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Author’s Note

Burnout is when you hit the wall—but instead of collapsing, or taking a rest, you scale the wall, and just keep going. It doesn’t happen because our to-do list gets long, or because we’re weak-willed, or because our kids won’t go to bed on time. Burnout arrives when every corner of our lives feels unstable, and we convince ourselves that working all the time is what will fix it. It’s what happens when you feel that catastrophe could be around any corner and that there are no social safety nets to catch you. You keep doing all that’s asked, especially in your work, but the world around you recedes and dulls to gray. There’s just so little of you left. When we’re worried about elemental things—like where our next paycheck will come from, or whether a routine medical procedure will bankrupt us—our best selves are short-circuited. We don’t have the bandwidth to deal with the little things when our basic needs are constantly threatened by endless precarity.

For years, this was the baseline state for millions of Americans. Then came the pandemic.

Over the last nine months, I’ve managed waves of spiking dread. First, as COVID-19 ravaged New York; then, as it crept its way to my home in Montana. I coped by doing what I knew how to do: research. I obsessively read articles on how the virus spread, best practices on how to clean your groceries, which types of mask were best and how to find them. Like everyone else, I swallowed the sadness of cancelled plans—a whole 2020 planner filled with crossed out celebrations, trips, and weddings. This is a year of loss on every level, and the grief and fear that structure every day are exhausting.

I managed the dread and sadness and exhaustion because that’s what we do: We keep going. We take what’s happening around us, flatten it, then divide it into small enough sections that we can endure it. So we told ourselves: If we can just get through the summer, we’ll be okay. If we can just get through the week, we’ll be okay. If we can just get through the day, the afternoon, the hour.

But this strategy can only carry us so far. I felt something begin to give way in September, when wildfire smoke enveloped most of the West. The one space that had been deemed relatively safe—outdoors!—became inaccessible. Millions found themselves trapped inside, the windows shut, the air heavy, terrified of the fires’ next move. My head ached; my hair got greasy; I was cranky and short-fused. And I wasn’t alone: People all over were telling me that their composure had begun to disintegrate. Their surge capacity—the ability to deal with crisis—was exhausted. Some people were dealing with COVID-19’s immediate or long-term effects. Others were grappling with financial catastrophe, unemployment checks that still hadn’t arrived, or looming eviction. People told me they’d become clumsier, shorter-fused, less patient parents and partners. Our nerves were shot. All of us were unraveling, and had been for months, but it was happening so incrementally that it was easy to ignore just how vulnerable we’d become.

As all of this was happening, the hardcover of this book had just been released, and I was being asked in interviews, over and over again, what does burnout feel like, what does it look like. “It looks like whatever you’re feeling now,” I’d tell them. In other words, it looks like life during a pandemic. It is the ongoing experience of precarity. It is the constant, unspeakable fear for the health of your family and your community. It looks like work spreading into every corner of your life. It’s being asked to do more than you are able every day, and then waking up and being asked to do it again. The pandemic didn’t create burnout. It just made it undeniable.

Back in the early weeks of the pandemic, Annie Lowrey described the bleak ramifications of the pandemic in simple terms: “Millennials Don’t Stand a Chance.” “The Millennials entered the workforce during the worst downturn since the Great Depression,” she writes. “Saddled with debt, unable to accumulate wealth, and stuck in low-benefit, dead-end jobs, they never gained the financial security that their parents, grandparents, or even older siblings enjoyed.” And now, right when we should be reaching our “peak earning years,” we’re faced with “an economic cataclysm more severe than the Great Recession, near guaranteeing that they will be the first generation in modern American history to end up poorer than their parents.”1

For many millennials, articles like Lowrey’s feel less like a revelation than a confirmation: Yes, we’re screwed, but we’ve known that we’re screwed for years. Our generation has been indelibly shaped by precarity. We don’t expect jobs to last, or the companies that provide them, to last. So many of us live under storms of debt threatening to swallow us up at any moment. Even as the stock market rose and official unemployment numbers fell in the supposedly halcyon economy of the late 2010s, very few of us felt anything close to secure. In truth, we were just waiting for the other shoe to drop, for the bottom to fall out, for whatever metaphor you want to choose to describe the feeling of just barely arriving at something like financial or job security, while also feeling certain that it could and would all disappear.

For millions of people and communities in the United States and across the world, precarity has been a way of life for decades. To live in poverty, or to live as a refugee, is to be conditioned to it. The difference, then, is that this was not the narrative that millennials—particularly white, middle-class millennials—were sold about themselves. Like the generations before us, we were raised on a diet of meritocracy and exceptionalism: that each of us was overflowing with potential and all we needed to activate it was hard work and dedication. If we worked hard, no matter our current station in life, we would find stability.

Long before the spread of COVID-19, millennials had begun to come to terms with just how hollow and depressingly fantastical that story really was. We understood that people keep telling it to their kids and their peers, in New York Times editorials and in how-to books, because to stop spreading that message would be tantamount to admitting that it’s not just the American Dream that’s broken; it’s America. That the refrains we return to—that we’re a land of opportunity, that we’re a benevolent world superpower—are false. That’s a deeply discombobulating realization, but it’s one that people who haven’t navigated our world with the privileges of whiteness, middle-class-ness, or citizenship have understood for some time. Some people are just now realizing the extent of the brokenness. Others have understood it, and mourned it, their entire lives.

COVID-19 is the great clarifier. It clarifies what and who in your life matters, what things are needs and what are wants, who is thinking of others and who is thinking only of themselves. It has clarified that the workers dubbed “essential” are, in truth, treated as expendable, and it has made decades of systemic racism—and resultant vulnerability to the disease—indelible. It highlighted the ineptitude of  Trump’s federal leadership, the dangers of long-term, cultivated mistrust of science, and the ramifications of allowing the production of medical equipment to be run like a business where profits matter above all else. Our medical system is broken. Our relief program is broken. Our testing capability is broken. America is broken, and we, too, along with it. It will take years to pick up the pieces.

When COVID-19 first began its spread in China, I was finishing the final edits to this book. When cities began shutting down, my editor and I began wondering how we could address the seismic emotional and economic and physical changes that have accompanied the spread of the disease. Back then, I didn’t want to wedge commentary into each chapter, pretending each section had been written with these new shifts just slightly out of mind.

Instead, I want to invite readers to think of every argument in this book, every anecdote, every call for change, as amplified and emboldened. Work was shitty and precarious before; now it’s more shitty and precarious. Parenting felt exhausting and impossible; now it’s more exhausting and impossible. Same for the feeling that work spreads into every corner, that the news cycle suffocates our inner lives, and that we’re too tired to access anything resembling true leisure or rest. The fallout of the next few years won’t change millennials’ relationship to burnout and the precarity that fuels it. If anything, it will become even more ingrained in our generational identity.

So what do we do? We can recognize this moment, as historian George Packer puts it, as a “plastic” one: when “an ossified social order suddenly turns pliable, prolonged stasis gives way to motion, and people dare to hope.”

But our window for that sort of change is closing. “Plastic hours are rare,” Packer writes. “They require the right alignment of public opinion, political power, and events—usually a crisis. They depend on social mobilization and leadership. They can come and go unnoticed or wasted. Nothing happens unless you move.”

It doesn’t have to be this way. That’s the refrain of this book, and that, too, remains true. Maybe all we need to act on that feeling is an irrefutable pivot point: an opportunity not just for reflection, but to build a different design, a different way of life, from the rubble and clarity brought forth by this pandemic. I’m not talking about utopia, per se. I’m talking about a different way of thinking about work, and personal value, and profit incentives—to champion the idea that each of us matter, and are actually essential and worthy of care and protection from precarity. Not because of our capacity to work, but simply because we are human, and deserving of basic dignity.

If you think that’s too radical of an idea, then I don’t know how to make you care about other people. It’s true, as Lowrey puts it, that millennials don’t stand a chance. At least not in this current system. But the same dire prediction holds true for large swaths of Gen X and boomers, and will only get worse for Gen Z. The overarching clarity offered by this pandemic is that it’s not any single generation that’s broken, or fucked, or failed. It’s the system itself.

I get asked a lot if I’m hopeful about the future. Right now, it’s difficult to feel hopeful about much of anything. But what exhilarates me is how angry we are, in this moment, about these failures. It’s the root of solidarity, the power behind our political might. It’s on us to feel it, name it, harness it, and recognize it for what it is: a beginning.


Introduction

“I think you’re dealing with some burnout,” my editor at BuzzFeed very kindly suggested over Skype. “You could use a few days off.”

It was November 2018, and frankly, I was insulted by the idea. “I’m not burnt out,” I replied. “I’m just trying to figure out what I want to write about next.”

For as long as I could remember, I’d been working pretty much nonstop: first as a grad student, then as a professor, now as a journalist. Throughout 2016 and 2017, I had been following political candidates around the country, chasing stories, often writing thousands of words a day. One week in November, I went straight from interviewing the survivors of a mass shooting in Texas to spending a week in a tiny Utah town, hearing the stories of dozens of women who’d fled a polygamous sect. The work was vital and exhilarating—which was exactly why it felt so hard to stop. Plus, I’d had rest after the election. I was supposed to be refreshed. The fact that I’d found myself fighting tears every time I talked to my editors? Totally unrelated.

Still, I agreed to take a few days off, right before Thanksgiving. And do you know what I did with them? Tried to write a book proposal. Not for this book, but a far worse, more forced one. Obviously, that didn’t make me feel better, because I was just working even more. But by that point, I wasn’t really feeling anything at all. Sleep didn’t help; neither did exercise. I got a massage and a facial and they were nice, but the effects were incredibly temporary. Reading sort of helped, but the reading that interested me most was politics-related, which just circled me back to the issues that had exhausted me.

What I was feeling in November wasn’t anything new, either. For months, whenever I thought about going to bed, I felt overwhelmed by the steps I’d have to take to responsibly get from the couch to the bed. I felt underwhelmed by vacations—or, more precisely, like vacation was just another thing to get through on my to-do list. I at once resented and craved time with friends, but after I relocated from New York to Montana, I refused to devote time to actually make new ones. I felt numb, impervious, just totally . . . flat.

In hindsight, I was absolutely, ridiculously, 100 percent burnt out—but I didn’t recognize it as such, because the way I felt didn’t match the way burnout had ever been depicted or described to me. There was no dramatic flameout, no collapse, no recovery on a beach or in an isolated cabin. I thought burnout was like a cold you catch and recover from—which is why I missed the diagnosis altogether. I had been a pile of embers, smoldering for months.

When my editor suggested I was burning out, I balked: Like other type-A overachievers, I didn’t hit walls, I worked around them. Burning out ran counter to everything that I had thus far understood about my ability to work, and my identity as a journalist. Yet even as I refused to call it burnout, there was evidence that something inside me was, well, broken: My to-do list, specifically the bottom half of it, just kept recycling itself from one week to the next, a neat little stack of shame.

None of these tasks was essential, not really. They were just the humdrum maintenance of everyday life. But no matter what I did, I couldn’t bring myself to take the knives to get sharpened, or drop off my favorite boots to get resoled, or complete the paperwork and make the phone call and find the stamp so that my dog could be properly registered. There was a box in the corner of my room with a gift for a friend I’d been meaning to send for months, and a contact lens rebate for a not-insignificant amount of money sitting on my counter. All of these high-effort, low-gratification tasks seemed equally impossible.

And I knew I wasn’t the only one with this sort of to-do list resistance: The internet overflowed with stories of people who couldn’t bring themselves to figure out how to register to vote, or submit insurance claims, or return an online clothes order. If I couldn’t figure out what I wanted to write for my job, at least I could write about what I jokingly termed “errand paralysis.” I started by sorting through a vast array of articles, mostly written by millennials, and mostly published on millennial-oriented websites, on the everyday stresses of “adulting”—a word adopted to describe the fear of doing or pride in completing tasks associated with our parents. As one piece put it, “The modern Millennial, for the most part, views adulthood as a series of actions, as opposed to a state of being. Adulting therefore becomes a verb.” And part of adulting is getting the things done on the bottom half of your to-do list, even if they’re hard.


As I read, it became clear that there are actually three types of adulting tasks: 1) the kind that are annoying because you’ve never done them before (taxes, making friends outside the framework of school); 2) the kind that are annoying because they underline that being an adult means spending money on things that are no fun at all (vacuums, lawnmowers, razors); 3) the kind that are more than just annoying—they’re time-consuming and unnecessarily labyrinthian (finding a therapist, submitting medical reimbursement bills, canceling cable service, quitting your gym, consolidating your student loans, figuring out if and how to access state support programs).

Adulting—and, by extension, completing your to-do list—is hard, then, because living in the modern world is somehow both easier than it’s ever been and yet unfathomably complicated. Within this framework, it was clear why I was avoiding each task loitering on my to-do list. Every day, we all have a list of things that need to get done, places where our mental energy must be allocated first. But that energy is finite, and when you keep trying to pretend that it isn’t—that’s when burnout arrives.

But my burnout was more than the accumulation of undone errands. If I was honest with myself—actually honest, in the sort of way that makes you feel uncomfortable—the errands were just the most tangible indication of a much larger affliction. Something wasn’t just wrong in my day-to-day. Something had been increasingly wrong for most of my adult life.

The truth was, all of those tasks would take away from what had become my ultimate task, and the task of so many other millennials: working all the time. Where had I learned to work all the time? School. Why did I work all the time? Because I was terrified of not getting a job. Why have I worked all the time since actually finding one? Because I’m terrified of losing it, and because my value as a worker and my value as a person have become intractably intertwined. I couldn’t shake the feeling of precariousness—that all that I’d worked for could just disappear—or reconcile it with an idea that had surrounded me since I was a child: that if I just worked hard enough, everything would pan out.

So I made a reading list. I read about how poverty and economic instability affects our decision-making abilities. I explored specific trends in student debt and home ownership. I saw how “concerted cultivation” parenting trends in the ’80s and ’90s connected to the shift from free, unstructured play to organized activities and sports leagues. A framework started to emerge—and I put that framework squarely on top of my own life, forcing me to reconsider my own history, and the way I’ve narrativized it. I went on a long walk with my partner, who, unlike my “old millennial” self, grew up right in the peak of millennial-ness, in an even more academically and financially competitive environment. We compared notes: What changed in the handful of years between my childhood and his? How did our parents model and promote an idea of work as wholly devouring? What did we internalize as the purpose of “leisure”? What happened in grad school that exacerbated my workaholic tendencies? Why did I feel great about writing my dissertation on Christmas?

I started writing, trying to answer these questions, and couldn’t stop. The draft ballooned: 3,000 words, 7,000, 11,000. I wrote 4,000 words in one day and felt like I’d written nothing at all. I was giving shape to the condition that had become so familiar, so omnipresent, that I’d ceased to recognize it as a condition. It was just my life. But now I was amassing language to describe it.

This wasn’t just about my individual experience of work or errand paralysis or burnout. It was about a work ethic and anxiety and exhaustion particular to the world I grew up in, the context in which I applied to college and tried to get a job, the reality of living through the biggest economic collapse since the Great Depression, and the rapid spread and ubiquity of digital technologies and social media. In short: It was about being a millennial.



“Burnout” was first recognized as a psychological diagnosis in 1974, applied by the psychologist Herbert Freudenberger to cases of physical or mental collapse as the result of overwork.1 Burnout is of a substantively different category than “exhaustion,” although the two conditions are related. Exhaustion means going to the point where you can’t go any further; burnout means reaching that point and pushing yourself to keep going, whether for days or weeks or years.

When you’re in the midst of burnout, the feeling of accomplishment that follows an exhausting task—passing the final! finishing the massive work project!—never comes. “The exhaustion experienced in burnout combines an intense yearning for this state of completion with the tormenting sense that it cannot be attained, that there is always some demand or anxiety or distraction which can’t be silenced,” Josh Cohen, a psychoanalyst specializing in burnout, writes. “You feel burnout when you’ve exhausted all your internal resources, yet cannot free yourself of the nervous compulsion to go on regardless.”2 It’s the sensation of dull exhaustion that, even with sleep and vacation, never really leaves. It’s the knowledge that you’re just barely keeping your head above water, and even the slightest shift—a sickness, a busted car, a broken water heater—could sink you and your family. It’s the flattening of life into one never-ending to-do list, and the feeling that you’ve optimized yourself into a work robot that happens to have bodily functions, which you do your very best to ignore. It’s the feeling that your mind, as Cohen puts it, has turned to ash.

In his writing about burnout, Cohen is careful to note its antecedents: “melancholic world-weariness,” as he puts it, is noted in the book of Ecclesiastes, diagnosed by Hippocrates, and endemic to the Renaissance, a symptom of bewilderment with the feeling of “relentless change.” In the late 1800s, “neurasthenia,” or nervous exhaustion, afflicted patients run down by the “pace and strain of modern industrial life.” Burnout as a generalized condition is nothing (entirely) new.

But contemporary burnout differs in its intensity and its prevalence. People patching together a retail job with unpredictable scheduling while driving Uber and arranging childcare have burnout. Startup workers with fancy catered lunches, free laundry service, and seventy-minute commutes have burnout. Academics teaching four adjunct classes and surviving on food stamps while trying to publish research to snag a tenure-track job have burnout. Freelance graphic artists operating on their own schedule without healthcare or paid time off have burnout. Burnout has become so pervasive that in May 2019, the World Health Organization officially recognized it as an “occupational phenomenon,” resulting from “chronic workplace stress that has not been successfully managed.”3 Increasingly—and increasingly among millennials—burnout isn’t just a temporary affliction. It’s our contemporary condition.

In a way, it makes sense that millennials are feeling this phenomenon most acutely: Despite the fact that this generation is often portrayed as a bunch of underachieving college students, in actuality, we are currently living through some of the most erratic, anxiety-filled years of adulthood. According to Pew Research Center, the youngest millennials, born in 1996, will turn twenty-four in 2020. The oldest, born in 1981, will turn thirty-nine. And population projections suggest there are now more of us in the United States—73 million—than any other generation.4 We’re not seeking our first jobs, but trying to take the next steps, and confronting pay ceilings in the ones we have. We’re not just paying off our own student debt, but figuring out how to start saving for our young children. We’re balancing skyrocketing housing prices and childcare costs and health insurance premiums. And the promised security of adulthood never seems to arrive, no matter how hard we try to organize our lives, or tighten our already tight budgets.

Until the term “millennial” coalesced around our generation, there were other names vying to label the millions of people born after Generation X. Each gives you a sense of how we were defined in the popular imagination: There was “Generation Me,” which put a fine point on our perceived self-centeredness, and “Echo Boomers,” a reference to the fact that the vast majority of our parents are members of the single largest (and most influential) generation in American history.

The name “millennial”—and much of the anxiety that still surrounds it—emerged in the mid-2000s, when the first wave of us were entering the workforce. Our expectations were too high, we were scolded, and our work ethic too low. We were sheltered and naive, unschooled in the ways of the world—understandings that have ossified around our generation, with little regard to the ways we confronted and weathered the Great Recession, how much student debt we’re shouldering, and how inaccessible so many milestones of adulthood have become.

Ironically, the most famous characterization of millennials is that we believe that everyone should get a medal, no matter how poorly they did in the race. And while we do, as a generation, struggle to shed the idea that we’re each unique and worthy in some way, talk to most millennials and the thing they’ll tell you about growing up isn’t that they conceived of themselves as special, but that “success,” broadly defined, was the most important thing in their world. You work hard to get into college, you work hard in college, you work hard in your job, and you’ll be a success. It’s a different sort of work ethic than “work the fields from dawn to dusk,” but that doesn’t mean it’s not work ethic.

Still, the millennial reputation lingers. Part of its resilience, as will soon become clear, can be attributed to long germinating anxieties about ’80s and ’90s parenting practices, as boomers translated residual anxieties about the way they raised us into critiques of the generation at large. But part of it, too, stems from the fact that many of us did have high expectations and incongruous ideas about how the world works—expectations and ideas we’d internalized from a complicated, self-reinforcing nexus of parents, teachers, friends, and the media that surrounded us. For millennials, the predominant message of our upbringing was deceptively simple: All roads should lead to college, and from there, with more work, we’d find the American Dream, which might no longer include a picket fence, but certainly had a family, and financial security, and something like happiness as a result.

We were raised to believe that if we worked hard enough, we could win the system—of American capitalism and meritocracy—or at least live comfortably within it. But something happened in the late 2010s. We looked up from our work and realized, there’s no winning the system when the system itself is broken. We’re the first generation since the Great Depression where many of us will find ourselves worse off than our parents. The overarching trend of upward mobility has finally reversed itself, smack dab into the prime earning years of our lives. We’re drowning in student debt—an estimated $37,000 per debtor—that’s permanently stunted our financial lives. We’re moving in greater numbers to some of the most expensive zip codes in the country, in search of the intense, high-profile job of our dreams. We’re saving far less and devoting far more of our monthly income to paying for childcare, rent or, if we’re lucky enough to somehow get the money for a down payment, a mortgage. The poorest among us are getting poorer, and those in the middle class are struggling to remain there.

And that’s just the financial baseline. We’re also more anxious and more depressed. Most of us would rather read a book than stare at our phones, but we’re so tired that mindless scrolling is all we have energy to do. We’re more likely to have bad insurance, if we have it all, and little by means of a retirement plan. Our parents are inching toward the age at which they’re going to need more and more of our help, financial and otherwise.

The only way to make it all work is to employ relentless focus—to never, ever stop moving. But at some point, something’s going to give. It’s the student debt, but it’s more. It’s the economic downturn, but it’s more. It’s the lack of good jobs, but it’s more. It’s the overarching feeling that you’re trying to build a solid foundation on quicksand. It’s the feeling, as the sociologist Eric Klinenberg puts it, that “vulnerability is in the air.”5 Millennials live with the reality that we’re going to work forever, die before we pay off our student loans, potentially bankrupt our children with our care, or get wiped out in a global apocalypse. That might sound like hyperbole—but that’s the new normal, and the weight of living amidst that sort of emotional, physical, and financial precarity is staggering, especially when so many of the societal institutions that have previously provided guidance and stability, from the church to democracy, seem to be failing us.

It feels like it’s harder than ever to keep our lives—and our family’s lives—in order, financially solvent, and prepared for the future, especially as we’re asked to adhere to exacting, and often contradictory expectations. We should work hard but exude “work/life balance.” We should be incredibly attentive mothers, but not helicopter ones. We should engage in equal partnerships with our wives, but still maintain our masculinity. We should build our brands on social media, but live our lives authentically. We should be current, conversant, and opinionated about the breakneck news cycle, but somehow not let the reality of it affect our ability to do any of the above tasks.

Trying to do all of that at once, with little support or safety net—that’s what makes millennials the burnout generation. People from other generations have been burnt out; that’s not a question. Burnout, after all, is a symptom of living in our modern capitalist society. And in many ways, our hardships pale in comparison. We did not weather a Great Depression, or the catastrophic loss of life that accompanied a world war. Scientific advances and modern medicine have increased our standard of living in many meaningful ways, but our financial calamity has nonetheless changed the economic trajectory of our lives; our wars are not “great” ones, but they are deeply unpopular forever wars that drain our trust in government, fought by those in economic situations where the military is the only route to stability. And then there’s climate change, which requires a global effort and systemic rewiring so massive that no generation or even nation can address it alone.

There’s a pervasive feeling that despite some of the legitimate wonders of modern society, our potential has been capped. And yet we strive, because we know nothing else. For millennials, burnout is foundational: the best way to describe who we’ve been raised to be, how we interact with and think about the world, and our everyday experience thereof. And it isn’t an isolated experience. It’s our base temperature.




The millennial burnout piece that finally made its way online, attracting more than seven million readers, was a personal essay stretched to try to encompass the experience of a generation. The response suggested that, in some crucial ways, it had. One woman told me she’d worn herself so thin in her prestigious grad school program that she had to quit, then spent the last year working at a dog kennel, scooping poop and cleaning. An elementary school teacher in Alabama kept getting told that she was a “saint” for the work that she was doing, even though she has fewer and fewer resources to do her job. She quit this spring. A mother of two wrote me: “I recently described myself to my therapist as a ‘walking to-do list’ who ‘only exists from the neck up.’” There were thousands of impassioned emails, many several pages long, and more come in every day. It gradually became clear to me that I’d simply articulated what to that point had been largely unspeakable. We didn’t have a common vocabulary across our generation—and thus struggled to articulate the specifics of what was happening to those outside our generation.

But that was just the beginning. What you’ll find over the next couple hundred pages is an attempt to expand and elaborate on that original piece, drawing on extensive academic and historical research, over three thousand responses to surveys I created, and countless interviews and conversations. You can’t understand the way we live now without looking deeply at the economic and cultural forces that shaped our childhoods—and the pressures our parents faced as they raised us. So we’ll examine them. We’ll look at the massive, macro-level shifts in the way that labor is organized and valued, as well as the way “risk”—on the job, in finances—is distributed between companies and those who make them run. We explore what it is about social media that’s so exhausting, how leisure disappeared, why parenting has become “all joy and no fun,” and how work got so shitty—and has stayed that way—for so many of us.

This is still a book informed by my own experience of burnout, but I’ve attempted to expand the understanding of what burnout feels like beyond the presumed bourgeois experience. Because the way that the word millennial has typically been deployed—to talk about our high expectations, laziness, and tendency to “destroy” entire industries, like napkins or wedding rings—has been to describe the stereotypical behaviors of a particular subset of the millennial population: one that is almost always middle class, and often white.

And that’s simply not the reality for millions of millennials. Of the 73 million millennials living in the US in 2018, 21 percent, over a fifth of the population, identify as Hispanic. Twenty-five percent speak a language other than English at home. Only 39 percent of millennials have a college degree.6 Just because burnout has become a defining millennial experience doesn’t mean that every millennial experience of it is the same. If a white middle-class person feels exhausted reading the news, what does an undocumented person navigating the world endure? If it’s tedious to deal with implicit sexism in the workplace, how about adding in some not-so-implicit racism? How does burnout work differently when you don’t have access to generational wealth? How does student debt sting more when you’re the first in your family to go to college?

Decentering the white middle-class millennial experience as the millennial experience is an ongoing and essential aspect of this project. I find myself returning to the words of Tiana Clark, who wrote a piece on the specifics of Black burnout in response to my own: “No matter the movement or era,” she wrote, “being burned out has been the steady state of black people in this country for hundreds of years.”7 And while many white Americans are attempting to reclaim economic security, that sort of security has always been elusive for Black Americans. As the sociologist Tressie McMillan Cottom makes clear, in today’s economy, “achieving upward mobility, even in thriving cities that compete for tech jobs, private capital, and national recognition, is as complicated as it was in 1962,” during the March on Washington. “In that economy,” Cottom explains, “black Americans hustled in the face of legal racial segregation and social stigma that cordoned us off from opportunities reserved for white Americans. In 2020, Black Americans can legally access the major on-ramps to opportunity—college, workplaces, public schools, neighborhoods, transportation, electoral politics—but despite hustling like everyone else, they do not have much to show for it.”8

I remember the first-generation Chinese immigrant who messaged me after the piece, telling me that she never heard the words “anxiety” or “depression” in her home growing up. “I heard the terms 吃苦(‘eating bitterness’) and性情(‘heart feeling’) as both my parents felt the depression that is common for newcomers to Canada, struggling to find stable work in a society that places white folks above all others,” she explained. “Accepting the fact that I, too, can be burned out, depressed, and anxious while still being a Chinese person has been a tough process.”

And I think of a report from the Pew Research Center, examining the difference in student debt and home ownership between generations. That’s useful, but using stats for the entire generation leaves another story untold: how millennial student debt as a whole has ballooned, but for Black Americans, especially those who attended predatory for-profit colleges, it has skyrocketed. A recent study examining the fate of loans taken out by students in 2004 found that by 2015, 48.7 percent of Black borrowers had defaulted, compared to 21.4 percent of white borrowers.9 That’s not just a significant statistical difference; that’s another version of the millennial narrative altogether.

Different types of millennials have experienced the road to burnout, well, differently, whether in terms of class, parental expectations, location, or cultural community. After all, so much of generational identity has to do with your age/place within the generation at the time of massive cultural, technological, and geopolitical events. For example: I spent my college years taking pictures on my Vivitar and getting them developed weeks later. But so many millennials had to figure out college and adulthood at the same time they began to navigate Facebook and what it meant to represent themselves online. Some millennials experienced the attacks on 9/11 as an abstract event, inconceivable to their elementary school minds; others endured years of harassment and suspicion because of their religious or ethnic identity.

And then there’s the Great Recession. As an old millennial, I was already in grad school by the time the bank bailouts and the foreclosures started happening. But others finished high school or college and stepped right into the financial crisis, giving them little option than to do the thing for which our generation would later be roundly ridiculed: move back home. At the same time, tens of thousands of millennials watched their parents lose jobs, the homes they grew up in, their retirement savings—making it harder, if not impossible, to move back home. Some millennials’ experience of the recession was realizing how fortunate they were to have a safety net; others’ was realizing how far you can fall without one.

What we talk about when we talk about millennials, then, depends on who’s doing the talking. These events, and their aftermaths, have made us who we are—but they’ve made us differently. This book cannot fully cover any version of the millennial experience, including the white middle-class one. That’s not an abdication of responsibility, but an acknowledgment: This is the start of the conversation, and an invitation to talk more. There’s no burnout Olympics. The most generous thing we can do for others is to attempt to not just see, but really and truly understand, the parameters of someone else’s experience. In short, acknowledging someone else’s burnout does not diminish your own.

In writing that article, and this book, I haven’t cured anyone’s burnout, including my own. But one thing did become incredibly clear: This isn’t a personal problem. It’s a societal one—and it will not be cured by productivity apps, or a bullet journal, or face mask skin treatments, or overnight fucking oats. We gravitate toward those personal cures because they seem tenable, and promise that our lives can be recentered, and regrounded, with just a bit more discipline, a new app, a better email organization strategy, or a new approach to meal planning. But these are all merely Band-Aids on an open wound. They might temporarily stop the bleeding, but when they fall off, and we fail at our newfound discipline, we just feel worse.

Before we can start fighting what is very much a structural battle, we first need to understand it as such. That might seem intimidating, but any easily implementable life hack or book promising to unfuck your life is just prolonging the problem. The only way to move forward is to create a vocabulary and a framework that allows us to see ourselves—and the systems that have contributed to our burnout—clearly.

That might not seem like much. But it is an essential beginning, an acknowledgment, and a declaration: It doesn’t have to be this way.


1

Our Burnt-Out Parents

“You think you’re burnt out? Try surviving the Great Depression and World War II!” In the wake of the millennial burnout piece, that was the most common critique in my inbox. The sentiment usually came from boomers, who, somewhat ironically, had endured neither the Great Depression nor World War II. Other greatest hits: “Buck up, life is hard” and “I worked my tail off in the ’80s, and you don’t see me complaining about being burnt out.” These statements are variations of what I’ve come to understand as the boomer refrain: Stop whining, millennials—you don’t know what hard work is.

The thing is, whether they realize it or not, boomers were the ones who taught us not only to expect more from our careers, but to consider our thoughts on the state of work, and our exhaustion, important: worth expressing (especially in therapy, which was slowly becoming normalized) and worth addressing. If we’re as special, and unique, and important as we were told we were throughout childhood, it’s no surprise we refuse to shut up when our lives don’t make us feel that way. And that can oftentimes sound like complaining, especially to boomers.

In truth, millennials are boomers’ worst nightmare because, in many cases, we were once their most well-intentioned dream. And in conversations about boomers and millennials, that’s the connection that’s often left out: the fact that boomers are, in many ways, responsible for us, both literally (as our parents, teachers, and coaches) and figuratively (creating the ideologies and economic environment that would shape us).

For years, millennials and Gen-Xers have chafed at critiques from boomers but couldn’t do much about it. Boomers had us outnumbered and surrounded: Our parents were boomers, but so were so many of our bosses, and professors, and superiors in the workplace. What we could do was roast them online using memes. “Old Economy Steve” first appeared on Reddit in 2012, pairing a 1970s high school portrait with a caption suggesting he’s now your market-loving dad who won’t shut up about how you should really start putting money into your 401k. Subsequent iterations narrativized his economic privilege: DRIVES UP FEDERAL DEFICIT FOR 30 YEARS / HANDS THE BILL TO HIS KIDS, one version of the meme exclaims; “WHEN I WAS IN COLLEGE MY SUMMER JOB PAID THE TUITION” / TUITION WAS $400 says another.1

More recently, on TikTok, Gen Z popularized the phrase “OK Boomer” as a reaction to someone with an outdated, intractable, and/or bigoted point of view. It could be directed, as Taylor Lorenz pointed out in the New York Times, toward “basically any person over 30 who says something condescending about young people—and the issues they care about.” But the contemporary connotation of “boomer” as condescending and single-minded is worth noting.2

It’s not just that boomers are old or uncool; every generation gets old and uncool. Boomers are increasingly positioned as hypocritical, unempathetic, completely unaware of just how easy they had it—the generational equivalent of being born on third base and thinking you hit a triple. This criticism emerged forcefully in 2019: the year boomers were projected to cede their status as the largest generation to millennials. To be fair, Gen-Xers have a long and glorious history of boomer antagonism. Yet this particular argument was popularized, particularly online, as the tangible differences between boomers’ and millennials’ financial situations have become more pronounced.

Whether or not someone is familiar with the stats—that, say, the net worth of millennials, according to a 2018 study commissioned by the Federal Reserve, is 20 percent lower than that of boomers at the same point in their lives, or that boomers’ family income was 14 percent higher when they were millennials’ current age—they can still intuit boomers’ role in our current generational divide. As the comedian Dan Sheehan put it in 2019, in a tweet that’s been liked more than 200,000 times, “Baby Boomers did that thing where you leave a single square of toilet paper on the roll and pretend it’s not your turn to change it, but with a whole society.”

I shared that animosity—and reading all those emails from boomers only stoked my anger. But as I began reading more and more about the currents that contributed to the massive expansion of the American middle class, it became clear that while boomers, as a generation, grew up in a period of unprecedented economic stability, their adulthoods were marked with many of the same pressures of our own: generalized scorn from their parents’ generation, particularly around their perceived entitlement and aimlessness, and panic over the ability to maintain (or obtain) a spot in the middle class.

Boomers were anxious and overworked and deeply resentful of the critiques levied at them. The problem, and why it’s often hard to think of them charitably, is their inability to tap that experience in order to empathize with their own children’s generation. But that doesn’t mean that their anxiety, or attitude toward work, didn’t influence us. The boomer ethos of the ’80s and ’90s was the backdrop of our childhood, the foundation for so many of our ideas about what our future could look like, and the roadmap to achieve it. To understand millennial burnout, then, we have to understand what shaped—and, in many cases, burnt out—the boomers that made us.



Boomers were born between 1946 and 1964, the eighteen-year “baby boom” that began with the economic recovery of World War II and accelerated as soldiers returned home. They became the biggest, and most influential, generation the United States had ever seen. Today, there are 73 million boomers in America, and 72 percent of them are white. Donald Trump is a boomer—so is Elizabeth Warren. They’re now in their sixties and seventies, parents, grandparents, and in some cases great-grandparents, retiring and grappling with the aging process. But back in the 1970s, they were in the position that many millennials find themselves now: entering the workplace for the first time, getting married, and figuring out what raising a family might look like.

The cliched understanding of the ’70s is that society was, as a whole, in retreat: still recovering from the hangover of the ’60s, backing away from activism, and embracing a newfound focus on the self. In New York Magazine, the author Tom Wolfe famously dubbed the ’70s “The Me Decade,” describing, in hypnotic detail, boomers’ obsession with self-improvement through threesomes, spiritualism, Scientology, or organic co-ops.3 “The old alchemical dream was changing base metal into gold,” Wolfe wrote. “The new alchemical dream is: changing one’s personality—remaking, remodeling, elevating, and polishing one’s very self . . . and observing, studying, and doting on it. (Me!)” Self-care, but with a very ’70s hue.

It will surprise no one that the tendencies Wolfe described and softly lampooned in his article were actually those of the professional middle class: people with the means, financial and temporal, to pay more for groceries or spend their weekends attending deep-breathing seminars in hotel ballrooms. But beneath that supposedly self-obsessed turn was a shared anxiety, spreading across the nation: a creeping realization that after decades of prosperity, things in America seemed to be getting markedly worse.

More specifically: the train ride of growth and progress that had marked boomers’ entire lives had significantly slowed. There were multiple, interlocking reasons for this deceleration, and they all come back to versions of the same narrative, which begins something like this: Amidst the Depression, one of the most significant bills signed into law by President Franklin D. Roosevelt was the National Labor Relations Act of 1935, which granted legal protections to many employees in the private sector if and when they attempted to organize or join a union. The Labor Relations Act also gave that union “teeth”: from that point forward, business owners were legally required to participate in collective bargaining, in which union representatives negotiate with business owners to establish a pay and benefits structure that applies to all union members. If an agreement could not be reached, union members could go on strike—and be legally protected from losing their jobs—until one was. With considerable risk, you could organize or join a union before 1935. But after 1935, you could organize or join a union with the law on your side.

A single employee could never stand up to the whims of management, but when every union employee did, it made them all the more powerful. And between 1934 and 1950, unions leveraged that power toward favorable working conditions. Depending on the workplace, “favorable” could mean a few things, all related to the general health and well-being of the worker: increased safety on the assembly line, say, or recourse for mistreatment, and regular breaks. It could mean an hourly wage high enough to support a middle-class lifestyle, what was colloquially known as the “family wage.” Or, as stipulated by the Fair Labor Standards Act of 1938, getting paid overtime if your workweek exceeded forty-four hours, which helped prevent
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