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To my family at home and at work





Author’s Note

Although in most cases names and identifying elements have been altered, all the stories in this book are based on the real experiences of people in midlife.





Introduction Welcome to Primetime

It’s not quite a full-blown pejorative, but the term middle could certainly use a better publicist.

The middle seat in a car or airplane—uncomfortable. The middle child—overshadowed. The Middle Ages—barbaric. The middleman—unnecessary. Being middle of the road—wishy-washy.

Each of these middles has a negative connotation, not to mention in today’s world of striving and status, no one wants to be merely “average,” which is what being the middle feels like if we’re talking about money, fame, success, health, and happiness. It’s perhaps no surprise, then, that when we talk about middle age, the first word that comes to mind is crisis, followed by talk of gray hair, reading glasses, and achy joints, and a whole host of other things we’d much rather avoid.

But here’s “the but.” By focusing on all those familiar bad middles, it’s easy to forget that in plenty of contexts, being in the middle has its advantages. It can even be desirable, a genuine asset. After all, middle means central, a pivot point with the option of moving in different directions, up and down or from side to side or even around. The middle is flexible, and it can be an ideal position or location. The middle of the fairway is the golfer’s aim. A line drive up the middle of the baseball field is a promising play. Sitting center stage in the middle of the theater or a sports arena offers some of the most desirable seats in the house. The middle child has older siblings to learn from and younger siblings to teach, potentially giving them an advantage in cognitive and social development. But no one seems to focus on that. Unfortunately, this lopsided look at the middle generally aligns with how we feel about middle age—that is, mostly negative.

My research, supported by decades of evidence from other researchers, demonstrates that the assumption that our middle years are our unhappiest and that aging is something to be feared is flat-out wrong. Studies have shown that many people in midlife have a higher well-being and sense of control than those both younger and older. Positive affect (psychology-speak for pleasant feelings) continues to increase and then stabilizes from early adulthood through midlife, while negative affect (unpleasant emotions) declines from early adulthood through midlife. All in all, it seems pretty clear from the research that not everyone is down in the dumps in midlife.

Not only is this middle-phobic perspective wrong, it distorts the experience of what can be considered our most important decades. In midlife our well-being affects so many others and also how we will fare in later life. Having a negative viewpoint of middle age and aging can affect our health. It can even shave years off our lives. With a large share of Americans moving through their middle years in 2025—Gen X, ages forty-five to sixty, are smack in the middle of midlife, the oldest of the millennials, ages twenty-nine to forty-four, are just entering it, and the youngest baby boomers, ages sixty-one to sixty-six, are at the tail end—setting the record straight about midlife has never been more important. If we want to live our best lives in the middle years, we have to take a more balanced and uplifting look at this critical time period. There are challenges, yes, but there are also more opportunities and joys than the received wisdom about midlife would have us believe.

In fact, it’s not enough to correct the record on the negative bias we have against midlife, it’s time to reveal it for what it really is: Primetime.

For those of you who have been conditioned to be wary, if not downright terrified, of midlife, you might be raising an eyebrow right now. Let me explain:

Over thirty years of research has given me a unique view of this time in our lives, one that is both zoomed in and zoomed out. Before you can really understand a single period of time you have to look at the arc of the human lifespan, which is all about seeing the big picture. For instance, we know that human development is the story of growth and decline. Every human goes through times when they are more in control—making gains socially, emotionally, physically, and psychologically—and times when they are more out of control, losing abilities and opportunities that they once had. When researchers map these experiences over the span of an average person’s lifetime, this is what it looks like:
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Where the two lines meet—that is midlife.

It’s the point at which the positives and negatives of aging are just about equal.

If you look at the dark (growth) line in this lifespan figure you see that mid-lifers are still gaining knowledge and experience. They also are growing in terms of emotion regulation, professional accomplishments and productivity, creativity and earnings, new roles in the family, and valuable contributions to the community. All are packaged with the well-earned self-confidence and wisdom gained from experience. We are constantly adding to what we know about ourselves and others, gaining more professional skills, and learning more about our bodies.

The light gray line represents the trajectory of decline over our lives—in speed of processing information, working memory, and functional health. With age we experience losses; our bodies begin to slow down and our immune system weakens. Our responsibilities to others multiply while our time to focus on ourselves diminishes. We may feel that we have less time to accomplish all that we want to. Depression, sleep problems, and financial strain can all surface.

The intersection of these two lines represents Primetime. In other words, the golden moment and opportunity that is midlife.

In midlife we have both knowledge, experience, insight, and the capacity to use them. We’re still young enough that the major declines in health haven’t fully settled in, so instead of finding ourselves hamstrung by limitations, we can explore new opportunities, make a career change, find new love, lean into our creativity, and reinvigorate old relationships. We are more self-aware than ever, and we care much less about what other people think. And while there’s no doubt that midlife can bring us temporary lows as new declines settle in (the cranky back, the reading glasses, the hot flashes), the next peak is still right in front of us. Midlife can be much more than popular wisdom would have us believe.

Unfortunately, popular notions of midlife train our focus so tightly on the negative aspects of aging that we miss out on the opportunities for growth. Which means that we don’t end up balancing out the losses with wins, wasting the potential of this golden moment when those lines on the graph intersect.

Much of the good, solid information we have about how to leverage our strengths in midlife is not widely known. The aim of this book is to rectify that, and act as an evidence-based guide to the prime of your life. In the chapters ahead I will dispel myths, point out important, hidden truths, and offer actionable tools to help navigate midlife in a balanced way. By the end of the book, I hope you will look at midlife as a time to embrace, grow, and break through.

But before we dive a little deeper into why midlife is pivotal, first we have to answer a burning question.


Midlife by the Numbers

Whenever I go to a party and reveal my research specialty, the first question is wildly predictable: When exactly is middle age?

Whether the person I’m talking to is young or old, there is an almost universal uncertainty about when this critical period of our adult lives begins and ends. There’s good reason for this—officially, there is no set age range for midlife. It’s generally thought of as the halfway point between youth and old age, but the boundaries feel fuzzy. This is in part because none of us knows how long we’re going to live, and also because historical time and circumstance shapes our perception of where we are in the life course. Over the past century “midlife” has been a moving target. In 1900, the average life expectancy was forty-six for men and forty-eight for women. Which means midlife would have been in the twenties.

As of 2025 in the United States the average life expectancy is seventy-nine. But life expectancy is higher in other countries, such as United Kingdom where it is eighty-two, Norway where it is eighty-three, and Japan where it is eighty-five. If we rely on life expectancy as our marker, it suggests the midpoint could begin at different ages—thirty-nine, forty-one, or forty-two—depending on where you live. Life expectancy also varies by sex, with women living on average five or six years longer than men. It also varies by race too, with the highest life expectancy for Asians and Hispanics, followed by Whites and then Blacks and Native Americans.

Of course, these numbers are just rough estimates of what the chronological midpoint of life is. Most people don’t typically use this as the way to define midlife—it’s much more complex than that. For starters, there are actually many types of age. How old someone is can vary depending on what aspect of life is being considered: biological age, or how your physical health and appearance compare to those who are younger versus those your own age or older; social age, or the roles you occupy like caregiver or mentor; and psychological age, which includes how old you feel. This is why depending on who you ask, the definition of “midlife” can shift dramatically. I’ve found that many people in their early forties actively resist the idea that they are middle-aged, while many in their late sixties or seventies insist that they are still middle-aged. While this is wishful thinking on both ends of the spectrum, it also illustrates how individual markers of midlife can fluctuate over time.

In my research, I typically define midlife broadly as forty to sixty plus or minus ten years, which is to say thirty to seventy. This is the result of many surveys that my colleagues and I have conducted over the last thirty years. When asked when they believe midlife begins and ends, most participants in our surveys say the average ages of midlife are forty to sixty or forty-five to sixty-five. Thus, the heart of midlife is the forties and fifties, even though only a relatively small number live to one hundred, let alone 118 or 120. Yet many people who are in their thirties or sixties and even seventies also consider themselves middle-aged. All told, the number of people who consider themselves “middle-aged” is large. About a quarter of the US population is between forty and fifty-nine.

Adults in midlife typically have more active roles—for instance, parent, adult child, spouse or partner, grandparent, sibling, friend, and coworker—than at any other period of life. Some roles are obligatory, and others are optional, such as service positions in community or religious organizations. However, people of the same chronological age can vary vastly in what life phase they are in with regard to social, family, or work responsibilities. For example, at age fifty, some may have tweens or teens living at home and others may have an empty nest and grandchildren to babysit. In their professional lives, some may find themselves in a mentoring or managerial role at work, while others are striking out on their own as midlife entrepreneurs.

Given the wide variation in the timing of these key milestones and experiences, age is not necessarily the best marker of midlife. Based on my research, I have come to believe that a good way to think of midlife is as a constellation of roles that people are performing in the context of life events and life experiences. In this sense, midlife is when you are in the middle generation, relative to those who are younger or older in the family, at work, or in the community. If we can expand our definition of midlife to include more than just what our age is on paper and recognize that we are serving many important roles for ourselves and others in midlife, it can bring a greater sense of meaning, purpose, and clarity to our experience of the middle years. This new perspective on this time could also go a long way to helping us manage the complicated feelings that we have about it. After all, when exactly middle age occurs chronologically matters far less than how we actually feel about it when we inevitably get there.



The Hinge: Why Midlife Is Important

Regardless of the exact age you believe middle age begins and ends, we know this: Midlife is the hinge point between the first half and the second half of our lives.

Who we were before and who we want to become after middle age presses in on us from both sides. Midlife is when the bill from adolescence and early adulthood comes due. What that bill looks like varies wildly depending on what our lives have looked like thus far. Unresolved trauma, damaging relational patterns, and neglect of our physical health often rear their head during this time, forcing us to reckon with what has come before. On the more positive side, if we’ve been lucky, we are resting more easily in our relationships than ever before, we have built up a professional reputation that we can leverage, and we are more comfortable in our bodies.

When we look to the future, if we are wise, we’ll see that midlife is the moment to build a strong foundation for our sixties, seventies, and beyond. There is no better time to start eating right, exercising, and strengthening your social network. Spiritually and emotionally, we can begin the important work of reflecting on what we have and what we wish for ourselves in the second half of our lives. Do we have a strong purpose? Do we feel ready for what’s ahead? How are we feeling about our mortality these days? Making these connections between past, present, and future helps us optimize middle age by taking control of what we can—how we face what happened in our past, and how we will prepare for the future.

Another aspect of midlife that makes it such a pivotal moment is the profound link to both older and younger generations. By embracing the role of a bridge between this divide, we have the opportunity to not only mentor and support those younger than us, but care for and connect with those in their elderhood. We can glean wisdom and meaning from relationships on both sides of the age divide, but just as importantly, we are contributing and caring, which are both well-evidenced approaches to boosting your life satisfaction quotient. Generativity—the quality of care and concern for others—is at a high point in midlife. By focusing on the positive aspects of this unique position and mitigating the more draining aspects of being a caregiver or mentor, we can find a lot of meaning in our usefulness to others. Mid-lifers have valuable skills to teach and wisdom to impart. By doing so we can be filled with the sense that we are making our mark on the world and positively impacting others. This is truly a win-win, because the peaks of generativity we experience in midlife benefit others greatly. Mastering this balance between concern for others and care for ourselves is a test of boundaries to be sure, but it can also become a superpower that helps carry us through the obstacle course that is midlife.

The beauty of being in the middle is that we can move in so many new directions if we choose, whether our tweaks are small or our changes radical. When people make big moves during this time, some think of it as a midlife crisis (more on this in the first chapter). Yet, if we see midlife as the pivot point it truly is, then it is natural to expect ups and downs and movement in different directions.

In midlife, we find ourselves truly in the middle—not just of our lives, but in the middle of other people, and in the middle of whatever tasks we are trying to complete. This often creates conflict, tension, stress, and a need to prioritize competing demands from those older and younger at home and those who are more senior or junior in the workplace. The need to balance roles and juggle demands can be a primary source of problems and stress, creating an urgent need for multitasking with little time for leisure. All of this transpires in the context of physical changes in health and fitness, hormonal upheaval, and cognitive changes in memory, mental flexibility, and reaction time. It’s no surprise that being in the middle of life can be a challenging time, but it can also be deeply rewarding. Until now, much of what we’ve known about midlife has been born of stereotypes, fear, and a vacuum of information and data. Luckily, now we have science to fill in the blanks.




The Science of Midlife

As the director of the Lifespan Lab at Brandeis University in Massachusetts, I conduct research to better understand the psychosocial and behavioral aspects of midlife and how they can either help protect our health or increase the likelihood or risk of decline and disease. I am one of a small group of psychologists who study the midlife period from a lifespan developmental perspective. What this means is that we consider how and why people change physically, cognitively, psychologically, and socially before, during, and after midlife. The lifespan view doesn’t focus on one age, per se. To understand midlife, we examine the processes of change from early to late adulthood. While the focus of my research is midlife, we consider what came before to impact it, and what comes later because of it.

Many of our studies revolve around testing out strategies that can help mid-lifers adapt to the inevitable changes in functioning that they will face so that they can live happier and healthier lives. For the last thirty years the focus of my work has been on tracing the nature of midlife to define its characteristics as it is being lived—not as it is being portrayed by memes and deep-seated societal fears. The aim of my research is to better understand what is really going on in the lives of mid-lifers and find evidence-based answers to the most pressing questions about this time period: Does everyone go through a midlife crisis? What are the losses of midlife that hit us the hardest? What are the parts of aging that make us feel more confident and hopeful than ever? How can we regain a sense of control in a time that often feels stressful and chaotic? How will this stage of life affect our physical health and functioning and what can we do about it? What can we do in midlife to ensure that we stay healthy and happy into old age?

In a time of great uncertainty and change, our sense of control is dwindling, with stress and anxiety rising not only among those in midlife but among younger generations as well. Major events and experiences such as the pandemic, school shootings, violence, climate change, crumbling infrastructure, inflation, political divisiveness, and misinformation leave us all on shaky ground. These circumstances can undermine our sense of security and agency, and many feel helpless with the belief that even if you do everything right, things are unlikely to go as planned. For people in midlife right now, focusing on maintaining health and well-being becomes even more important given how out of control the outside world can feel. Recent research findings regarding deaths of despair due to overdoses and suicide and the loneliness epidemic show us that many, many people are indeed struggling in midlife.

Plus, getting older is often just strange. And hard. And confusing.

In this book, we will look at the surprising research around midlife with an eye toward understanding how those who are managing to find happiness and health are doing so despite the many challenges. We’ll grapple with the reality that it is inevitable that we will experience both gains and losses and learn how to tip the balance in favor of gains. I’ve come to believe that the middle years are so central and so misunderstood and undervalued that I want to share insights and strategies that are based on my life’s work, and the work of many others. The science of midlife is young but robust, and tracing its lineage can help us understand why the misconceptions and hidden opportunities of this time period are just now coming to light.




The Lifespan Perspective

When I started studying psychology in the 1970s, scholarship on midlife did not exist. Developmental psychology was solely focused on infancy, childhood, and adolescence, while the fields of gerontology and geriatrics focused on the problems of old age. What was ingrained in students of psychology by the writings of classic scholars such as Sigmund Freud and Jean Piaget was that by about age twelve, we reach the final stages of emotional and cognitive development. Even though their contemporaries Carl Jung and Erik Erikson had paved the way for the possibilities of development throughout life, for many more decades personality trait psychologists believed we are born with our personalities, which remained stable throughout life. We now know that a static adulthood is a fiction and that it is possible to change in meaningful ways throughout life.

I was fortunate to be at the right place at the right time when views of human development were shifting. My senior year of college I met Freda Rebelsky, whose name was apt—she was a sort of scientific rebel, a trailblazer who had the pluck to teach a course called Post Adolescent Development at a time when almost no one believed there was such a thing. In her class there were many new terms and concepts I found intriguing, and sometimes baffling. I decided I wanted to learn more about this approach, and I applied to graduate school to work with the psychologist Paul Baltes, whose first book, Life-span Developmental Psychology, was the text we used in Rebelsky’s course. I consider myself lucky that he was assigned as my advisor, and I met him on my first day of graduate school. Under his guidance, it wasn’t long before I was hooked on the lifespan perspective. At the most basic level it espoused the simple, and at the time novel, notion that it was possible to grow and develop throughout adulthood, which I found fascinating and compelling. While this is something we now take for granted, trust me when I say that back then it was radical.

In the beginning, most of the lifespan research on adulthood and aging was cross-sectional. Which means it compared people from two different age groups rather than following the same people over time as they age, which is called longitudinal research. For example, a cross-sectional study on cognitive abilities might compare test scores of older adults, ages sixty and above, with college students ages eighteen to twenty-one, usually from introductory psychology classes. Typically, the older adults performed worse on these assessments compared to the students, and the findings painted a rather bleak picture of abilities in later life. Scholars such as Baltes, John Nesselroade, and K. Warner Schaie put these results in perspective, showing that the younger and older age groups came from different birth cohorts (generations) and comparisons did not necessarily shed light on what happens as people age. Most of the older adults in the studies either had not gone to college or had been out of school for over forty years. No wonder they didn’t fare well in comparison to students who were very familiar with taking these types of tests.

Lifespan researchers knew it was critical to understand how people aged, rather than just to examine those who were already older, as the gerontologists were doing at the time. To do this, they decided to focus on the processes of aging by following the same people over time. We considered the early origins as well as the more recent influences on development. This would require longitudinal studies, which were expensive and hard to get funded. Luck broke our way in the 1990s and would forever change the course of my career as a result.

In 1990, sociologist Bert Brim proclaimed that midlife was “the last unchartered territory of the life course.” At that time most of what we knew about midlife was from clinicians, which painted a picture of midlife primarily as a time of crisis and difficulty. I was invited to join a group of twelve experts on human development who would meet several times a year to plan extensive research about the middle years. Our Research Network on Successful Midlife Development, named MIDMAC, was funded by the John D. and Catherine T. MacArthur Foundation and later by the NIH. MIDMAC helped put the scientific study of midlife on the map. One of our crown jewels is the Midlife in the United States (MIDUS) study. We wanted to know what comes before, during, and after middle age, so we have studied a group of over ten thousand people ages twenty-five to seventy-five from across the country. This huge age spread has enabled us to capture data on how people change in the transitions from early adulthood to midlife, then midlife to old age. We’ve followed them for over thirty years, resulting in one of the largest and most significant longitudinal studies on midlife. The findings and insights in this book are drawn from MIDUS as well as other research studies that I as well as others have done. It’s no accident that MIDMAC’s logo is an hourglass that is half-empty or half-full depending on your perspective. Much of what we have found about midlife shows that both perspectives are valid, which of course deeply contradicts the mostly glass-half-empty perspective we are fed from an early age.

In view of the thirtieth anniversary of the MIDUS study, while we still have much to learn, it’s safe to say that we now know a lot about what really happens in midlife and what feeds into whether or not someone is more or less happy and healthy at this time in their lives. One of the concepts that anchors the insights in this book is the overarching principle of lifespan psychology—that there are both gains and losses throughout life. However, the balance of increases and decreases also shifts across life, as is illustrated in the lifespan image. In fact, the two trajectories depicted are the individual data points that constitute the arc of decline versus growth with their intersection in midlife. In childhood and early adulthood, the primary motivation in all endeavors is toward growth. We add to our repertoire as we learn the ways of the world. As we enter the middle years, a primary goal is to preserve what we have and make sure we use our expanding experience and knowledge for the good of ourselves and others. In later life, a key focus is to deal with or avoid decrements as much as possible. As physical and mental abilities start to wane, concerted effort is needed to counteract decreases in functioning and to compensate for any unavoidable losses. Throughout life, the overarching goal is to maximize the gains and minimize the losses.

While the framework of gains and losses in midlife is the fruit of MIDUS and the north star of this book, there are other concepts from the lifespan approach that are important to our understanding of midlife. The research we have done over the last thirty years has shown:


	Each of us is unique. Some people are happier and healthier than others. It seems obvious, but the reason is that people change over the course of their lifespan based on highly individual factors like genetics, personality, trauma, and behavior. In other words, there is no one midlife template. Any cultural characterization that tries to act as a stand-in for everyone’s experience of midlife is never going to be accurate.

	The seesaw effect. There’s also variability in the midlife experience within an individual person. How people feel in midlife fluctuates. Some days they might feel younger and other days they might feel their age. As aches and pains, conflict and contentment come and go, we see that each person can have ups and downs and differences over time. That’s why it’s critical to not just compare one person to another, but the same person from day to day, month to month, or year to year. Only then will you get a clearer picture of their true experience of midlife.

	You are more flexible than you think. When we understand plasticity—how changeable, flexible, modifiable, and resilient—we realize that what you see is not necessarily what you get. There is always room for improvement. While the natural course of aging is one of decline, there are plenty of things you can do to minimize the decline or delay it. Even if stamina declines, there is evidence that muscle strength and mobility can be increased well into the nineties with high-resistance weight training. Cognitive training programs lead to learning new things and increasing synapses. Aerobic activity can lead to increasing blood flow to the brain, benefiting memory. In other words, it’s never too late.

	You can’t escape cause and effect. Research on midlife shows clearly that what you do, and what has happened to you, has consequences. In our studies we focus on the long-term and short-term changes that play out over the course of a life. You might not think that early childhood experiences can reach into midlife and impact your health, but they can. However, it’s important to remember that given neuroplasticity, our destinies are not predetermined—there’s plenty we can do to mitigate the damaging effects of early childhood trauma and toxic stress.

	Consider the context. If you think that what affects your experience of midlife is solely about genetics or behavior, you’d be mistaken. There are age-graded influences—things that typically occur around the same age for most people (menopause, retirement). There are historical influences—things that happen to everyone regardless of age, but they may have different effects depending on your age (pandemic, Great Recession). And, of course, there are nonnormative influences—things that affect you but are not common to everyone, such as divorce, car accidents, winning the lottery, or a health crisis. And finally, there are contextual influences—environment, culture. Life is all about context, so before you blame yourself too much for the parts of midlife that you are struggling with, consider the role that context plays!

	There’s a model for that. In midlife, decisions start to take on more weight, and there is a way to make better decisions. It’s called the SOC model, which stands for Selection, Optimization, and Compensation. Selection means choosing wisely and being selective, understanding that you can’t do everything. Optimization is where you smooth the way for your decision to be a success by practicing, gaining experience, and anticipating different outcomes. Compensation is all about having backup plans, finding alternatives, new opportunities, substitutions, and modifications so you can follow through on your decisions and not get derailed. When it comes to locking in an exercise routine or meeting a goal of learning a new language, the SOC may get you further than old habits.

	What happens in midlife doesn’t stay in midlife. Lifespan researchers have validated what we already know but may not always put into practice—you have better outcomes on all measures of health when you nip a problem in the bud. We know that when we focus on actions in early adulthood, we may be able to prevent problems in midlife, and when we look at actions in midlife, we may be able to prevent problems later in life. Whether it’s high cholesterol or low muscle mass, taking care of the problem in midlife means that it won’t grow into a nightmare later on. Early detection, screenings, and blood tests can provide a baseline for your health in midlife and identify where you need to take action.



These concepts are both the gifts of the lifespan psychology approach and the themes that this book will come back to again and again in the context of real lives. In the chapters to come, we’ll see how myths, personality, health, time, relationships, curveballs, and decisions in midlife affect real people by highlighting stories of mid-lifers in the thick of it all. We’ll see how the research findings of MIDUS and many other studies can help us better balance the gains and losses, the challenges and joys of midlife.



Writing Your Own Midlife Story

The research on midlife—MIDUS and beyond—shows us a more nuanced and hopeful picture of midlife than fits comfortably in a pithy newspaper headline. What we have found is that the picture of midlife resolves into something altogether more beautiful and fascinating than the one-dimensional depictions we’ve been imbibing all our lives. Midlife can be a time of reckoning, but it can also be a vehicle for transformation. It can drive us crazy with its demands on our time but also lift us up when we finally sit back to look at just how full our lives have become—full of love, challenge, joy, and deep meaning. Much of this ache and exaltation happens on its own; this time of life is a fast-moving train you’re on whether or not you realize you bought a ticket. Once we know what the opportunities are in midlife instead of just the challenges, we can get off autopilot and be more intentional in working toward making the most of your “one wild and precious life,” as the poet Mary Oliver famously put it, and setting ourselves up for a happier, healthier life for years to come.

So, whether you are just entering middle age or have been navigating it for some time, by using this golden moment in the middle to look both backward and forward, you have the opportunity to make the changes that lead to greater control over your health and well-being so your present and your future can be bright.

Primetime offers you a new, evidence-based lens with which to see midlife, and a fresh set of tools to navigate the terrain so that you find yourself enjoying more ups than downs. The chapters ahead will provide you with plenty of room for reflection, helping you to make sense of the past and imagine future possibilities. Beyond that, where there are strategies for enhancing gains and compensating for losses, I provide some tools and the guidance to help you use them.

This book presents an up-to-date account of the latest scientific research on the middle years of life and covers what we know about the physical, psychological, cognitive, and social changes that accompany our middle years, illuminating the potential to harness a sense of control, mastery, and well-being in the face of the challenges and constraints, gains and losses. Far from a lost horizon, midlife is a unique and profound vantage point. We have a chance to assess what truly matters. And, having lived a good while, our experience in life can give us the confidence to pivot, be it a little or a lot.

This is a far cry from the view of aging and midlife that many people are bringing to the book. So many people on the cusp of midlife are confused, sad, and fearful about what the rest of their lives are going to look like. They want to know if it’s going to be hard and if there’s a chance to make it better. The answer to both is yes—this is a period of life, like all the others, that has its tough moments. But we can also make it better. Especially when we peel away the layers of stigma that hide the possibilities for joy and discovery that are available to us all.

Which is why before we jump into how to make midlife our best life, we have to take a closer look at the myths and misconceptions, so we know exactly where to start.






PART ONE DEBUNKING MYTHS and REWRITING the STORY of MIDLIFE





Chapter 1 The Myth of the Midlife Crisis


Hoping for the best, prepared for the worst, and unsurprised by anything in between.

—MAYA ANGELOU



When the pandemic hit in early 2020, three college friends decided to start up a group chat on Marco Polo, a video-messaging app. They were all turning forty within the next six months, which was how it all started—birthday messages. Eventually, they realized how nice it was being in touch again, so they kept sending video messages back and forth. It was a good way to stay connected (despite living in different time zones) and help each other through what they hoped would be a short-lived, though frightening historical blip. Four years later, the pandemic habit had stuck, and they were still swapping videos of themselves recorded while they waited at the bus stop, made coffee in the morning, or walked to pick up a kid from school. Reflecting back on the group chat, they marveled at how much had changed in the last four years for each of them when it came to jobs, relationships, emotional ups and downs, and health challenges.

Life in the intervening years had looked very different for each of them. Ravi lost his job at a tech company where he’d worked since he was fresh out of college. At age forty-three in a youth-obsessed industry, he failed to find steady employment for six months before he decided to open his own consultancy and pray that clients would follow. A year later it was going okay, but finances were tight since he and his wife had their third child. Every time one of the kids needed to go to the doctor (which was all the time, it seemed), he winced thinking about the bill they would get. Between the stress of hustling for new clients and the lack of sleep, his lifelong struggle with depression fired up again. He was drinking too much beer and staying up late binge-watching British police procedurals, yet he assured his friends he was muscling through. His wife, of course, had a front-row seat and insisted he go see a therapist; he agreed it wouldn’t be a bad idea. After the first ten emails he got back from prospective therapists letting him know that there was no availability or they didn’t take his self-employed insurance, he gave up. For the time being, he felt like talking with his friends Emily and Skye over Marco Polo was keeping him grounded, and he was begrudgingly considering cutting back on his commitment to expensive microbrews.

On the other side of the country, Emily watched this all play out on Marco Polo and felt bad that Ravi was having such a rough time. Some days it felt hard to give the report on her life because things were going shockingly well. The relaxing of work-from-home rules during the pandemic allowed her to leave a job she hated but was tied to because of its flexibility. Now there were plenty of other design firms that needed account executives and would let them work from home. She not only got an offer from a much better company across the country, they also gave her a substantial raise. Then, unexpectedly, she got pregnant. Already a stepmom to two middle school boys, apparently she and her husband were adding another one to the mix. At forty-three, she had given up on the idea of having her own kids, even though she wanted them. She had met her husband only two years earlier and he’d been clear from the beginning that he didn’t want more children. Emily thought she’d made her peace with it, but the reality of a life growing inside her changed everything. After weeks of painful back-and-forth, her husband changed his mind too—they decided to go for it. When the pandemic started, she had thought her life was going in one direction, but this last, sweet little curveball made her realize just how fast things can change—even in your forties when you think everything is settled.

Then there was Skye. Just a few years earlier she would have had a hard time hearing about Emily’s unexpected news. When they first started Marco Polo-ing, it was difficult to admit to her friends just how overwhelmed she felt. She and her husband Drew had been through fertility hell trying to get pregnant and it had exposed all the painful cracks in their relationship. Fighting about whether to do IVF was just the beginning of a seismic year of couples therapy, separation, and eventually, divorce. Even though Skye acknowledged that she and Drew had grown apart, letting go of a fifteen-year relationship stirred up insecurities and fears she didn’t even know she had. And it also brought up questions about the kind of relationship she really wanted to be in. The idea of divorce was something she had never considered before; it was against her core values. She had worried about how her family would react as she knew that her parents and siblings believed you should do whatever you can to work things out in a marriage. While still healing the wounds of her breakup, Skye forced herself to start dating again. At one point Ravi joked that he was surprised she didn’t need a spreadsheet to keep track of all her dates. While she remembered dating as a special kind of hell in her twenties, Skye was shocked to find out that dating in her forties was actually fun. A lot of fun. She had less inhibitions, she knew who she was (for the most part), and now she definitely knew what she didn’t want. Seeing it reflected in the eyes of new friends and lovers, slowly she realized that she was becoming more and more herself, a person she liked in a way she never had before. As she fell in and out of love, went to dinner with new friends, and traveled the world with her sister, Skye was always updating Ravi and Emily, who were genuinely thrilled for her.

In just four short years at the beginning of their forties, these three friends saw each other through ups and downs both large and small. They continued sharing about their lives in real time, and also started trading ideas about where they should get together to celebrate their fiftieth.



This may seem obvious, but there is no one experience of midlife. As the three stories above illustrate, it hits everyone differently. Some have ups, some have downs, and many are on autopilot, barely noticing they have entered this transitional zone. That being said, our ideas about midlife—what it looks like, what it feels like—are often flattened and distorted by pop culture, misleading statistics, and clickbait headlines. These ideas about middle age tend to skew negative, no matter the cause. Yet the most prevalent negative interpretations of midlife are not supported by the research. The truth is so much more hopeful and frankly, interesting. As with most rites of passage like puberty, marriage, and parenthood, the realities of midlife are far more nuanced than the cultural perceptions, or even our own fears, would have us believe.

Until relatively recently, our understanding of this time of life has existed within a scientific vacuum, so it’s no wonder that our notions of what it means to be middle-aged have been less than comprehensive. Luckily, a lot has changed, and the latest research on midlife deeply complicates the cultural narratives that developed in lieu of science. While there could be a whole book written on debunking the myths of midlife, this book will devote just two chapters to the most pernicious and problematic. Because before we can begin to embrace the full reality of midlife, we have to understand more about why we’re either dreading it or ignoring it.


Myth: The Midlife Crisis Is Inevitable

If you ask someone what comes to mind when they hear the word midlife, 99.9% of the time the answer will be very specific: crisis.

That’s why many people might look at the surface details of what Ravi and Skye went through and identify it immediately as a midlife crisis. The trope of the midlife crisis is so deeply embedded in our cultural lexicon that it’s easy to think we know what it is and how it operates. This is unfortunate, even disempowering. Instead of prompting us to look deeper, it often leads people to dismiss these experiences as either “just a phase” or evidence of a character flaw. Cultural shorthand and stereotypes like the “midlife crisis” are a failure of curiosity, and they can lead to alienation, misunderstanding, and loneliness for those in the thick of midlife. They are at once totalizing (as if everyone goes through a crisis) and deficient. It captures the challenge but not the transformation.

This time of life is associated almost universally with struggle and turmoil, which is why the notion of the midlife crisis makes for juicy novels, television shows, and movie plots. Divorce, radical career changes, substance use disorders, and obsessions with maintaining a youthful look all get pinned on the midlife crisis. Considering how solidly the midlife crisis is embedded in our collective consciousness, we’d be forgiven for thinking that it is a theme as old as time. Surely our ancestors were stricken with the same midlife maladies—after all, they were human and a good midlife crisis is a rite of passage, right? It’s a natural human phase, no?

Not exactly.

The origin of the midlife crisis can be traced to a 1965 article by Canadian psychoanalyst Elliott Jaques—only sixty years ago. He observed that the creativity of artists plummeted in their mid-to-late thirties and he attributed this to existential anxiety and the fear of impending death. He also introduced the idea of life going “downhill” after forty. Interestingly, it wasn’t Jaques who came up with this, but a patient he quotes: “Up till now life has seemed an endless upward slope, with nothing but the distant horizon in view. Now suddenly I seem to have reached the crest of the hill, and there stretching ahead is the downward slope with the end of the road in sight—far enough away, it’s true—but there is death observably present at the end.”

Since then, the midlife crisis has remained lodged in our cultural consciousness. But only recently was there a blip on the scientific radar that seemed to support it.

Enter, the U-shape






Reality: There Is No Universal Crisis








[image: A smooth, continuous wavy line forming a repeating pattern of peaks and troughs, resembling a sine wave.] 





Breakthrough vs. Breakdown










How Myths Hurt











Flipping the Script








Tools: How to Do a Midlife Review





What to Ask:


	Ten (or five) years ago, what did I think I would be doing at this age/time?

	Which of these things am I doing and which am I not doing?

	What is going well and not well? Am I happy now with what I am doing?

	Are there things I am not happy about doing or not doing? What changes do I want to make?

	What is essential and what is less important? What are my priorities?

	Where do I want to be in ten (five) years? What things do I want to be doing in ten (five) years?

	What changes do I need to make to get there?

	What do I need to do to reach these goals?

	Are my expectations realistic or unrealistic?
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