to the advice of exter nal sources

and struc tures to show you what to want, what to do, and who to be.

Lis ten ing to so many exter nal prompts through out your life can 

lead to focus ing on exter nal achieve ments, such as find ing an excit -

ing and high-pay ing job, buy ing a nice car, or liv ing in a big house.

These are all well and good, but it’s also impor tant to become skill ful 

and accom plished in the devel op ment of your inner world and of

your aware ness of all of your needs, desires, hopes, dreams, and

frus tra tions.

If you become out of touch with your emo tional self, you can

also become blind to impor tant aspects of the exter nal world, fail ing

to see oppor tu ni ties for growth and devel op ment in your envi ron -

ment. For exam ple, if you deny your desire for greater auton omy in

your job, you can become obliv i ous to oppor tu ni ties that give you

more respon si bil i ties and a chance to improve your skills. If you

reproach your self for feel ing lonely and deny the desire for friend -

ship and a sense of com mu nity, you can become obliv i ous to offers

of com pan ion ship from peo ple who care about you. If you deny the
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real ity of how hard it can be to rede fine your vision of self dur ing

the tur bu lent twen ties, you can blind your self to the pos si bil ity that

you are living in the past.

Your emo tions are a part of real ity, just like a job, apart ment, or 

friends, and when you make a con scious effort to become aware of

what you’re feel ing—even if it is embar rass ing or scary—you are

then able to own your feel ings and bring them into con tact with the

rest of your knowl edge. This will even tu ally help you to pro cess

these emo tions ratio nally and learn from them for future devel op -

ment. Self-exam i na tion and self-accep tance are essen tial com po nents 

of per sonal growth, and if you don’t allow your self to fully acknowl -

edge, accept, and expe ri ence your emo tions, then you run the risk of

bury ing impor tant needs and wants deep within and severely restrict -

ing the expan sion of your vision of self.
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ques tions to con tem plate

' have you been lis ten ing to your gut when mak ing

deci sions? why or why not?

' are peo ple tell ing you what should be impor tant to

you? if so, what do you think their moti va tions are?

' are you lis ten ing to them? why or why not?

' are you deny ing your emo tions in impor tant areas

of your life? why or why not?

' are you run ning away from fac ing pain ful or embar -

rass ing things? what are they?

' why have you not wanted to face them?



a personal account

When I came out of col lege, I thought I had every thing fig ured

out. I was a psy chol ogy major, had fallen in love with the field, and

planned to make a career out of it. In col lege, I had done a great deal 

of research on depres sion and started my first book on the anti de -

pres sant effects of exer cise (called Feel ing Good for Life, 2001) dur ing

my senior year, so I was deeply immersed in the sub ject. The plan

after grad u at ing was to take some time off, get more psy chol ogy

expe ri ence, fin ish up my book, and then go to grad u ate school in

clin i cal psy chol ogy. I wanted to become a pro fes sor with the pos si -

bil ity of open ing up my own prac tice on the side.

It seemed like a solid path to fol low, but as soon as I grad u ated 

I became exposed to many more things than I expected—most of

which I was never aware of in col lege. My world really opened up

because in col lege all I knew was psy chol ogy; I had n’t really allowed

other things to pen e trate my con scious ness. As I was exposed to dif -

fer ent expe ri ences and ideas, my inter ests began to widen and

change. How ever, I did not fully inte grate all I was learn ing because

it did n’t fit into the clin i cal psy chol ogy plan I had set in school.

Over the next few years I fin ished my first book and thought I

wanted to pur sue this area of research for the rest of my life, so I

decided to apply to grad u ate school for clin i cal psy chol ogy. I applied 

in the fall, checked this off my life plan, and went to Bar ce lona to

study abroad for a semes ter.

I had never got ten a chance to study abroad in col lege due to

other com mit ments, so I fig ured this was the per fect time for me to

go because I would learn a lot, have a great time, and then come

back to head off for grad u ate school. Lit tle did I know how being
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away from the struc ture of my life would dras ti cally change my idea

of the world and my place in it. While I was in Bar ce lona, the sec ond 

book and grad u ate school seemed like a dis tant mem ory as I became

exposed to so many new things in a com pletely dif fer ent world. I still 

thought about grad u ate school every so often, but only when peo ple

would ask me what I was going to do when I got back to the states.

Then came the day that would make me fully aware of how uncon -

scious I had actu ally been of my emotions.

I was in a café start ing to for mu late the ideas for The Tur bu lent

Twen ties Sur vival Guide when I received a call from my mom. She

began the con ver sa tion by tell ing me that she had some bad news

and then told me that I had been rejected from grad school. In

think ing back to that con ver sa tion, what was so strik ing about that

moment was my ini tial reac tion to the news. I did n’t expe ri ence

shock, nor did I feel any type of dev as ta tion; I sim ply felt indif fer -

ence. The first thing I actu ally did was com fort my mom because she 

seemed to be so sad that I did n’t get in. I told her not to worry

because I would fig ure some thing out and then I got off the phone. I 

sat back down at my table and with a small shrug and a sip of my

cool ing cof fee, thought, “That sort of sucks”—and continued on

with my writing.

Over the next few days I had to remind myself that I needed to 

think about what had just hap pened. So I set some time aside to be

by and with myself so I could take a step back to fig ure out why I

had n’t reacted as neg a tively as I thought I should have about not

achiev ing this major step in my life plan. I went home and laid down

on my bed, and as I relaxed my body, I started say ing out loud every -

thing I was think ing and feel ing about what had hap pened. As I

began acknowl edg ing and expe ri enc ing all of my emo tions, I soon

95



real ized that I had decided a long time ago that my inter ests and pas -

sions had changed because of the new things I had been exposed to,

and grad u ate school for clin i cal psy chol ogy really was n’t that impor -

tant to me in the long run for many of the new goals I wanted to

accom plish. The prob lem was that I had blocked myself from

becom ing fully con scious of the fact that I was feeling like this.

What actu ally hap pened was that on a deeper level, I had

known a long time ago that the clin i cal psy chol ogy path was not

com pletely right for me. But I con tin ued to ignore my emo tions and

the sig nals my inner self was giv ing me because I had formed a rigid

path in col lege and acted stub bornly not to devi ate from it. The new

things I was expe ri enc ing were extremely inter est ing and excit ing,

but they were not part of my mas ter plan, so I did n’t fully inte grate

them into my life. I can even recall that back when I was fill ing out

the appli ca tion to grad u ate school, there was this lit tle voice inside

my head say ing that research ing and writ ing about exer cise, nutri tion, 

obe sity, and depres sion was fun, but it was n’t what I wanted to do

for ever. These issues were no lon ger wak ing me up and get ting me as 

excited as they used to. In hind sight, I now see that I was try ing to

force myself to feel some thing that I could n’t. I con tin ued to jus tify

stay ing on this old path by say ing that I would just try to expand my

inter ests and incor po rate these new things while in clin i cal psy chol -

ogy school. How ever, the real ity of the sit u a tion was that if I had

gone ahead to grad u ate school in clin i cal psy chol ogy, it would have

boxed me in. I would have spent the major ity of my time research ing 

top ics that I was n’t truly inter ested in, and this would have severely

lim ited my per sonal devel op ment. Some where along the way I had

become uncon scious of my emo tional self and what I truly felt was

right. I was no lon ger lis ten ing to my inner sig nals tell ing me what
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my pas sions really were sim ply because I had formed a rigid plan in

col lege about what I wanted to do for the rest of my life and was

determined to stick with it.

Today, I am very thank ful that I did n’t get into grad u ate school

because I would be doing some thing I would n’t be com pletely inter -

ested in and would n’t be as happy as I am now. Sure, it would have

pro vided me secu rity and pur pose for five years and I would have

had a set career path, but I would have also been stuck in some thing

that would have lim ited me in the things I truly want to accom plish

now that I’ve had time to explore other things in life. I now see that

when we set rigid plans at such an early age, it can be dif fi cult to

move away from them, even if our inner sig nals are scream ing at us

to try some thing new or drop some thing old. I still am going to pur -

sue psy chol ogy, just not the clin i cal route. I’m also going to incor po -

rate the things I’ve learned out side of psy chol ogy to help crys tal lize

the path I truly want to take.

be true to your inner self

It is extremely com mon to come out of col lege want ing to

become some thing spe cific then change this idea once you’re

exposed to so many new things in the out side world. After grad u a -

tion, the vision of self you hold and the per cep tion of the world as a

whole expands and many times alters the path you have set for your -

self dur ing col lege. This change in your mas ter plan is a nor mal part

of indi vid u at ing into your new life dur ing your twen ties and does n’t

have to be seen as a source of stress. You can reframe it as an oppor -

tu nity for explo ra tion of what you want and who you want to
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become. Always remem ber that you have the power within to change 

the path you want to take.

Dur ing the course of writ ing of this book, one of the most

impor tant things I’ve dis cov ered is that our gen er a tion feels pres -

sured to have things fig ured out by the time they grad u ate. As a con -

se quence, they tend to see col lege as the end of learn ing when in

real ity, it’s just the begin ning. If you do not view your life after col -

lege as a time of explo ra tion and self-dis cov ery and don’t lis ten to

your inner desire to learn, under stand, and inte grate all the new

things you expe ri ence after grad u a tion, then you run the risk of lim it -

ing the devel op ment of your vision of self and mov ing on to paths

that may not be com pletely right for who you are and where you

truly want to go. This is why it’s so impor tant to learn to lis ten to

your emo tions in mak ing those deci sions on where you want to go

with your life.

being by and with yourself

As I illus trated ear lier, one of the best ways to get in touch with 

your inner sig nals is by tak ing time to be by and with your self, allow -

ing every thing you are think ing and feel ing to be expe ri enced. When -

ever I feel trou bled about some thing, I go some where I can be alone, 

sit in a com fort able chair or lie down on my bed, and say out loud

every thing I am think ing and feel ing. I relax my entire body and

allow myself to acknowl edge and really expe ri ence all of my emo -

tions. I stress the impor tance of doing both because it’s one thing to

say out loud what we are feel ing, but it’s quite another to actu ally

expe ri ence it. It’s not until you allow your self to fully expe ri ence
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what you’re feel ing, even if it’s fright en ing, that you will be able to

fully discharge your emotions.

Lots of peo ple try to keep their emo tions bot tled up because

they don’t want to show oth ers what they are truly feel ing or don’t

want to expe ri ence the negativity brought about from their cur rent

emo tional state. To them, it’s eas ier to repress their feel ings. But

your feel ings don’t dis ap pear just because you try to ignore them.

When you try to do this, you bury your emo tions deep into your sub -

con scious where you have no con trol over them. When you do allow 

your self to fully acknowl edge and expe ri ence your emo tions, you are

able to learn more about them, under stand them, and even tu ally own 

them. This way, you are the mas ter of your emo tional state and not a 

slave to how you’re feeling moment to moment.

When you acknowl edge and accept how you are feel ing, it does

not mean that your emo tions have the final say. For exam ple, some -

times you may not feel like going into work in the morn ing. What

you can do is acknowl edge how you’re feel ing, expe ri ence it fully,

accept it—and then move on. By doing this, you will go to work with 

a con scious ness that is much clearer because you have not started

your day out by deny ing how you are truly feeling.
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books you will love

The Par a dox of Choice: Why More Is Less (2003) by Barry Schwartz.

One of the most illu mi nat ing works on the impor tance of bring ing
greater aware ness to the deci sions we make in today’s over abun dance
of choice. Whether we are choos ing a job, career, whom to marry, or a 
cell phone, Schwartz shows that more is not always better and the
bewil der ing array of choices today can actu ally cause us to become
less sat is fied with our choices.

Emo tional Intel li gence: Why It Can Mat ter More Than IQ (1995) by

Dan iel Goleman. A book that I believe every twentysomething
should read. This book will pro vide you with the foun da tion for
every thing that col lege did not teach you and will enhance every sin gle 
aspect of your life.
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 chap ter 4 

how do you con quer the

postcollege blues?

Hap pi ness depends on our selves.—Aris totle

“Dur ing my first year after col lege, I fell into a really deep depres -

sion,” says Jody, a twenty-four-year-old from Port land. “I decided to

go out west because I got offered a job I could n’t pass up, but soon

after I got there, I became sad and lonely. My job was n’t what I

expected it to be and I really started to miss col lege and all my

friends. My life had changed so much and I felt like I did n’t have con -

trol over it. I still feel pretty lost because I don’t exactly know what I

want to do with my life yet, but I’m hop ing that I’ll fig ure that out

soon.”

One of the most alarm ing dis cov er ies I came across dur ing my

research of the tur bu lent twen ties was that expe ri ences like Jody’s are 

extremely com mon among twentysomethings today. So many



grad u ates I spoke to told me that either they had become depressed

or knew of fel low twentysomethings who had devel oped major

depres sion. Along with depres sion, many spoke about feel ing

extremely ner vous about how their life was unfold ing because they

did n’t know what the next step was and felt like they were sim ply

wan der ing through their twenties.

What com pounds this worry and stress is the assump tion that

what these twentysomthings are expe ri enc ing is abnor mal. But if you 

are feel ing anx ious, help less, or depressed, you cer tainly aren’t alone.

Because of the nature of this tran si tional period, it is extremely com -

mon to strug gle with an array of neg a tive emo tions that arise from

all the chal lenges you face after col lege. How ever, just because you’re 

sus cep ti ble to these feel ings does n’t mean that you have to let them

take over your life. There are proven strat e gies you can use to beat

the postcollege blues, and what I will show you in this chap ter is

how to use these clin i cally tested meth ods so that you can begin tak -

ing con trol of your emotional health.

the two forms of the postcollege blues

As I spoke with both youn ger and older twentysomethings, I found

that there are two dis tinct times dur ing the tur bu lent twen ties that

grad u ates are most sus cep ti ble to the postcollege blues. The first is

right after grad u a tion, and the rea son why this is such a vul ner a ble

period is because there’s never been any other time in which so many

aspects of your life change so quickly and dras ti cally. From work and

your career, to your finances, to your rela tion ships, to cop ing with
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cre at ing a new vision of self, so many parts of your life can be up in

the air. What’s worse is that you have to attend to them all at once,

which can over whelm you and cause you to feel like you don’t have

any con trol over the impor tant areas of your life.

The expe ri ence of this first form of the postcollege blues is

remark ably sim i lar to a clin i cally diagnosable con di tion that many

women go through after giv ing birth: postpartum depres sion. The

symp toms for this con di tion are:

' dif fi culty con cen trat ing or mak ing de ci sions

' feel ings of worth less ness or guilt

' fo cus ing on fail ure at moth er hood

' ex ces sive anx i ety

' lack of con fi dence

' feel ing of be ing over whelmed

' sad ness

' loss of in ter est in nor mal ac tiv i ties

' tired ness

' feel ing like you’re not good enough

' im paired con cen tra tion or mem ory

' in abil ity to cope

' de spon dency or de spair

' hope less ness
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When you com pare the list above with the per sonal accounts

you’ve read so far, you can see that what twentysomethings are expe -

ri enc ing dur ing the postcollege blues is remark ably sim i lar to what

women expe ri ence dur ing postpartum depres sion.

Aside from the bio log i cal changes a woman goes through after

giv ing birth, one of the rea sons why women can develop postpartum 

depres sion is because they find them selves hav ing to take on new

roles, such as mother and care taker. Since these roles are often not

well defined, women can go into moth er hood with out a clear idea of

what the role actu ally entails and feel lost while try ing to be a

“mother.” Well, we have seen that a sim i lar phe nom e non occurs

when twentysomethings are forced to shed the role of stu dent to

take on new roles that fall under the umbrella of the often ambig u -

ous term of “adult.”

New moth ers can also develop major feel ings of anx i ety and

self-doubt because of the unre al is tic expec ta tions they can form

about being a per fect mother. Moth ers report that the idea of fail ing

to do a good job rais ing their chil dren can be ter ri fy ing to them. Sim -

i larly, twentysomethings have high expec ta tions about what they

want to accom plish after grad u a tion and can even tu ally develop feel -

ings of self-doubt after real iz ing how unpre pared they are to deal

with many of the new chal lenges they face while try ing to achieve the 

goals they set for themselves during college.

New moth ers report that one of the major wor ries they have

after giv ing birth is the new finan cial bur dens and eco nomic inse cu -

rity that can occur dur ing moth er hood. Money also has a major

impact on the lives of twentysomethings because many of the jobs

twentysomethings work in after col lege do not pay that well. Com -

bine this with loads of stu dent-loan debt and it’s easy to see how
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twentysomethings can feel a great deal of stress and anx i ety when

think ing about their finances.

Lastly, the types of inter ac tions that moth ers have with their

fam ily and friends can change, and if new moth ers don’t have the

sup port needed for this tran si tion, they can develop a greater risk for 

depres sion. This is the same for most twentysomethings who see the

sup port sys tems they were accus tomed to for years dis in te grate after

college.

The sec ond point in which twentysomethings can develop the

postcollege blues is dur ing the mid-to-late twen ties. It is at this point 

that it dawns on them that five or more years have passed since grad -

u a tion and their life is not where they thought it would be when they 

planned it all out dur ing col lege. For exam ple, when you were youn -

ger you most likely thought that by your mid-to-late twen ties you

would have a great-pay ing job that you loved, a defined career, a plan 

to change the world, a great group of friends, a seri ous roman tic

part ner or even a spouse, a house of your own, and a gen er ally set -

tled life. But as we dis cussed in chap ter 2, if you’re like most twenty -

somethings, you have only a few, if any, of these things in your life.

Most likely, the job you are in is not your dream job, you are not set -

tled in any type of career, not mar ried (or have not even met any one

who comes close to that point), rent ing a small stu dio that takes up

half your pay check or liv ing with a group of other twentysomethings, 

can’t even come close to afford ing a house, not mak ing much money 

and quite pos si bly, liv ing back home with the par ents. At this point

you also have to accept the fact that you can not change the world so

eas ily or accom plish all that you want as fast as you could during

your academic years.
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One of the most pow er ful ele ments of both forms of the

postcollege blues is that dur ing the tur bu lent twenties you begin

coming face-to-face with your mor tal ity. If you are a

twentysomething right out of col lege, it slowly dawns on you that the 

old way of life is gone for ever, and you will never be able to relive

your under grad u ate years. While some of the twentysomethings I

spoke to were going to grad u ate school, every one of them said it

just was n’t the same as under grad. For those of you who are in your

mid-to-late twen ties, the dread of turn ing thirty can make you feel

like another part of your life is over and there is no going back.

When you were in your teens and turned twenty, you prob a bly never

thought, “I’m going to miss my teens so much!” At that time you

were in the midst of col lege, hav ing a great time, so it really was n’t a

major turn ing point in your life. But ask any twentysomething who is 

about to reach thirty, and they will tell you how a feel ing in the pit of 

their stom ach can start to grow as they begin real iz ing that they are

get ting older and will never be able to relive their twen ties. In both

forms of the postcollege blues, the fact that time is pass ing by

becomes a much more prom i nent fix ture in your mind and you begin 

under stand ing that there are things in life that you will never be able

to expe ri ence again in the same manner.

a generation plagued by helplessness

Sup pose you took a rat and put it in a steel cage. In this cage there is a 

floor that can pro duce a mild elec tri cal shock when ever you press a

but ton. You then press the but ton and give a shock to the rat. As

soon as you do this, the rat begins squeal ing in pain, starts tear ing at
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the floor, and tries to climb the walls to escape. You end the shock

after five sec onds and even tu ally the rat calms down. But then, a min -

ute later, you shock it again for five sec onds, and the rat responds the 

same way. Well, if you were to repeat this eighty times, by the end of

the final ses sion you would not get a rat that is yelp ing or try ing to

climb the walls. What you would have is a rat that hud dles in the cor -

ner and does noth ing to try to stop or escape the shocks.

Now, if you were to take the same rat that you just shocked and 

put it in a cage where it was able to turn off the shock by sim ply run -

ning to the other side, you would see that the rat does n’t make any

par tic u lar effort to try to stop the shocks. It would just sit there list -

lessly and take the pain. Why would n’t the rat try to stop or pre vent

the shocks? It’s because when ever you expose ani mals to sit u a tions

that are uncon trol la ble, some thing dra matic hap pens to them psy -

cho log i cally: at some level, they assume that noth ing they do will

stop the pain, so they decide to do nothing.

Psy chol o gist Mar tin Seligman, for mer pres i dent of the Amer i can

Psy cho log i cal Asso ci a tion and a pro fes sor at the Uni ver sity of Penn -

syl va nia, was the first per son to do these types of exper i ments, and

what he uncov ered was that this psy cho log i cal change of the rat is not

depend ent on the actual pain from the shocks it receives, but rather

on whether the sit u a tion it is in is per ceived as uncon trol la ble. Dur ing

this same line of research with dogs, Seligman found, “When shock is

ines cap able, the dog learns that it is unable to exert con trol over the

shock by means of any of its vol un tary behav iors. It expects this to be 

the case in the future, and this expec ta tion of uncon trol la bility causes

it to fail to learn in the future” (1993, 20). Seligman describes this

behav ior as learned help less ness, and what he has dis cov ered is that this
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same type of reac tion expe ri enced by rats and dogs is also found in

humans dur ing sit u a tions we believe are uncon trol la ble.

Twentysomethings today can develop this kind of learned help -

less ness because it can seem like you don’t have con trol over impor -

tant aspects of your life. Because of a per ceived insta bil ity in your

life, you can start form ing the belief that your life is uncon trol la ble

and assume that this is how it will be in the future. And even though

you may not actu ally be help less in the lit eral sense, your per cep tion

of help less ness can make you believe that you’re unable to effec tively 

cope. These feel ings of help less ness can be focused on spe cific sit u a -

tions, such as a feel ing like you are not able to find a good job, you

can’t find some one good to date, or you have no idea who you want

to become dur ing your twen ties. Other times it can be more gen eral,

such as feel ing like you don’t fit into major life roles like worker,

lover, or friend.

the price of high expectations

After grad u a tion you have the free dom to be the mas ter of

your own fate and can choose any direc tion you want to go with

your life. Because you are now able to exert more con trol over your 

life than ever before, you may feel like you should be able to pro -

tect your self from feel ing help less. After all, it’s only in sit u a tions

where you have no choice that you become vul ner a ble to learned

help less ness, right? Well, as we saw in chap ter 3, just because you

have more choice does not nec es sar ily mean that you are always

better off. In fact, today’s over abun dance of choice can actu ally

plunge you into the postcollege blues.
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Psy chol o gist Barry Schwartz believes that this is because of two 

major fac tors. First, because we have grown up in a time of increased 

choice and higher lev els of expe ri enced con trol, there has also been

an increase in expec ta tions about con trol. As Schwartz explains, “We

should be able to find edu ca tion that is stim u lat ing and use ful, work

that is excit ing, socially valu able, and remu ner a tive, spouses who are

sex u ally, emo tion ally, and intel lec tu ally stim u lat ing and also loyal and 

com fort ing … With all the choice avail able, we should never have to

set tle for things that are just ‘good enough’” (2003, 210). Not only

have we grown up expect ing per fec tion in all exter nal things, but we

also expect it from our selves. We expect to be able to man age every

aspect of our life and when we fail or seem to lose con trol, we blame 

our selves intensely, mak ing us sus cep ti ble to the postcollege blues.

As Schwartz has found in his research, “Unat tain able expec ta tions,

plus a ten dency to take intense per sonal respon si bil ity for failure,

makes a lethal combination” (214).

maximizers vs. satisficers

One pos si ble fac tor in deter min ing whether you will develop

this kind of learned help less ness is whether you are a maximizer or a

satisficer. A maximizer is some one who strives to make the best pos -

si ble choice in every instance while a satisficer sim ply looks for the

choice that is “good enough.” For exam ple, if a maximizer went

shop ping for a new lap top, he would try to look at as many mod els

as pos si ble and do inten sive research on all of them to fig ure out

which is the best pos si ble choice. But as we talked about in chap ter

3, the more choices he looks at, the more oppor tu nity costs he will

acquire, and the greater the decrease in hap pi ness that per son will
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derive from the deci sion they finally do make. On the other hand,

when a satisficer goes shop ping, she has a cer tain set of param e ters

to judge her choices by, and when she finds the lap top that sat is fies

those param e ters, she stops the com puter search and buys the laptop 

that fits her needs.

What Schwartz has found is that satisficers, in gen eral, are hap -

pier with their deci sions (and with life as a whole) than maximizers.

As Schwartz explains:

… maximizers are prime can di dates for depres sion … we

have found a strong pos i tive rela tion between max i miz ing

and mea sures of depres sion. Among peo ple who score high -

est on our Max i mi za tion Scale, scores on the stan dard mea -

sure for depres sion are in the bor der line clin i cal depres sion

range.

With respect to young peo ple today, Schwartz goes on to say:

We find the same rela tion ship between max i miz ing and

depres sion among young ado les cents. High expec ta tions and 

tak ing per sonal respon si bil ity for fail ing to met them can

apply to edu ca tional deci sions, career deci sions, and mar i tal

deci sions, just as they apply to deci sions about where to eat

… If the expe ri ence of dis ap point ment is relent less, if vir tu -

ally every choice you make fails to live up to expec ta tions

and aspi ra tions, and if you con sis tently take per sonal respon -

si bil ity for the dis ap point ments, then the triv ial looms larger

and larger, and the con clu sion that you can’t do any thing

right becomes dev as tat ing” (2003, 214).
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powering up your positivity

Most of us, at some point in our lives, have met some one who seems

to be happy all the time—where their nat u ral state is sim ply one of

con sis tent hap pi ness. If some thing bad would hap pen to this per son,

such as get ting into a ter ri ble acci dent, devel op ing can cer, or los ing a

loved one, they would of course suf fer a great deal. But if you met up

with them a short time later, you would see that they most likely

would have returned to their orig i nal level of basic hap pi ness. In con -

trast, take a per son whose nat u ral state seems to one of sad ness and

gloom and let some thing won der ful hap pen in their life, such as
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ques tions to con tem plate

' have you been feel ing symp toms of the postcollege

blues? if so, what are they?

' how long have you been feel ing like this?

' have your feel ings been inter fer ing with impor tant

aspects of your life (work, friends, fam ily, roman tic

rela tion ships)?

' what do you think trig gered you to feel this way (be

spe cific)?

' what have you done to cope with the postcollege

blues?

' did these strat e gies make you feel better? why or

why not?



get ting a good job, fall ing deeply in love, or com ing into a great deal

of money. This per son would be happy for a while—but check back

with them in a few weeks, months, or a year, and you will most likely

find that this per son has returned to their nor mal state of mel an choly.

One major dif fer ence between these two types of peo ple is

their sense of life; that is, their gen eral sense of how they per ceive

and expe ri ence the world. Peo ple who are gen er ally happy pro cess

the events in their lives much dif fer ently than those whose nat u ral

dis po si tion is one of unhap pi ness. Happy peo ple hold brightly in the

fore front of their con scious ness the pos i tive things in life while

hold ing neg a tive things in the back ground, whereas pes si mists do the 

exact oppo site. What this con tin ues to show is that your own per cep -

tions and atti tudes about what you expe ri ence dur ing your twen ties

have far more to do with your emo tional state than any external

events do.

what’s your explanatory style?

No, this is not the lat est pick-up line you will hear at a bar on a

Sat ur day night. Your explan a tory style is actu ally the way you

describe the events that take place in your life. Seligman describes in

his best-sell ing book Learned Opti mism: How to Change Your Mind and

Your Life that one of the most impor tant fac tors in the devel op ment

of learned help less ness is how you explain the events that hap pen in

your life:

How you think about your prob lems, includ ing depres sion

itself, will either relieve depres sion or aggra vate it. A fail ure

or a defeat can teach you that you are now help less, but
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learned help less ness will pro duce only momen tary symp toms 

of depres sion—unless you have a pes si mistic explan a tory

style. If you do, then fail ure and defeat can throw you into a

full- blown depres sion. On the other hand, if your explan a -

tory style is opti mis tic, your depres sion will be halted (1998,

75).

There are two major fac tors that deter mine your explan a tory

style. The first is what Seligman describes as per ma nence. This is when

peo ple per ceive or explain neg a tives as per ma nent fix tures in their

life. For exam ple, a per son with a pes si mis tic explan a tory style

believes that bad events are always going to hap pen, while some one

with an opti mis tic explan a tory style believes that bad events are only

tem po rary and can be changed by their actions. The dif fer ence

between the two is that a pes si mist will think in per ma nent terms

such as, “I will never find a job that I love,” while an opti mist will

think in tem po rary terms such as, “The job I am in is not that great,

but if I keep explor ing I’ll even tu ally find one I really enjoy.” As

Seligman explains, “If you think about bad things in terms of ‘al -

ways’ and ‘never’ and abid ing traits, you have a per ma nent, pes si mis -

tic style. If you think in terms of ‘some times’ and ‘lately’ using

qual i fi ers and blam ing bad events on tran sient conditions, you have

an optimistic style” (1998, 44).

But your explan a tory style is not lim ited to how you view bad

events. It also influ ences how you view the good expe ri ences in your

life. The inter est ing thing with this is that you use the oppo site type

of explain ing when it comes to pos i tive things. For exam ple, peo ple

who are opti mis tic view pos i tive events as per ma nent rather than

tem po rary, and the oppo site is true for pes si mis tic peo ple, who
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believe that good events are tem po rary and fleet ing. While opti mists

think in terms of, “I am good at what I do,” pes si mists will think, “I

am just lucky.” Seligman has found that:

As for peo ple who believe good events have per ma nent

causes, when they suc ceed, they try even harder the next time. 

Peo ple who see tem po rary rea sons for good events may give

up even when they suc ceed, believ ing it was a fluke. Peo ple

who best take advan tage of suc cess, and get on a role once

things start going well, are the opti mists (1998, 90).

The sec ond com po nent of your explan a tory style is what

Seligman describes as per va sive ness. As opposed to per ma nence, which 

deter mines how long a per son feels help less, per va sive ness deter -

mines whether the help less ness is lim ited to the orig i nal sit u a tion or

is spread across many dif fer ent sit u a tions. For exam ple, say you lose

your job because your com pany decided to outsource your posi tion.

Some peo ple will restrict this neg a tive event to the pro fes sional or

finan cial aspect of their lives, while oth ers will gen er al ize the

negativity that comes from the sit u a tion to all the areas of their life.

An opti mist will make spe cific expla na tions for their set backs, while

a pes si mist will make more uni ver sal expla na tions. This is not to say

that an opti mis tic per son won’t ever feel help less when they lose

their job—it’s just that they will only feel like that for a lit tle while

and will even tu ally move for ward. A pes si mist, on the other hand,

will let their whole life crum ble to pieces because of one inci dent.

And again, the oppo site expla na tion effect holds true for good

events. A pes si mist will explain good events in terms of spe cific fac -

tors such as, “I got an A because I am smart in chem is try,” while an
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opti mist will explain good events in terms of universals such as, “I

got an A because I am smart.”

using your ABCDEs

One of the first steps you can take to develop this kind of opti -

mism is learn ing to rec og nize and dis pute pes si mistic thoughts. If

you learn to make per ma nent and uni ver sal expla na tions for good

events, as well as tem po rary and spe cific expla na tions for bad events, 

you will begin devel op ing your resil ience against the postcollege

blues and be able to bounce back when adver sity hits. A sim ple but

effec tive tech nique devel oped by Seligman in his book Authen tic Hap -

pi ness: Using the New Pos i tive Psy chol ogy to Real ize Your Poten tial for Last -

ing Ful fill ment is the ABCDE tech nique (2004). A stands for adver sity

cre ated by some event, B for pes si mis tic beliefs you have in response 

to the event, C for the usual con se quences of your beliefs, D for you 

dis put ing the rou tine of your pes si mistic beliefs, and E for the

energy you cre ate when you suc cess fully dis pute your pes si mis tic

thoughts. Let’s take a look at how this method can help you defeat

your pessimistic thoughts.

Adversity: I have applied for job after job and have been

unable to find work in my field.

Beliefs: No one wants to hire me. I will never find a job. I

must not have very good qual i fi ca tions. I am a to tal fail ure.

Consequences: I feel help less and lost. I feel like I’m never

going to find a job. I could n’t sleep last night. I have just

wanted to be by myself all day and not talk to any one.
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Disputation: Maybe I’m just being unre al is tic about this

whole thing. The job mar ket is not that good in my field.

Maybe I need to start devel op ing new skills or begin look -

ing for jobs in other areas. I am not a total loser because I

still think that I have a lot to offer a com pany. I just need

to look and see what else is out there and keep try ing.

Energizing: I am start ing to feel better about myself now

that I am look ing at it from a more real is tic per spec tive. I

am now much more moti vated to go look ing for a new job. 

I am going to try to not let this type of neg a tive think ing

hold me back in the future.

Over the next week, find five sit u a tions in which some type of

adver sity comes up and, using your jour nal, explain them in terms of

the exam ple above. When doing this, pay spe cial atten tion to your

inter nal dia logue. If you begin hear ing pes si mis tic think ing sneak in,

dis pute those thoughts using the ABCDEs. While you do this exer -

cise, keep in mind that your beliefs are just that—beliefs—and you

have the power to change them.

writing away the blues

When I asked twentysomethings about the strat e gies they use to make 

them selves feel better about some thing bad in their life, many said

that they wrote down their thoughts and feel ings in a jour nal. If

you’ve never kept a jour nal or diary, chances are that you know some -

one who has. Most of the time peo ple just write about daily events.

How ever, a great deal of psy cho log i cal research, shows that writ ing
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about how you feel is one of the best ways to cope with neg a tive

feel ings.

When ever you feel down about some part of your life, one of

the first things you usu ally want to do is talk about what’s trou bling

you. How ever, you may have dif fi culty express ing how you feel

because you don’t think peo ple will under stand, or you may be

scared of what other peo ple will think of you. As a result, you end up 

keep ing your feel ings locked up inside and never let any one know

what you’re truly expe ri enc ing. It’s easy to fall into the trap of try ing

to put up a front of being happy to save face in front of other

twentysomethings. One of the major con se quences of this sav ing-

 face phe nom e non is that you may never have an oppor tu nity to fully

express how you are really feel ing. These emo tions grad u ally get bur -

ied deep inside, which blocks you from think ing about what you’re

expe ri enc ing in a broad and inte gra tive way. By keep ing your feel ings 

bot tled up, you strug gle with a part of you that wants to express

itself, cre at ing a tug-of-war within your psy che that can make you

even more stressed out.

Using a jour nal pro vides you with an out let to express all that

you’re feel ing and gives you an oppor tu nity to better under stand

your expe ri ences dur ing your twen ties. When you write down your

thoughts and feel ings, you start the pro cess of com ing face-to-face

with the neg a tive events in your life and begin con front ing the

thoughts and emo tions you are feel ing in response to those events.

Using a jour nal gives you an oppor tu nity to acknowl edge what you

are expe ri enc ing, which even tu ally forces you to rethink the events

that have hap pened. This will help you under stand your emo tional

response from a more real is tic and ratio nal per spec tive. When you

write about expe ri ences that you’ve been keep ing inside, you will
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learn to trans late those events into lan guage. Once they are lan guage

based, you make them more con crete and can fig ure out ways to do

some thing about the sit u a tion or how you are feel ing. As Mat thew

McKay and Catharine Sutker describe in their book The Self-Esteem

Guided Jour nal:

Journaling offers a way to better under stand and learn from

your emo tions, feel ings, and thoughts. The pro cess of putt -

ing words to paper elic its truths you may not even real ize

you pos sess. Writ ing gives you a cer tain dis tance and per -

spec tive, allow ing you to better under stand your self. The

ingrained pat terns of self-per cep tion become clear and vis i -

ble on paper (2005, 3).

Express ing your self through jour nal writ ing can also strengthen 

your vision of self by help ing to improve your self-esteem through

increas ing your self-con fi dence. Expres sive writ ing can help you

mas ter the way you expe ri ence neg a tive events by increas ing your

abil ity to tol er ate fear and reduce other neg a tive emo tions. As a

result, your self-effi cacy will increase because you begin to see your -

self as hav ing the abil ity to han dle neg a tive emo tions effec tively.

When you’re able to see your self as hav ing greater con trol over your

emo tional expe ri ences, your neg a tive moods will tend to dissipate

much more quickly.

Believe it or not, expres sive writ ing can also help you get a job!

In an inter est ing study by psy chol o gist Stefanie Spera and col leagues

(1994) involv ing three groups of men who were recently laid off, one

group was asked to write for thirty min utes a day for five con sec u tive

days about their thoughts and feel ings of being laid off. Another

group was asked to write for the same period of time about how they
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were using their time while being unem ployed, while the last group did 

not write at all and served as a com par i son group. The research ers

found that the men writ ing about their thoughts and feel ings

expressed the humil i a tion and out rage they felt about los ing their jobs

along with other inti mate parts of their lives such as mar i tal prob lems,

ill ness, finan cial dif fi cul ties, and fears about the future. These men

reported feel ing better imme di ately after writ ing each day. At the end

of three months, 23 per cent of the men who wrote about their

thoughts and feel ings landed jobs com pared with less than 5 per cent

of the men in the time man age ment and no-writ ing com par i son group. 

As the months pro gressed, 53 per cent of those who wrote about their

thoughts and feel ings had jobs com pared with only 18 per cent of the

men in the other con di tions. What is par tic u larly strik ing about the

study was that the men in all three con di tions had gone on the same

num ber of job inter views. The only dif fer ence was that those who had 

writ ten about their feel ings were offered jobs.

Spera and her col leagues believe that the key to these find ings

was that those who had explored their thoughts and feel ings were

more likely to have come to terms with the anger and hos til ity they

felt about their old job and toward their pre vi ous employer. Most of

the men in the study had felt betrayed by their pre vi ous employ ers.

Even dur ing the ini tial inter view for the study, the research ers often

found it dif fi cult to stop the men from vent ing their anger. The the -

ory is that when most of them went on their job inter views, many

tended to let down their guard and talked about how they were

treated unfairly. Those who had writ ten about their thoughts and

feel ings, on the other hand, were more likely to have come to terms

with get ting laid off, and dur ing their inter views, these men came

across as being less hos tile and more promising employees.
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beginning the process

Now, how should you go about the expres sive writ ing pro cess?

In his book Open ing Up: The Heal ing Power of Express ing Emo tions, psy -

chol o gist James W. Pennebaker, the lead ing researcher on jour nal

ther apy, sug gests that it’s not nec es sary to write about the most trou -

bling things that have ever hap pened to you (1997). What seems to

be more impor tant is focus ing on the issues that you’re cur rently

deal ing with. Explor ing both the objec tive expe ri ence (what hap -

pened) and your emo tional response to it is what’s key. You should

feel that when ever there’s some thing you want or need to express,

you can always take a pen and paper out and just write it all down.

When writ ing, make sure not to cen sor your self in any way. You

want to express every thing that’s going on in your head, just let ting

go and writ ing every thing you feel. Also, it’s not nec es sary to always

write about neg a tive things. Stud ies have found that focus ing and

writ ing about pos i tive thoughts and feel ings can have a sim i lar ther a -

peu tic effect by act ing as a buffer to the negative emotions you are

feeling.

When you sit down to write, you will want to set aside about

twenty to thirty min utes to allow enough time to explore your deep -

est thoughts and feel ings. When actu ally writ ing, don’t worry about

gram mar, spell ing, or sen tence struc ture. If you run out of things to

say or reach a men tal block, just repeat what you have already writ ten 

and keep the pro cess flow ing. A for mer writ ing teacher of mine

always empha sized the value of a good pen. I have found this

extremely help ful in my jour nal writ ing because it allows my

thoughts to just flow on to the paper with out hav ing to worry about

press ing down hard to write.
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Where and when you write will depend on your cir cum stances.

Pennebaker sug gests that the more unique the set ting, the better.

How ever, it’s always good to find a place where you will not be inter -

rupted or dis tracted by any sounds, sights, or smells. You may won -

der if you need to write every day. Well, peo ple seem to derive the

same psy cho log i cal ben e fits when writ ing sim ply when they feel like

it. Peo ple with dia ries often write every day, but most of those

entries don’t grap ple with major psy cho log i cal issues. What is impor -

tant is the con tent, not the fre quency. On the flip side, try not to

write too much if you’re using writ ing as a sub sti tute for tak ing

action or as some type of avoidance strategy.

A com mon ques tion about fully express ing your self on paper is 

what you should do with it after you’re done. Pennebaker notes that

ano nym ity is an impor tant part of expres sive writ ing. Many peo ple

will be inhib ited and not fully express them selves if they think that

oth ers may read what they have writ ten. Although this may be hard

for you to do, I destroy most of what I write (unless I’ll be using it

for some future pur pose). This allows me the oppor tu nity to write

what ever comes to my mind with out wor ry ing about any one find ing

out what I am think ing or feel ing. But do what ever you need to do to 

cre ate a feel ing of safety and anonymity.

Finally, while you can derive many ben e fits from expres sive

writ ing, it’s not a pan a cea. What expres sive writ ing can do is help

you develop a better under stand ing of what you are expe ri enc ing

dur ing the tur bu lent twen ties, which can then help you for mu late a

plan of action on how best to deal with what is trou bling you. As

McKay and Sutker explain:
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Each day you’ll learn how to notice pos i tive qual i ties about

your self, begin tak ing on pos i tive feed back oth ers offer, and

take note of evi dence that points to your strengths and abil i -

ties. You’ll develop a broader pic ture of your self that

includes a more accu rate and healthy self-per cep tion. You’ll

learn to avoid judg ing your self so harshly (2005, 4).

Here are the steps to get ting started with your writ ing pro cess:

1. set aside twenty to thirty min utes in which you will not

be dis turbed.

2. focus on a dif fi cult issue you are cur rently deal ing with.

3. write about the objec tive expe ri ence—what actu ally

 happened—and your emo tional response to it.

4. while you do this, don’t cen sor your self. express every -

thing going on in your head. don’t worry about gram -

mar. just let it all flow out.

5. next, try to look at what you wrote and pick out the pos -

i tive aspects of your sit u a tion. ask your self what good

can come out of the sit u a tion.

6. if you run out of things to say, keep repeat ing some thing 

pos i tive until more things come to mind.
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the exercise solution to depression

We all know that exer cise can make you look and feel better, but were 

you aware that it is one of the most effec tive ways to fight anx i ety and 

depres sion? Exer cise’s pow er ful psy cho log i cal effects have been

shown to con sis tently fight the blues and are even as effec tive as

more tra di tional forms of treat ment. In a study by psy chi a trist John

Griest and col leagues from the Uni ver sity of Wis con sin, two groups

of patients with major depres sion were ran domly assigned to either

an exer cise group that ran for forty min utes, three times a week, or to 

one of two forms of indi vid ual psy cho ther apy. At the end of ten

weeks the par tic i pants in all three groups showed sig nif i cant reduc -

tions in depres sion. What was sig nif i cant was that there was no dif fer -

ence in improve ment among the three groups. In other words,

exer cise worked just as well as psy cho ther apy. The research ers also

found that the peo ple who kept exer cis ing con tin ued to show

improve ment at the one, three, six, and nine-month fol low-ups

(1979).

Anti de pres sant med i ca tion is cur rently the num ber-one form of 

ther apy for depres sion and yet even though more and more anti de -

pres sants are being rec om mended each year, the rate of depres sion

con tin ues to increase and shows no signs of slow ing down. More

impor tantly, anti de pres sants can be expen sive and carry unwanted

side effects such as diz zi ness, dry mouth, nau sea, and sex ual dys func -

tion. So how does exer cise com pare? In a six teen-week study by

James Blumenthal and col leagues at Duke Uni ver sity, par tic i pants

were assigned to an exer cise group, an anti de pres sant group, or a

com bi na tion group. The exer cise group exer cised for thirty min utes,
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three times a week, while the med i ca tion group received the pop u lar

anti de pres sant Zoloft, and sub jects in the exer cise/med i ca tion group 

received the same type of med i ca tion and per formed the same exer -

cise reg i men as those in the two other groups. At the end of six teen

weeks the research ers found that all three groups expe ri enced reduc -

tions in depres sive symp toms. Over 60 per cent of those in the exer -

cise group no lon ger met the diag nos tic cri te ria for major depres sive

dis or der, com pared to 68 per cent of the peo ple in the med i ca tion

group, and 65 per cent of those in the exer cise/med i ca tion group. In

other words, exer cise alone was com pa ra ble to the effec tive ness of

anti de pres sant med i ca tion and comparable to medication combined

with exercise in alleviating the sub jects’ symptoms of depression

(1999).

Michael Babyak and his col leagues at Duke then fol lowed these

peo ple for six months after the ini tial study and found that the sub -

jects who con tin ued to exer cise were much less likely to see their

depres sion return than the indi vid u als who relied on med i ca tion

alone or used a com bi na tion of both med i ca tion and exer cise. In

fact, only 8 per cent of those in the exer cise group relapsed, com -

pared to 38 per cent of those in the med i ca tion group, and 31 per cent 

of those in the med i ca tion/exer cise group (2000). This means that

over four times as many peo ple relapsed when they used anti de pres -

sants com pared to people who used exercise alone!

how soon will you begin feeling better?

One ques tion you may have is how quickly you will start feel ing 

better after begin ning to exer cise reg u larly. Well, this answer depends 

on a num ber of fac tors. Indi vid ual char ac ter is tics and the seri ous ness 

124



of a per son’s emo tional state must always be taken into account.

How ever, Dr. Fernando Dimeo and his col leagues have found that

you can start deriv ing the mood-ele vat ing ben e fits of exer cise right

from your first work out (2001). Dimeo took twelve peo ple diag -

nosed with mod er ate to severe depres sion and had them exer cise on

a tread mill for thirty min utes a day for ten days. Dimeo found that

their symp toms had dropped by an aver age of 33 per cent. In fact,

five of the patients had their depres sion scores decrease by over 50

per cent in only ten days. What is even more sur pris ing is that exer -

cise worked faster than anti de pres sant drugs, which gen er ally take

two to four weeks to begin working.

which exercise is best?

Is there a spe cific type of exer cise that is best for reliev ing

depres sion? The research has found that the most effec tive form of

exer cise is the one you like the most, because con sis tency seems to

be the most impor tant fac tor in pro duc ing mood-ele vat ing effects.

Walk ing, run ning, swim ming, aer o bic dance, weight train ing, and

yoga have all been shown to pro duce sim i lar anti de pres sant effects.

What ever exer cise you use, you will want to do it at least three times

a week for about twenty-five to thirty min utes. You also don’t have

to exer cise at a high inten sity to get the men tal health ben e fits

described above. Again, con sis tency is what matters most.

creating your own exercise prescription

When devel op ing your own pro gram, you will want to keep the

fol low ing in mind to get the most out of exer cis ing.
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Do some thing you enjoy. While I was a per sonal trainer I found this to be 

one of the most impor tant things to con sider when start ing an exer cise

pro gram. If you’re not hav ing fun while you are exer cis ing, not only will

you be spend ing your time in a bad expe ri ence, but you will most likely

lose moti va tion pretty quickly and not stick to your pro gram. One thing

to look at when think ing about the kind of exer cise you like is whether

you like exer cis ing by your self or in a group. Quite often, group activ i ties 

like exer cise classes, walk ing in a group, or orga nized sports are great

ways to get exer cise that also add a social com po nent, which can increase 

your enjoy ment and adher ence. So answer the fol low ing ques tions:

' what kind of ex er cise do you like?

' why do you like it?

' do you like do ing it by your self or in a group?

' do you en joy ex er cis ing in side, out doors, or both?

Get spe cific. When think ing about your pro gram, you will want to get

spe cific about what you want to accom plish. To help you with your

goals, apply the goal-set ting tech niques you learned about in chap ter 2 to

your exer cise pro gram. Try to set both long- and short-term goals, fig ure

out what you need to do to accom plish them, and then in your jour nal

mea sure your prog ress (both phys i cal and men tal).

Keep it real is tic. One thing you want to keep in mind when mak ing your

goals is keep ing them real is tic. If you set your goals too high or think

you’re sud denly going to start exer cis ing five times a week for two hours

a day, you may be set ting your self up for fail ure. This kind of com mon

error can actu ally increase your sense of help less ness because it seems

like you can’t even con trol this aspect of your life. So start out with a
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real is tic goal—somthing like exer cis ing three times a week for twenty to

thirty min utes. As you inte grate phys i cal activ ity in your life, you can

grad u ally increase the inten sity or fre quency.

trying out therapy

Some twentysomethings I spoke to said that one of the paths they

took to deal with the strug gles they were hav ing with the postcollege

blues was seek ing out pro fes sional help. They told me that see ing a

psy chol o gist gave them an oppor tu nity to fully express to an out side

observer what they were truly feel ing and it really helped them get

through many of the issues they were deal ing with at the time. “I

decided to start see ing a ther a pist about a year after I grad u ated,” says 

Michael, a twenty-four-year-old from Bal ti more. “I was pretty darn

lonely and did n’t really feel like I had a group of friends whom I

trusted. I really missed my fam ily as well as my close friends who

were back east. I started see ing a psy chi a trist for about six months,

but I did n’t feel like I was mak ing much prog ress so I really shopped

around and saw about five psy cho ther a pists before set tling down

with a new one whom I have been see ing since. I’m glad I went

because I think it helps a lot. I have found that it’s really use ful just to 

take an hour a week to think about your self. I still have a lot of issues

to work out and I think ther apy is a great way to fig ure out those

things.”

As Michael points out, ther apy can pro vide an oppor tu nity to

take a step back and eval u ate impor tant issues that need to be

addressed in your life. Not only will you be able to have an objec tive
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per son lis ten to every thing you are going through, but a good ther a -

pist will also help you develop the psy cho log i cal skills needed to

cope with many of the issues you will con front dur ing the tur bu lent

twen ties.

letting go of the fear of appearing weak

One of the obsta cles that young peo ple can face in see ing a psy -

chol o gist is that they can feel weak for hav ing to see a pro fes sional

to deal with their postcollege blues. The idea that it’s not nor mal for

some one in their early twen ties to seek out ther apy can pre vent many 

twenty somethings from get ting much-needed help. Most twenty -

somethings don’t have friends or know peo ple their own age see ing a 

psy chol o gist. Even if there are such peo ple around, you may not be

aware of it because no one really wants to men tion that they’re seek -

ing pro fes sional help because of the stigma usu ally attached to it.

“Back when I started ther apy, I really did n’t have friends who were

see ing ther a pists, so it was a tough step,” says Gabriel, a twenty- six-

 year-old from Albu quer que. “I talked to my par ents about it and

then spent some time look ing at ther a pists cov ered by my insur ance.

I do think the stigma of ther apy really goes away when you have a lot 

of friends who are also in ther apy. My two best guy friends are in

ther apy, the two girls I’ve dated seri ously both see ther a pists, and

var i ous other folks are in ther apy, too. In fact, at least three of my

friends are open about the fact that they also see psy chi a trists so they 

can get anti de pres sants. Many of those who are not in ther apy wish

they had insur ance pro grams that cov ered it. I still don’t really men -

tion it at work, but I’m pretty open with all my friends about see ing a 

ther a pist, and I find myself con stantly rec om mend ing ther apy to
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those of my friends who aren’t already in it. I do think that I’d feel

much less com fort able talk ing about ther apy if there were n’t so many 

folks around me who also see ther a pists.” As Gabriel points out,

unless you know of peo ple who are actu ally in ther apy, it can be

tough to let go of the fear and seek out professional help.

I asked psy chol o gist Lynn Bufka, a direc tor in the Prac tice

depart ment at the Amer i can Psy cho log i cal Asso ci a tion, about this

and she told me:

I think more peo ple might con sider ther apy if they under -

stood it and knew that ther apy does n’t have to go on for

years, but can be brief and focused on prob lem-solv ing. This 

is why a ther a pist might offer some thing more than a good

friend can. As a prac ti tio ner, I really think peo ple would be

better served if they thought of psy cho ther apy as some thing

that you might avail your self of at a par tic u lar junc ture in

your life rather than hav ing to see a ther a pist for years. We

see our phy si cians that way—why not treat men tal health the 

same way? (June 9, 2005) 

Bufka makes a great point: If you were seri ously hurt phys i cally, you

would cer tainly take the nec es sary steps to treat your injury. Well, if

your emo tions or way of think ing have been seri ously injured, it is

also nec es sary to take the proper steps to treat your pain, and some -

times this means seek ing out pro fes sional help. As a good friend of

mine who went to see a ther a pist told me, “I really just fig ured it

came down to want ing to take some steps to feel better and think ing

that this might be a good way to do it. If I were phys i cally sick I

would prob a bly spend the money to get that treated, so I fig ured I
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would just try to eat out fewer times over the next few months and

not go out as much.”

shopping for a psychologist

In look ing for a good psy chol o gist, Bufka told me, “I think it’s

really impor tant for peo ple to feel com fort able select ing and hir ing. I 

mean, it is hir ing—the patient is the one pay ing for the ser vices of a

ther a pist,” and because you can pay a sig nif i cant amount of money

to see a pro fes sional, it is a good idea to shop for a psy chol o gist like

you would any thing else you’re buy ing. Here are some help ful tips

she said to keep in mind when seeking a psy chol o gist:

1. Call poten tial ther a pists and ask ques tions. Don’t just go on

whether or not they have an avail able open ing. You’re

sign ing up for some thing pretty per sonal, so feel ing

com fort able with the psy chol o gist, whether it is inter -

per sonal com fort or com fort with how they respond to

your ini tial ques tions, does mat ter. You are the pur -

chaser of ser vices, so ask ques tions. If you don’t like the 

answers, don’t make an appoint ment.

2. Inquire about fees and whether they will accept your insur ance

up front. Don’t leave any doubt that you could see the

per son if you like them. Also, ask whether the ther a pist

has a sliding scale. Many ther a pists feel a respon si bil ity

to treat a cer tain num ber of lower-income cli ents, and

this may make it pos si ble to see some one who is out of

your price range.
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3. Pro vide a lit tle bit of infor ma tion about your cur rent sit u a tion

and see if the psy chol o gist seems respon sive. This may be

an indi ca tion of how they will be dur ing ther apy.

4. Either on the phone or in per son, ask ques tions about how long 

the ther a pist thinks treat ment might take. Ask about their

approach to ther apy and what you might be doing. Most 

expe ri enced ther a pists can be rather eclec tic in

approach. This is gen er ally a good thing because it

means they are pay ing atten tion to the lit er a ture, striv ing 

to learn new things, and adapt ing to meet the needs of

the per son in front of them.

there really are no such things 

as problems

In read ing this header you may be say ing to your self, “Well, I have

some seri ous prob lems in my life.” But if you took a step back and

looked at your prob lems from a real is tic and opti mis tic perspective,

with very few excep tions where things are com pletely beyond your

con trol, you would see that many of the things you think of as prob -

lems are sim ply points where a deci sion has to be made. For exam ple, 

if your job is mak ing you mis er a ble, you have the deci sion to either

stick it out or find a new one. If you’re feel ing lonely, you can choose

to sit at home and con tinue to think that no one likes you or you can

be proactive and go out and develop new friend ships. If you’re strug -

gling finan cially, you can con tinue to worry and stress out about it or
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you can learn new skills to get a higher-pay ing job and/or learn how

to save and invest your money more wisely. If a valu able rela tion ship

is dete ri o rat ing, you can choose to let it get worse or you can make

the deci sion to under stand the sit u a tion better and work harder to

mend it. The prob lems that are caus ing you so much dis tress and sad -

ness dur ing your twen ties will fade once you make the deci sion to act

and do some thing about the sit u a tion. If your postcollege blues are

start ing to inter fere with impor tant areas of your life, you can make

the deci sion to go see a ther a pist. The choice to be proactive and

change your life is usu ally the harder path to take and that is exactly

why so few peo ple fol low it. How ever, when you do take respon si bil -

ity for how you want to feel, you will begin con quer ing the

postcollege blues and pro vide your self with oppor tu ni ties for hap pi -

ness and ful fill ment.
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books you will love

Learned Opti mism: How to Change Your Mind and Your Life (1998)

and Authen tic Hap pi ness: Using the New Pos i tive Psy chol ogy to

Real ize Your Poten tial for Last ing Ful fill ment (2004) by Mar tin

Seligman. The author cre ated a major shift in the psy cho log i cal com -
mu nity with the idea that psy chol ogy had to start focus ing on how to
cre ate hap pi ness instead of just focus ing on men tal ill ness. Seligman,
the founder of pos i tive psy chol ogy, inte grates decades of psy chol ogy
research into a prac ti cal guide on how to develop an opti mis tic sense
of life.

Open ing Up: The Heal ing Power of Express ing Emo tions (1997) by

James Pennebaker. A great resource for get ting the most out of your 
jour nal writ ing.

The Self-Esteem Guided Jour nal (2005) by Mat thew McKay and

Catharine Sutker. An excel lent psy cho log i cal work book on how to
use guided journaling to increase your self-esteem. The book pro vides 
numer ous tech niques on how to use expres sive writ ing to silence the
patho log i cal critic.

133





 chap ter 5 

how do you sur vive in today’s

work ing world?

Work saves us from three great evils: bore dom, vice,

and need.—Vol taire

“The gut-wrench ing ques tion that kept enter ing my head sev eral

months after grad u a tion was, ‘I went through six teen-plus years of

edu ca tion and thirty thou sand dollars of debt for this?’” says Jamie, a

twenty-five-year old from San Fran cisco. “In school I was n’t given an 

accu rate account of what to expect as an entry-level pro fes sional. I

was told by my nur tur ing pro fes sors and cheer ful career ser vices

coun sel ors that I could go any where and do any thing with my Notre

Dame degree. I knew noth ing about being a ‘bot tom dweller,’ the

‘cof fee wench,’ or ‘putt ing in my dues’ as I have pain fully come to

know now so well.”



For most twentysomethings, the first order of busi ness after

col lege is look ing for a new job. How ever, what grad u ates quickly

dis cover upon enter ing today’s work ing world is that find ing a job,

espe cially one that is ful fill ing, is not as easy as they assumed it

would be. This can come as quite a shock because, as Jamie points

out, twentysomethings assume that after spend ing so much time and

money get ting a col lege edu ca tion, it should be a snap to get a good

job. But ask any twentysomething about their work expe ri ences since 

grad u a tion and they will tell you that it has actu ally been one of the

most stress ful as well as dis ap point ing aspects of their postcollege

lives.

Dr. Mel Levine, a pedi at ric pro fes sor at the Uni ver sity of North 

Carolina Med i cal School, believes that part of the rea son why grad u -

ates are hav ing such a hard time enter ing the work ing world is

because they emerge from col lege with an unre al is tic pic ture of the

world. He blames over pro tec tive par ents and cod dling col leges who

lav ish stu dents with praise and tell them that once they get their edu -

ca tion, they can be any thing they want. In a recent Asso ci ated Press

arti cle Levine says, “We’re see ing an epi demic of peo ple who are

hav ing a hard time mak ing the tran si tion to work—kids who had too 

much suc cess early in life and who have become accus tomed to

instant grat i fi ca tion” (Irvine 2005). I spoke to Barry Schwartz about

this sit u a tion and he told me, “The prob lem is that we try to give our 

stu dents a sense that any thing is pos si ble. We think we are doing

them a favor, but we are actu ally mak ing their lives more stress ful.

Maybe it worked at other points in history, but not for this

generation.”

Twentysomethings I spoke to told me that while all the praise

and hype that par ents and col leges give them can be a pos i tive
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moti va tor for work ing hard dur ing school, the down side is that it

paints an unre al is tic pic ture of the work ing world and pro vides no

real help in deal ing with what they actu ally expe ri ence at work dur ing 

their twen ties. Some of the big gest com plaints I’ve heard from

twentysomethings is that no one ever really informed them of the

real chal lenges and haz ards they would face in today’s job mar ket; no 

one told them about the pos si bil ity of hav ing to look for six or more 

months to find a job in what they majored in; no one said that their

job was n’t going to be as inter est ing and stim u lat ing as what they

expe ri enced dur ing class; no one lets them know that much of what

they learned aca dem i cally would have lit tle or no value in the work

they actu ally do; and cer tainly no one men tioned that they would not 

be able to work in whatever job their heart desired.

In addi tion to this unre al is tic pic ture, twentysomethings are

com ing out of col lege with out many of the skills needed to adapt and 

thrive in the new econ omy that has emerged at the begin ning of the

twenty-first cen tury. In many ways, our edu ca tional sys tem has not

kept up with the dra matic changes that have taken place over the

past few decades. The new eco nomic real ity is that to suc ceed in

today’s mar ket place, you need much more than a high IQ or good

ana lyt i cal and rea son ing abil i ties. What is becom ing essen tial in

today’s global work ing world are skills that are less aca demic and

much more psy cho log i cal in nature. Apti tudes such as  self-

 awareness, emo tional reg u la tion, resil ience, ini tia tive, opti mism,

adapt abil ity, empa thy, rela tion ship build ing, and per sua sive ness are

now needed at every level of busi ness. And as Dan iel Goleman has

found:
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… for chil dren of the mer i toc racy, who were taught that

edu ca tion and tech ni cal skills were a per ma nent ticket to suc -

cess—this new way of think ing may come as a shock. Peo ple 

are begin ning to real ize that suc cess takes more than intel lec -

tual excel lence or tech ni cal prow ess, and that we need

another sort of skill just to sur vive—and cer tainly to

thrive—in the increas ingly tur bu lent job mar ket (1998, 11).

Par ents and our edu ca tional sys tem assume that you will pick

up these psy cho log i cal intel li gence skills some where along the way.

Maybe in the past this was ade quate, but it is becom ing less of a via -

ble option today. As the mar ket place con tin ues to rap idly change, so

do the skills that are needed to suc ceed. There fore, the pur pose of

this chap ter is not only to explain why these skills are shap ing the

nature of work but also to show you how to build the foun da tion for 

devel op ing them so that you can begin thriv ing in today’s working

world.

the creation of a brave new working world

“I think peo ple our age are liv ing much dif fer ent lives than past gen -

er a tions,” says Ben, a twenty-five-year-old from Boston. “My par ents

went to col lege, worked in sta ble jobs, and were mar ried by the time

they were my age, but it’s not like that at all for me or my friends.

Today, there are so many paths to choose from, you only stay with a

job for a cou ple of years, and it’s very likely that your job will take

you to the other side of the coun try away from your fam ily and
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friends. It can be pretty rough out there because there are so many

other peo ple try ing to com pete for the same oppor tu ni ties you are. I

have tons of friends who can not find good jobs and are work ing at

bars and cafés. It just seems like life is so much more intense today.

Some times all the oppor tu ni ties can seem great, but other times the

insta bil ity of it all can be really stress ful and over whelm ing.”

What Ben is artic u lately describ ing are some of the major dif -

fer ences between the work ing world our par ents expe ri enced dur ing

their twen ties and the one today’s grad u ates are transitioning into

after col lege. In a very short period of time, the world econ omy has

trans formed from one built on man u fac tur ing to one built on infor -

ma tion. Mus cle-work is rap idly being replaced by mind-work and in

the pro cess has created a global econ omy that revolves around sci en -

tific and tech no log i cal break throughs, con stant change, and an

unpar al leled level of com pet i tive ness. Advance ment in com put ers is

help ing research-and-devel op ment lab o ra to ries come out with tech -

no log i cal dis cov er ies at an unprec e dented rate, with the dis cov ery of

new knowl edge, prod ucts, and ser vices com ing out on almost a daily

basis. The Internet has made it pos si ble for vir tu ally any one to enter

the mar ket place, and this advance ment in tech nol ogy com bined with

the adop tion of free-mar ket ide als around the globe is allowing mil -

lions of peo ple to enter the world econ omy.

Today, money moves faster than ever. Ideas that are hot and

cap ture the imag i na tion one moment are quickly replaced by newer

and better ideas. Busi nesses are quickly cre ated, they grow rap idly

and thrive, and then are gone in a blink of an eye. Along with busi -

nesses pop ping in and out of exis tence, so do many jobs. Although

this cre ative destruc tion has resulted in a con sis tent explo sion of
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new infor ma tion and tech nol ogy as well as new prod ucts and ser -

vices, it has led to an extremely vol a tile job mar ket. It was only a

gen er a tion ago that you could find sta ble employ ment after col lege

that prom ised a rel a tively com fort able stan dard of liv ing. This is no

lon ger the case in the twenty-first cen tury, and as Goleman explains:

It seems no one is guar an teed a job any where any more. These

are trou bled times for work ers. The creep ing sense that no

one’s job is safe, even as the com pa nies they work for are

thriv ing, means the spread of fear, appre hen sion, and con fu -

sion (1998, 10).

 All of these changes have resulted in twenty somethings

transitioning into the most com pet i tive mar ket place in his tory.

the three As that are changing the 
nature of work

No, these As aren’t let ter grades you got in three of your classes

in col lege. They are what Dan iel Pink describes in his book A Whole

New Mind: Mov ing from the Infor ma tion Age to the Con cep tual Age as the

three major forces that are chang ing the very nature of the work avail -

able to today’s col lege grad u ates. As Pink explains, “We are mov ing

from an econ omy and a soci ety built on the log i cal, lin ear, com puter-

 like capa bil i ties of the Infor ma tion Age to an econ omy and soci ety

built on inven tive, empa thetic, big-pic ture capa bil i ties of what’s ris ing

in its place, the Con cep tual Age,” and the three forces that are driv ing

this change are abun dance, Asia, and auto ma tion (2005, 1).
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the price of abundance

The first of the forces Pink describes, abun dance, deals with

the extraor di nary increase in just about every thing that has been cre -

ated by the rise of the infor ma tion age. This abun dance has

enhanced our lives by pro vid ing us with low-cost, high-qual ity goods 

and ser vices. How ever, it has also cre ated an ironic by-prod uct that

is dra mat i cally chang ing the work ing world twentysomethings are

enter ing into after col lege grad u a tion: the very skills that pro duced

this over abun dance are also becom ing less impor tant in the mar ket -

place. Because of the basic eco nomic prin ci ple of sup ply and

demand, the more there is of any one prod uct, the less it is desired.

But not only is the prod uct less desired because there is so much of

it, but so are the skills that were used to cre ate that prod uct. As a

result, today’s world of over abun dance is caus ing the logic and ana -

lytic rea son ing skills that cre ated the infor ma tion age to become less

val ued in the economy of the twenty-first century.

the path of least resistance

The sec ond force, Asia, is impact ing the work ing lives of

today’s twentysomethings by acquir ing many of the jobs that were

once the bread and but ter of recent grad u ates. The rea son why we’re

see ing so many jobs that twentysomethings would typ i cally work in

after grad u a tion move over seas is sim ply because young peo ple in

Asia can do things cheaper than their coun ter parts in the West ern

world. Think about it: why would you pay an Amer i can who recently

grad u ated with a degree in com puter sci ence sixty thou sand dol lars a

year to do pro gram ming when you can have some one in India do it

for twelve thousand dollars?
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But not only is it cheaper to outsource this kind of knowl edge

work—it is also much more effi cient. As Thomas Fried man, New

York Times col um nist and author of The World Is Flat: A Brief His tory

of the Twenty-first Cen tury, explains, “The sec ond dirty lit tle secret,

which sev eral prom i nent Amer i can CEOs told me only in a whis per,

goes like this: When they send jobs abroad, they not only save 75

per cent on wages, they get a 100 per cent increase in pro duc tiv ity”

(2005b, 260). Rajesh Rao, a young Indian entre pre neur who started

an elec tronic-gam ing com pany in Bangalore, told Fried man:

There is no time to rest. That it is gone. There are doz ens of 

peo ple who are doing the same thing you are doing, and they 

are try ing to do it better. It is like water in a tray; you shake

it, and it will find the path of least resis tance. That is what is

going to hap pen to so many jobs—they will go to that cor -

ner of the world where there is the least resis tance and the

most oppor tu nity (2005b, 190).

It is this path of least resis tance that is turn ing today’s work ing

world into the most com pet i tive in his tory, and if our schools con -

tinue to edu cate stu dents in skills that can eas ily be outsourced to

young peo ple who can do it cheaper and better, then many

twentysomethings here are going to find them selves with out a job

and liv ing at home with mom and dad. This mes sage is being ech oed 

through out the busi ness world by entre pre neurs such as Bill Gates.

In a speech to our nation’s gov er nors, Gates explained to them:

Amer ica’s high schools are obso lete … By obso lete, I mean

that our high schools—even when they’re work ing exactly as 

designed—can not teach our kids what they need to know
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today. Train ing the workforce of tomor row with the high

schools of today is like try ing to teach kids about today’s

com put ers on a fifty-year-old main frame. It’s the wrong tool

for the times. Our high schools were designed fifty years ago 

to meet the needs of another age. Until we design them to

meet the needs of the twenty-first cen tury, we will keep

 limiting—even ruin ing—the lives of mil lions of Amer i cans

every year (2005).

TurboTax rules!

Did you use TurboTax to do your taxes this year? Well, if you

did, then you are con trib ut ing to the third fac tor that is chang ing the

future of work. This force has to do with the con tin ued evo lu tion of

machines that make our lives more con ve nient. As com put ers and

tech nol ogy become more advanced, it becomes eas ier for jobs that

can be reduced to a set of rules or bro ken down into a set of repeat -

able steps to either be outsourced to Asia or auto mated by machines. 

Back when I grad u ated in 2000, almost any body with decent com -

puter skills could get a job as a pro gram mer. This isn’t the case any -

more as an increas ing num ber of rou tine-type jobs are being done by 

more effi cient and cost-effec tive auto mated meth ods. The embodi -

ment of this auto ma tion comes from Appligenics, a Brit ish com pany

that has cre ated soft ware that can write soft ware. Typ i cally, a human

being can write about four hun dred lines of com puter code a day.

Guess how fast Appligenics can write the code: four hun dred lines in

less than a sec ond! As Dan iel Pink explains, “If a five hun dred

dollar-a-month Indian charted accoun tant does n’t swipe your com -

fort able account ing job, TurboTax will” (2005, 14).
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we are entitled to nothing

“My first year after col lege I spent in a for eign coun try,” says

twenty-five-year-old Maria. “This was a nice time but not exactly the

real world. My life was pretty much like it was in col lege, with out the 

pres sure of grades. When I finally got back to Amer ica, the econ omy 

was in bad shape and it was impos si ble to find a job. I actu ally had

to look for a whole year and a half before find ing my cur rent job. I

am now work ing as an admin is tra tive assis tant and I really hate it.

It’s very hard going from such a strong aca demic back ground, where

you are used to being on top, to feel ing like a loser because you can’t 

find a job. I was very depressed and anti so cial for a long time.

Because I went to a really com pet i tive school and worked so hard

dur ing col lege, I was led to believe that I deserved to find a good job 

(my dream job) quickly. It is really dis ap point ing that I did not end

up where I wanted right away, even though I finally found a job. But

I’m hop ing this will only be very temporary.”

A few years ago, a good friend of mine told me, “I don’t know

why I can’t get a job. I have a col lege degree.” Dur ing our senior

year, he really did n’t make too much of an effort to search for jobs

because he assumed that there would be plenty offered to him. But

as his unem ploy ment stretched into many months after grad u a tion,

he slowly started to real ize that some thing was n’t right. It was n’t

until he worked for a few years in low-level jobs that it finally began

to sink in that just because you have a col lege degree does n’t mean

that you are enti tled to a good job.

Because of the Three As, a col lege edu ca tion enti tles you to

noth ing any more. White-col lar jobs that most col lege grad u ates look

for ward to dur ing their twen ties are either being shipped over seas or

are being elim i nated alto gether by machines and auto ma tion. In a
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con ver sa tion with the con sular offi cial who over sees the grant ing of

visas at the U.S. Embassy in Beijing about the eco nomic and social

changes that are tak ing place around the world, Thomas Fried man

was told:

I do think Amer i cans are obliv i ous to the huge changes.

Every Amer i can who comes over to visit me [in China] is

just blown away … Your aver age kid in the U.S. is grow ing

up in a wealthy coun try with many oppor tu ni ties, and many

are the kids of advan taged, edu cated peo ple who have a

sense of enti tle ment. Well, the hard real ity for that kid is that 

fif teen years from now Wu is going to be his boss and Zhou 

is going to be the doc tor in town. The com pe ti tion is com -

ing, and many of the kids are going to move into their twen -

ties clue less about the ris ing forces (2005b, 264).

a new kind of work intelligence

Aside from grades, the most com mon way we mea sure intel li gence is

through stan dard ized tests. We have the PSAT, SAT, GRE, GMAT,

LSAT, MCAT. Each one of these tests mea sures two basic ways of

think ing: logic and anal y sis. Dan iel Pink (2005) calls this a

“SAT-ocracy” and if you are some one who is good at tak ing tests and 

using lin ear, sequen tial rea son ing in a short period of time, then you

will prob a bly do quite well on these exams (and have a high IQ).

The focus on this type of intel li gence cer tainly has had its

advan tages. As Pink describes, it has released peo ple from the
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stran gle hold of aris to cratic priv i lege and opened up edu ca tional and

pro fes sional oppor tu ni ties to a diverse set of peo ple. It has also pro -

pelled the world econ omy and lifted the liv ing stan dards of mil lions.

But because of the Three As, a grow ing amount of psy cho log i cal

research is show ing that the logic and ana lyt i cal test ing sys tem that

has been the gate keeper to mid dle-class soci ety has a major flaw: it is 

not test ing for the psy cho log i cal skills that are becom ing essen tial in

today’s work ing world. And because they are not being tested for,

they are not being taught to students.

What psy chol o gists like Dan iel Goleman have found is that

high aca demic intel li gence is begin ning to take a back seat to other

types of intel li gence in deter min ing suc cess in the work ing world. As 

Goleman has dis cov ered dur ing his intel li gence research:

Given how much empha sis schools and admis sions put on it,

IQ alone explains sur pris ingly lit tle of achieve ment at work or

in life. When IQ test scores are cor re lated with how well peo -

ple per form in their careers, the high est esti mate of how much 

dif fer ence IQ accounts for is about 25 per cent. A care ful anal -

y sis, though, sug gests a more accu rate fig ure may be no higher 

than 10 per cent, and per haps as low as 4 per cent (1998, 19).

What this means is that about 75 to 90 per cent of your suc cess in the

work ing world is not asso ci ated with your IQ and is the result of

some thing else: your psy cho log i cal intel li gence.

So far you have learned ways to increase your psy cho log i cal

intel li gence to help you fig ure out who you are, who you want to

become, and how to con quer the postcollege blues. Now we’re going 

to focus on the areas of psy cho log i cal intel li gence that you can apply
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to your work life to help you become a better employee, adapt to

change, and cre ate hap pi ness in any type of job you’re in. The psy -

cho log i cal intel li gence skills that will help you do this are emo tional

intel li gence, cul tural intelligence, and flow.

bringing emotional intelligence to your work

While writ ing this book, I was tak ing classes for my mas ter’s

degree in orga ni za tional man age ment. As I was work ing on this

chap ter, I took a class on nego ti a tion and con flict man age ment, and

dur ing one of my classes our pro fes sor had us do a mock nego ti a tion 

of three peo ple try ing to set tle a dis pute within an orga ni za tion. Two 

other class mates and I were each given a role and asked to act out

the per son al i ties of each of the employ ees. I was a soft ware devel -

oper in charge of devel op ing a new mis sile defense soft ware pro gram 

for the gov ern ment. The setup for the nego ti a tion was that there had 

been bad blood between me and the con tract man ager, and because

we had been unable to work well together, a sit u a tion had arisen

where the pro ject’s com ple tion could pos si bly be late—with a fine of 

ten thou sand dol lars for each day it was delayed. The role of the pro -

ject man ager was to bring the con tract man ager and myself together

to come up with a solution to the problem.

So we pro ceeded to act out our parts and got into some heated

argu ments dur ing the nego ti a tion. Each of us tried to com mu ni cate

our posi tions effec tively, made an effort to per suade each other about

where we were com ing from, and tried to con vince the pro ject man -

ager to take our side. But because tem pers flared (because this was

part of our role), we went around in cir cles and most of the time
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talked at each other instead of with each other. The pro ject man ager,

on the other hand, was try ing to keep the peace by pre vent ing the two

of us from let ting the meet ing turn into a shout ing match. What the

pro ject man ager was try ing to cre ate was an envi ron ment in which the

con tract man ager and I could openly dis cuss the dilemma, lis ten to

each other’s per spec tives, and come up with a solu tion to the prob -

lem atic sit u a tion. If the pro ject man ager could not effec tively com mu -

ni cate her mes sage and man age the con flict in a way that facil i tated all

par ties agree ing on a solu tion, then the pro ject would fail.

In think ing about the sit u a tion above, ask your self what skills

were needed to come to a pro duc tive solu tion. Each party had to

man age their emo tions so that they did not inter fere with effec tively

com mu ni cat ing their mes sage. They had to rec og nize what the other

per son was say ing, why they were say ing it, and make argu ments

against these points in order to per suade the other party to see things 

from their per spec tive. And in the end, if they were unable to get

along, then either they would not nego ti ate an agree ment or they

would come to a solu tion that some or all of the par ties did n’t like,

cre at ing bad rela tion ships that could neg a tively affect the orga ni za -

tion for years to come. After we were done with the mock nego ti a -

tion, my pro fes sor, Mike Stouder, explained to us that these kinds of

sit u a tions arise every day in an orga ni za tion and told us, “In the past,

peo ple used to work with knowl edge and mate rials. Today we are

work ing with peo ple, and the abil ity to man age rela tion ships and

con flict is vitally impor tant. Today, we’re get ting more done by

infor mal net works of rela tion ships, and if you don’t know how to

build them, then you’re not going to do well in the organization.”

148



academic intelligence will only take you so far

Stouder’s descrip tion of how the nature of work is chang ing

gives us a clue about how psy cho log i cal skills are becom ing the back -

bone of suc cess in today’s global econ omy. In a world with an over -

abun dance of knowl edge, we are hav ing to work with a vari ety of

peo ple to get things done because other peo ple have the kind of

knowl edge we need to accom plish our goals. As the sheer quan tity of 

infor ma tion con tin ues to mount, two things hap pen. First, since we

can not know every thing about every thing, we have to begin focus ing 

our atten tion on a spe cific area within our field. As even more infor -

ma tion becomes avail able, we have to con tinue spe cial iz ing just to

keep up. How ever, as we do this, sooner or later we can become out

of touch with cer tain areas within our field. As a result, if you need

to get a large or com pli cated pro ject done, you will need access to

the knowl edge you don’t have. You do this by work ing across those

infor mal net works Stouder was talk ing about. Because other peo ple

will have spe cial ized knowl edge that you need, you will have to build 

and man age rela tion ships with those peo ple so that you can nego ti ate 

a situation that provides mutual benefit for both parties.

Sec ondly, within your spe cial ized area, every one has access to the 

same infor ma tion. More and more peo ple are get ting higher lev els of

edu ca tion, so what now sets you apart is not how much you know but

rather how you can effec tively com mu ni cate your knowl edge when

work ing with oth ers to get some thing accom plished. As Lyle Spencer

Jr., direc tor of research and tech nol ogy at Hay/McBer Con sult ing,

told Goleman about the role of aca demic knowl edge today:

What you learned in school dis tin guishes supe rior per form -

ers in only a hand ful of the five or six hun dred jobs for
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which we’ve done com pe tence stud ies. It’s just a thresh old

com pe tence; you need it to get into the field, but it does not

make you a star. It’s the emo tional intel li gence abil i ties that

mat ter more for supe rior per for mance (1998, 19). 

In fact, what Goleman has found is that com pared to exper tise and

IQ, emo tional com pe tence is worth twice as much when it comes to

per form ing suc cess fully in a job. He also found that on aver age, close 

to 90 per cent of suc cess ful lead er ship within orga ni za tions is attrib ut -

able to emo tional intel li gence.

Now, this is not to say that tech ni cal knowl edge does n’t have a

place in today’s work ing world. It pays to have exper tise in the area

you’re work ing in, but because of the Three As and the world of

over abun dance, psy cho log i cal intel li gence is becom ing more and

more rel e vant in today’s rap idly chang ing, highly pre car i ous, diverse,

global work ing world. As Goleman explains, “In the new work place,

with its empha sis on flex i bil ity, teams, and a strong cus tomer ori en -

ta tion, this cru cial set of emo tional com pe ten cies is becom ing

increas ingly essen tial for excel lence in every job and in every part of

the world” (1998, 29), and it is impor tant that twentysomethings

under stand that this is becom ing the new stan dard for the jobs that

are available after graduation.

using emotional intelligence at your job

I touched upon emo tional intel li gence in chap ter 3 when I dis -

cussed how impor tant it is to be aware of your emo tions in mak ing

good deci sions. But to see how emo tional intel li gence impacts your

work life, we need a much more detailed descrip tion of what it is.

Goleman defines emo tional intel li gence as: 
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… the capac ity for rec og niz ing our own feel ings, and those of 

oth ers, for moti vat ing our selves, and for man ag ing our emo -

tions well in our selves and in our rela tion ships. It describes

abil i ties dis tinct from, but com ple men tary to, aca demic intel li -

gence, the purely cog ni tive capac i ties mea sured by IQ. Many

peo ple who are book smart but lack emo tional intel li gence

end up work ing for peo ple who have lower IQs than they but 

who excel in emo tional intel li gence skills (1998, 317). 

Emo tional intel li gence is made up of five psy cho log i cal intel li gence

skills: self-aware ness, self-reg u la tion, moti va tion, empa thy, and social

skills. Let’s take a look at how each builds upon another.

self-awareness and emotional regulation

The foun da tion for build ing your emo tional intel li gence begins

with pay ing greater atten tion to what you are feel ing in the moment

and using your inner sig nals as a guide in respond ing to the sit u a tions

you face at work. When you increase your aware ness of your emo -

tions, you can use this knowl edge to keep dis rup tive emo tions and

impulses in check so that they do not inter fere with the tasks you’re

try ing to accom plish. For exam ple, if a task or work rela tion ship is

stress ing you out and you’re not aware of it, your emo tions can run

amok and neg a tively affect your per for mance. The more accu rately

you can sense your emo tions and how they are shap ing your view of a

work sit u a tion, the better able you’ll be at fine-tun ing your actions so

you can deal with the stress ful sit u a tion in a pro duc tive man ner.

Being highly self-aware will also give you a more accu rate

assess ment of what your strengths and weak nesses are at work. If
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you’re unaware of what you are capa ble of in your job, then you may

put your self in sit u a tions that are over whelm ing and will cause you a

great deal of stress and anx i ety. By know ing what you’re capa ble of,

you will be secure in your self-effi cacy and only put your self in sit u a -

tions where you know that your skills will not be overstretched.

performing with grace under pressure

In high school, my human i ties teacher, Ken Jenkins, had us read

The Old Man and the Sea by Ernest Hemmingway. In the novel, the nar -

ra tor talks about Joe DiMaggio, the for mer base ball player for the

New York Yan kees. DiMaggio was one of Mr. Jenkins’ favor ite play -

ers, and he seemed to bring him up in almost every sin gle class. He

loved DiMaggio so much because Mr. Jenkins admired him for play ing 

so many years with a severe injury to his foot. DiMaggio had a bone

spur, an extremely pain ful con di tion that is often debil i tat ing, but he

loved the game so much that he man aged his pain and did not let it

affect his moti va tion to become the great est base ball player he could

be. Mr. Jenkins would always tell us that DiMaggio was an exam ple of

per form ing with grace under pres sure, and it’s this abil ity to stay moti -

vated in the face of chal lenges and set backs that is one of the most

impor tant emo tional intel li gence skills that you can develop.

Moti vat ing your self and stay ing pos i tive when the going gets

tough rests on the first two com po nents of your emo tional intel li -

gence. As you saw in chap ter 3, you use your emo tions to move and

guide you in the direc tion you want to go in life. By being aware of

your emo tions and learn ing to reg u late them, you can even tu ally har -

ness their power to help you take action and achieve your goals. In

addi tion, by using the pos i tive psy chol ogy tech niques you learned in
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chap ter 4, you can cre ate an opti mis tic view of life and fend off anx i -

ety that can come from stress ful or painful situations.

One aspect of moti va tion that is becom ing an impor tant skill to 

have in today’s mar ket place is your abil ity to adapt in the face of

con stant change. The econ omy has vastly changed in the last ten

years, and the abil ity to adjust to a rap idly chang ing work ing world

by reg u lat ing your emo tions and stay ing moti vated in the midst of

obsta cles and ambi gu ity will give you a com pet i tive advan tage over

others in your field.

people skills

Emo tional aware ness and self-reg u la tion are also the foun da -

tion for the final two aspects of emo tional intel li gence: empa thy and

social skills. Today, you have to work with an array of peo ple from a

vari ety of dif fer ent back grounds to get your goals accom plished.

This is now the norm in today’s global econ omy, and if you are

unable to build rela tion ships with those peo ple and gather their

exper tise, it will be dif fi cult to cre ate and inno vate. One of the major 

fac tors in build ing good rela tion ships is both sens ing what oth ers are 

feel ing and being able to see things from their per spec tive. This is

the essence of being an empa thetic per son. By mak ing an effort to

better under stand what other peo ple are feel ing, you will start build -

ing rela tion ships with a broad diver sity of peo ple based on the

universality of human emotions.

Being able to read other peo ple adds to your over all com mu ni -

ca tion skills, because when you under stand where your cowork ers

are com ing from, you will be better able to fine-tune your response

based on what they feel about the pres ent work sit u a tion. This abil ity 
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to com mu ni cate has far-reach ing effects on your work life because

the abil ity to send clear and con vinc ing mes sages is essen tial for

social skills such as per suad ing oth ers to see your point of view,

negotiating and resolv ing dis agree ments, or lead ing cowork ers by

inspiring and guiding them.

increasing your emotional intelligence

Unlike IQ, which does not change much as we grow older, emo -

tional intel li gence con tin ues to develop as you learn and grow from

your expe ri ences in life. In stud ies that have tracked peo ple’s level of

emo tional intel li gence, Goleman has found that “… peo ple get better

and better in these capa bil i ties as they grow more adept at han dling

their own emo tions and impulses, at moti vat ing them selves and at

hon ing their empa thy and social adroit ness. There is an old-fash ioned

word for this growth in emo tional intel li gence: matu rity” (1998, 7).

One thing you should keep in mind is that increas ing your emo -

tional intel li gence (or any other aspect of your psy cho log i cal intel li -

gence) does not quite work like increas ing your aca demic intel li gence.

You can say, “I am going to learn about the civil war,” then go read a

book and the day after recall the knowl edge you just learned. But you

can’t say, “I am going to have high emo tional intel li gence,” and then

the next day sud denly be able to rec og nize emo tions in oth ers or be a

great leader who can per suade and moti vate oth ers. The truth is,

increas ing your emo tional intel li gence is a grad ual pro cess because it

takes time to keep these skills in your con scious aware ness within the

con text of what you are try ing to do at work, and then more time to

inte grate them into your sub con scious so that they become an auto -

matic way of think ing.
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A good way to view this psy cho log i cal pro cess is by think ing

about how you learned to drive a car. When you first began driv ing, you 

had to con stantly remind your self of all the things you needed to do at

each moment. While driv ing, you were con sciously think ing, “Okay,

press the gas pedal slightly, let go of the clutch a lit tle, keep your hands

on the steer ing wheel, get ready to shift gears, look around to see that

no one is com ing,” along with a mul ti tude of other thoughts. But today, 

you drive down the street with out think ing about it, as if it were sec ond 

nature. This is because the skills you learned have become inte grated

into your sub con scious by driv ing a lot and prac tic ing your skills. These 

mem o ries help guide you when you drive and can be retrieved instan ta -

neously from past expe ri ences so that you can react to a vari ety of sit u a -

tions. Well, the same learn ing pro cess takes place when you try to

increase your emo tional intel li gence.

For exam ple, say you are try ing to increase your emo tional

aware ness and abil ity to reg u late what you are feel ing. In a stress ful

sit u a tion at work, first you may have to con sciously think, “Okay,

what exactly am I feel ing right now? Do I need to take a step back

and see if what I’m feel ing is appro pri ate to the sit u a tion? I don’t

want to let what is hap pen ing carry me away. I’ll look for more facts

and check to see if my emo tions are appro pri ate.” In another social

sit u a tion, you may need to be empa thetic toward a coworker. Now

you may be think ing, “Pay atten tion to what their expres sion is.

What are they feel ing? Try to see things from their per spec tive. How

can I make them feel better?” At first, you will have to keep these

kind of thoughts in your con scious aware ness; but as you con tinue to 

prac tice, just like you did with driv ing a car, this way of think ing will

become inte grated into your sub con scious and be auto matic when

dealing with future social situations.
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emo tional intel li gence check list

You can practice integrating this new way of thinking by using the

following questions in situations that call upon your emotional

intelligence skills.

self-aware ness

0 am I pay ing atten tion to exactly what I am feel ing (for instance,

anger, sad ness, frus tra tion) in stress ful sit u a tions?

0 am I explor ing why i’m respond ing in such a man ner?

0 am I try ing to make a con nec tion between what I’m think ing and 

what i’m feel ing?

0 am I stay ing aware of what direc tions my emo tions are lead ing

me and why?

0 am I tak ing note of how my emo tions are affect ing my

per for mance?

self-reg u la tion

0 when I encoun ter a stress ful sit u a tion, am I tak ing a step back

and assess ing whether my emo tions are appro pri ate to the

sit u a tion?

0 am I tak ing a time-out to clear my mind and focus my energy

when neg a tive emo tions sur face?

0 am I pre vent ing dis tress ing feel ings from tak ing over my mind

and abil ity to con cen trate at work?
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moti va tion

0 am I striv ing to improve and get better at what I am doing?

0 am I set ting real is tic chal lenges and goals?

0 am I putt ing myself in a sit u a tion where I get con stant feed back?

0 am I ready to seize oppor tu ni ties?

0 am I per sist ing in my goals in the face of obsta cles and

set backs?

empa thy

0 am I being atten tive to emo tional cues?

0 am I truly lis ten ing to oth ers?

0 am I being sen si tive and under stand ing of oth ers’ per spec tives?

0 am I will ing to be help ful based on my under stand ing of others’

needs and feel ings?

social skills

0 am I send ing clear and con vinc ing mes sages?

0 am I mak ing an effort to nego ti ate and resolve dis agree ments?

0 am I ini ti at ing, pro mot ing, and man ag ing change?

0 am I inspir ing peo ple to do better?



dealing with workplace culture

If you stud ied abroad dur ing col lege, you may have gone through

what is com monly known as cul ture shock. You prob a bly did n’t feel

any thing neg a tive at first because you were excited about being in a

new coun try and were look ing for ward to all the new things you

would be expe ri enc ing. But after set tling in, the hon ey moon phase

even tu ally wore off and feel ings of anx i ety, dis ori en ta tion, and con fu -

sion started to sur face. This is because it finally dawned on you how

unfa mil iar your new sur round ings were. Some times you were n’t sure

how to act in cer tain sit u a tions or it may have been dif fi cult for you

to com mu ni cate effec tively. These kinds of expe ri ences could have

caused you to feel inse cure, pow er less, and lost.

Even if you have n’t trav eled much, these feel ings may sound a

bit famil iar to you because, if you think about it, twentysomethings

go through a sim i lar type of cul tural change as they make the tran si -

tion from col lege to the work ing world. While you were in col lege,

you spent four or more years in a unique cul ture that you became

quite famil iar with. You knew where to go, what to do, and how to

do it. But after leav ing col lege, you are thrown into the new cul ture

of the work ing world and slowly begin to real ize that there is a dif -

fer ent set of rules and norms to abide by. This can cre ate a sense of

help less ness and panic because you may not know how to act in this

new envi ron ment. As Fran cisco, a twenty-five-year-old from Kan sas

City, puts it, “I think one of the most dif fi cult things I had to deal

with after col lege was strug gling to learn how to be a pro fes sional

dur ing my first job. Being pro fes sional meant behav ing accord ing to

a cer tain set of implicit and explicit norms in the work place. For
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exam ple, I made sure to return all voice mails and e-mails within one 

busi ness day. In col lege I worked hard when I felt inspired or moti -

vated, often with no regard for what hour of day (or night) or where

I was. Since my pro fes sors only cared about get ting my papers on

time, this was n’t a prob lem. This work ing style, how ever, was not

con sis tent with the expec ta tions of my manager—it wasn’t ‘pro fes -

sional.’ The qual ity of my work mat tered greatly and so did the

method in which I got my work done. Now I had to plan how my

work would get done, be flex i ble enough to accom mo date the sched -

ules and com mit ments of those work ing with me, and organize my

personal life around the work. This was a big change.”

adjusting to a different work environment

“The tough est tran si tion for me after col lege was real iz ing how

much respon si bil ity I now had at work,” says Zach, a twenty- six-

 year-old from Hous ton. “I was doing invest ment bank ing and I just

did n’t like it. It was mak ing me entirely mis er a ble. How ever, unlike

col lege, this was n’t a deci sion that I could some how get out of. This

was n’t a class that I could with draw from or aban don after

add/drop. This was n’t going to end in a semes ter. I had made a deci -

sion, and I had to take respon si bil ity for it. Unlike col lege where you

are your own mas ter and can some how explain away any thing if you

wanted to, I had to just accept this. At school, I’d skip a class and

just tell myself it was because I was tired and needed rest or I could

catch up on another class. At work, I real ized that I had respon si bil i -

ties toward tons of other peo ple to show up and get my job done

regard less of whether I’d had a bad night or maybe even if I was a

little under the weather.”

159



As Zach points out, an obvi ous dif fer ence between col lege and a 

real job is the change in work pro to col. In col lege, you had the option

of doing your home work right away or wait ing until the last min ute

and always had the pos si bil ity of talk ing your way into an exten sion.

You also had long peri ods of time to get your assign ments done, so

you could take the time to hang out or take a nap, post pon ing your

work with out any real con se quences. But in the work ing world, this

usu ally does n’t fly. In many of the jobs twentysomethings hold, work

has to get done the same day, if not the same hour. If you don’t do it,

a seri ous rep ri mand from your boss may be com ing your way.

Another dif fi cult adjust ment is deal ing with a dif fer ent type of

work agenda. In both high school and col lege there was a spe cific

path to fol low that directed us toward a sin gle goal—grad u a tion—

with smaller goals, such as doing well on papers and exams, that led

up to the long-term goal of attain ing our col lege degree. How ever, in 

the work ing world, there is no under ly ing direc tive, no over arch ing

agenda under which recent grad u ates are sup posed to oper ate. In

many jobs there are no clear-cut pro jects with obvi ous begin nings

and end ings and a spe cific result you are try ing to attain. In col lege

we pro duced a vis i ble end prod uct, such as a paper, lab o ra tory exper -

i ments, or exams, and we saw the results of our efforts by get ting

our grades in a mat ter of weeks. This allowed us to quickly judge if

we were doing a good job or not. But in the work ing world, many

twentysomethings do not pro duce a prod uct that con cretely dis plays

the fruits of their labors and do not get fre quent com ments about

their work. As a result, many twentysomethings feel like they have

noth ing tan gi ble to look for ward to other than a pay check and are

unsure about their work per for mance because they’re not getting the

feedback they’re accustomed to.

160



saying hello to the human rainbow

But adjust ing to the nine-to-five daily grind is only part of the

story of transitioning into a new work ing world. Because of the

spread of free-mar ket ide als around the globe, more peo ple than ever 

are enter ing the global mar ket place, and this is mak ing for an

increas ingly diverse busi ness envi ron ment. As Thomas Fried man

points out in his descrip tion of today’s global econ omy, “Glob al iza -

tion 3.0 is not only going to be driven more by indi vid u als but also

by a much “more diverse”—nonwestern, nonwhite—group of indi -

vid u als. In Glob al iza tion 3.0 you are going to see every color of the

human rainbow take part” (2005a).

Psy chol o gist Chris to pher Earley from the Lon don Busi ness

School and his col league Soon Ang have found that this diver sity is

rede fin ing the cor po rate cul ture in orga ni za tions today. In order to

thrive, you must be able to bring intel li gence to your aware ness of

this new cul ture:

For eign cul tures are every where—in other coun tries, cer -

tainly, but in cor po ra tions, voca tions, and regions. Inter act -

ing with indi vid u als within them demands per cep tive ness

and adapt abil ity. And the peo ple who have these traits in

abun dance aren’t nec es sar ily the ones who enjoy the great est

social suc cess in famil iar set tings. Cul ture Intel li gence, or

CQ, is the abil ity to make sense of unfa mil iar con texts and

then blend in (2003, 1).

What this means for twentysomethings is that using your cul tural

intel li gence to nav i gate through a world of diverse peo ple and orga ni -

za tions that have their own unique set of hab its, norms, and
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assump tions is a skill that is becom ing more valu able in today’s global 

econ omy.

This is espe cially true as twentysomethings become more and

more mobile. Today, por ta bil ity means mar ket abil ity, and in try ing to 

fig ure out what path to go down, twentysomethings can jump from

job to job and never really set tle down on one career path. As a

result, know ing how to adapt to new orga ni za tional cul tures is essen -

tial if you want to be happy in your new jobs and the places you

move to. As Earley and Ang point out:

In a world where cross ing bound aries is rou tine, CQ

becomes a vitally impor tant apti tude and skill, and not just

for inter na tional bank ers and bor row ers. Com pa nies, too,

have cul tures, often very dis tinc tive; any one who joins a new 

com pany spends the first few weeks deci pher ing its cul tural

code. Within any large com pany there are spar ring sub cul -

tures as well. The sales force can’t talk to the engi neers, and

the PR peo ple lose patience with the law yers. Depart ments,

divi sions, pro fes sions, geo graph ical regions—each has a con -

stel la tion of man ners, mean ings, his to ries, and val ues that

will con fuse an inter loper and cause him or her to stum ble.

Unless, that is, he or she has a high CQ (2003, 2).

cultivating your culture intelligence

There are a num ber of psy cho log i cal tech niques that Earley and 

Ang sug gest using to increase your cultural intel li gence and make the 

tran si tion into any work ing envi ron ment a smooth one. The first

thing to do is, when you begin a new job, make an effort to learn
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every thing you can about the beliefs, cus toms, and taboos of that

work place’s cul ture. If there is a train ing pro gram or ori en ta tion, be

sure to pay atten tion not only to what the peo ple say, but also what

they do. When you go back to your work set ting, ask your cowork ers 

what they thought of the ori en ta tion when they took it. Often, you

will get a more accu rate pic ture of what the orga ni za tional cul ture is

really like from those who are directly in it as opposed to peo ple

from the human resources depart ment who are often removed from

what you will be experiencing on a daily basis.

Another psy cho log i cal tech nique you can use is learn ing to pay

atten tion to your body lan guage around other peo ple. Earley and

Ang have found that:

you will not dis arm your for eign hosts, guests, or col leagues

sim ply by show ing you under stand their cul ture; your actions 

and demeanor must prove that you have already to some

extent entered their world. Whether it’s the way you shake

hands or order cof fee, evi dence of an abil ity to mir ror the

cus toms and ges tures of the peo ple around you will prove

that you esteem them well enough to want to be like them

(2003, 4). 

When you adopt the hab its and man ner isms of the peo ple you work

with, you will begin to under stand them in a most ele men tal way. As a 

result, peo ple will start becom ing more open and trust ing of you.

One other way to improve your cultural intel li gence is by using

your emo tional intel li gence to keep your moti va tion high. As Earley

and Ang explain:
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Adapt ing to a new cul ture includes over com ing obsta cles

and set backs. Peo ple can only do that if they believe in their

own effi cacy. If they persevered in the face of chal leng ing

sit u a tions in the past, their con fi dence grew. Con fi dence is

always rooted in mas tery of a par tic u lar task or set of cir -

cum stances. A per son who does n’t believe her self capa ble of 

under stand ing peo ple from unfa mil iar cul tures will often

give up after her efforts meet with hos til ity or incom pre hen -

sion. By con trast, a per son with high moti va tion, upon con -

front ing obsta cles, set backs, or even fail ure, reengages with

greater vigor (2003, 4).

When I spoke to Dr. Earley at a lec ture he gave at George

Wash ing ton Uni ver sity, he men tioned that one of the most impor -

tant things you can do to adapt to a new cul ture is increase your

self-effi cacy as soon as you enter your new envi ron ment. One way to 

do this is by find ing five things that you enjoy or that relax you, and

then spend the first few weeks mas ter ing them com pletely. These

activ i ties don’t nec es sar ily have to be work related. They can be

things like find ing a place to read the paper and drink cof fee, con -

stantly going for a walk around a nice area where you work, or speak -

ing to a coworker you have inter est ing con ver sa tions with. By doing

this, you will grad u ally start becom ing more com fort able with your

sur round ings and develop greater con fi dence because you will have

mas tered these things within the con text of your new envi ron ment.

This will then pro vide you with a foun da tion of self-effi cacy to draw

upon as the demands from your job start to increase.

Not only can you do this when you start a new job, but you can 

also use this tech nique each time you move to a new city. If you’re
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unfa mil iar with the new place you just moved to, spend the first few

weeks find ing places that you enjoy hang ing out at. Become com fort -

able with the new area and learn to mas ter enjoy ing your sur round -

ings. This strat egy can be extremely helpful if you don’t know

any one. What will even tu ally hap pen is that you will begin feel ing

more com fort able, con fi dent, and social when you’re out. This will

then increase your chances of meeting new people.

creating happiness in any type 

of work you do

Think of the last time you felt like noth ing else in the world mat tered. 

What ever you were doing at that time, you were so involved in it that

every thing else seemed to fade into the back ground of your con -

scious ness. Maybe it was at your job when you were work ing on an

excit ing pro ject. Per haps it was when you were play ing some sport

and you were mak ing all the right moves or tak ing all the right shots.

Maybe it was when you and your friends were hav ing a deep con ver -

sa tion about the mean ing of life. Or maybe you were sim ply read ing a 

com plex book that you just could n’t put down. At that moment, what 

you were doing, what you felt, and what you thought—all that you

were expe ri enc ing—was in per fect har mony.

These times when you feel in com plete con trol of your actions

and feel a deep sense of exhil a ra tion are what Mihaly

Csikszentmihalyi calls flow expe ri ences (1990). Con trary to what peo ple

usu ally assume, moments where you feel most alive and ful filled are

not pas sive or relax ing times like lying on a beach or watch ing TV.
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Although such expe ri ences can cer tainly be plea sur able, the most ful -

fill ing times in life are when your body and mind are stretched to

their lim its while try ing to accom plish some thing dif fi cult and

valu able.

the ultimate skill-building tool

Csikszentmihalyi has found that there are a num ber of essen tial

ele ments involved in the cre ation of an opti mal expe ri ence:

Flow tends to occur when a per son’s skills are fully involved

in over com ing a chal lenge that is just about man age able.

Opti mal expe ri ence usu ally involves a fine bal ance between

one’s abil ity to act and the avail abil ity of oppor tu ni ties for

action. If chal lenges are too high, one gets frus trated, wor -

ried, and even tu ally anx ious. If chal lenges are too low rel a -

tive to one’s skills, one gets relaxed, then bored. If both

chal lenge and skills are per ceived to be low, one gets to feel

apa thetic (1996, 30). 

In other words, when there is a chal lenge and you match it with high

skills, then you pro vide your self a win dow to become deeply involved 

in flow and an oppor tu nity to build up your skill lev els.

bringing flow to your work

One of your great est oppor tu ni ties to cre ate flow is at your job. 

Your work can pro vide a sit u a tion where your skills are ade quately

chal lenged by the task at hand, there is a goal to be achieved and a
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clear set of rules in which to get it done, as well as feed back along

the way to show how you are per form ing. Some times, how ever, your 

job may not pro vide you with all these ingre di ents. In these

instances, you will have to take it upon your self to cre ate the con di -

tions needed to enter flow. In fact, the abil ity to cre ate flow at work

is one of the most impor tant skills that com pa nies are look ing for

today. If you are a per son who finds chal lenges that need to be dealt

with, sets your own goals, and directs your self in such a way that cre -

ates pro duc tiv ity within the orga ni za tion, then you are bound to eas -

ily find a job in today’s mar ket place. Below are the ele ments to look

for in creating flow in your work.

Con stantly chal lenge your self. The first step in cre at ing flow is find ing

activ i ties that require a sig nif i cant use of your skills and that you have a

chance of com plet ing. Peo ple report opti mal expe ri ences most often

when they are involved in activ i ties that are goal-directed and require

invest ment in their psy chic energy. It is when your skills are fully

involved in over com ing a chal lenge that is just about man age able that

you have the best chance of enter ing flow. So try to find activ i ties at

work where you will be chal lenged but not over whelmed.

Become one with the expe ri ence. When your skills are well matched with

the chal lenges of an activ ity at work, your atten tion will sharpen and

quickly you will find your self absorbed by the pro ject. This is the point

when you can enter the flow zone and become one with the activ ity. At

this point, all your atten tion is focused on the rel e vant stim uli, and you

become so involved in what you’re try ing to accom plish that you stop

being aware of your self as sep a rate from the actions you are per form ing

and every thing seems to become auto matic and effort less.
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But as Csikszentmihalyi has found, while it seems that the flow

expe ri ence is being done auto mat i cally and with out much effort, it in 

fact par a dox i cally requires a sig nif i cant amount of effort—in phys i cal 

exer tion and/or highly dis ci plined men tal activ ity. If you have a lapse 

in con cen tra tion, flow will quickly dis ap pear. If you begin ques tion -

ing why you’re doing every sin gle thing you are doing, you will most

likely make a mis take. You achieve flow when you let your mind and

body per form har mo ni ously and let the action carry you for ward to

the achievement of your goal.

Set clear goals that pro vide feed back. Another impor tant fac tor involved

in achiev ing such a com plete involve ment in your work are goals that

pro vide clear feed back. Being able to see how you are per form ing is

impor tant because it allows you the oppor tu nity to alter your actions to

con tinue per form ing at peak effi ciency. How ever, some times pro jects at

work do not have clear-cut goals and clear feed back isn’t always avail -

able. In these cases, you will need to cre ate your own goals and make

sure that they allow you to gauge your prog ress. Oth er wise you will find

them dif fi cult to enjoy.

This kind of goal set ting at work can be chal leng ing also

because you’re not used to it. While grow ing up, you never really had 

to cre ate your own goals or make sure you got feed back because this

was taken care of by school. You always got feed back from your

teach ers, either in grade or ver bal and/or writ ten form, and you were 

able to make adjust ments based on these com ments in order to move 

for ward. But in the work ing world, goals can often be ambig u ous.

Some times you can work on pro jects that have no real begin ning or

end ing, and you may not get reg u lar feed back from your super vi sors. 

If your job bores you, your pay check prob a bly won’t be an ade quate
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goal to moti vate you onward. That is why it is impor tant to take it

upon your self to look for ways, even if they are not vis i ble, to cre ate

order and rules for all the activ i ties you engage in during your

twenties.

Pay atten tion. Dur ing the course of the day you can be bar raged by fleet -

ing thoughts that may dis tract you and cloud your mind. What your

atten tion does is act as a fil ter between what hap pens in the out side

world and how you expe ri ence it within your mind. For exam ple, say you 

have a man ager who is bel lig er ent, con stantly yell ing at you, and is just

plain mean. How much this sit u a tion affects you will depend much more 

on how much atten tion you give the sit u a tion than on what actu ally hap -

pens to you. The more atten tion you give to the hurt ful things your man -

ager says, the more real it will become, and the more negativity will enter

your con scious ness.

This abil ity to chan nel your atten tion is essen tial for cre at ing

flow because activ i ties that pro duce enjoy ment are, by their very

nature, chal leng ing and there fore require you to focus your atten tion

on what you are doing in that moment. The abil ity to focus your

atten tion means that you are able to con trol what you expe ri ence and 

thus, con trol the qual ity of your life. As Csikszentmihalyi explains:

Some peo ple learn to use this resource effi ciently while oth ers 

can waste it. The mark of a per son who is in con trol of con -

scious ness is the abil ity to focus it at will, to be obliv i ous to

dis trac tions, to con cen trate for as long as it takes to achieve a

goal, and not lon ger. And the per son who can do this usu ally

enjoys the nor mal course of every day life (1990, 31).
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Learn to get con trol and let go. One of the most pecu liar aspects of flow

is not wor ry ing about los ing con trol while at the same time being in

com plete con trol of the sit u a tion. This feel ing is what pro duces the exhil -

a ra tion that is essen tial to opti mal expe ri ence. This sense of con trol is

also one of the most pow er ful forces for pro duc ing psy cho log i cal growth 

and strength en ing your vision of self. As we talked about in chap ter 1,

your self-effi cacy is the con fi dence you have in your abil ity to han dle the

chal lenges you face in life. As you expe ri ence more flow expe ri ences, you 

begin push ing your skills and being to develop a better sense of con trol,

thus increas ing your self-effi cacy. We also saw in chap ter 4 that one of

the main rea sons twentysomethings become depressed is because they

develop a sense of help less ness after col lege. This per ceived sense of not

being in con trol of your envi ron ment can cre ate a feel ing of being inef -

fec tive. What cre at ing flow expe ri ences does is increase your resil ience by 

con stantly increas ing your skills and self-con fi dence.
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flow check list

' are you engag ing in a chal leng ing activ ity?

' are your skills ade quate to cope with the task at

hand?

' is the activ ity goal-directed?

' is there some type of rule-bound sys tem set up that 

can pro vide you feed back on how you are doing?

' is it an activ ity in which you can take con trol and

become one with the expe ri ence?



books you will love

Work ing with Emo tional Intel li gence (1998) by Dan iel Goleman. The
author uses his years of work ing with orga ni za tions around the world
to explain why emo tional intel li gence is becom ing the back bone of
suc cess in busi ness today and pro vides a prac ti cal guide on how you
can inte grate emo tional intel li gence into your work life.

A Whole New Mind: Mov ing from the Infor ma tion Age to the Con cep -

tual Age (2005) by Dan iel Pink. One of the most impor tant books
you will ever read when it comes to under stand ing how and why the
world is chang ing eco nom i cally and cul tur ally to cre ate the new work -
ing world twentysomethings tran si tion into after grad u a tion. A great
resource describ ing the types of skills that are becom ing essen tial in
the twenty-first cen tury. A must read! Check out the Pink blog at
www.danpink.com.

Flow: The Psy chol ogy of Opti mal Expe ri ence (1990) by Mihaly

Csikszentmihalyi (pro nounced “chick-SENT-me-high”). A major
con trib u tor to the pos i tive psy chol ogy move ment through years of
hap pi ness research. Csikszentmihalyi pro vides a road map for get ting
into “the zone” and find ing ful fill ment at work as well as in every
other aspect of your life.

The World Is Flat: A Brief His tory of the Twenty-first Cen tury (2005b) by 

Thomas Fried man. A great book on how the polit i cal-eco nomic
events in the lat ter half of the twen ti eth cen tury have led to glob al iza -
tion and fun da men tal changes in how we will con duct our work lives
in the twenty-first cen tury.

Cul tural Intel li gence: Indi vid ual Inter ac tions Across Cul tures (2003) by

P. Chris to pher Earley and Soon Ang. While aca demic in nature, this
book illu mi nates a much-needed skill in today’s global econ omy.
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Don’t Send a Resume: And Other Contrarian Rules to Help Land a

Great Job (2001) by Jeffrey Fox and What Color Is Your Para chute?

2006: A Prac ti cal Man ual for Job-Hunt ers and Career-Changers

(2005) by Rich ard Bolles and Mark Bolles. Two of the best books
out there for learn ing how to increase your chances of get ting the job
you want.
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 chap ter 6 

what kind of peo ple do you

want in your life?

Inti mate rela tion ships can not sub sti tute for a life

plan. But to have any mean ing or via bil ity at all, 

a life plan must include inti mate rela tion ships.

—Har riet Lerner

“I def i nitely think that it’s more dif fi cult find ing new friends now,

com pared to col lege,” says twenty-five-year-old Thomas. “In Wash -

ing ton, DC, it may not be as bad as other places, but after grad u a tion

it’s a much more diverse world than col lege was. It takes much more

time and effort to find some one who’s on the same page as you,

whereas in col lege you would find your self in the same classes, or

going to the same par ties, or going to sport ing events with peo ple

who had sim i lar inter ests. There are bars and things like that that



attract sim i lar types of peo ple, but it’s just not quite as con du cive to

meet ing peo ple as it was in col lege.”

As almost any twentysomething will attest to, it becomes much

harder to meet peo ple after the social world of our edu ca tional sys tem 

fades away when we leave col lege. School pro vided what seemed to be 

end less oppor tu ni ties to meet a wide vari ety of peo ple who were the

same age and had sim i lar inter ests and goals. In col lege, you could

meet new peo ple in classes that changed each semes ter, in an array of

orga ni za tions and clubs, at var i ous social activ i ties, and at par ties on

the week ends. You also had the din ing hall and dorms where you

could talk for hours on end to help solid ify the friend ships you were

form ing. And because you lived the flex i ble col lege sched ule, you

could stay up all night get ting to know other peo ple and could either

skip class the next day or take a long nap after class to recover. But

this all ends come grad u a tion time, leav ing you with out any real social

sys tem to depend on dur ing your postcollege years.

we’re no longer living like chia pets

After you grab your diploma and begin the rest of your life out side of 

aca de mia, one of the first things you prob a bly real ized was how much 

your social life changes. In many ways, this change reminds me of a

Chia Pet. You’ve all seen the com mer cials—Cha, Cha, Cha, Chia!—

and get ting your Chia Pet to grow is pretty easy. All you have to do is

get the right ingre di ents, mix them up, spread them over the sur face

of the your favor ite ceramic ani mal, add some nour ish ing water and

sun light, and watch it grow. Well, a sim i lar thing hap pens dur ing

174



col lege, where you gather the proper stu dents, mix them up, spread

them around cam pus, add some nour ish ing classes, orga ni za tions,

social events, and alco hol, let some time pass, and boom—watch all

the friend ships and casual rela tion ships blos som.

One of the major rea sons why Chia Pets and cam pus rela tion ships 

seem to bloom so effort lessly is because all the right ingre di ents nec es -

sary for their growth are put together by some exter nal entity. Now, in

the case of the Chia Pet, what would hap pen if you did n’t have the right 

ingre di ents? What if you did n’t mix the ingre di ents prop erly and put

them in the right envi ron ment to grow but, rather, spread them around

hap haz ardly? What if the proper nour ish ment was not given to them?

You would see lit tle or no growth. Well, after grad u a tion twenty -

somethings are scat tered about amongst count less other peo ple in the

work ing world, with the old class room, orga ni za tions, and din ing halls

quickly replaced by bars and clubs. In this new world, there is no lon ger 

an out side entity to make sure that you’re sur round by the right peo ple

or are com fort able in your new social envi ron ments.

This is not to say that the types of peo ple you knew sim ply dis -

ap peared after col lege. Rather, all these indi vid u als are thrown into a

sea of peo ple who are dif fer ent ages, have dif fer ent goals and pur -

poses, and may not fit too well with you on a num ber of lev els.

Although many twentysomethings said that in some ways it’s cool to

be in a world with a wide vari ety of peo ple, they also said that it can

often be dif fi cult to find com mon ground because peo ple liv ing in

the real world have var i ous careers, dif fer ent social and per sonal

inter ests, and many times are at dif fer ent stages in their lives. As a

result, it can be a chal lenge to make a con nec tion sim i lar to the ones

you made in col lege, where every one’s life cen tered on the com mon

pursuit of getting an education.
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losing your core

What can often com pound the dif fi culty in adjust ing to this

new diver sity of peo ple is the loss of your col lege friends when you

sep a rate and move to all parts of the coun try. Many times new jobs

can take you and your friends to dif fer ent cit ies far away from each

other. This can often leave twentysomethings with out a core group

of friends. Raul, a twenty-six-year-old from San Diego, says, “I

moved three thou sand miles away from my fam ily and friends for my 

new job. I came to the West Coast know ing only one per son. In my

first year at work I was very lonely. I had the impres sion that all my

col lege friends liv ing in Boston and New York were hav ing won der -

ful times hang ing out with each other, and I felt pretty lost out here

on the West Coast. A con se quence of this was that I trav eled back

east a lot. Dur ing the spring of my first year out here, I took about

eight or nine trips back east. Some times I would be out of L.A. for

two or three week ends a month. Obvi ously that was n’t a good idea

either finan cially or emo tion ally. I’ve now been in L.A. for almost

three years and only after about a year and a half did I start to feel

like the peo ple I wanted to be with live close to me.”

Because of the major change of going from a close-knit com -

mu nity enclosed by the col lege cam pus to a divided group of friends

scat tered all over the coun try, twentysomethings said they can have a 

tough time adjust ing on their own and, at times, expe ri ence intense

feel ings of lone li ness. “When I moved to my new job, it totally

reminded me of fresh man year of col lege—lots of ner vous energy as

peo ple go through the repeated ques tion ing of where every one’s

from, what they’re going to be doing—all with the thought in the

back of their mind, ‘Will I find peo ple I can really click with?’” says
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Sarah, a twenty-five-year-old from Hous ton. “I left Boston at the

end of May and then spent a week at home before driv ing down to

Hous ton. Two days later and I was finally there and, well, I felt a lit -

tle over whelmed and crazed about the fact that I was slated to be at

this job for two years. I felt that sort of claus tro pho bia that can be

almost par a lyz ing. I knew in my head that I’d get over the feel ing,

find a place to live, and of course, friends to hang out with. But deep 

in my heart there was this fear that I would n’t find any one to click

with—and that really freaked me out. I had grown accus tomed to

hav ing sev eral small groups of friends while always keep ing a core

group of friends to sup port me. As I went into per haps one of the

hard est jobs I’ve had yet, I was scared that I would n’t have the

friends I would need.”

adjusting to a new life schedule

Not only do you lose your core group of friends after col lege,

but you also lose the free dom and flex i bil ity to hang out with the

friends you do have when ever you want. This rigid ity that work ing-

 world hours impose on your time can have a major impact on how

you pri or i tize friend ships. After fin ish ing up ten or twelve hours at

the job, it can be hard to go out after work and meet peo ple because

you are so tired from the work day. Some twentysomethings I spoke

to told me that often they would rather just curl up on the couch and 

“veg” in front of the TV instead of hit ting the noisy and crowded

bars.

But this infre quency of going out to meet new peo ple can put

extra pres sure to form friend ships and social cir cles when the oppor -

tu nity pres ents itself, caus ing you to pos si bly hide how you are truly
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feel ing by act ing hap pier and more ener getic than you really are. Says 

Joanna, a twenty-five-year-old from Detroit: “We are all so busy and

there is always so much going on that it feels like peo ple don’t have

the time to deal with oth ers peo ple’s prob lems. And if you don’t act

happy, who will want to hang out with you? I men tion the issue of

time because that seems to be the big gest dif fer ence between col lege

and postcollege work life. In col lege, I had three hours in the mid dle

of the day to hang out with friends, com plain, and talk about prob -

lems, plans, goals, and wor ries. But now, I don’t have that much time 

to talk about prob lems with any one other than my best friend or sig -

nif i cant other, and some times it feels like I am putt ing just another

bur den on them. In the same vein, because of time con straints, I

don’t see friends as much, and the less you see some one, the more

pres sure you feel to act happy and pleasant when you’re around

them.”
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ques tions to con tem plate

' how did you feel when you entered the postcollege

social scene?

' what were some of the dif fi cul ties you had in meet -

ing new peo ple?

' how did you feel when you left your core of friends

after grad u a tion?

' has it been more dif fi cult to keep in touch with

friends?

' how has money played a fac tor in your social life?



no money, mo problems

Another major obsta cle that twentysomethings said they

encoun ter in meet ing new peo ple are the low-pay ing jobs they often

work in after grad u a tion. Most twentysomethings are not mak ing the

big bucks after col lege and quickly find out that this can put a seri -

ous obsta cle in the way of mak ing a con nec tion with others. “When I 

started my first job, I got paid twenty-three thou sand dol lars a year,”

says Renee, a twenty-three-year-old con sul tant, “which made it really

dif fi cult to live in a city like DC. With stu dent loans, rent, and other

bills, these costs pretty much caused me to just spend a lot of time in 

my apart ment when I first grad u ated. When you see how much your

actual pay check is after taxes, it’s a shock to the sys tem. I remem ber

when I got my first check—my stom ach just turned. I could have

got ten an addi tional job, but the hours I was already work ing made it 

impos si ble for me to get one dur ing the week, and my first job wore

me down so much that it was really impor tant for me to be able to

relax dur ing my week ends. In order to try to make my money last, I

would n’t do much dur ing the week ends, which made it a bit more

dif fi cult to meet peo ple. I don’t really remem ber any one dur ing col -

lege talk ing about what to expect finan cially other than the stu dent

loan peo ple hav ing a class where they talked to us about ways to

make sure we don’t default on our stu dent loans. It can be such a

cycle—you don’t make enough money, so you have an inex pen sive

apart ment in a bad neigh bor hood, or you can’t afford to go out and

then can’t meet any new peo ple when you’re liv ing in an entirely new 

area. Then if you’re stuck in your apart ment, you at least want to

have nice things to make you feel com fort able, so you spend money

on things you don’t need. Money is definitely a big worry.”
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a rough dating world

“Dat ing in the twenty-first cen tury, postcollege … hmmm …

Well, I guess I’d describe it as a roller coaster that’s mostly been

going down hill,” says Chris, a twenty-six-year-old from Boston.

“When I grad u ated, I was still in a long-term rela tion ship. While

there were other prob lems with our rela tion ship, one of the hard est

aspects of stay ing together after col lege was dat ing long dis tance. In

the end, I broke up with her and a major part of this was because we 

were so far apart. I think that has been one of the tough est aspects

of dat ing in postcollege life for me—dis tance com bined with per -

sonal aspi ra tions. Peo ple grad u at ing from col lege usu ally have plans

for them selves, and those plans don’t always nec es sar ily work well

with mat ing. All I know is that I find dat ing to be a major chal lenge

postcollege, period! I have no money, I have no time to date, and I

am never meet ing peo ple my own age I would even consider dating.”

As Chris explains, dat ing dur ing the tur bu lent twen ties can

often become con fus ing, hec tic, or in many cases, non ex is tent. This

is because ever since your first day of school, your mat ing life has

almost always taken place in some type of edu ca tional set ting. In sec -

ond ary school, you were con stantly sur rounded by fel low teens and

could eas ily get to know them in classes, dur ing clubs and sports, or

at after-school events. Then you were off to col lege, which in many

ways was an exten sion of high school with less paren tal con trol and

more free dom. Along with this new lib er a tion, you were sur rounded

by a ton of peo ple you had a lot in com mon with. And although the

admis sions com mit tee did n’t have this spe cif i cally in mind when

select ing stu dents, they actu ally helped find good sex ual matches

even before you arrived on cam pus by choos ing other stu dents who,
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even if they came from dif fer ent back grounds, had very sim i lar traits, 

inter ests, and goals. The rules of the col lege mat ing game were pretty 

straight for ward—hook up, hang out, or get into a joined-at-the-hip

rela tion ship. Oper at ing within these col lege norms, you could get to

know poten tial part ners while you ate in the din ing hall, on study

dates in the library, in cam pus orga ni za tions, or sim ply just hang ing

out in the dorms till the wee hours of the morning—not to mention

that the majority of these “dates” were free!

But this changes as soon as the mat ing world you lived in for

your entire postpubescent lives van ishes and you’re thrust into an

unfa mil iar world with a new set of rules for dat ing, sex, and love.

After col lege, the inter ac tive class room that sur rounded you with

peo ple your own age is quickly replaced by an often-iso lated and

mun dane office job with cowork ers who are often twice your age.

The com mon pur suit of get ting an edu ca tion that bound us all

together dis ap pears and leaves us with no real com mu nal place to

meet poten tial mates with sim i lar inter ests and goals. The bar and

club scene soon becomes a sub sti tute for the din ing hall and cam pus

orga ni za tions, and the social events that used to be free in col lege

now cost money that a lot of twentysomethings simply don’t have.
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ques tions to con tem plate

' how has your dat ing life changed since grad u a tion?

' has it got ten better or worse? why?

' what have you done to meet new peo ple?

' have these meth ods been suc cess ful?



the new social support systems—

urban tribes

Because we are always mov ing to new cit ies for our jobs, most likely

not liv ing close to our fam i lies, and wait ing lon ger to get mar ried, there 

is no real sup port sys tem that is readily avail able to us after grad u a tion.

As a result, twentysomethings are find ing oth ers ways to cre ate the

sense of com mu nity that dis ap pears after col lege. One way they are

doing this is described in Ethan Watters’ book Urban Tribes: A Gen er a -

tion Rede fines Friend ship, Fam ily, and Com mit ment (2003). Watters has

found that young peo ple today are adapt ing to their social envi ron -

ments after col lege by estab lish ing strong bonds with friends who

often live in the same city. Because more and more twentysomethings

are stay ing in school lon ger, enter ing demand ing careers, liv ing away

from home, and delay ing mar riage, they are form ing a new type of

social entity to take the place of more tra di tional forms of fam ily. Some 

of the major char ac ter is tics that Watters describes of urban tribes are:

Intense loy alty: Just like a fam ily by blood, there is an intense loy alty with

the mem bers, pro vid ing a strong sup port sys tem.

Shared rou tines and rit u als: This can take the form of reg u lar din ners

together, group vaca tions, par ties, and get-togethers on hol i days.

A sense of “barn rais ing”: Mem bers are there to always lend a help ing

hand with mov ing, paint ing, or cre at ing gar dens in the back yard.

182



Love gos sip: The group seems to always be talk ing about what is hap -

pen ing in the lives of all the mem bers of the tribe—espe cially when it

comes to rela tion ships.

Defined roles: Peo ple seem to fall into cer tain roles within the tribe. This

may be the result of peo ple play ing to their strengths. For exam ple,

some one may be the orga nizer, another the advice giver, the other the

cre ator and handyperson.

Dat ing rules: In some tribes, there will be dat ing within the group, while

in oth ers there is an unspo ken or spo ken rule against form ing rela tion -

ships or hav ing casual sex within the tribe.

But even though most tribes usu ally have these things in com -

mon, Watters found that urban tribes can vary greatly:

The size, com po si tion, rules, and rit u als of these groups var -

ied dra mat i cally. Many peo ple describe lives lived bounc ing

between two or more core groups. One group had formed

around col lege friends, while another had formed in a work -

place. Some groups … had sev eral dozen mem bers, while

oth ers described tribes of three or four mem bers that had

been together less than a year. Some were all of one gen der

and race, while oth ers were remark ably diverse.” Watters

went on to con clude that, “The com plex ity and het er o ge -

neous nature of these accounts was stag ger ing. It appeared

that the lives of young adults were vary ing in every imag in -

able way” (2003, 8).
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While groups of friends have existed in the past, what is unique about 

twentysomethings today is that because of the new life style they are

liv ing, urban tribes are becom ing the new fam ily of the twen ties and

can pro vide a much-needed sense of com mu nity in a time of such

insta bil ity.

how can you meet new people?

While it may not be as easy to meet peo ple now com pared to col lege,

there are a num ber of things you can do to increase your chances of

meet ing new peo ple, an urban tribe, or some one to date. How ever,

there are a few things to keep in mind when try ing to make new

friends or find poten tial mates dur ing the tur bu lent twen ties. First,

the chances of meet ing lots of peo ple you really con nect with auto -

mat i cally decreases after col lege by vir tue of the fact that you are now 

in an ocean of other peo ple who most likely will not be a good fit for

you. Peo ple who share the same pur pose and view of life may turn up 

less often than they did in col lege, so don’t get down if it takes some

time to find a great friend or urban tribe after col lege.

Sec ond, don’t give up if you meet some one but don’t make a

con nec tion with them right off the bat. If you don’t become best

friends within the first week of meet ing them, don’t sweat it. It was

much eas ier to form quick and intense rela tion ships in col lege

because of prox im ity, the type of peo ple we were sur rounded by, and 

the kind life style we led. Friend ships and roman tic rela tion ships usu -

ally prog ress much slower in the working world.
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Another thing you always have to keep in mind is that you’re

never going to meet any body if you don’t make an effort. Unless you 

are will ing to mus ter up the cour age to go talk to peo ple and see if

there is a con nec tion, you won’t make any friends or get dates. This

means that going up to peo ple, mak ing good con ver sa tion, exchang -

ing phone num bers, and mak ing the first call is some thing you will

have to do. For a lot of twentysomethings, this may be the first time

you’ve been forced to make friends on your own with out the Chia

Pet social world. It can be tough and even a lit tle bit scary. You may

feel like you’re both er ing or impos ing on peo ple, but you’ll never

know if you never try. Now let’s look at what twentysomethings said

were the best ways to meet new friends and dates after graduation.

Clubs or sports leagues. Almost every town and city has a num ber of

clubs and sports activ i ties that you can join. Although they may not

always be filled with noth ing but twentysomethings, most likely there will 

be some young peo ple there. There is also the pos si bil ity that the com -

pany you work for has a soft ball team or some other type of sports club.

This is a great way to get to know cowork ers, and even if there aren’t a

lot of young peo ple, there may be a few, and it is very likely that they

know other twentysomethings you can hang with. The most impor tant

thing is to do some thing you are inter ested in. If you join a club or team

that you don’t like just to meet peo ple, then you may actu ally hurt your

chances of get ting to know oth ers because you will be unhappy while

you’re inter act ing with them. Sim ply put, you need to have fun both in

the activ ity and with the peo ple, oth er wise it’s prob a bly just a waste of

your time.

Vol un teer ing. If you want a change of pace from the bar scene, vol un teer -

ing is a good way to go. There are a num ber of national groups such as
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Hab i tat for Human ity or numer ous local groups that you can find in

your city paper that pro vide you with the oppor tu nity to inter act with a

vari ety of peo ple while doing a good deed. There are also orga ni za tions

that cater to sin gles (such as Sin gle Vol un teers) that have a spe cific

agenda in mind but aren’t too much of a meat mar ket. Clubs like these

usu ally have a min i mum num ber of sin gle peo ple for each activ ity, so

you usu ally get a good num ber of young peo ple to inter act with. For

more infor ma tion, go to www.SingleVolunteers.org.

Take a class. There are a vari ety of classes that you can take to meet new 

peo ple. They usu ally don’t cost much money and are a great way to inter -

act with peo ple because you usu ally have to work in groups to accom -

plish what ever you’re doing. You can take a cook ing class, paint ing class,

dance class, or go to wine tast ing events. There is also the option to take

classes at a com mu nity col lege or uni ver sity in the area if you have the

money. There are pro fes sional classes as well as aca demic classes you can 

take. My expe ri ence with this is peo ple are usu ally very friendly and the

edu ca tional envi ron ment often lends itself to get ting to know peo ple

very well. Plus, you can all go out for a drink after class.

Social net work ing. Just as net work ing is the best way for you to get a job, 

it’s also one of the best ways for you to meet new peo ple. You can do

this any where, but one of the best places I’ve found to net work is going

out with your coworkes for happy hour. Not only will you meet peo ple

out side your depart ment, but usu ally your cowork ers will invite some of

their friends to come along. How ever, there is one word of advice: try

not to let the eve ning turn into a gos sip ses sion about work. If this hap -

pens, try to steer the con ver sa tion onto other top ics, espe cially if there

are peo ple that don’t work with you there. Then you can find out more
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about the peo ple them selves and see if there is a poten tial to make a con -

nec tion with some of them.

managing your relationships with

emotional intelligence

In chap ter 5 we talked about the impor tance of using your emo tional

intel li gence when inter act ing with your cowork ers. But there are in

fact many other rela tion ships in your life that can ben e fit from your

emo tional intel li gence. Let’s take a look at how you can use this intel -

li gence to cre ate better per sonal rela tion ships dur ing your twen ties.

awareness of your self and others

When ever you encoun ter some one, how you relate to them and 

the qual ity of that inter ac tion will be heavily deter mined by how

aware you are of your emo tions. For exam ple, if some one has treated 

you badly in the past, your aware ness of your feel ings will deter mine

how the next encoun ter with them will turn out. If you see them, are 

taken over by anger, but remain unaware that this is what you are

feel ing, most likely you will have a hos tile con fron ta tion with them.

On the other hand, if you acknowl edge and under stand what you’re

feel ing, you can accept your emo tions and make a con scious effort to 

pre vent them from neg a tively affect ing your expe ri ence with that

person.

Your self-aware ness also helps you man age your rela tion ships

by pro vid ing you with the nec es sary infor ma tion to mod ify what to
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say, how to say it, and what type of body lan guage to use. If you are

unaware of how you feel in the pres ence of other peo ple it will be

dif fi cult, if not impos si ble, to make deci sions about what is the best

way to inter act with them. I am sure you have met some one who

seems to have few social skills or is very uneasy in a basic social set -

ting. Often times, the rea son peo ple act like this is because they don’t 

know what they are feel ing in the pres ence of oth ers and there fore

don’t know what is appropriate for the situation.

Other times, peo ple may be aware of their emo tions, but they

try to ignore or numb what they are feel ing. I’m sure you have seen

this with a per son who starts dat ing some one who is not good for

them. They may tell you that for some rea son they have a bad feel ing 

about the per son, but don’t explore their gut reac tion fur ther or sim -

ply choose to ignore it and con tinue on with the rela tion ship. But

even tu ally their lack of aware ness comes at a cost when the per son

they are dat ing even tu ally makes them mis er a ble. It’s not only impor -

tant to pay atten tion to your inner sig nals, but to use that infor ma -

tion to make more intelligent deci sions about your rela tion ships.

This can help pre vent unnec es sary suf fer ing and allow you the

oppor tu nity to invest your time and energy in more enjoyable

experiences.

check yourself before you wreck yourself

But we also have to be real is tic: rela tion ships do not always go

smoothly, nor are you always going to be able to read peo ple well

enough in advance to pre vent them from mak ing you feel bad. With

two or more peo ple come dif fer ent sets of likes and dis likes, dif fer -

ent sets of inter ests and goals, and dif fer ent per son al i ties. As a result, 
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there is bound to be con flict in rela tion ships, and dur ing these times

you may not have the oppor tu nity to con trol whether you will have a 

neg a tive emo tional response to a spe cific social sit u a tion. But even if 

you can’t pre dict your emo tions, you cer tainly have the power to

con trol how you han dle what you feel and more impor tantly, how

long it lasts. One of the ways you can do this is by learn ing to take a

step back dur ing heated or stress ful times, keep your impulses in

check, and look at the sit u a tion from all angles to make sure that

what you are feeling is appropriate to the situation.

I am sure you have encoun tered peo ple who seem to always be

on an emo tional roller coaster. You never know how they are going

to react to some thing, and one rea son they seem to be so out of con -

trol is because their emo tions are depend ent on what hap pens in

their exter nal envi ron ment rather than on their abil ity to reg u late

what they are feel ing. This inabil ity to check them selves before they

let their emo tions take over is a major sign that that per son is lack ing 

intel li gence about their emotions.

One thing to keep in mind is that emo tional reg u la tion does not 

mean that you are repress ing how you are feel ing. When you man age

your emo tions, you are not con trol ling what you’re feel ing, but rather 

are mak ing the con scious effort to con trol how you are express ing what

you’re feeling.

“I feel your pain”

While many peo ple made fun of Bill Clinton when he said this

to a group of Afri can-Amer i cans, he in fact was dis play ing a skill that 

human rela tion ships are built upon: the abil ity to empa thize. What

Clinton was try ing to do was show that he was mak ing an effort to
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see things from their per spec tive and was respond ing to their con -

cerns. It is this abil ity to under stand where other peo ple are com ing

from, as well as tak ing an inter est in what they are feel ing, that is one 

of the most basic ways we relate to one another. As Goleman

explains:

Sens ing what oth ers feel with out their say ing it cap tures the

essence of empa thy. Oth ers rarely tell us in words what they

feel; instead they tell us in their tone of voice, facial expres -

sion, or other non ver bal ways. The abil ity to sense these sub -

tle com mu ni ca tions builds on more basic com pe ten cies,

par tic u larly self-aware ness and self-con trol. With out the abil -

ity to sense our own feel ings—or to keep them from

swamp ing us—we will be hope lessly out of touch with the

moods of oth ers (1998, 135).

One of the basic ways we empa thize is by pick ing up on the

facial expres sion of oth ers. For exam ple, psy chol o gist Elaine Hat -

field and her col leagues found that when you see some one who is

happy, it evokes the same emo tion inside you (1994). This is also

true of anger, sad ness, and almost any other emo tion. Hat field has

found that to the extent that you mimic the pace, pos ture, and facial

expres sions of some one, you will begin feel ing what they are feeling.

One way you can increase your abil ity to empa thize is by

becom ing an “active” lis tener. I am sure that you have met some one

who can not or sim ply does not lis ten to what you are say ing. These

kinds of peo ple usu ally come off as uncar ing or indif fer ent, and if

you do not want to be per ceived in the same light, you have to make

a con scious effort to be open to what peo ple are say ing at the time

they are say ing it. A good way to do this is by restat ing in your own
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words what some one is say ing to you. Not only will you make the

other per son feel like you are lis ten ing, but by restat ing it in your

own words you will develop a better under stand ing of what they are

try ing to com mu ni cate and where they’re coming from.

social skills

Think about a time when you were not feel ing so great and

then a friend came over to cheer you up. When you saw them, they

had a smile on their face and you quickly felt better. Or think of a

time when you were with a group of friends hav ing a great time and

then a friend of a friend who is always anx ious or in a bad mood

joins you and com pletely brings the mood of the whole group down.

In both instances, your feel ings or the group’s feel ings quickly

changed. This is because of a fun da men tal char ac ter is tic of emo tions: 

they are contagious.

The exchange of emo tions is often so sub tle that we don’t take

notice of them. How ever, you may want to start pay ing greater atten -

tion to this psy cho log i cal pro cess because it can have a pow er ful

impact on how you relate to oth ers. For exam ple, in a study by

research ers Howard Fried man and Ron ald Riggio, three strang ers

were instructed to sit qui etly in a cir cle for two min utes. Then at the

end of two min utes the research ers checked the emo tional pulse of

the par tic i pants. What they found was that the per son who was the

most expres sive had trans mit ted his or her mood to the other two

peo ple. Fried man and Riggio found that regard less of whether the

most expres sive per son was feel ing happy, angry, or sad, in every

ses sion the peo ple with the stron gest show of emo tion infected the

other two peo ple with what they were feeling at the time (1981).
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What this means is that dur ing every sin gle social encoun ter,

you have the abil ity to influ ence how other peo ple are feel ing by

trans mit ting emo tional sig nals—and you can be affected by emo -

tional sig nals that are sent by oth ers. As a result, the more adept you

are at read ing and under stand ing the emo tional mes sages of oth ers,

the better able you will be at con trol ling the sig nals you send and

receive. So if you enter a sit u a tion where some one is in a bad mood,

instead of let ting them get you down, you can actu ally make them

feel better by dis play ing signs of hap pi ness. This abil ity to soothe the 

emo tions of other peo ple is one of the most impor tant ways in

which you can manage your relationships.

To increase your emo tional intel li gence in your rela tion ships,

you can use the ques tions from chap ter 5 and sim ply apply them to

your per sonal life.

a time for exploring yourself and others

In his book Emerg ing Adult hood: The Wind ing Road from the Late Teens

Through the Twen ties (2004), Jeffrey Arnett describes this period dur ing

our twen ties as a time of explor ing per sonal rela tion ships more than

any other time in life. Arnett has found that most twentysomethings

report feel ing the need to try out a wide vari ety of rela tion ships dur -

ing these years and not feel ing ready to make a com mit ment to oth -

ers. Psy chol o gists W. Andrew Col lins and Manfred van Dulmen from 

the Uni ver sity of Min ne sota sug gest that this desire to delay com mit -

ment is because of the bal anc ing act twentysomethings go through
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between explor ing one’s self and how oth ers fit into this period of

self-dis cov ery (2005).

This delay can cer tainly be seen when you look at when

twentysomethings are get ting mar ried today. Dur ing the 1940s until

the 1970s, the nation wide aver age age for get ting mar ried was about

twenty-one for women and twenty-three for men. Today, the age for

get ting mar ried has risen to about twenty-five for women and

twenty-seven for men (U.S. Cen sus Bureau 2000).

One of the main rea sons why twentysomethings are wait ing so

long to com mit is because there is now much more of an empha sis

on get ting higher lev els of edu ca tion, lead ing more of them to go to

grad u ate school directly or soon after col lege. There has also been a

new empha sis on find ing a career that brings ful fill ment, with

twentysomethings want ing to exper i ment with a vari ety of jobs

before set tling down into a seri ous rela tion ship. Then there is the

fact that twentysomethings may be work ing long hours to get ahead

in the jobs and the lack of time causes them to eval u ate their rela -

tion ships much dif fer ently than they did dur ing col lege. As Cathleen, 

a twenty-eight-year-old from Albu quer que, New Mex ico, explains,

“Since it seems like I have no time, I am much more par tic u lar about 

who I get involved with. I real ize more and more how rela tion ships

are a seri ous invest ment of time and energy, and I have to make sure 

that the per son I get involved with is worth it. I have done the whole 

hook-up thing and am bored with it, so now I am more inter ested in

whether inter ac tions will turn into a mean ing ful rela tion ship. I always 

ask myself ques tions like, ‘Do they have poten tial and are they

ambitious (not just finan cially)? Are they intel li gent, can they keep up 

with me, will I get bored with them quickly? Do they inspire me?’

Dur ing col lege, I think it was easy to meet some one you had a lot in
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com mon with. You could hang out all the time study ing, spend the

night at each other’s dorm, and you really did n’t become too seri ous

because there were so many other things to focus on and it seemed

like you were liv ing in a play world. But as I real ize how lim ited my

time is, I don’t want to waste a sin gle sec ond of it. I think this allows 

me to uti lize my time in a much more ful fill ing way, but at the same

time it can put a little bit of pressure to find ‘the one.’”

the most important relationship of all

One inter est ing thing about Cathleen’s expe ri ence that is quite

com mon among twentysomethings today is that she very much takes

into account the type of per son she is as well as the con text in which 

she is liv ing in to help her deter mine who she wants to bring into her 

life. When it comes to fig ur ing out the type of peo ple you want in

your life, you essen tially are ask ing, “Given who I am, what are the

kinds of peo ple I would like to have in my life, and what do I expect

from those rela tion ships?” Or in the case of roman tic rela tion ships,

“Given who I am, what kind of per son would I like to have as a part -

ner for the rest of my life?”

As psy chol o gist Eric Erickson sug gested dur ing his study of

ado les cence, before you can truly be inti mate with other peo ple, you

must resolve the issues you have with your iden tity (1994). So

whether it is find ing a good group of friends, some one fun to date,

or the love of your life, before you are able to fully answer the ques -

tion, “What kind of peo ple do I want in my life?” you have to first

answer, “What kind of per son am I?” When ever you relate to oth ers, 

espe cially on an inti mate level, you always do it from the con text of

who you are as an indi vid ual. As a result, in order to form per sonal
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rela tion ships that are mean ing ful and have a pos i tive effect on your

life, it is nec es sary to have a basic sense of who you are.

focusing on you

One of the themes run ning through out this book has been that

your twen ties is one of the great est times in your life for  self-

 exploration, and as you engage in this jour ney of self-dis cov ery, you

enter a time that is extremely self-focused. In fact, the period after

col lege may be the most self ish time of your life because you are

spend ing a great deal of energy try ing to improve who you are and

fig ure out who you want to become. This auto mat i cally requires that

you begin focus ing more on your self and what makes you happy. We 

have also seen that if you don’t make a con scious effort to shift your 

focus to your vision of self, it is vir tu ally impos si ble to cre ate the

kind of life you want to build for your self during your twenties.

But you may feel awk ward say ing that you are being self ish dur -

ing this period of life. We typ i cally asso ci ate self ish ness with peo ple

behav ing badly. There fore, say ing that you are increas ing the focus

on your self has the poten tial to make you feel guilty. But let’s take a

moment to think about this: Is there any real rea son why you should

feel guilty for being self-focused? Should you feel guilty for want ing

to improve the qual ity of your life by con cen trat ing more on your -

self? Is it bad to fig ure out what is the best way to sup port your life

by your own efforts and achieve hap pi ness as a result of those

efforts? Cer tainly not, and any one who tells you that being con -

cerned with your own inter est is self ish is sug gest ing that the desire

to live life on your own terms, find ing hap pi ness and fulfillment, is

bad.
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books you will love

Urban Tribes: A Gen er a tion Rede fines Friend ship, Fam ily, and Com -

mit ment (2003) by Ethan Watters. The ori gin of the term “urban
tribes” and a good dis cus sion about how the nature of young peo ple’s 
rela tion ships are chang ing due to the new life styles we are lead ing
today. An enjoy able read! Check out his site at www.urbantribes.net.

The Art of Liv ing Con sciously: The Power of Aware ness to Trans form

Every day Life (1999) by Nathaniel Branden. A great book on how to 
become com fort able being by your self and increase your level of
self-aware ness in every aspect of your life.
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con clu sion

When you can not make up your mind which of two

evenly bal anced courses of action you should take—

choose the bolder.—Wil liam Joseph Slim

When I first came up with the idea of writ ing The Tur bu lent Twen ties

Sur vival Guide, one of the ideas that excited me the most was the day I 

would finally get my book pub lished. For the first few months, I

thought about how good it would feel to see it in book stores and how 

my life would change as many new oppor tu ni ties arose from its pub li -

ca tion. I was writ ing non stop dur ing that time. How ever, a few

months after I started, I soon found myself strug gling to stay

focused. I was not writ ing con sis tently, and what I did write was not

com ing out the way I had hoped. I became extremely annoyed and

frus trated. Some thing was going on inside me that I had to fig ure out, 

so I stopped my writ ing and took some time to explore why I was

feel ing this way. 



What I soon real ized was that even though hav ing my book

pub lished was excit ing and moti vat ing, it was n’t enough. I needed

some thing more. As I thought about what that “more” was, I tried

pic tur ing what it would actu ally be like when the book was finally

pub lished. I knew part of me would be enjoy ing the achieve ment and 

the pos si bil i ties it would open up, but I also real ized that another

part of me would be some place else—I would be think ing about the

next book I was going to write. And then in the future when that one 

was pub lished, I would be think ing about the next one. What I

quickly under stood at that moment was that even though the peaks

of our final achieve ments are moments to be cher ished, in the whole

scheme of things they are only a small part of life. The real ity is that

the major ity of our twen ties and beyond are not going to be spent

enjoy ing these moments, but rather most of your life will be expe ri -

enced at the pro cess level of cre at ing those moments.

In reflect ing back on this real iza tion along with what I learned

from the thou sands of inter views and con ver sa tions with twenty -

somethings and all the psy cho log i cal research I have reviewed, I

came to one basic con clu sion about the psy chol ogy of life after col -

lege: the pur pose of the twen ties is all about learn ing how to find

hap pi ness in the jour ney. It’s about learn ing to enjoy the pro cess of

tak ing the new vision of self you have inside your mind and giv ing it

shape, mean ing, and pur pose in the out side world. While the

moments of achieve ment in the future will be amaz ing, life is hap -

pen ing now, at this moment. If you’re unable to enjoy it each day,

what ever the sit u a tion you are in, then there is no rea son to expect

that your feel ings will change after you attain some end goal.

This skill is espe cially important at work. So much of your new

life is going to be spent earn ing a liv ing, so it’s vital to find
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some thing you greatly enjoy. But as we have seen, this is not always

the case for many twentysomethings. How ever, even if you are not

work ing in your dream job, you have seen through out the book the

many ways in which you can cre ate hap pi ness from what seems to be 

a mun dane or ordi nary sit u a tion. By learn ing to cre ate flow and

remain pos i tive and real is tic about your work sit u a tion, you can learn 

to stay con nected with what you are doing and change the parts of

your job that aren’t espe cially inter est ing or excit ing. Of course,

there will always be times when we have to do things that aren’t

inter est ing to us. But if you learn to turn these kinds of sit u a tions

into oppor tu ni ties to learn and expe ri ence flow, then life dur ing your 

twen ties will become infinitely more interesting.

This isn’t to say that it is wrong to look ahead, either. You cer -

tainly need goals and a vision of the future to guide your thoughts

and actions. How ever, this period in life is also about find ing a bal -

ance between the jour ney and the end des ti na tion. It’s about learn ing 

to plan ahead with out sac ri fic ing what you are expe ri enc ing in the

moment; about enjoy ing the pres ent with out becom ing obliv i ous to

the future.

What will even tu ally deter mine this bal ance? It is the direc tion

you decide to travel down dur ing your postcollege years. Will you

choose the road of ran dom ness and chance or the one of liv ing mind -

fully, pur pose fully, and rely ing on your psy cho log i cal intel li gence and

vision of self to guide you through the tur bu lent twen ties? The one

basic ques tion you have to ask yourself now is, “Which path am I

going to travel down?” Good luck, and enjoy every part of find ing the 

answer.
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