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Author’s Note

In presenting the findings from this study I have adhered to the ethical principles involved in the conduct of research with human subjects by ensuring that the confidentiality of each participant has been maintained. Therefore, I have changed all identifiable characteristics of each participant whose story is described in the book. In some instances, where gender was not a relevant factor, I changed men to women and vice versa. In other cases I altered the marital histories of participants, changed the number and gender of their children, and switched their occupations to ones that were comparable in social class, income, and relevance. I also used data from multiple participants to create compilations that represent bits and pieces from each of their life events. However, at all times I maintained the integrity of the personality data and did not change the description of scores or items that participants endorsed. The result is that the data presented here is true to the study’s main findings while protecting the rights of my participants by disguising their identities. This protection is vital to any research in which life history data forms the essence of the analysis.

I would also like to note that the narrative stories included in this book stitch together the facts about the participants’ lives (disguised, of course) based on my hypotheses about what happened to them at particular moments in their lives or what may happen to them in the future. These interpretations are based on my clinical training and my years of experience working with patients. My interpretive skills enabled me to analyze the patterns of their scores and life events, and to develop a narrative or “life story” based on the similar trajectories of several of the participants’ lives. These stories are told as a way to illustrate and personalize the scores and responses that I received from the subjects and, in some cases, details were added for color so that readers could better relate to their experiences.

Furthermore, all students and colleagues who have worked with me in preparing data for the analyses presented in this book and in my scientific articles received training in the ethical treatment of human subjects as set forth by my university’s institutional review board. They (and I) were required to pass a test to verify our credentials. An additional requirement that I have fulfilled is that I have kept the materials from the study under actual and virtual (i.e., password protected) lock and key. When asked to participate in the study, the people in my sample were informed that they were under no obligation to complete the questionnaires, and that their participation was entirely voluntary. I described the risks and benefits of being in the study, and they agreed to these conditions.

All data was collected from the group as a whole. As is customary, participants signed consent forms, as required by the institutional review board, in which they agreed to participate as long as the confidentiality of the data was maintained. In my published articles I presented the data in terms of group averages and correlations so that individuals were never identifiable by their patterns of scores. In this book, though I focus on individuals, it is not possible to connect these scores to details about their individual lives.

I am extremely appreciative for the candor with which my participants responded to questions about themselves and I look forward to following up with them very soon. Research on human development relies on the willingness of many thousands of individuals to allow psychologists to peer into their lives from time to time. The generosity of my particular sample in sharing their lives with me will, I hope, be rewarded by the knowledge that they are helping others to find their own paths to fulfillment.





Introduction

As a twenty-five-year-old assistant professor of psychology, I found myself in the peculiar situation of teaching a course on the subject of aging. In the middle of my lecture one day, I had an “aha” moment about my own life when I realized that I was in a relationship that I very likely would regret when I got older. It was a scary feeling. But as a result, I made some changes pretty fast—perhaps too rashly—but ultimately they were the right decisions. It may sound drastic, but this single experience taught me a valuable lesson: Live your life when you’re young as if you were looking back on it when you’re old.

Evaluating how the choices we make now will affect us in the years to come is a complicated and difficult endeavor. My interest in how people develop goes back as far as I can remember. I am constantly looking at others through the lens of time: How will this student be when he’s older? What was this new acquaintance like when she was younger?

Fortuitously, around that same time when I made my radical move as a young adult, I became enthralled by the theories of Erik Erikson, a psychologist who believed that adults continue to develop and grow across their lifespan, that personality is not set in stone once one turns eighteen. I soon found my mission within my field: to test Erikson’s theory by studying people over time and actually mapping out how they change, to discover how their early decisions shape their entire lives.

My deeper, underlying motivation in wanting to find support for Erikson’s theory was my belief that people can find fulfillment at any age, that they are not stuck on predetermined paths. When I began the study on which this book is based, I wondered whether college students’ scores on psychological tests (which measured feelings of fulfillment as well as personality traits and biographical details) would remain consistent if I were able to have the subjects take the test again a decade later. Would those who had been successful in college show stable patterns in their work and family lives? Would men and women differ in their patterns of fulfillment? At first, I didn’t think I would pursue the study past that first follow-up. But after several years went by, I decided to continue tracking the same people over time, and now I have forty years’ worth of data on the same 182 subjects.

In 1966, with dreams of changing the world, this group began their freshman year at a private college in the Northeast. After graduation, they embarked on amazingly disparate paths to become everything from international financiers to homeless drug addicts. What is perhaps more remarkable, however, is that their outward signs of success—wealth, career advancement, family cohesion—did not necessarily correlate with their internal feelings of happiness and satisfaction. Some of the happiest had not achieved what the outside world would consider real success, while some of the most powerful felt their lives were empty.

Another noteworthy result was seeing before my eyes how wrong we are to have pessimistic views of aging that say we are fated to lose our abilities and our vitality as we get older. I myself have never liked being pigeonholed. When Gail Sheehy’s book Passages came out, I was irritated by the notion therein that we can all be pegged on the basis of our age. I’m happy to report that my research confirmed my hunch that middle-aged people are not a bunch of eternal youth-seekers in crisis. Not only can we control—to some extent—the manner in which we age, we can enjoy it.

We’ve all heard stories of people finding meaning later in life and making changes for the better in middle age, but this is the first time that a large-scale research study reveals how anyone can feel fulfilled, can create a sense of meaning, and, essentially, can find happiness—no matter what their level of satisfaction was in their youth.

Researchers who carry out long-term studies such as mine get a little obsessed with their work. It’s like reading a great mystery, one that takes not a day, a week, or a month, but a lifetime to unfold. And it’s a lifetime in which your own development becomes entwined with that of the people you observe. The people I studied were slightly older than I, close to my brother’s age. I’ve often felt like a little sister trailing behind them, seeing my own struggles and triumphs reflected in theirs. I started my family around the same time many of them did, began my career at about the same time, and was affected by the same historical events—the women’s movement, the civil rights movement, and the many changes in world politics.

Now I’d like to share with you what I’ve learned from analyzing all I know about the development of these people over the past forty years. I hope this book will provide a mirror for fellow baby boomers to look into, and provide a guide on how to keep developing and changing for the better at any age.




CHAPTER 1

Grown-ups and Growth
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As she sifts through the day’s emails, Barbara pauses to glance at the picture on her desk of her husband and children, taken on a family vacation many years ago when the children were young. Barbara shudders to think about how long ago those days now seem. More often than she cares to acknowledge, she also feels pangs of guilt when she considers the relatively few times she was able to forget about work as her children were growing up and to truly enjoy her family. Were the sacrifices she made for her career really worth her current regret?

Back in her college days, Barbara—now one of the country’s leading aeronautical engineers—decided to focus her energies exclusively on work in her professor’s research lab. By the time she was a senior, she had spent two summers training at the premier engineering facility in the country. Her friends and family couldn’t understand why Barbara was interested in spending all her free time stuck inside a lab instead of outside enjoying the beach or just relaxing.

Barbara’s hard work in college paid off, though. In her senior year, while her peers struggled to find employment or entry into a graduate degree program, Barbara was looking at several offers from the top research universities in the country, all of which promised a healthy stipend. Grad school proved to require an intense commitment, but she didn’t mind the long hours. Once again, her hard work paid off: Even before finishing her degree, she had major companies bidding to employ her. Though she relished the work itself, she occasionally found herself stymied by a man, often a supervisor, who seemed to resent her meteoric rise to the top of her field.

Barbara’s difficulties with men also spilled over into her romantic life. In a pattern that would repeat itself over the upcoming decade, Barbara had a tough time maintaining a steady relationship. She would become involved romantically with men only to find that they didn’t understand or support her strong ambitions.

Finally, she met and married William, a man who takes his career seriously but doesn’t focus exclusively on it. William doesn’t seem to mind Barbara’s long hours, her preoccupation, her writing and rewriting of technical plans. Yes, Barbara has finally met the man who is not only her intellectual equal but also the first man who has really understood what makes her tick.

Still, Barbara is filled with self-doubts. Despite a significant record of technical accomplishments and innovations, she’s scarred from some colleagues’ resentment of her pioneering success. And while she appears to have it all—a stimulating job, a beautiful home, a loving husband, and two well-adjusted children, she still wonders: Why am I not happier? Barbara knows that she’s been tough to live with, and now she is beginning to see, perhaps for the first time in her life, just how tough she has been. This is probably a good realization, but it will not necessarily help her dismiss her feelings of regret and despair.

Barbara was born with a particular temperament and abilities that blossomed in her childhood. As an adult, she made many choices that changed the course of her life and she was also a victim of circumstances beyond her control. Where, then, do we begin if we want to pick apart Barbara’s history to figure out how she can feel more fulfilled now?

I’ve put dozens of baby boomers’ lives under the microscope. To assist me in this analysis, I had at my disposal their answers to the same set of questions from their college years through their fifties, as well as enough details about their careers and family lives to sketch out a picture of how their lives evolved. In this book I share with you not only data from my research on this group but also my own ideas about what might have shaped their lives as they grew through adulthood. My hope is to use this factual data, and my clinical experience, to explore the factors that shape people’s lives, support or reject the assumptions we make about what will bring us happiness, and to show whether we can—and more important how we can—change as adults. I’ve used the theory of Erik Erikson to guide my analyses, a theory that posits that adults do continue to develop well past the point of physical maturation. But these changes, Erikson believed, don’t necessarily happen in a predictable, lockstep fashion. Understanding how change occurs and how we can make change work to our benefit is one of the key themes of this book.

A Turbulent Time

In the film The Graduate, Dustin Hoffman’s character floated aimlessly in his parents’ pool after finishing college, just around the time all of these students began participating in my study. With the Vietnam War looming as a backdrop, university campuses became the main stages upon which drastic cultural changes were getting played out. A restless and rebellious youth movement offered more choices, both good and bad, to its adherents.

There was also a surge of women students: About 12 percent of eighteen-and nineteen-year-old women attended college in 1947, compared with about 35 percent in 1970. Even in light of these new opportunities, the pressures to conform to a traditional life path were strong. To put into context Barbara’s choice to marry, consider that in 1966, on average, women married at age 20.5 and men at 22.8.

Sex and Stagnation: Dominant Views of Development

Credited with discovering that the roots of personality lie deep within our unconscious, Freud, the founder of psychodynamic theory, believed that our personalities are essentially formed by the time we are five, the result of our passing through (or not passing through) sexually oriented phases—notably the oral stage, the anal stage, and, most important, the oedipal or phallic stage. After that it was a matter of playing out the results of one’s failure or success at passing through each stage. Though Freud was the founder of talk therapy, he didn’t think there was much hope of changing the personalities of people older than fifty—they were too rigidly set in their ways.

Erikson was a psychoanalyst trained by Freud’s own daughter, Anna. He spent his time on the playground of the therapeutic institute she directed, watching young children play with their toys. After leaving Vienna and setting up his own shop at Harvard University, where he was to develop his own influential theory, Erikson decided that Freud had misrepresented the process of human growth and change. The more he thought about it, the more convinced Erikson became that our development is shaped by forces other than sexual ones. Just as important, Erikson couldn’t envision development coming to an abrupt halt in childhood or even in puberty. That notion didn’t fit with his own observations of the lives of his patients and the lives of the famous subjects of his biographical studies.

Although Freud’s work fascinated me, and in fact triggered my decision to major in psychology, it was Erikson’s work that really engaged my imagination. I was inspired by Erikson’s optimism about the potential for change throughout life and by the breadth of his vision about the influences on our development, influences that go beyond sexual motives. Because I was pretty convinced myself, at the ripe old age of twenty-five, that personality continued to evolve through life, I was eager to immerse myself in his theory—and to put it to the test.

Erikson’s Building Blocks of Personality

Like Freud, Erikson conceived of personality development as a series of stages. But unlike Freud, he took into account the importance of social experiences throughout our lives. Erikson imagined that at each of these “psychosocial” stages people face a conflict between two forces. If they successfully wage the battle, they will acquire a positive psychological quality. If they lose that battle, an unfavorable outcome will occur. Whatever the result, one stage builds on the next.

To give Erikson’s theory the consideration it deserves would require a book in itself, but I’ve done my best to summarize the psychosocial stages here. I’ve also, somewhat reluctantly, indicated at what age the stages are most likely to emerge. However, early stages can occur at later points and vice versa. Thinking of them as building blocks rather than stages helps keep this point in mind. The blocks can be combined and recombined in infinitely varying ways throughout our lives.

1. Trust vs. Mistrust
(typically emerges between birth and age one)

The first issue we confront in life is the need to establish a basic sense of trust, or confidence that the world is a safe place for us. If our parents are consistent caregivers, providing food, support, and protection, we resolve this issue successfully and believe that we can rely on other people to care for us in times of trouble. We are confident that the world is a benevolent place, and as we go through our day-to-day lives, we are generally in a good mood.

Jane, for example, is the president of a student theater troupe at a prestigious high school. Whether she’s speaking about her husband’s recent interest in Mayan culture or her students’ efforts to learn a difficult play, she’s full of wonder and good humor. She sincerely believes her mentoring can help the kids she works with, and always sees the best in them. Throughout her life, her personality has benefited from the solid foundation she has in her sense of trust, a strength that has allowed her to maintain faith in herself and hope for others.

The people you know who are low in the quality of trust have a fundamental sense of cynicism, and instead of looking on the bright side, they expect the worst of people. They try to take advantage of others because they believe that if they don’t, others will take advantage of them first.

Bob was such a person. In fact, he was the polar opposite of Jane, starting out in his college days just about as low on trust as you could possibly be. He gradually dug himself out of this hole, but he continued to be plagued by his low trust in other people. It’s interesting to me that, with his personality profile, he chose to specialize in family law, a profession that surely put him in situations on a day-to-day basis where he listened to hours and hours of arguments and bitterness. If anything, exposure to such challenging interpersonal situations would only reinforce this personality profile. Now he is full of regret about how he’s conducted his life. Such a difficult beginning definitely presents challenges to fulfillment later in life, but as we shall see in this book, problems even in this fundamental area of personality can be overcome.

We will look at people who span the full range on trust, from the Janes to the Bobs. We’ll see how trust served as the bedrock of personality and how people high in this quality throughout life managed to buffer themselves from some of the most unimaginably painful life events. We will also see how it’s possible for people who have as many regrets as Bob has to reclaim their lives and reach fulfillment.

2. Autonomy vs. Shame and Doubt (typically emerges in toddlerhood)

Next in the sequence of building blocks is the feeling that you can trust yourself, a feeling that comes with independence. According to Erikson, if you are able to trust your instincts, you can express yourself spontaneously without running the risk of embarrassing yourself or feeling ashamed. During the “terrible twos,” children want to do things on their own, and to do so they need to feel free from self-doubt. Toddlers who can choose their food and toys and learn to control their bodily functions are rewarded with a sense of independence and confidence. Adults who have resolved this period of personality development in a positive manner feel that they are in command of their destiny. They are self-confident and don’t frequently question whether what they are doing is right. One of my best examples of this quality was Martin, whose strong autonomy streak in college seemed to prepare him for a lifetime of leadership. A Ph.D. in economics, he takes time off from his successful professional career to devote himself to helping address budget issues facing his local community. Instead of sitting back and just criticizing the local politicians, Martin took action. He joined a citizen’s group and eventually became its chair, speaking out forcefully so he could effect as much change as possible.

Those who haven’t navigated this stage successfully are afraid of doing the wrong thing. That shame and doubt that Erikson talked about makes them so inhibited and fearful of making mistakes that they engage in rigid or even obsessive routines to give themselves a sense of control. I could see that this was the problem that afflicted Claire, who in college scored in the direction of shame and doubt rather than autonomy. The route she chose to pursue in life was one that was safe and low risk, but ultimately unfulfilling. Now in midlife, she’s the type of person who outwardly seems to be doing very well, with a successful marriage and family life. But she feels restrained, uncertain of who she is, and regretful of her failure to take risks when she had the chance.

Autonomy continues to remain an issue throughout our lives, particularly in Western culture, where the need to have control is seen as central to happiness. People like Claire, who find it difficult to stand on their own two feet, may feel unfulfilled because they haven’t been able to achieve that ideal. What’s more, by failing to take risks, we may actually miss out on some golden opportunities to improve our lives. However, we’ll see later in the book that even after a lifetime of feeling afraid of taking risks, it’s possible to change your attitudes and take that leap of faith that will lead to greater fulfillment.

3. Initiative vs. Guilt
(typically emerges in the preschool years)

The quality of “initiative” is the enjoyment of exercising your mind, directing others, and enjoying flights of fancy. We develop the potential to acquire initiative during the preschool years, when we are most imaginative and begin negotiating playtime with other children. As we get older, our creative impulses are channeled into thoughts and ideas. Being able to express our creativity is a direct follow-up to feeling that we can trust ourselves (and others). Developing the playful side of our nature allows us to maintain a sense of humor and avoid taking ourselves too seriously. It can also make us fun to be around.

It was this quality of initiative that struck me as prominent in the life of Fred, a guy who in his life decisions showed that he wasn’t afraid to chase a whim. Although employed as a pharmacist, he ran a blog that he used to comment on some of the idiosyncrasies of the politics in his local area. He seemed to take great pleasure in covering some of the more entertaining features of life in his small town. He went even further than that in expressing his playful side when he decided to put some of his hard-earned savings into an expensive set of antique model cars, a hobby he enjoyed when he was a kid. I wonder how much thought went into that decision, because it seems to me to be somewhat impulsive. Nevertheless, given the humor that was evident in his online musings, I bet he enjoyed the process of restoring the cars.

The opposite of initiative is guilt, perhaps a strange term to use in this context. Erikson was by training a psychoanalyst, and to him this was actually the quality that developed during the oedipal stage, when children are overpowered by emotional attraction to the opposite-sex parent. Erikson thought it was okay for kids to have these feelings as long as they subsided when the preschool years were over. Those who don’t develop well through this stage will be plagued by the sense that they could, would, or did violate social taboos against incest.

Now, how do these qualities play out in adult life? According to this view, adults who have succumbed to feelings of guilt and inhibition are the ones who become not only afraid of risk, but emotionally (and sexually) inhibited. One example of such a person in my sample was Alex, who was beset by these feelings. Her inhibition was accompanied by a set of personality qualities in other key areas as well, deficits that signified a lack of self-confidence and an inability to get close to others. Having spent her working life as a software specialist for a major technology company, Alex married late in life and seemed eventually to work herself out of her college doldrums, showing growth not only in initiative but also in these other key areas. What prevented this story from having a happy ending were the regrets that she now expressed about how she’d chosen to live her life. Alex’s lack of fulfillment had its roots in her early inability to escape her self-imposed constraints on her freedom of expression. Can she turn this around and achieve fulfillment? We’ll see later in the book how people whose lives are bound by these early constraints do not need to suffer from them indefinitely.

4. Industry vs. Inferiority
(typically emerges between ages five and eleven)

Erikson believed that the next crisis stage in life is that of acquiring our society’s work ethic, what he called “industry.” Accomplishing concrete results through work helps people feel that they are contributing something of value to their communities, the country, and the world. Children who are encouraged by parents and teachers start to believe in their abilities and sincerely enjoy working hard to get results.

This quality of industry was one of the most interesting personality facets that I studied. Although material success doesn’t translate into psychological fulfillment, as we will see throughout the book, it is helpful to be able to apply yourself to the fullest in whatever you choose to do. I found a great example of this in Myra. Based on her high industry scores in college—unusually high, considering, as you’ll learn later, that the sample as a whole was pretty low—it was clear that she was a very motivated young woman. She went on to have a tremendously successful career as a statistician. In her fifties, she decided to shift her career interest somewhat and, although remaining in her job, returned to her earlier interest in music history. Her research and scholarly articles on the medieval recorder have since made substantial contributions to the field.

The opposite of industry isn’t just laziness, although that quality is part of the picture. Erikson used the term “inferiority” to suggest that behind every underachiever is a belief in one’s inadequacy. Outwardly, people low in the quality of industry are the ones who do the least amount possible to get by in their jobs. They usually fail to meet deadlines, turn in inferior work, and resist attempts by supervisors to get more out of them. Ironically, they behave this way despite feedback indicating that they really need to shape up or they risk losing their jobs. Their poor work habits and tendency to slack off lead to further problems, such as being fired, which only reinforces their feelings of inadequacy.

Diametrically opposed to Myra was Doris, who spent a lifetime puttering around from one unspectacular job to another, never investing enough energy into any one of them to achieve any measurable results. After years as a lackluster office worker, she quit her job—probably to avoid being fired—to sell cosmetics from her home. Looking at her chronically low scores on the inferiority items, I could see a connection to the failed business attempts. It seemed to me that because she never believed in herself, she would have continued to shoot herself in the foot with such self-defeating behaviors as not following through on appointments with possible customers.

Unfortunately, Doris’s low life-satisfaction scores tell me that she now feels about as unfulfilled as anyone in the sample, and it’s no surprise. As we’ll see later, it’s difficult to get yourself out of a hole you’ve spent a lifetime digging, but it’s still possible. Doris, and other people who don’t believe in themselves, can learn to take the steps that will allow them to gain confidence in themselves, even in their late midlife years.

5. Identity vs. Diffusion
(typically emerges in adolescence)

Beginning in adolescence, identification with society’s work ethic starts to morph into establishing our own sense of who we are and where we are in the world. It was Erikson who coined the now popular term “identity crisis.” He used it to describe the intense self-exploration that we begin in adolescence. People who have a strong sense of identity know who they are and what they want out of life. This self-knowledge allows them to propel themselves in a direction that ultimately will give them the feeling that they have made their own unique imprint on the world. We know now that our identities continue to evolve after that point, but certainly the years of adolescence are crucial because they get us started on that process.

I found Beth to be an outstanding example of an identity achiever in college, someone who in the ensuing decades continued not only to grow in her strong sense of self but also to become one of the most fulfilled midlife adults in the study. Her achievements in the world of architecture had brought her international renown. Unlike some of the people in my study whose outward success was not mirrored by inward gratification, Beth was solid through and through. She was also fortunate enough to find the perfect way to channel her energy into a field that she truly loved. The self-expression that this match permitted propelled her through a life of great accomplishment. I would imagine that she not only enjoys what she does, but she also derives pleasure from seeing the results of her life’s work directly benefiting others through the structures she has built. As we will see later, having a sense of congruence, or a match between what you do and what you want to do, is a fundamental component of the fulfillment equation.

Roger, on the other hand, seems to have spent his life on an unsuccessful search for a purpose, beginning in college with a diffuse identity that didn’t begin to shore up until this last testing when he was in his fifties. An insurance adjuster by training, he also dabbles in water-color painting. Although some people can pull off this sort of right brain–left brain lifestyle, such was not the case for Roger. Rather than strengthening his sense of identity, these divergent interests have split it apart. Unlike Myra, who went from one successful career to pursue a new interest across divergent areas, Roger simply lacked the clarity of focus that could propel him through life. Roger also spent a good deal of his adult life trailing behind his classmates in several other psychosocial dimensions.

In this book, I’ll analyze the problems faced by people like Roger who cannot consolidate their identities, and I’ll give suggestions for how they can reach fulfillment. It is quite possible that they may eventually be able to turn the corner, shore up their identities, and approach the remainder of their lives with a more positive outlook.

6. Intimacy vs. Isolation
(typically emerges in early adulthood)

Following closely on the heels of identity formation in late adolescence is intimacy—the ability to share at the deepest level our innermost feelings, hopes, dreams, and fears. Erikson believed that we are best suited to true intimacy once our identities are fairly firm, so that we won’t lose our own internal compasses when drawn into close relationships. When we have committed to that which we wish to pursue as individuals, we can commit to a lifelong relationship with another person. Intimacy involves making a commitment, but just as important, it involves the ability to allow someone else to get close enough to us to be able to learn and appreciate our innermost qualities, both good and bad.

It’s possible to be in a relationship in which both partners have agreed to stay together but not be truly intimate in the Eriksonian sense of the word. As so many people know all too well, you can be in a legally sanctioned union but not fulfill your needs for intimacy. A true blending of the selves is required for intimacy to develop.

People who are unable to reach this depth in a relationship are emotionally if not physically isolated from others. Erikson regarded establishing intimacy as a task typical of early adulthood, but clearly it is an issue that remains with us throughout our lives. Furthermore, once you’ve been involved in a deeply intimate relationship, the chances are good that even if that relationship ends, you’ll seek out another one, because according to Erikson, intimacy is a quality of the individual, not the couple.

The connection between intimacy and self-fulfillment can work both ways. Having a strong sense of identity can give you the grounding that you need to understand and know your own feelings before you share those feelings with others. However, feeling comfortable in a long-term relationship can also give you a jumping-off point for expressing your identity in pursuits that are close to your heart. This seemed to be the situation for Karen, who earns her living as a stockbroker but seems to pour her true passion into the local volunteer work she does on behalf of a national charitable foundation. With the security of having a husband who supports her as a mother, a career woman, and a community volunteer, Karen is able to transcend the boundaries of her own personal or even family concerns.

People whose scores on this dimension showed that they were experiencing isolation tended to have other problems in addition to difficulty achieving closeness with others, which supports Erikson’s point that these stages build on one another. Jonathan’s particular deficit in this area would take its toll on other aspects of his life, even though he had risen to the top echelons of national and international politics and had alternated between highly prestigious and well-paid consultancy positions and brief periods in private think-tank enterprises.

Looking at his personality profile, anyone would see that Jonathan had many desirable qualities ranging from self-assurance to an unwavering work ethic. But eventually his feelings of inner loneliness, maybe made more poignant by his many successes in a highly demanding field, caused him to question and doubt his life’s accomplishments. You’ll learn later in the book how someone like Jonathan can be given another chance at feeling his life is worthwhile. In turn, he may then take a fresh look at the need for intimacy in his life.

7. Generativity vs. Stagnation 
(typically emerges in middle age)

We now arrive at the psychosocial issues that are most strongly associated with middle and later life. The first of these, “generativity,” is defined most simply as the quality of establishing a connection to future generations. The most obvious route to generativity is to become a parent. However, as with intimacy, having a particular role in life doesn’t guarantee that the feelings associated with that role will follow. It’s far more accurate to regard generativity as a sense of concern for younger generations, not just the children who are in one’s own life. One way to express this concern is through a desire to produce something that will help improve the lives of people in the future. Other ways are to serve as a mentor, supervisor, or counselor. The core component of generativity is wanting to share your knowledge and skills with the young. As you will learn in the book, generativity figures heavily into the notion that the most fulfilled people in the study felt confident that they would be remembered after they were gone.

The alternative to generativity is stagnation, a term that captures the inward attention of people selfishly focused on their own needs. As the polar opposite to generativity, stagnation describes the mental state of people who believe that the young are not worth their time or attention. These are the true believers in that old term “generation gap.” You don’t actually have to be very old to experience stagnation. Much to my amusement, I’ve heard plenty of people in their mid-to late twenties in graduate school grousing about the poor work habits of the current crop of undergraduates, who are often just two or three years younger than they are.

In early analyses of the data from my study, I sought to categorize people into “generative” and “nongenerative” occupations in order to try to understand the links between careers and personality development. As I found out soon enough, it wasn’t going to be that simple. Proving there is some order to the universe, though, I came across the case of Dwayne, a youth group leader who inspires his young charges to perform at their best. The teens he helps are thankful for his guidance, and he, in turn, seems to have maintained his faith in their potential to succeed. Dwayne’s feelings of fulfillment are directly pegged to his confidence in the generations who will come after him.

The reason that a one-to-one correspondence between occupation and generativity didn’t emerge in my analyses becomes clear when we contrast Dwayne with Debra, one of the most stagnated in the study. Trained as a teacher, she actually did invest a large share of her life in transmitting knowledge to the young. But simply occupying that role didn’t provide her with a surefire route to generativity. Instead, Debra lagged in other psychosocial qualities, particularly identity and intimacy. The growth of her sense of generativity seemed stymied by these deficits. If she’s going to be able to experience fulfillment and avoid the bitterness that stagnation can bring with it, Debra will need to make her way through to a more solid sense of her own worth. We’ll see later whether such reparation is possible.

8. Ego Integrity vs. Despair
(typically emerges in older adults)

Finally, we face the crisis that Erikson called “ego integrity”—literally, feeling that your self or ego is an integrated whole. We achieve a sense of integrity when, looking back on life, we accept both our successes and failures and have a healthy perspective on life, otherwise known as wisdom.

If we, on the other hand, assess our lives as a series of disappointments and regrets, we run the risk of developing a disdain for our own experiences and the world in general. The despair that accompanies the failure to achieve ego integrity is perhaps the most frightening of all the negative outcomes of a psychosocial crisis. Emerging at any point in life, but most poignantly at the end, it leaves the individual with literally no time to rectify past mistakes. The person in despair is left to stare mortality in the face without hope that an unhappy ending can somehow be rewritten. Think of King Lear as he looks upon his life’s failures: “A poor, infirm, weak, and despised old man.”

It was this dimension that became the linchpin of my study when, trying to capture the essence of fulfillment, I decided to use ego integrity scores as the key defining measure. Of course, with my sample in their middle to late fifties, they were still technically too young to have confronted this issue in a head-on fashion. However, based on Erikson’s premise that the psychosocial issues thread throughout our lives, I found this quality to come the closest to what I was hoping I could capture as a measure of fulfillment.

There will fortunately be many examples of people who achieved favorable resolution on this issue and had high ego integrity scores. I’m choosing to talk about Jerome here because, as successful as he eventually became, it wasn’t a straight shot from outstanding adjustment in college to midlife fulfillment. You don’t have to just score a bunch of plusses from day one to be a satisfied middle-ager. Jerome began his adult life in-auspiciously enough, working in both the nonprofit and small business sectors. Although his personality scores were consistently favorable from college on, judging from his somewhat unstable career history, I had to conclude that he just hadn’t found his niche. Perhaps he was feeling pressured by his family to toe the line and stay in business. He eventually found what he wanted, which was to trade in his three-piece suit for the outdoor gear of an archeologist. When he was forty-six, he moved to Arkansas to train for his new career in one of the research stations at the excavation site of a Native American village. His strong faith in himself finally paid off, and he experienced true fulfillment. Suddenly he could look back on his tortured career path with pride because it had led him to where he was.

There was not to be such a graceful ending to Paul’s story, at least not yet. His personality development had never been very strong, and that was perhaps why he was unable to withstand the stress of fighting in Vietnam and the aftermath. As we’ll see in Chapter 8, Paul’s frail personality placed him at risk for suffering the harsh consequences of exposure to battle. After returning stateside, Paul took a variety of jobs in computer programming, but never held on to one for very long. By the time of the study, he was living in a rooming house in a small town near Milwaukee. He drifted away from his wife until, by his midfifties, loneliness and despair were his primary feelings. Paul will have great difficulty reversing his fortunes and finding greater meaning in his life. It’s not an impossible task, however. As I take you through the lives of the people in my study who have managed to set their development back on course, you’ll see that it is never too late to turn your life in a positive and fulfilling direction.

Psychology’s Not All:
The “Biopsychosocial” Model

How do we navigate our lives across these eight personality challenges? What propels us through from identity to
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