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INTRODUCTION

The year 2020 changed the world forever. For me, it started in a dressing room at Burbank Studios just a few days before Valentine’s Day. I was sitting with a black coffee in hand, sipping carefully from a lightweight Styrofoam cup so I wouldn’t scorch my tongue. Rehearsal had just wrapped, and I was practicing my lines for the upcoming scenes that day, the familiar hum of production crackling over the intercom as they called the next actors to set. My turn was coming any minute.

A soft knock at the door pulled my eyes from the page. Standing there was one of our incredible production assistants, the same smiling face who’d handed me fresh scripts more than 750 times.

She passed me a brand-new script for the episode that we’d be filming later that week, and I sank into the couch, ready to see what was next for my character, Sonny Kiriakis, on Days of Our Lives. But as I read, a strange unease settled over me. With each line, my concern grew stronger.

Then I saw it. Sonny’s final line: “Goodbye, Salem . . . for now.”

Nearly a decade of employment gone in one sentence.

Those last two words—“for now”—gave me a sliver of hope that maybe one day I’d return. But the reality hit me fast: After having a steady paycheck on the show for nine years, I was about to be unemployed.

At home, I shared the news with my wife, Alyssa. After the initial shock, I tried to reframe it. “Things don’t happen to you—they happen for you,” I told her. Maybe this was my sign to start auditioning again.

I wrapped up my final week on set and said goodbye to the people I’d worked beside for years. It was sad and even a bit scary to move on, yet I also felt excited for the chance to see what other acting opportunities awaited me.

But life had other plans, because just one month later, the world shut down.

The headlines got darker by the day. Inside, I was doing my best to hold it together for Alyssa and my family, but it felt like the floor had collapsed beneath me. No job. No backup plan. And still hanging over me—a hundred thousand dollars in debt from a business manager who had drained my accounts four years earlier.

I remember thinking, I had a higher net worth when I was nineteen than I do today.

So we made a bold move: We packed up, left California, and started fresh in Florida in the middle of a global pandemic. But I quickly learned that rebuilding in the early 2020s was nothing like starting out in Hollywood in 2006. The bills were higher—rent, groceries, everything. Wages hadn’t kept up. And for the first time, I truly felt the weight of the broken system we’re all living in.

That’s when it hit me: The middle class, the very dream my parents’ generation built their lives on, it was gone. And if it was this hard for me, I knew it also had to be hard for millions of others. It was the summer of 2023, and I knew the American Dream as we knew it was dead.

But this book isn’t an obituary—it’s a battle plan.
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Picture this: You’re twenty-eight years old. You’ve done everything “right.” You earned the degree, landed the “stable” job, and pinched pennies to save. Yet somehow, you’re still drowning—buried under student debt that feels like a second mortgage, paying rent that eats half your paycheck, and juggling a side hustle that leaves you too exhausted to even think about retirement.

Then you scroll through Instagram, where influencers are taking luxury vacations and having these picture-perfect “adulting” wins, and you can’t help but wonder: Am I the only one who feels like I’m falling behind?

You’re not alone.

Millennials and Gen Zers are the most educated, tech-savvy, and socially conscious generations in history. But we’re also the first to face a cruel paradox: working harder than ever while falling further behind. Wages have stagnated, but the cost of housing, healthcare, and education has skyrocketed. The old playbook—go to college, buy a home, retire comfortably—now feels out of reach for most people.

Meanwhile, we’re often criticized for “killing” industries (goodbye, diamonds and golf), shamed for avocado-toast “splurges,” and told to “hustle harder” in a system that has long forgotten about us. This isn’t a whimper of victimhood. It’s a rallying cry.

This book dives deep into why the American Dream died, who’s to blame, and whether it was all a lie. Sure, uncovering these truths might feel depressing at first, but I’d rather you face these hard truths now, while there’s still time to act, than wake up at sixty-five feeling behind.

One of the biggest challenges facing young people today is that the dollar doesn’t stretch like it used to. Inflation has always been part of our economy. It isn’t bad on its own—some of it is even necessary to keep the system running. But over the decades, it’s quietly chipped away at what our money can buy and what stability really means for the average American.

Imagine this—your parents bury a time capsule in the backyard of your childhood home in the late 1960s. Inside are Polaroid photos, a baseball glove, a Beatles record, maybe a letter to the future. And tucked between those treasures? A crisp $100 bill. When you dig it up in 2025, the bill looks brand new, but here’s the catch: $100 worth of groceries back then would now cost you more than $800. The bill is the same, but the value has quietly drained away.

That’s the silent power of inflation. And yet, most of us were never taught this as teenagers.

We studied many important subjects in high school, but there was never a real focus on the one subject every student will need after graduation: money—how it actually works. How the financial system works, and how to invest and ultimately build wealth—a gap that still exists for most high schoolers today.

This isn’t the fault of our wonderful high school teachers. They’re crushing it. They’re working with the curriculum they’re given, teaching the lessons the education system has decided are top priorities. Those lessons are important for young adults to grow.

But leaving real-world economics out of the classroom is a massive disservice. The system has overlooked one of the most essential skills for thriving in today’s economy: financial literacy.

I believe every high school in America should require a dedicated four-year curriculum in economics, investing, and money management—taught by a specialist, the same way we rely on math teachers for math, science teachers for science, and history teachers for history. In other words, we should have a money teacher for money. This isn’t about changing what current teachers do; it’s about recognizing financial literacy as a life skill and giving it the same seriousness and expertise as any other core academic subject.

Many schools already offer electives or partial coursework in personal finance, and those programs should absolutely continue. But in addition, we need a required course—Money—taught consistently and progressively across all four years of high school, with a standardized curriculum that ensures every student graduates understanding how money actually works.

And until that happens, the responsibility falls on us. Especially in a world where major corporations profit from our debt, it’s more important than ever that we take ownership of learning these skills ourselves—and start passing them on to the next generation.

The truth is, most people want to save and invest for retirement—but with the cost of living so high, debt piling up, and wages lagging behind, it’s hard to put enough away to make a real difference.

Here’s the good news: There are ways to break free from this cycle. Later in this book, I’ll share how you can fight back against inflation, grow wealth, and create a path to financial security—even in today’s economy.
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For me, it all started with a gut feeling back in high school. I remember sitting in class, staring at the clock, and thinking to myself, There’s no way I can spend the rest of my life doing something that feels this stagnant. It wasn’t that I didn’t want to work hard—it was that I needed to move, to create, to feel alive in what I was doing. I knew I’d be better suited for something hand-on, something that pulled me out into the world instead of keeping me planted behind a desk all day. More than anything, I wanted a career that sparked excitement, so I started looking for another way forward.

In 2006, there weren’t influencers, online coaches, or YouTube channels teaching you how to build a life outside the box. But in my senior year, a friend dragged me into a theater arts class, and something clicked. I’d found a passion that felt alive.

Three weeks after graduation, I packed my bags and moved to Los Angeles to chase an acting career. The next four years were a grind—survival jobs by day, five hundred auditions by night. Then it happened: I landed a role on Days of Our Lives. It was a dream come true. I was finally making money doing something I loved.

But there was a problem. Nobody had ever taught me how to manage that money. I didn’t know the first thing about building wealth, and the financial mistakes I made during those years became some of the hardest and most valuable lessons of my life.

In 2014, my life unraveled. A near-fatal car accident shook me to my core, and worse, I discovered that my business manager had been stealing from me for years. She’d been sending me tax returns to sign, and every time money left my account, I assumed it was for taxes. It wasn’t. She was pocketing the cash and never filing the returns. By the time I caught on, I owed the IRS three years of back taxes. In just twelve months, I went from feeling financially free to completely broke and $100,000 in debt.

I worked hard to dig my way out, but I still hadn’t fully recovered when my run on Days of Our Lives came to an end just four weeks before COVID-19 shut down the world.

When my wife and I reached Florida, we were looking for a fresh start. She got her real estate license first, and I followed soon after, juggling sales with handyman work and DoorDash deliveries. But even making around $100,000 a year between us, we were still struggling to stay ahead.

It hit me one day, somewhere between showing homes and dropping off takeout: Back in 2006, working four days a week at Outback Steakhouse covered rent and a car payment, with money left for fun. By 2020, with two incomes, we were barely scraping by. Everything—rent, groceries, bills—was higher, while wages lagged far behind. For the first time, I truly felt the weight of the system and saw just how far the middle class had fallen.

As I struggled to start my professional life over, I found a front-row seat to the crushing weight Gen Z feels trying to start their lives at all. They’re drowning in college debt; I was drowning in IRS debt. Their wages didn’t come close to covering their expenses; neither did mine. But I thought I knew something they didn’t—how it wasn’t always this hard.

In 2023, I had a real estate client who was making $80,000 a year—a fantastic salary by most standards—who still couldn’t qualify for a below-average home. I was stunned. So, I called the lender to see what was going on. Years ago, when my client first got prequalified, the home prices and interest rates were significantly lower, so the homes available in his price range were incredible. But now, he no longer qualified with that income. The lender walked me through the numbers: Record-high housing prices combined with rising interest rates meant you now needed far more income to qualify for a home than ever before.

That conversation lit a spark I’ll never forget. I’ll always be grateful to the lender that day—because the tools and insights he shared completely changed the trajectory of my life.

The very next morning, I sat down with a notebook and started running the numbers. I was fascinated by the puzzle of qualifying for a home loan—how income, down payment, interest rate, credit score, and even your debt-to-income ratio all fit together like pieces of a puzzle.

Then I found the number that stopped me cold: To qualify as a first-time homebuyer for the median US home, priced around $420,000 in the summer of 2023,1 you’d need a household income of roughly $100,000, plus a $20,000 down payment—and that’s assuming you have little to no other monthly debt (cars, student loans, credit cards . . .  more on that all later). Yet the actual median household income in America was only about $80,000.2

It didn’t add up.

I decided to break down the math in a TikTok video so I could help educate people who were trying to buy a home in this impossible market. Overnight, the video exploded—millions of views, thousands of comments, and a flood of interview requests from media outlets. The response was overwhelming. People weren’t just interested, they were desperate for answers.

A week later, after a whirlwind of live TV interviews and features in major publications, I found myself at a family barbecue. Relatives patted me on the back, saying how exciting it was to see me on the news. In between bites of chips and salsa, I explained the heart of the problem: record-high home prices paired with 7 percent interest rates.

Today, the median household income simply can’t qualify for the median-priced home unless they put down 20 to 30 percent and carry little to no debt. In practical terms, a $420,000 home would require a salary somewhere between $100,000 and $120,000 just to have a shot at qualifying. When you compare that to the reality of earning the median US household income—around $80,000—it’s easy to see why so many buyers feel locked out of the market.

One family member—who bought their first home in the 1980s—nodded thoughtfully and shared with me that their generation faced challenges, too, like sky-high interest rates of 14 percent. “Buying a house has always been a challenge,” they said.

They had a point. But later that night, curiosity got the better of me. I sat down determined to solve another puzzle.

I dug into the numbers from the 1970s through 2023, pulling historical data from the US Census Bureau, US Department of Housing and Urban Development, and Freddie Mac—and what I found shocked me. For the vast majority of those years, a median household income was generally enough to qualify for the median-priced home with a reasonable down payment. Even during the brutal interest-rate spikes of the early 1980s, affordability held together because home prices were lower relative to income and families carried far less monthly debt—no massive student loans, shorter car loans, and lower credit card balances.

But by 2023, that balance collapsed. The combination of record-high home prices, 7–8 percent interest rates, and today’s heavier debt loads pushed many households far beyond traditional lending limits. For the first time in decades, the typical family was priced out of the typical home.

To put it in perspective: In 1980, the median home cost about $50,000.3 A 20 percent down payment was just $10,000, while the median household income was around $18,000. Yes, interest rates were around 14 percent, which was brutal—but the savings hurdle was far more achievable. And by the early ’90s, mortgage rates fell below 9 percent, allowing many homeowners to refinance and further lower their payments. Compare that to today: With a median household income of about $80,000 a year, a 20 percent down payment on a median-priced home of $420,000 comes to $84,000—an entirely different mountain to climb. Some buyers might choose to put down less than 20 percent, but that only raises their monthly payments—costs many can’t afford or even qualify for. And while you can always search for a below-average home, in many parts of America, a $250,000 to $300,000 house simply doesn’t exist.

And the challenge doesn’t stop there. In 1980, the median single worker earned about $12,000 a year, and the median rent of $243 a month ate up around 24 percent of that income. Today, the median single worker earns about $59,000, but with rents nearing $1,900 a month, nearly 40 percent of their income could be gone before they can even think about saving for a down payment—stretching the path to homeownership further than ever before.

As we explore the failed economic policies that eroded the middle class, it’s essential to extend an olive branch to the generations who came before us. If you’re a Gen Xer or a boomer reading this, I want to thank you for being part of helping us find a solution. My goal is to help paint a clear picture of how small, seemingly minor policy decisions made over decades by our government and driven by corporate greed have snowballed into the financial crisis younger generations face today.

The truth is, we’re simply living in a very different world than you did at our age. For the first time in modern American history, we are on track to be the first generation that, on the whole, will not surpass our parents’ standard of living. That’s not because we lack ambition or work ethic, it’s because the economic ladder has been systematically pulled up, rung by rung.

Our generation quickly realized that something was broken, and it felt like it happened overnight. Just a few years ago, we were downloading TikTok and dancing to trends, watching season one of Euphoria and planning for our futures. But in the summer of 2023, the weight of the pandemic, surging inflation, and rising bills pushed many millennials and Gen Zers—including me—to social media to voice our frustrations about the economy. We didn’t have to reach back to the ’80s or ’90s to remember “the good old days.” For most of us, it was enough to think back to the early 2000s, when we were fresh out of high school. Rent could be found for $500, groceries for $250 a month, and it cost $20 to fill up a gas tank. Even during the 2008 crash, we scraped by on five-dollar footlongs from Subway and hope.

But 2023 felt different. This time, we weren’t just tightening our belts, we were watching the cost of basic living explode. Social media feeds filled with stories of skyrocketing rent, grocery hauls where eight items cost $100, and endless examples of bills stretching paychecks to their breaking point. The momentum grew, and we realized we weren’t imagining things; something was fundamentally broken.

As our voices grew louder, some members of the boomer generation took notice. Not all of them were impressed. Many had their own memories of economic struggle and, after decades of hard work, were quick to defend it. Phrases like “Just work harder,” “Stop complaining,” or “Cancel Netflix” became common responses. The back-and-forth sparked a generational tension that’s still alive today.

The disconnect, I think, came from perspective. We weren’t dismissing the effort and resilience it took for previous generations to build their lives, far from it. Our frustration was aimed at the system itself: decades of economic policies like “trickle-down economics” that simply didn’t deliver, and the compounding costs of healthcare, education, housing, food, and utilities that have far outpaced wages.

So no, the boomer path wasn’t easy—it was hard. But for many of us now, it’s even harder. The only thing that’s gotten cheaper over time are our “luxuries.” Meanwhile, the essentials of life have become painfully expensive.

We are navigating a vastly different economic landscape than boomers did at our age. Since my wife and I once made a cross-country drive, let’s use this road-trip metaphor for the journey through life. Boomers made that trip in a sturdy car—facing storms, detours, and breakdowns, but still moving forward with confidence. Their journey was tough, filled with hope, love, fear, and resilience, but ultimately, it led to stability.

And then there’s us. We’re traveling the same distance over the same terrain, but instead of a sturdy car, we’re on a bicycle. Our challenges may look similar on paper, but they take us exponentially longer to overcome, and the energy required just to keep moving can be exhausting.

So what’s the point in drawing this comparison? There are two reasons. First, I want to quiet the generational back-and-forth. Fighting each other isn’t going to fix anything—it only distracts from the real problem: an economic system shaped over decades to funnel wealth upward, making the richest richer while squeezing the middle and working class. Second, the older generations currently hold much of the power required to enact change. They lead in government, run major corporations, and influence media narratives. Sharing our reality with them—backed by clear data—can help align our efforts toward a shared goal: a better future for everyone.

That’s why our goal here is to reach the boomers who are still in positions of influence and help them understand that our reality is different from the one they came of age in. If some genuinely believe younger generations are just “lazy” or that the system works fine as it is, then how can we build the momentum needed to help the average American thrive again?

Think about it: Boomers still have their hands on the wheel in many ways. They make up a large share of political and economic power in America. In Congress, boomers account for about 39 percent of the House and nearly 60 percent of the Senate—despite representing roughly one-quarter of the population. They continue to lead the majority of Fortune 500 companies and shape much of our cultural and economic conversation.

And it’s important to point out that boomers represent roughly seventy million people—a voting bloc with the power to shift the direction of the country. If we can bridge the gap in understanding, we have a real chance to work together to fix the policies and structures that are failing us all. Because when generations unite, the conversation changes—and so does what’s possible.
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This book won’t just focus on housing. We’ll dive into wage stagnation versus productivity, private equity practices, tax loopholes, media narratives, late-stage capitalism, the wealth gap, how we got here, and what we can do to fix it. I believe that the American Dream can be redefined and rebuilt—that work should open the door to stability, opportunity, and a better life shouldn’t be a relic of the past. It should be a reality for every American, regardless of age.

Together, we have the power to make that happen. This is our chance to rewrite the rules, level the playing field, and build a future that works for all of us—not just the top 1 percent. It’s about fighting smarter. Because if we’re going to dismantle a broken system, we first need to understand the rules—then change them.




Chapter 1

SAME HOUSE, DIFFERENT REALITIES: THE NEW MATH OF THE MIDDLE CLASS

My wife, Alyssa, and I moved to Florida in October 2020, right in the middle of the pandemic. Like most people, we were trying to navigate our lives through uncertainty. At that time, housing prices, rent, and interest rates were still relatively reasonable. But, like many younger Americans, we weren’t in a financial position to buy—we were carrying debt and focused on rebuilding our careers.

As the world began to reopen, there was a sense of hope. For a brief moment, it felt like we might recover quickly. But it wasn’t long before the aftershocks of the pandemic reshaped everything. Prices surged, inflation skyrocketed, and the financial landscape shifted beneath our feet.

By the summer of 2022, I realized a truth that many of us are now struggling with: The middle class as we once knew it has changed forever. And it wasn’t just the pandemic that caused this erosion—the pandemic was simply a magnifier, exposing a storm that had been brewing for more than fifty years.

Essentials—housing, childcare, healthcare, education—have steadily pulled away from wages. And while many of the consumer luxuries in the 1980s, like TVs and computers, have become cheaper over time (more on this soon), the necessities we actually depend on have only grown more expensive.

In today’s post-pandemic economy, the pressure is even greater. Basic necessities like groceries, gas, and utilities are through the roof. Inflation numbers may be cooling, but the prices of eggs, milk, and gas remain stubbornly high. For previous generations—who had decades to build careers, savings, and investments—incremental price increases were manageable. For millennials and Gen Zers, even small upticks at the grocery store can blow apart a monthly budget.

We’re not just contending with the old 2 to 3 percent cost-of-living increases. We’re facing what I call the Big Three: housing, college debt, and daycare. These costs are at historic highs, far outpacing the inflation rates experienced by earlier generations.


	Housing: Now eats nearly 35 percent of a typical worker’s income, up from about 25 percent in 1980.4

	College debt: Tuition and fees have skyrocketed since 1980, and outstanding student debt has ballooned to more than $1.7 trillion.5

	Daycare: For families with two children, the cost of child care now exceeds median rent in over thirty US states.6



On top of that, everyday essentials have become dramatically more expensive since early 2020, before the pandemic hit: Grocery bills are up about 30 percent, rents are also up roughly 30 percent over the same period, and even gas prices—after falling from their 2022 highs—are still around 15 percent higher than in January 2020, which helps explain why a majority of Americans now live paycheck to paycheck.7

To see what this looks like in real life, let’s take a drive through a classic all-American neighborhood tucked just off a busy main road. It winds into a picturesque community filled with cookie-cutter homes, neatly paved sidewalks, and the soft glow of streetlights at dusk. As you turn the corner, you notice three identical houses sitting side by side, each with a fresh welcome mat that looks like it came straight from Target.

At first glance, the homes are exactly the same—same layout, same square footage, same suburban dream. But inside? Their financial realities couldn’t be more different.

Let’s meet the neighbors.

HOUSE #1: THE BOOMERS (FRANK AND CINDY)

Frank and Cindy, a warm and easygoing boomer couple, bought their home in 1993 after Frank’s company transferred him across the country. They snagged it for about $110,000—just under the median home price at the time. It was the classic early-’90s starter home: nothing fancy, but solid enough to build a life around.

Thirty years later, they’ve just celebrated Frank’s retirement—right on schedule—and their mortgage is fully paid off. Their monthly housing cost now? Just property taxes and homeowner’s insurance—about $700 a month. They go on morning walks, spoil their grandkids, and enjoy a level of financial stability that feels almost quaint by today’s standards.

Same house. Same street. A completely different era of affordability.

HOUSE #2: THE GEN XERS (KEVIN AND MATT)

Next door, Kevin and Matt—a Gen-X couple—are in the front yard tossing a football with their teenage son, Chris. They bought the same model home back in 2015 for $250,000, using the $25,000 profit from selling their Chicago condo as their down payment.

Their timing was impeccable. In just a few short years, they refinanced during the record-low rates of 2021, their total housing costs—mortgage, taxes, and insurance—landed at $1,500 a month.

Kevin did go back to school later in life, so he’s carrying a modest $300 monthly student loan payment. But with Chris in high school, they’re long past the brutal daycare years. Their Big Three costs run $1,800 a month—about $21,600 a year. With Kevin’s $90,000, they’re doing more than fine. They save, invest, and take a couple of vacations a year. Their financial life feels steady and predictable.

Same house. Same block. A different set of tailwinds and timing.

HOUSE #3: THE MILLENNIALS (AMBER AND PHILLIP)

Now meet Amber and Phillip, the millennial couple unloading boxes from a U-Haul while their two little girls chase each other across the lawn. At thirty-six, they’re thrilled to finally be homeowners—thanks largely to Amber’s parents, who stepped in to help with the down payment.

However, their identical home—same layout, same square footage, same street—now costs $450,000.

Their mortgage, property taxes, and insurance come to $3,500 a month—more than double what their Gen-X neighbors pay. Add in $1,200 in student loan payments and $2,400 in daycare costs, and their Big Three expenses explode to $7,100 a month—or $85,200 a year.

Even with a combined household income of $140,000, once taxes, insurance premiums, and retirement contributions come out, there are months when they’re barely breaking even. They use three budgeting apps just to make sure they can afford a couple of date nights a year.

Same house. Same street. But an entirely different economic reality.

Generational Expense Comparison



	 
	Boomers (Frank & Cindy)
	Gen X (Kevin & Matt)
	Millennials (Amber & Phillip)



	Housing cost
	$700
	$1,500
	$3,500



	Student loans
	0
	$300
	$1,200



	Daycare
	0
	0
	$2,400



	Total monthly Big Three expenses
	$700
	$1,800
	$7,100




SAME HOUSE, DIFFERENT REALITIES

This is the generational wealth gap in action. Three identical homes, three very different financial realities—all shaped by nothing more than timing. This is where the American Dream quietly splits between generations.

Look at our three families. Frank and Cindy live a solidly middle-class life earning $48,000 a year because their big financial milestones happened at a time when costs were far more aligned with wages. Likewise, Kevin and Matt make just above today’s median household income and are comfortably middle class not because they’re wealthier or worked harder, but because their timing lined up too. Now compare them to Amber and Phillip. Even with a combined income of $140,000, their take-home pay after taxes, health insurance, and 401(k) contributions is roughly $8,000 a month, and the Big Three devour almost all of it.

All three families feel the pinch of rising grocery bills and gas prices. But for Frank and Cindy, it’s a mild inconvenience. For Kevin and Matt, it’s manageable. For Amber and Phillip, it’s the difference between making the daycare payment or postponing another student loan bill. In fact, in this example, Amber and Phillip realistically couldn’t afford to live on this street at all. They’d have to wait until their kids were out of daycare just to have a shot.

A $140,000 household income should put someone firmly in the upper-middle class. Instead, because of the Big Three, that income barely supports a middle-class lifestyle in much of the country. And when the median household income in America sits around $80,000, it becomes painfully clear why the middle class for people under forty is shrinking.

Millennials and Gen Z are renting into their thirties and older, delaying kids, postponing marriage, and pushing milestones further down the road—not because they want to, but because the math simply doesn’t work.

So when younger generations say they need to make $120,000– $150,000 to feel stable, this is what they’re talking about. And this is what they mean when they say it was easier for earlier generations—who built their lives during a time before decades of policy failures unraveled the foundation of the middle class.

WHAT “EASIER” LOOKED LIKE

When we say the economy was easier in the ’70s, ’80s, and ’90s, here’s exactly what we mean: Back then, homeownership wasn’t a pipe dream—it was expected. Even during the high-interest-rate era of the mid-1980s, boomers were buying homes in their late twenties and early thirties.8 Today, the median first-time homebuyer is thirty-eight—and in recent reports, that number is approaching forty.9 At the age when millennials and Gen Zers are finally able to buy their first homes, boomers were already raising teenagers.

And if buying wasn’t an option? Renting was cheap. Like, “spend 15–20 percent of your income on rent and still have enough left over to save for the future” cheap. Today, we’re lucky if rent only eats up 30 percent of our income. Many of us are shelling out 40 to 50 percent just to live independently. And if that’s not bad enough, Business Insider has literally dubbed millennials the “roommate generation.”10

Sure, splitting rent with roommates when you’re young and hustling makes sense. But when college graduates, business owners, and people fifteen years into their careers are still renting apartments because homeownership is out of reach? That’s not a personal failure—that’s a broken system.

And let’s talk about the social implications. Back in the ’80s and ’90s, having people over was just part of life. Families hosted Thanksgiving dinner, friends packed into living rooms for football Sundays, and backyard birthday parties were the norm. Today? A 900-square-foot apartment with a balcony the size of a yoga mat doesn’t exactly scream, “Let’s throw a party!”

But it’s not just about space—it’s about stability. When you own a home, especially one that’s affordable and comfortable, you escape the rent-increase rat race. No surprise hikes. No scrambling for a new place because your landlord sold the building to an investment firm.

For many of us, it’s the opposite. We hold our breath every time we see a notice taped to the door, wondering if this upcoming lease renewal will increase our rent by another $200.

Back then, owning a home wasn’t only part of the American Dream—it was a safety net. It was proof of progress. It was security. But today, millions of young Americans are stuck in a financial loop, paying sky-high rent with nothing to show for it. No equity. No wealth building. No long-term stability. Just financial anxiety on repeat.

And that’s the part that doesn’t get talked about enough: the hopelessness. The feeling that no matter how hard we work, we’re just treading water. Many of us don’t see a clear path forward, so we’re basically winging it—crossing our fingers and hoping our
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THE SHIFT EXPLAINED




WHAT WE’VE LOST







Pensions vs. 401(k)s: The Bait and Switch



	Fully funded by the employer—workers didn’t have to save a dime.

	Guaranteed lifetime income. No stock market stress.

	Encouraged loyalty and long-term employment.





	Funded primarily by workers. If you don’t save, you don’t retire.

	No guarantees—your future depends entirely on market performance.

	Employer contributions (if any) are optional and often minimal.





SO . . . WAS THIS A SNEAKY MOVE?
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