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INTRODUCTION

Why Are Baby Boomers Daughters Melting Down instead of Rallying for Change?

EVERY GENERATION HAS ITS OWN STORY, and ours is no exception. Over the past 30 years, somewhere between Joan Baez and Lil Kim, what it means to be successful woman has changed completely. Our mothers lit the fuse by battling workplace discrimination and gender politics. They burned their bras, took on Washington, and won women unprecedented opportunities for professional advancement. In order to take full advantage of the doors our mothers kicked open, the women behind them and in front of uswomen now in their midfortiestook on their ticking clocks, setting new timetables for childrearing while mainstreaming new heights of achievement among working women. Our generations story is fueled by both the progress and the unfinished business of the women who came before us. It has unfolded, but it has yet to be told.

From rebellious flappers to free-love hippies, other generations of women have broken rules, charted new territory, and grappled with the results with a relatively unified voice. Now, young women like us are wrestling with a new round of rule breaking and the sociological seismic shift it is creating. But our generations story is playing out differently than that of our grandmothers, mothers, or older sisters. Our moment of upheaval is a strangely quiet one because women in their twenties and thirties are unaware of the similarities in the obstacles theyre facing and oblivious to the fact that their individual dilemmas emanate from a tsunami of shared and profound cultural change.

Over the past two years, we interviewed more than 100 college-educated women, ages 25 to 37, across the boundaries of salary, race, geography, and experience. While the women we spoke to each had a different story, a strikingly similar theme emerged. All of them came of age during or after the womens movement, and all were raised to believe that their futures were defined by options rather than limitations. Yet despite how much these women may have accomplished, they all described feeling trapped in one-dimensional lives very different from those they expected to be living by now. From Wall Street traders to teachers in Cleveland, from writers in Boston to lawyers in Alabama, from suburban stay-at-home mothers to Hollywood producers, the women we interviewed shared a sense of bewilderment about why their lives felt so out of sync with their expectations, as well as a deep fear that the paths they had chosen were leading them in the wrong direction. At some point during their late twenties or early thirties, these women all felt that the stakes had changedsuddenly and dramatically. What we discovered was an entire generation of women in the midst of matchingyet individualidentity crises.

Much of the problem can be traced back to this pervasive conflict: Fully 75 percent of 25- to 35-year-old women say that their professional lives interfere with their personal lives, and more than a third say the conflict is very severe, according to a recent Catalyst survey.1 And while working women have always struggled to navigate the emotional minefields of love and power, career and family, daughters of Baby Boomers are experiencing the conflict differently. For a generation that came of age at a time defined by options and opportunities rather than brick walls and glass ceilings, the juggling act has changed. Our mothers described the stress of balancing work and kids as a slow, steady burn; in contrast, the 17 million women of Generation X are reaching boiling points very early in their careers, often even before marriage or children are part of the equation. And the 35 million women of Generation Y, those born between 1977 and 1994, are being set up to experience the same scenario in just a few short years.

Just what is driving this crunch? First, the timetable of events defining adulthood has completely transformed over the course of just one generation. In the past, the major milestones in a womans adult lifemarriage, motherhood, and decisions about careerstretched out over the course of a lifetime in fairly predictable ways. Most women married in their early twenties and expected careers (if they had them) to build slowly over multiple decades. But the latest census data measuring new timetables for marriage, motherhood, and womens earning power show that todays young women are getting married, having babies, and making major decisions about the directions of their careers at a very compressed junctureright around their thirtieth birthdays. At the same time, there are more single women in their late twenties and early thirties than ever before. And finally, recent studies revealing womens conflicting expectations about romantic relationships and professional success add yet more emotional intensity to what is emerging as a significant interval in Gen-X/Y womens lives.

The echoing, pervasive anxiety our peers expressed during interviews is also largely connected to the lingering social and economic contradictions that continue to affect women of all agesnamely, the persistent gap between What Has Changed in terms of womens progress and What Has Stayed the Same in terms of old-school corporate structures and rigid social conventions. What we discovered in our research is that while the empowerment part of the equation has been loudly celebrated, there has been very little honest discussion among women of our age about the real barriers and flaws that still exist in the system despite the opportunities we inherited.

At some point over the past 30 years, a fundamental perspective shift occurred. While women of other generations see the world as a Monet painting, todays twenty- and thirty-something women see it as a bunch of colorful but unconnected dots. In the absence of that bigger-picture understanding, when the clash between What Has Changed and What Has Stayed the Same inevitably presents itself in our lives, women of our age perceive lingering cultural problems as personal shortcomings. Instead of questioning whats wrong with the systemif were not on our way to having the perfect career, the perfect body, the perfect husband, and the perfect kids by around the time we turn 30we question whats wrong with us.

Unlike the clear-cut obstacles our mothers faced when they were our age, the issues currently stalling the speed of womens progress present themselves in a far more dissipated, subtle manner. Against that backdrop, not only are young women less likely to recognize remaining vestiges of age-old inequalitiesthey are more likely to internalize them.

Certain laws of physics will always apply to mothers and daughters, hemlines and cultural trends: For every action, there is an equal and opposite reaction. The Baby Boomers grew up at time marked by rigid gender roles and spent their early adulthoods rebelling against them. Gen-X women came of age during the peak of the womens movement and grew up believing that futures without limitation were within our reach, if not our destiny. Raised to be self-reliant, we have become a practical generation of do-erswomen who take pride in fixing problems on our own. But the flipside of that independent spirit is that when things go wrong, we tend to blame ourselves. For that reason, our cultural metamorphosis is manifesting itself as a series of parallel individual meltdowns instead of a social movement.

The women we interviewed are all searching for practical advice about how to navigate lives that look very different from the lives of women of previous generations. Some are seeking guidance about how to juggle high-level careers and young children at the same time without sacrificing one for the other. Some are looking for creative parenting solutions that take into account their roles as the sole or primary breadwinners in their families. Others are struggling to come to terms with new versions of lifes fairy tale, in which Prince Charming may come with two kids from a prior marriage or show up a little later than expected. This book is an attempt to make sense of the changes of the past three decades and to acknowledge emerging, valid ways to claim personal and professional fulfillment. It celebrates the opportunities and independence we have gained as a result of the smart choices of women who came before us, yet at the same time, it examines some of the side effects and unintended consequences of so much choice. Finally, this book outlines our generations obligation to move beyond our individual midlife crises and work together for some practical collective changes that may make the allegedly unqualified opportunities we inherited more attainable.

All of the personal narratives shared by Gen-X women in the first part of the book address and exemplify these issues. Some are the complete personal stories of individuals. In other cases, weve changed key details in order to protect the identities of the women with whom we spoke. All shared nearly universal concerns; all were experiencing their own version of the Midlife Crisis at 30.

Whats clear from our research is that life is cyclicalwomen do not tend to repeat their mothers mistakes so much as create new problems while inefficiently overcompensating for what they perceive as missing pieces in the life stories of those who preceded them. As a result, each generation has much to learn from the one before it. After our exploration in the first five chapters of how new problems and new permutations of age-old problems are impacting Gen-X/Y women, part 2 of this bookThe New Girls Clubfeatures practical advice for incremental life changes from extraordinary, accomplished, and spirited women willing to share with us at 30 what they have learned over the course of their lives and careers. In their own words, the truly successful women featured in part 2 tell their powerful stories of transformation, reinvention, and revelation.

Forget all those Dr. Phil prescriptions and one-note 12-step plansan authentic compass for crisis aversion is built into the real-world stories of trial, error, and triumph from women who earned respect and success on the front lines of life. Financial strategist and best-selling author Suze Orman explains why she feels she has it all, even though her most valuable possession is a 900-square-foot apartment. Vogues Julia Reed reveals how canceling her storybook Southern belle wedding to the wrong man at 29 allowed her life to take flight in unexpected ways that culminated in a first-time wedding to the right groom at 42. And in journalist/author Marie Brenners season traveling with the Boston Red Sox, theres a lesson for all of us about striking the balance between courage and class and knowing the importance of showing up.

Gen-X working mothers with big jobs and small kids can learn a thing or two about balancing work and motherhood from Dr. Bernadine Healythe first female head of the National Institutes of Healthwhose career took off at precisely the same time she became a single mother. And Geraldine Ferraroa woman with an all-access pass to scores of politicians, business leaders, and influential thinkersshares the advice from her mother, a woman with an eighth-grade education, that provided her with the courage to live with cancer. These women and many more share wisdom, insights, and humor about issues that define the personal and professional challenges of our generation.

So, this book is not intended to identify rigid and perfect solutions, as the authors now realize that no such things exist. Instead, it is intended to launch a meaningful dialogue about the story of a generation and share with women in the midst of personal crises an awareness of the cultural threads that bind them, while revealing the galvanizing power of that shared acknowledgment.


PART ONE

The Midlife Crisis at

30:

Why Now?


CHAPTER ONE

Generation Stressed

SOMETHING WAS WRONG.

We (Lia and Kerry) met while working together at CNN on the launch of a new show. Lia had just been featured on the cover of Working Women magazines The Ones to Watch: 20 Women under 30 special issue. Kerry was a newlywed, head over heels in love. We were two allegedly together, bright young women who had worked hard and accomplished something. Our lives were on track according to the rest of the world. So why then, to us, did things feel so out of control? What was the problem?

At first we didnt realize there was a problem, and we certainly didnt understand its scope. When life becomes a haze of empty Diet Coke cans, bad Chinese takeout, and 12-hour workdays, its not easy to have deep thoughts. The truth is, we were simply too exhausted to grasp what had driven us to our respective boiling points. Instead, we focused on the immediate and bonded like soldiers in boot camp as we commiserated about deadlines, meetings, and workloads.

It was hard to figure out why everything felt so wrong, when on paper, everything looked so right. But part of the problem was obviousour professional lives were beginning to eclipse our personal lives in powerful ways, and we were starting to recognize the very real consequences. Kerry had not made it home in time for dinner with her husband in over a month; he was so alarmed that he asked her if she was having an affair, and he was only half-joking. Lia had only had time to go on three dates in six months. The one time she dared to schedule an after-work dinner with a good friend, she was late because of a work crisis and then bombarded with phone calls and pages throughout the meal. The waiter gave her friend free Merlot and told Lia to get a life.

But it didnt take a French waiters insults or a husbands loneliness to make either of us realize that the nonnegotiable demands of work were interfering with the nonnegotiable and much more important demands of being a friend, wife, daughter, and woman. We knew our lives were horribly out of sync, but beyond indulging in the standard move to the Caribbean and open a pina colada stand fantasy, we were too rushed and distracted to devise a responsible escape plan. Although the world of television news is demanding in its own way, we later imagined (and found ample evidence of) millions of womenworking as nurses in hospitals, lawyers in law firms, social architects in public interest organizations, traders in the financial world, or small business ownersexperiencing similar stretches of the crunch we were feeling.

Not so long ago, it seemed as if we had more life options than a Las Vegas buffet. But around our thirtieth birthdays, we each started to realize that the opportunities and choices we had inherited and earned had come fully loaded with some unanticipated trapdoors. Initially, we werent sure how to name what was wrong or figure out how to fix it, but one thing was becoming crystal clear: If we didnt start to learn how to integrate our personal, social, and professional lives, we were about five years away from morphing into the angry woman on the other side of a mahogany desk who questions her staffs work ethic after standard 12-hour workdays, before heading home to eat moo shoo pork in her lonely apartment.

Then, late one night in Lias office, we stopped obsessing about our jobs and started talking honestly to each other about what we were feeling. Lia, who was Kerrys supervisor, had just been offered a lucrative contract. She felt incredible pressure to sign, and it was undeniably the right thing to do for her career, especially during a recession. At the same time, she feared it would be a legally binding deal with the devilyour job or your life.

You see, when Lia was in her midtwenties, she was grateful for the professional opportunities and challenges shed earned and was eager for more. As long as she just kept working hard and moving in the right direction, she figured her personal life would work itself out when she was ready. For some reason, she assumed things would fall into place, oh, sometime around her thirtieth birthday. But as time ticked by, and 30 came and went, very little had changed, and big parts of her life were still not in place. She was starting to feel the way she had back in college after misjudging how long it would take to write a 20-page paper that was due the next day and realizing in a panic that she might have to ask for an extension. But whom do you talk to about an extension for finding happiness and love?

Kerry was happily married, but she felt no less stuck or panicked. She confided to Lia that she and her husband wanted to start a family, but she worried that her life was already so harried that unless she quit her job, her kids would inevitably be raised by the TV and babysitters from Monday to Friday, just as she had been. She had no intention of giving up her career entirely, but she just couldnt visualize a reasonable middle ground.

Problem solversnot complainersthe two of us had already tried and failed before to create the space needed to address these fundamental questions about moving forward. By the time we met at CNN, we had both changed jobs, switched networks, and even moved to different cities in pursuit of something better. Yet we kept circling back to the same starting point and similar feelings of being boxed into futures we didnt want to sign off on. Although we felt as frustrated as Bill Murray in Groundhog Day, we also sensed that we were not the only ones feeling that way, because friends who worked in entirely different fieldsimpressive women who had their acts togetherwere going through different versions of the same dilemma. We all shared this tremendous sense that wed outgrown our lives but were stuck running in place whenever we tried to change direction in a meaningful way.

The Problem with No Name

That night, we agreed that the only way to find a solution to the problem was to fully understand how we ended up here in the first place. So we started to look beyond our lives and those of our friends, and we began to approach the question as journalists. As with all serious projects, we started the information-seeking process by naming our missionProject I Am Not Crazy seemed an appropriate starting point in our sleep-deprived minds. Then we spent the following weeks delving into the data and firing e-mails back and forth about our findings. Once we set out to find a context for what we were experiencing, we quickly discovered that there were more questions than answers.

We found no shortage of news stories chronicling the incredible progress women have made in the workplace, but we when we dug a little deeper, we discovered some statistics that have received considerably less attention. Back in the sixties, the average college-educated bride was about 22 years old. Today, she is nearly 28.1 Timelines for motherhood have gone through a parallel transformation. In 1970, the vast majority of college-educated women had their first babies before their thirtieth birthdays. Now, the vast majority of female grads have their first children after their thirtieth birthdays.2 Whats more, a remarkably high percentage of Gen-X mothers are quitting their jobs to stay at home with their kids. The 2000 census reported that 30- to 35-year-old college-educated women have sparked the largest exodus of working mothers from the workplace since 1976.3

At the same time, the institution of marriage is being challenged. Over the past 30 years, the number of 30- to 34-year-old single women has tripled, 4 and there has been a 1,000 percent spike in the number of unmarried couples living together. 5

Taken together, these statistics show that something radical has happened over the course of a generation. For Baby Boomer women, major life eventsmarriage, motherhood, and decisions about careerstretched out across their twenties, thirties, and beyond. But for women of our generation, all of these milestones and life-altering choices are converging at the same timeright around age 30.

While our early research suggested immediately that something new and significant was happening among our peers, it was clear that the dots had yet to be connectedespecially by anyone who was one of us. Several prominent social theorists of other generations were tackling finite aspects of these new demographic trends, but by and large, the only people addressing these issues were those with political agendas who seemed to want to engage in scare-mongering without providing constructive solutions.

The scope of our research broadened when we began interviewing other 25- to 37-year-old college-educated women. Over nearly two years, we spoke with a large sample of women living across the countryfrom businesswomen to stay-at-home mothers, law partners to social workers, entrepreneurs to graduate students, and office managers to artists. Most came from middle-class backgrounds, and nearly all were raised with a healthy, broad view of what their futures as women could entail.

What gradually came into focus through those interviews was much more profound and interesting than our early self-revelations, our initial theories, or any stark numbers on a page. Frankly, the intensity of the angst we tapped into was surprising and overwhelming; we started taking tissues to the interviews because many of them ended with tears. But it was through all of those discussionsin coffee shops and restaurants, urban high-rises and suburban homes, office parks and playgroundsthat we began to realize how discouraged and overwhelmed many Gen-X/Y women felt and how infrequently they revealed their self-doubt and confusion. Were not talking about clichd frazzled-woman stories but about a palpable current of real confusion and bewilderment among women of our age about the direction in which their lives are heading.

Its important to note that ours is not the first generation of women plagued by a shared but undefined ill. In the 1963 book that, according to the New York Times Book Review, changed the world so comprehensively that its hard to remember how much change was called for, Betty Friedan recognized the power that comes with the revelation that unnamed social problems inherited by a generation of women are collective, not individual, in nature. In The Feminine Mystique, Friedan observes that the liberating quality of this realization lays groundwork for eventual resolution:

…
I heard a mother of four, having coffee with four other mothers in a suburban development fifteen miles from New York, say in a tone of quiet desperation, the problem. And the others knew, without words, that she was not talking about a problem with her husband, or her children, or her home. Suddenly they realized they all shared the same problem, the problem that has no name. They began, hesitantly, to talk about it. Later, after they had picked up their children at nursery school and taken them home to nap, two of the women cried, in sheer relief just to know that they were not alone. Gradually I came to realize that the problem that has no name was shared by countless women in America.6

Thanks to the efforts of Friedan and her contemporaries, women of our age are now facing a radically different set of collective questions and concerns. Ironically, part of our generations new and ambiguous but omnipresent dilemma stems from a shared sense of inadequacy for failing to live up to the dreams and expectations those inspiring women defined. Just as good parents provide their children with a fundamental, inalienable belief in themselves, Boomer women bestowed upon us the belief that anything was possible in our futures. But when rapid-fire decisions about marriage, children, and career converge on the compressed timetable at or around 30, otherwise calm and competent women find themselves at the precipice of panic. Even those with the most impressive life rsums feel that they are failing to live up to the Anything Is Possible opportunity for achievement and the work/life symmetry implied by that promise.

After considering the similarities in stories among at least a hundred women, we realized that we might have stumbled on a new Problem with No Name. After thinking about it for a while, we recognized what it was.

We are a generation in the middle of a Midlife Crisis at 30.

Why 30?

More women enter therapy at 30 than at any other point in their lives. In the book Seasons of a Womans Life, Yale psychologist Daniel Levinson calls the age 30 transition a uniquely difficult period, a time of moderate to severe crisis for young career women. He describes our panic as not simply a problem in coping with or adjusting to a single stressful situation. It stems, rather, from the experience that ones life has somehow gone wrong. Essentially, this is the moment at which earlier fantasies and expectations of what adult life looks like clash with the reality of what adult life is like. Thirty is the milestone at which you realize the dress rehearsal is overthis is your real life.7

We all know women who are well past 40 but continue to celebrate their twenty-ninth birthdays, and they choose that number for a reason. But just in case we werent painfully aware that we are at a crossroads, Hallmark has an entire line of cards and party favors to remind us. In fact, Lia and Kerry both received the same card from the Hallmark 30th Birthday Collection from well-meaning relatives. The front of the card shows a group of friends at a party. With beer raised, one reveler yells, It aint over till its over! Open the card, see an empty room, crushed cans, droopy crepe paper. The caption reads: Its Over. Happy 30th Birthday. Enough said.

Of course, biology plays a role in this wake-up call. Until now, the two of us thought any talk of a ticking clock was about as retro as a Betty Crocker cookbook. But as we watched our female bosses and older friends melt down because by the time they started thinking about having children, they were too old to get pregnant, we couldnt help but think that maybe there was a point to that dreaded phrase. From the most primitive society on the grasslands of Africa to the most cutthroat corporation on Wall Street, the peak age for fertility for women is about 25, explains anthropologist Helen Fisher, Ph.D., of Rutgers University in New Brunswick, New Jersey. Sometime around then, womens brains are wired to start feeling an urge to reproduce. Young women todaywho expected to be both producers and re-producersare just finishing graduate programs or starting to win real promotions in their late twenties. For them, the clock can be very disorientingit signals that tug between two worlds.8

But we arent the first to recognize 30 as the proverbial line in the sand. Kerry recently found a photograph of her mother taken when she was in her midtwenties. She was beaming at the camera, a sparkling young beauty with long, wavy hair, wearing a T-shirt that said, Dont Trust Anyone over 30. Looking at the photo, Kerry wondered how that younger version of her mother would have reacted if someone had handed her a crystal ball the moment after that photo was snapped, offering her a sneak peek at life on the other side of her T-shirts proclaimed expiration date for Trust. What would she have done differently if she had known then that by her thirtieth birthday, shed be a divorcee, living alone while her ex-husband raised their two young kids? Kerry would have to be older than 30 herself to understand the conflicts that fueled her mothers decisions.

Like every generation that came before us, weve all sworn we would not repeat our parents mistakes. But as she thought about her own life and those of her friends, Kerry couldnt help but wonder: By trying to avoid our mothers mistakes, what new problems did we create on our own?

The Birth of Girl Power

Our inability to name, solve, and conquer whats troubling us is deeply disturbing to Gen-X women, in part because Anything Is Possible was the unqualified mantra of our youth. Our parents told us that. Our teachers told us that. Our soccer coaches told us that. Pre-9/11, beyond a brief video game war in the Gulf region, we lived in a bubble of invincibility where war and economic woes posed a distant, imperceptible threat. Naturally, everyone had their share of individual setbacks and disappointments now and again, but for most of us, there was rarely a problem that hard work or some soul-searching couldnt solve. Whats more, our early adulthoods were marked by the Internet millionaire period of irrational exuberance, with 25-year-olds on the cover of Forbes magazine, we had every reason to believe our pie-in-the-sky dreams would come true.

Its important to understand that the Anything Is Possible message was a deliberate one, started early and with the best intentions. Lets rewind back to the 1970s, when many of us were in elementary school. Women were joining the workforce in droves, and the force of 1960s feminism was toppling the barriers they faced there. Helen Reddy won a Grammy for her number one hit I Am Woman, Judy Blumes Are You There God? Its Me, Margaret provided us with a starter guide for celebrating our budding sexuality, and Ms. magazine had its peak subscription rate of 500,000.9 Against this cultural backdrop, our Baby Boomer mothers deliberately set out to raise us differently than they had been raised, and they were not at a loss for instruction manuals.

Runaway best-seller Free to Be
… You and Me taught us that William could have a doll, its all right to cry, and Mommies are people (with jobs). A project of the Ms. Foundation, the book sparked a generation-wide sing-along about futures where girls would be Free to Be … anything we wanted to be. Critics sang the praises of Marlo Thomass collection of upgraded, modern fairy tales, too. A Newsweek reviewer wrote: Yes, persons, there is a liberating, consciousness-raising, non-sexist gift for children this year
… The idea was to free youngsters from the usual sexual stereotypes, and the result is a collection of charming songs and stories for now.10 By any standard, it was a purposeful and heavy adult message for kids music.

Also during the 1970s, the womens movement turned its attention to obstacles girls faced in schools. Feminists doggedly campaigned to wipe out the anti-girl bias in math and science classes and to incorporate stories by and about women into assigned reading lists. And though the Childrens Television Workshop wasnt officially aligned with the womens movement, Sesame Streetfirst broadcast in 1969reflected the educational trends of the times. Its no accident that the genders of Grover, Cookie Monster, Big Bird, and Snuffleupagus have yet to be revealed.

At the same time, cultural images of wonder women emerged, linking glamour to power. The stunning and scantily clad Lynda Carter lassoed bad guys with one hand and mastered the art of accessorizing with the other, as she deflected bullets with her magic bracelets. Angie Dickinson and Charlies Angels looked centerfold gorgeous as they battled crime, while the Bionic Womans supersonic ear provided enviable opportunities for long-range eavesdropping. Our young minds wondered: If we pledged allegiance to a daily regimen of Flintstones vitamins, might we too possess extraordinary powers someday?

Title IX guaranteed that we would at least be able to perfect our slam dunk. In 1973, the National Organization for Women pushed the envelope even furtherthey took Little League to court and scored another homerun: the boys-only league was now officially co-ed.11 The impact of those strategic political and legal milestones is clear and dramatic. Less than 300,000 girls played interscholastic sports in 1972. By 2000, 2.6 million girls were swinging bats, kicking soccer balls, shooting hoops, and running track.12 Once the ball was rolling, money followed. In 1972, very few athletic scholarships were awarded to girls. By 2002, more than $180 million in scholarship money was awarded to young female athletes, and Division One coaches regularly show up at high school games looking to recruit the next Mia Hamm or Sheryl Swoopes.13

The social and cultural ripple effect of Title IX was dramatic, too. Sports fundamentally shaped our thoughts about competition with women and teamwork with men. There is no question that Title IX started an empowerment movement for women in 1972, says Donna Lopiano, executive director of the New Yorkbased Womens Sports Foundation.14 What it promised was evident in the Billie Jean King/Bobby Riggs matchit showed that women will not fold under pressure, and it showed the power of sport. The legacy of Title IX is that a generation of women have confidence in their ability to compete, and that goes far beyond athletics.

But the pro-girl Anything Is Possible message also went mainstream for reasons that had nothing to do with sports, politics, superheroes, or muppets. As the divorce rate more than doubled between 1965 and 1979, mothers didnt need to look any further than the practical realities of their own lives, or those of their friends, to see that grooming us for roles beyond wife and mother was now necessary.15 In her latest book, Why There Are No Good Men Left, Barbara Dafoe Whitehead, Ph.D., codirector of Rutgers Universitys National Marriage Project and one of the nations preeminent social historians, writes, [Divorce] had an impact on the thinking about how to prepare girls for successful adult lives. More than a social trend, divorce was a social teacher. As such, it conveyed one indelible lesson: namely, that marriage is unreliable as an economic partnership and precarious as a life vocation for women. Far from being a safe bet, it taught, marriage is a gamble. Moreover, the gamble was riskiest for traditional wives.16

So, with impressive speed and precision, suburban mothers, teachers, Girl Scout leaders, and even grandmothers were soon making conscious efforts to prepare girls for adult lives in which they would enter romantic relationships and business arrangements from positions of strength. With all of these influences converging as we were growing up, eventually Having It All on our own terms seemed like a responsible and reasonable plan.

Of course, your average fourth grader had no clue that anything unusual was going on. Playing soccer, learning about Susan B. Anthony, and getting special attention in geology class didnt seem like a big deal. Nevertheless, all of those consciousness-raising groups did impact our daily lives in finite terms. Across the country, suburban neighborhoods were dividing into two distinct camps: girls who had Barbie dolls and girls whose mothers thought Barbies plastic boobs would lead to self-esteem issues. Accordingly, girls like Kerry, who lived in a Barbie-free zone, spent a lot of time sneaking a fix over at pro-Barbie homes, like Lias.

In our play worlds, Barbie was a Career Girl. One day she was a world-renowned fashion designer, the next, a vet. She was glamorous and cool, and she was always in the drivers seat (both figuratively and literally) in the commercials for her pink Corvette. After an exciting day at the office requiring several outfit changes, Barbie would meet her adoring boyfriend, Ken, for a romantic dinner before heading back to the Dream House. She was a homeowner with a sports car, a great job, and a kick-ass wardrobe. We might as well have been playing Helen Gurley Brown. If this was what adult life looked like, we couldnt wait to grow up!

Barbie would have given two very enthusiastic thumbs-up to our lives in our twenties. Sure, we worked nonstop and neglected some important parts of our lives, but there would be time for that later. We had no doubt that all of the pieces in this brilliant mosaic would fall into place by the time we hit 30.

We had a lot to learn.

The Divorce Insurance Policy

Our generation has the dubious distinction of being the first to grow up while our parents were splitting up. Over the past 30 years, the marriage rate has dropped, and the divorce rate has continued to climb steadily to the depressing levels we are at today, when a 25-year anniversary is about as rare as a bald eagle or a white rhino. For Gen-Xers, the rise of divorce took on the social proportions of a Great Depression or a Watergate. The difference is, the revolution that defined our coming of age happened in the privacy of our homes. There is no brotherhood and sisterhood among children of divorce like there is among war veterans or people who partied together at Woodstock. Even those with married parents were left with an uneasy anxiety, the feeling that things that were supposed to be permanent just might change.

We tread carefully here because too many Big Statements have already been made about how divorce affected family and society. The so-called breakup of the family has become the common denominator of all things evil to politicians, pundits, and preachers. We dont want to join that debate or the chorus of whiners who blame their parents for everything, because the truth is that each family handles divorce differently. Yet, to really understand why so many of us are becoming unhinged by thoughts of where were collectively heading, you have to take a look at where we collectively came from.

Since lots of us learned how relationships end before we wore our first training bras, it should come as no surprise that the aftershocks of divorce would come back to haunt women in their late twenties and early thirtiesaround the time when many are preparing to walk down the aisle. Psychologist Judith Wallerstein, Ph.D., founder and former executive director of the Center for the Family in Transition in California, has studied divorces impact on families for more than 30 years. In her landmark best-seller, The Unexpected Legacy of Divorce, she concludes that children of divorce often experience more intense emotional reactions to their parents breakups when they are in their mid- to late twenties than when the split actually occurred. Dr. Wallerstein calls this delayed reaction the sleeper effect,17 and in a statement for the press, she said, Our findings challenge the myth that divorce is a transient crisis and that as soon as parents re-establish their lives, the children will recover completely. That does not happen…. Its in adulthood that children suffer the most.18

As a generation, the core story we absorbed about divorce was that it happened most often to couples who married too young, had babies too soon, or just grew up and grew apart. Accordingly, we launched our postcollegiate years armed with a big cultural lesson: The route to marrying the right guy for the right reasons was to focus on ourselves for a while. Unlike past generations of women who married young and assumed they would continue to grow as individuals alongside their husbands, the women we interviewed came to believe that living on their own terms before walking down the aisle was the best way to ensure that a marriage would last. Essentially, daughters of Baby Boomers have inverted their mothers game plan. Its as if, consciously or unconsciously, weve all been after some kind of Divorce Insurance Policy, and taking control of our own livesby focusing on our careers, pursuing personal passions, and delaying marriageseemed the right way to get it.

In part, the pursuit of a Divorce Insurance Policy explains why womens timetables for marriage have changed so dramatically over the course of just one generation. Kerrys stepmother, Shelley, sums it up well. I was a hippie when I was in college, she recalls, but even though my girlfriends and I were the campus radicals, I remember us talking about how wed better get married before we were 25. Now, if my youngest daughter were to get married at 25, Id be a little concerned.

Shelley neednt worry, because wedding bells were not on the minds of most of the recent college grads we interviewed. These twenty-something women told us they intended to take care of a few things on their own before contemplating a life with someone else. The slightly older women in our research sample, especially those living in urban areas, told us they didnt even begin to think seriously about marriage until they were on either side of their thirtieth birthdays. Considering that the average womans fertility starts to decline at age 27, the potential hidden costs of these changed attitudes cant be underestimated.19

In her critically acclaimed book The Divorce Culture, Dr. Whitehead notes, The mainstreaming of divorce suggested that relationshipsespecially those that are binding or permanentare risky investments. The most reliable form of investment thus becomes investment in the self.20 In real terms, that investment in self most clearly manifests as investment in career, which many of the women we interviewed focused on throughout their twenties. This sheds some light on a recent Rutgers University/Gallup poll: 65 percent of women in their twenties say its extremely important to be financially set as individuals before they marry, and 82 percent say its unwise for a woman to rely on a marriage for financial security.

Primed for success, we got good at our jobs, too, and many of us shot up the corporate ladder at a rate that would have been unfathomable even a decade ago. As we were motivated by successful Boomer women and inspired by the unprecedented opportunities in the marketplace, the First Commandment of the Gen-X/Y womans playbook became Thou shall not squander an opportunity. And we havent.

But there are unexpected side effects to all that professional diligence. Many of our peers became so busy scheduling meetings, attending obligatory corporate functions, or trying to launch that dream catering company/record label/art gallery that they inadvertently forgot to program get a life into their Palm Pilots. This is not because Gen-X/Y professional women are shallow or self-involved. Were not the Jimmy Chooand Manolo Blahnikwearing girls you hear so much about on TV (we were far too busy to obsess over shoes or drink $12 Cosmopolitans every night). Sure, weve had a good time along the wayskiing out West, sailing in Nantucket, and nesting with Mr. Maybe. But weekends and vacations dont add up to a life, and the frenetic pace weve kept as weve earned advanced degrees and chased passions and executive titles hasnt left many of us with much time to nurture meaningful relationships. Even the most happening young women we interviewed spend more Saturday nights alone than you might imagine.

30 Is to a Woman What 50 Is to a Man

Between cheerleading practice, student council meetings, piano lessons, and dance rehearsals for her schools production of 42nd Street, Lia started logging 12-hour days in high school. She went on to graduate from college magna cum laude and was among the youngest in her Georgetown Law School class. She even tried to ditch graduation to get a jump-start on the legal/television job waiting for her in New York City. Lia was in a hurry.

At 29, she was right on schedule: a good job, a growing paycheck, and a fair share of recognition in her industry. But something wasnt right; Lia had been living on fast-forward ever since she was a teenager. She knew that if she didnt hit pause now to assess her priorities and life choices, she probably never would. It didnt help that a recession was rolling in like a storm cloud, the ripple effect of which would impact her career path as she approached her thirtieth birthday.

In a round of e-mail negotiations with her middle-aged male boss, Lia stumbled upon a revelation as she attempted to communicate why a particular job wouldnt be right for her. She typed, Turning 30 is to a woman like turning 50 is to a man. As she hit send, she began to realize why there was nothing arbitrary about that number. Around 30, Lia and the other working women we interviewed started to search for a sense of clarity about their professional futures, as they began to question how a husband and children might eventually fit into the complex and often demanding professional realities they had created. As a group, our emphasis on independence and self-reliance doesnt mean that marriage and motherhood are no longer top priorities, too: 90 percent of women in their twenties consider getting married and having kids an extremely important key to happiness.21 So, while many of our personal values have remained traditional, there are no clear cultural guidelines about how these values and our professional strides might fit together.

What women are experiencing at 30 mirrors the loss of control a man may feel when, at 50just as he starts to go gray, lose hair, and gain weighthis sense of power shifts, and he sees younger, eager, qualified (and less expensive) men start to gain on him in the professional arena. He knows that if hed planned on a stellar breakout career, hed better be well on his way by now. This sense of narrowing was exactly what Lia felt as she pondered what seemed to be critical next moves. But unlike men her fathers age whose midlife crises were rooted in questions about where the time has gone, our midlife crises grow from fears about where the time is going.

The Meltdown

Ironically, part of the reason an entire generation of grounded young professional women are having these premature midlife crises is that in many real ways, the Anything Is Possible message of our youth proved to be true. For the first time ever, there are female law partners, vice presidents, account executives, and senior managers in their early thirtiesand a cadre of working women making significant financial gains while they are still in their twenties. Yet regardless of where a young woman may rank on the corporate ladder, our research told us that sometime around 30, college-educated women around the country are universally starting to discover that the Anything Is Possible message has also proved to be too good to be true. Over and over again, the women we interviewed acknowledged that certain aspects of their daily lives were becoming increasingly out of sync with their value systems and deeper goals. Others described feeling as if their professional lives and their personal lives were on a collision course with each other. The prevalence of the Midlife Crisis at 30 phenomenon suggests that we are all dealing with this building sense of anxiety by panicking and searching furiously for the unmarked exit ramp to a better place.

The spirit of self-reliance thats guided the two of usalong with most of the women we interviewedsince we were kids also taught us to solve our problems on our own. In high school, college, and entry-level jobs, this worked. But as we venture into our thirties and collectively confront the inevitable contradictions that are larger than us as individualswhether theyre systemic to an outdated corporate culture or a work/life crunch driven by a gap between expectation and realityour independent problem-solving (what did I do wrong; what can I do better?) doesnt cut it and doesnt solve it.

Children of the Gender Revolution, a study of 18- to 30-year-olds by New York University sociologist Kathleen Gerson, Ph.D., provides some context for why this is happening. Dr. Gerson explains that in certain respects, the world did a 360 while we were growing up. Young women now assume they will have long careers, egalitarian marriages, and children. But while some things have changed, others have stayed the same, and corporate America simply has not caught up with the times. Not only has there been little movement to create new work structures that fit more easily with family responsibilities, but most major companies offer true equal opportunity only to women who are single-minded workaholics. The fact that the workweek is longer than ever before just tightens the squeeze, Dr. Gerson notes.22

Our Politics Are Personal

So you ask, why arent Gen-X/Y women teaming up and fighting for a four-day workweek? A vacation policy as generous as Norways? A daycare center in every office? Early in our research, it became obvious that our peers were all wrestling with the same issues, yet responding to them by turning their anxiety inward and focusing on their own lives instead of seeing the bigger picturelet alone lobbying for universal changes. The women we interviewed werent lacking social conscience, but their individual experiences had caused them to assess what wasnt working in their lives from a different vantage point. In an interview, NBC News vice president Cheryl Gould observed this difference between the way her Boomer peers approached problems and the attitudes she sees in young women today: My generation was far more political. We saw things as a political movementthere were forces at work that had to be changed. And I think that when you realize you are part of a force for that change, it gives you a sense you are on a mission for the future.23

Sociologist Bernard C. Rosen, Ph.D., a Cornell University professor emeritus who explored the psyche of Generation X in his book Masks and Mirrors: Generation X and the Chameleon Personality, explains, The Boomers believed they could, in fact, make a difference. The Xers dont feel like they can.24 A recent Yankelovich survey supports Dr. Rosens claim: 53 percent of Gen-X mothers say a persons main responsibility is to themselves and their children, not to making the world a better place, while only 28 percent of the core Baby Boomers felt the same way.25 While Boomers were more optimistic about changing the world, pragmatic Gen-Xers have less faith in the system and instead opt to protect their own.

Of course, ours is a generation that has been given some pretty good reasons to be skeptical of Capitol Hill. After all, we were in nursery school during Watergate, came of age during Iran-Contra, and launched our careers while the country was fixated on the impeachment trial of an intern-chasing president. Furthermore, the idea that the Gary Condits of the world could legislate away the hurdles in our daily lives doesnt make much sense, does it? Wired to question the elites, one cant help but wonder whether there is a place for the common man in modern government when 42 senatorsand several of the 2004 Democratic presidential candidatesare millionaires, with 10 percent of the chamber worth upwards of $10 million each.26 Its also hard to have faith that enlightened CEOs (Enrons Ken Lay, WorldComs Bernard Ebbers, and Tycos Dennis Kozlowski come to mind) would acquiesce to our lifestyle needs if only they better understood our problems. Even Alan Greenspan admits that irresponsible greed has gripped the boardroom. The message to us has been clear: We have a better shot at fixing our lives ourselves.

The Expectation Gap

Lia recently attended a Women in Radio and Television luncheon, where Barbara Walters discussed a report about the perceived role luck plays in professional success. High-achieving Boomer women thought most of what theyve accomplished could be attributed to luck, but high-achieving Boomer men said luck had very little to do with it. Both Connie Chung and Leslie Stahl laughed as they told the group of women gathered there that they were granted their big breaks in television because of CBSs affirmative action programthey needed a token Asian, a blonde female, and Bernard Shaw, they joked.27

The conversation, lighthearted though it may have been in retrospect, underscores an Expectation Gap between working women of different ages. Unlike the women at the luncheon (and our own mothers), weve never been the only woman in the room, and no one has ever asked us about our typing skills or sent us to fetch them a cup of coffee. In fact, Kerry has had more female bosses than male bosses. Our expectations of how far we could goand should goas women are rooted in a very different set of cultural assumptions.

Margaret Mitchell, author of Gone with the Wind and someone who knew a few things about hubris and humility, once said, Life does not have an obligation to give you what you expect. The Boomer women at the luncheon understood Mitchells truismthey worked hard, but they saw there were things they couldnt control and could even laugh about the role the unforeseen played in their success. That very important detail seems to be lost on women of our generation. Up until now
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