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INTRODUCTION


NOT SO LONG AGO A NEWLY MINTED COLLEGE DEGREE WAS THE TICKET TO A SOLID FIRST JOB AFTER GRADUATION, FOLLOWED BY A SUCCESSFUL career. Any anxiety that parents and their teenage children felt about going off to college was largely limited to the front end of the process: getting into a good school, figuring out how to pay the tuition bill, choosing the right major.

Rarely were students or their parents concerned that college wouldn’t supply them with the knowledge and skills needed to survive in the work world—all that mattered was undergraduates emerged on the other side with some sort of credential. A degree was an easily recognizable signal to employers of potential and discipline, one that grew stronger the more selective the school on the résumé.

But today there seems to be a lot of noise interfering with that signal. At the same time that more and more people are earning a bachelor’s degree, employers are trusting less and less that it is an indicator of real job readiness. As a result, a college senior no longer has as clear or straightforward a career path as previous generations did.

It’s easy to blame the job struggles college graduates have been having on the lackluster economic recovery in recent years. But the plight of today’s young adults is not confined to one single moment in the economic cycle. Rather it is a result of a longer-term shift in the global workforce that is having an outsized impact on people in their twenties who have little work experience.

Recently, unemployment among the young has risen to highs not seen in four decades, at one point reaching an alarming 9 percent for recent college graduates under the age of twenty-five. For those who found jobs, the average wage of workers with a bachelor’s degree has declined 10 percent in the first part of this century.

Perhaps more disturbing is that nearly half of college graduates in their twenties are underemployed, meaning the jobs they can get don’t require a bachelor’s degree. “Having a B.A. is less about obtaining access to high-paying managerial and technology jobs and more about beating out less-educated workers for the barista and clerical job” was the conclusion of a widely cited report by three economists in 2014. That study also found demand for college-educated knowledge workers has slowed as the tech revolution has matured. In other words, the stereotype of the college graduate working at Starbucks or as a waiter is no exaggeration. And it suggested that this situation may be the new normal—where a bachelor’s degree is needed to get any job, not just a high-skilled, high-wage job.

In 2013, soon after I published a book on the future of higher education called College (Un)bound, I met many of these recent graduates who were struggling to launch into a career. As I crisscrossed the country talking about the college of tomorrow, young adults told me how they were moving from internship to internship without ever finding full-time work. Parents asked me what their kids who had just graduated from college without getting a full-time job had done wrong. High school guidance counselors wondered what advice they should give to students considering college.

Everyone wanted to know if there were other paths to a successful life beyond the one suggested to most teenagers: graduate from high school, go straight to college three months later (preferably a four-year one), and get a job. If colleges were undergoing massive changes, were there new pathways emerging to prepare for a career and land those crucial first jobs in life?

In this book I set out to answer their questions. How can young adults navigate the route from high school through college and into an increasingly perilous economy? What are the fundamental experiences that shape their success in the job market? What skills prove most helpful? And most of all, why do some prosper while others fail?

To begin to find the answers, I took a train trip with some two dozen recent college graduates who were asking many of the same questions themselves.

The mid-August sun was just beginning to set as Amtrak’s Capitol Limited set out from Chicago’s Union Station. Within minutes, the eastbound train was rolling through the mostly shuttered steel yards of Gary, Indiana. At the rear of the train, in a chartered 1950s-era glass-domed dining car, I was sitting with a group of new college graduates, soaking up the last moments of daylight.

“This is home to U.S. Steel’s Gary Works,” someone in the back corner of the car shouted out. “It used to be the world’s largest steel mill.”

A few of the passengers glanced up briefly at the relic of their grandparents’ generation, who worked at a time when the American economy was fueled by factories and when the pathway through a career was simple and linear: graduate from high school or college; get a good job with advancement opportunities, training programs, and a pension; work thirty-odd years and then retire.

The group I was traveling with—born mostly in the late 1980s—is part of a much more complex, fragmented workforce with many overlapping pathways. While their grandparents, and even their parents, had maps with clearly marked trails for their careers, this generation faces wide-open seas as they chart their next thirty-plus years.

This was day eight of the Millennial Trains Project, a cross-country rail trip for two dozen twentysomethings, each of whom pitched a real-world project to explore while they traveled from San Francisco to Washington, D.C. In daylong stops along the way—Denver, Omaha, Chicago—they conducted research in local communities, and as they traveled by night, they heard from guest lecturers who hopped on board the train for an overnight journey.

Think of it as one intense, mostly sleepless, but fun week of college for a group of young people trying to figure out how they wanted to live their lives.

As darkness descended over the Indiana farmlands and dinner was served, Cameron Hardesty and Jessica Straus slid into the cramped booth across from me. The pair of chatty twenty-six-year-olds told me they had graduated in 2007 with degrees in English from Davidson College, a well-regarded liberal arts college just north of Charlotte, North Carolina.

Davidson is the kind of small school that prides itself on providing students with broad foundational skills, but it is not a place that trains you for a narrowly tailored job. You can’t major in sports management, physical therapy, or video game design at Davidson, for instance. I asked Cameron and Jessica what they thought of their undergraduate experience.

“It didn’t prepare me at all for the real world,” Jessica said somewhat abruptly.

While she had fond memories of Davidson for allowing her to pursue her dreams—study in Cambridge, work at an art gallery in Barcelona—she said her courses didn’t encourage her to translate classroom learning into the explicit know-how sought by employers today. “It was very permissible at Davidson to just explore,” she said.

Exploration, of course, was what college used to be: the informative stage between adolescence and adulthood. The training for employment we now seem to expect of colleges and universities came later, either in graduate school or on the job. But today, with the cost of college approaching $240,000 for four years on a campus like Davidson, students (and their parents) demand a set of specific skills that can land them a job at graduation. They still want the broad education—critical thinking, writing and communication, and analytical reasoning—as long as it doesn’t come at the expense of outside-the-classroom, hands-on experiences, particularly internships.

Exploration for its own sake in college is now just a slice of the overall experience, and a shrinking slice at that. Within months, even weeks, of arriving on campus, college freshmen are expected to settle on a major (or maybe even two), add a minor, and begin lining up internships that increasingly are required for the best jobs after graduation.

I was on board the Capitol Limited to give a talk about the future of higher education. It was now approaching midnight, and my two seatmates seemed to be catching their second wind. They realized they were among a pretty privileged bunch. They were all on the train because each raised $5,000 as part of a competitive application process. Many of them, like Cameron and Jessica, had also graduated from elite, selective colleges.

They were smart and ambitious, and that’s what worried me: If these recent graduates were struggling, what about those who didn’t have their pedigrees?

Our conversation turned to the value of the bachelor’s degree in an age when everyone they knew had one. Cameron and Jessica told me about classmates and friends working odd jobs in New York City as executive assistants.

“The college degree is becoming the new high school diploma,” Cameron remarked.

She is part of a generation that followed what they were told was the pathway to solid jobs and careers. They jumped through all the right hoops: aced college-prep classes in high school, earned high scores on the SAT, and, most of all, won the admissions lottery that landed them at a choice college. Once there, they continued to burnish their résumés with what they considered the right markers: double majors, multiple internships, and a slew of extracurricular activities.

But they are also a generation raised by hovering helicopter parents, who scheduled every moment of their free time with playdates and travel soccer teams. Then they arrived on college campuses where a slew of advisers helped them with everything from picking classes so they would graduate on time to negotiating problems with roommates.

No wonder employers complain that recent college graduates are unable to make independent decisions on the job. For many twentysomethings, life to this point has been like a board game, the goal being to get to the end quickly while picking up as many game pieces as possible.

Of course, only a few top prizes are even available. Most twentysomethings don’t end up with their dream job after graduation. Many remain adrift and encounter numerous bumps in their transition to a career. Just three days earlier, while the Millennial Trains Project was stopped in Denver, Jessica learned she had been laid off from her job at a tech start-up in New York. She had been there only seven months. Now she was another statistic, another unemployed twentysomething.

This book got its start that August night as I rode the rails from Chicago to Pittsburgh. In the following months, while reporting this book, I found many new college graduates drifting through their twenties without a plan.

One out of four people in their twenties takes an unpaid job simply to show they have work experience, and only one out of ten considers their current job a career. Recent college graduates are starting their careers much later and are delaying the traditional markers of adulthood: completing school, leaving home, getting married, and having children.

A survey of 750 young adults that I commissioned for this book found that two out of three don’t launch immediately from any form of post–high school education. Faced with unemployment or temp jobs with low wages in a “gig economy,” many young adults are returning home after college to live in their parents’ basement, earning the moniker “the boomerang generation.”

If you’re a parent desperately waiting for your kids to graduate from college so you won’t have to support them financially anymore, think again. Maybe you’re a child of the 1970s and 1980s, when college graduates, on average, reached financial independence by the time they turned twenty-six years old. Today, college graduates don’t hit that mark until their thirtieth birthday.

Teenagers and young adults have many hurdles in front of them on their way to a fulfilling life once they graduate from high school and college, and they need to actively manage their course to a career.

This book will help you get off to the right start on that journey. What it won’t do, though, is set out a single path or another set of hoops for twentysomethings. This is about shifting how we think about life after college, about the trajectory toward a successful career—a journey that is not linear, but personal and unique.

Over the course of the chapters ahead, I’ll describe a broad range of approaches for students to follow and programs to discover—both while they are in college and after they are out—that are already helping college graduates land firmly on their feet.

The employment statistics about recent college graduates are certainly disturbing, maybe even downright scary, but as I’ll outline in Chapter 1, the runway to adulthood and a career has been getting longer for several decades, and for good reason. One out of every three children born today might live to see their hundredth birthday. We’re living longer and working longer.

Imagine a timeline of your life, with birth on the left and death on the right: our working careers are shifting to the right—we’re starting later and ending later. That shift is allowing younger people extended periods in their teens and twenties to explore options for careers and invest in their own human capital to better prepare for jobs.

The trends are clear that the prolonged period to find jobs and careers is here to stay. But our twentieth-century education system is woefully out of sync with this twenty-first-century economy that demands highly knowledgeable and flexible workers.

In the future, higher education for most people will become less of a phase we enter at eighteen years old and exit at twenty-two. Instead, college will be a starting platform for lifelong learning that we step off and on when we need further education and training to get ahead in our jobs or switch careers. More of our education will be “just in time” rather than “just one time.” And it will be delivered by a wider array of providers—the traditional colleges we have today but also emerging outfits that offer short- and long-form courses.

It’s not good enough anymore to simply gain admission to a top college and then roll into the job market. You have some time to figure this out, but to navigate the new pathways and various on- and off-ramps, you need a business plan for life that engages your talents and interests.

To help you write that plan, the heart of this book is a how-to, structured around the key markers for adolescents as they march toward adulthood: the pathway to college, the college experience itself, and, of course, the critical first years after graduation.

It lists the skills today’s employers are seeking (and not getting) and describes how many more teenagers are taking a break from the often rushed transition from high school to college with gap experiences. It explores why the physical location of the college you attend matters more than ever in securing the hands-on experiences you need to get the right job after graduation. It examines the post-college launch and arms students with the job skills they need.

The final part of the book outlines the future of work, how companies will hire, and how tomorrow’s college graduates can better translate their experiences and skills into a coherent story to succeed.

As I was starting the reporting for this book, I came across a study from Oxford University stating that nearly half of American jobs were at risk of being displaced in the future by automation and artificial intelligence. History has shown such predictions to be wildly exaggerated, of course. The story of the twentieth century is one of rising automation and better jobs with higher pay. The Harvard economists Claudia Goldin and Lawrence Katz have found that in the long race between education and technology, education has always won.

But this time things seem different. Young adults are doing everything their parents and guidance counselors tell them to do, and yet they are still failing to find secure jobs that lead to lifelong careers.

Plenty of twentysomethings are thriving, however, by drawing their own maps to navigate a turbulent, unpredictable world very different from the one my generation entered two decades ago. My hope is that this book will help to dispel your fears about life after college.





CHAPTER 1

THE SPRINTERS, WANDERERS, AND STRAGGLERS


STANLEY HALL GREW UP IN THE TINY VILLAGE OF ASHFIELD, MASSACHUSETTS, NEAR THE FOOTHILLS OF THE BERKSHIRE MOUNTAINS IN THE NORTHWEST corner of the state. At age eighteen, he left home for Williams College, just thirty-five miles away, with a goal to “do something and be something in the world.” His parents were farmers. His mother, Abigail, wanted her son to become a minister, but young Stanley wasn’t sure about that plan. He had different ideas about college; he saw the four-year degree as a rite of passage—a chance to follow his passions and to explore.

Though Stanley excelled academically at Williams—he was voted smartest in his class—his parents considered his undergraduate years a bit erratic. When he graduated from college, he told his mom he didn’t think he had the “requirements for a pastor.” Even so, he moved to New York City and enrolled in a seminary.

The big city was intoxicating, and living there persuaded Stanley to abandon his religious studies short of a degree, and at the age of twenty-five, after securing a loan, he set off for Germany to study philosophy. While there, Stanley traveled extensively, visiting the theaters, bars, and dance halls of Berlin.

“What exactly are you doing over there?” his father sternly asked him.

He added physiology and physics to his academic pursuits and told his parents he was thinking about getting a Ph.D. in philosophy. His mother questioned the benefit of a Ph.D. “Just what is a Doctor of Philosophy?” she asked.

His parents wanted him to come home and get a real job, and even Stanley wondered what was next. He felt he was drifting through his twenties.

“I am twenty-five and have done nothing for myself, scarcely tried my hand in the world to know where I can do anything,” he told his parents. But he continued his studies and explored Germany for a few more years. By then, Stanley was out of money, in debt, and without an advanced degree, so he returned home to the United States after his parents refused to support him financially. He was twenty-seven years old.

The Ever-Lengthening Road to Adulthood

[image: Image]

STANLEY HALL’S STORY IS SIMILAR TO THAT OF MANY young Americans today. They go off to college, resist their parents’ pressures to choose a job-connected major, and then drift through the years after college graduation, often short of money or any real plan. But here’s the difference: Stanley Hall grew up in a totally different America—the one of the late 1800s.

We think this kind of lengthy takeoff is a relatively new situation for parents, but it’s not. Sure, the timetable to adulthood is definitely longer now than ever before and affects far more people, but even at the turn of the twentieth century, when the economy offered fewer career choices for people like Hall and far fewer had college degrees, young people still roamed around throughout their twenties.

Hall eventually started a career—he earned an advanced degree, taught at Antioch College and Harvard University, married in his midthirties, and became president of Clark University in Massachusetts. While at Clark, he developed a fascination with the period in life between childhood and adulthood. He founded the American Psychological Association, and in the early 1900s, he wrote an influential book that coined a new life stage that he called “adolescence.”

Hall described this transitional period from childhood to adulthood, between the ages of fourteen and twenty-four, as being full of “storm and stress.” Industrialization and automation, along with child labor laws, meant that teenagers no longer had to work in the factories or on the farms. And the emergence of the high school movement in the United States required children to acquire more education before entering the workforce.

In reality, the adolescent stage in the early 1900s was much shorter than Hall described. Employers didn’t demand that most teenagers go to college, so they were able to get a solid full-time job after graduating from high school, followed quickly by marriage and parenthood. Then around the middle of the last century, the job market began requiring that more young Americans add a college degree to the equation. The timetable to adulthood lengthened to the middle of a person’s twenties, although it was still short by today’s standards.

After World War II, the GI Bill allowed returning veterans, mostly men, to go to college for free, and the fast-growing postwar workforce quickly absorbed them. They got married, bought houses in the developing suburbs, and had kids, achieving all those key milestones in their twenties. Between 1950 and 1960, the percentage of men nineteen to twenty-four years old living with their parents fell by half.

That post–World War II era cemented in our minds an idea that remains to this day: teenagers graduate from high school, earn a college degree, secure a job, and move out of their childhood home—all by the age of twenty-two or so. But the 1950s turned out to be an anomaly in a century-long extension of the timetable to adulthood. World War II forced many adolescents, drafted to serve, to grow up before they were really ready to be adults; the GI Bill made it easy and cheap to go to college; and companies were quick to hire a new crop of college-educated veterans, as the United States faced little global competition from countries still rebuilding from the war.

Yet by the 1960s, the trend of a quick launch to adulthood was ending, and by the 1970s, young twentysomethings started living with their parents in larger numbers. In other words, the “boomerang generation,” named for college graduates who return home to live with their parents today, existed forty years ago, too. It was just much smaller.

The difference between then and now is that manufacturing was still the foundation of the U.S. economy. In 1970, factory work accounted for 25 percent of jobs nationwide (compared with 10 percent today). Even in the bad economy of the 1970s, a college degree wasn’t necessary for financial success, allowing more than one pathway to solid middle-class jobs for most young people. At that time, the wage premium for a college degree—how much more the typical bachelor’s degree recipient earned compared with a high school graduate—was below 40 percent. In 1976, Newsweek ran a cover story asking “Who Needs College?” with a picture of two college graduates in their caps and gowns on a construction site with a jackhammer and a shovel, suggesting that as much as “27 percent of the nation’s work force may now be made up of people who are ‘overeducated’ for the jobs they hold.”

But the 1970s marked the last full decade when a large slice of the population didn’t need a college degree. The recession of the early 1980s effectively killed off manufacturing in the United States, and the next decade’s technology revolution essentially mandated education after high school. The economic benefits of World War II had finally ended. The increase in the wage premium started to speed up for college graduates, and after 1983, it turned into a runaway train. In 1983, the wage premium was 42 percent. Today, it surpasses 80 percent.

The high school movement of the early 1900s, which brought about the new life stage of adolescence, turned into the universal college movement as we neared the end of the twentieth century. College did not become that much more valuable, but the loss of many blue-collar jobs caused the high school diploma to become much less valuable. More education was necessary in a knowledge economy, and acquiring that education required a longer timetable between adolescence and adulthood. Beginning in 1980, the next three decades would see a massive run-up in the number of students enrolled in college (both undergraduate and graduate students), leading to further delays in passing the milestones of adulthood, from marriage to buying a house, and forever changing how we view what had been a predictable transition from education to the workforce.

The Three Pathways to a Career
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TODAY, THOSE IN THEIR LATE TEENS AND EARLY TWENTIES don’t seem to fit either the traditional definition of adolescent or young adult. They are living in more of an in-between period.

In the 1990s, Jeffrey Jensen Arnett, a psychology professor at the University of Missouri, interviewed young people around the country and determined that his interview subjects felt both grown-up and not-quite-so-grown-up at exactly the same time. This led Arnett to conclude that this period between ages eighteen and twenty-five was a distinct stage separate from both adolescence and young adulthood. In 2000, he published a paper conceiving a new term for this slice of life: “emerging adulthood.”

“Emerging adults often explore a variety of possible life directions in love, work, and world views,” Arnett wrote at the time. “Emerging adulthood is a time of life when many different directions remain possible, when little about the future has been decided for certain, when the scope of independent exploration of life’s possibilities is greater for most people than it will be at any other period of the life course.”

The phrase “emerging adults” immediately entered the cultural lexicon, especially for parents trying to figure out why their children were struggling to launch into adulthood. It was cited thousands of times by the media and other academics. Arnett wrote several books on the subject and became a sought-after speaker by educators and corporate executives trying to understand young people, millennials in particular.

By the time I caught up with Arnett in 2014, he had moved to Clark University, the same campus in Massachusetts where Stanley Hall had ended up as president in the early 1900s. Fourteen years after Arnett coined the term, I was curious to hear whether the journey to adulthood was getting even longer for the emerging adults of this decade. “Absolutely,” he told me. Arnett said he had deliberately avoided using generational terms to describe what those in their late teens and early twenties were undergoing “because the changes that are happening are permanent structural changes that have only sped up all over the world.”

This stuttering route to adulthood is now the new normal for most kids, transcending generations and occurring regardless of the economy’s health. The stark reality hasn’t totally discouraged this generation of emerging adults, however. Indeed, they have come to accept it as part of their lives. In his research, Arnett found emerging adults to be a largely optimistic bunch. Nearly 90 percent of those eighteen to twenty-nine years old told Clark University pollsters in 2012—in the midst of a global economic slowdown—they were confident they would eventually get what they wanted out of life. Another 83 percent said they believed “anything is possible.” This optimism made them feel they could take their time in finding the right career niche without becoming cynical about the world or worrying about providing for a family.

When it came to the subject of education after high school, however, emerging adults and those who had recently moved into adulthood appeared much more unsettled. They definitely wanted to further their education but were not quite sure how to pay for it. Nearly six in ten people twenty-five to thirty-nine years old surveyed by Arnett in 2014—a group he called “established adults”—said they wished they had completed more years of education to move up in their careers. Another 70 percent in that poll expected to go back to school at some point, although some 40 percent were unable to get the credentials they needed because of a lack of money.

Arnett told me that for today’s emerging adults, a college education—and not just going to college but actually earning a degree—is the biggest determinant of whether twentysomethings launch into a sustaining career or not. He’s certainly not alone in believing that. In the last decade, scores of economists, sociologists, and psychologists alike have described the critical role a college degree plays in the divergent paths young adults eventually take.

That’s still true. But it’s not just the college degree that separates the successful from the drifters these days. If that were the case, recent college graduates wouldn’t be standing in the unemployment line or settling for jobs that don’t require a bachelor’s degree. While some sort of degree after high school remains the foundation of a successful life and career, other coming-of-age, real-world experiences in the late teens and early twenties—particularly apprenticeships, jobs, or internships—actually matter more nowadays in moving from college to a career.

Today’s emerging adults make that transition in one of three ways: they are either Sprinters, Wanderers, or Stragglers in the race to adulthood.

THE SPRINTERS:

Investments in Human Capital Pay Off

The Sprinters by their nature start fast right out of the gate from college. Some have the perfect job lined up, and others are laser-like in their focus, moving from job to job quickly up the career ladder. But speed alone doesn’t define this group. Some are slow but methodical, assembling the building blocks for a successful career early on, mostly by going to graduate or professional school and investing more in their own human capital before hitting the job market. Others collect the right internships and postgraduate experiences, which add key markers to their résumés so they are ready to pounce when the right opportunity comes along.

While we imagine this is how most graduates should start out, only one-third of twentysomethings are Sprinters, according to a survey of 752 young adults ages twenty-four to twenty-seven conducted for this book (see full results in the appendix). They are not defined by one set of qualities, but many I met, and those in the survey, share several attributes. They had a job in high school (even at minimum wage) and understand the nuances and basic requirements of the workplace (such as showing up on time). They picked a major early on in college and stuck with it. This allowed them to dedicate time to outside-the-classroom pursuits, such as research projects or internships (79 percent had at least one internship in college, according to my own survey).

They also have little or no student loan debt, freeing them to pick job opportunities without regard to pay (my survey found 33 percent had less than $10,000 of debt). Whether they went to an elite or not-so-selective college, most came from families willing to support them—many with financial help, others with simple encouragement—as they landed on their feet in their early twenties.

Lily Cua is a classic Sprinter. Well before she got her degree in finance from Georgetown University, she secured a plum position as a consultant with PricewaterhouseCoopers. The job emerged like so many do these days, from a summer internship at the firm. She had applied for the internship her junior year as a way to practice her interviewing skills. The recruiter, a Georgetown alumnus, was impressed with her Chinese minor and high grades—signals, he told her, that she was willing to take on demanding assignments. “They really wanted someone who was interested in learning and working hard,” she recalled. By the end of the summer she was offered a full-time job, ten months before graduation. “It wasn’t my dream to work there,” she admitted. But she took the job because she knew it would provide her with a launching pad.

She saw it not as a career in itself, but as a means to jumpstart her twenties. That’s how many college seniors view such consulting positions. It’s like getting paid to go to graduate school. And a gig with a big consulting firm can look as good on a résumé as a master’s degree, with the added bonus of providing young graduates with a network of coworkers in various stages of their career.

“I wanted to learn,” Lily told me. “I wanted to get skills I didn’t have coming out of college. I wanted to work with really smart people. I wanted to be mentored by someone looking out for me.”

I met Lily at 1776, an incubator in Washington, D.C., that assists start-up companies. It houses some 210 start-ups, and it’s crawling with Sprinters like her. After two years with PricewaterhouseCoopers, she left to launch a business with a college acquaintance. Their company has already raised more than $400,000 for an online marketplace that allows employers to give their workers more choices in perks and benefits. She says the process of deciding to leave a Fortune 500 firm so early in her life was “all consuming,” but she, like most Sprinters, recognized that the early twenties are the best time to take risks and try new things. Few of them have a mortgage, spouse, or kids, so the price of failure is typically pretty low and the potential reward is exponentially higher. If their choices don’t work out, it’s easy for them to quickly start all over again.

That makes Sprinters unafraid to change jobs frequently in their twenties. The average American holds eight different jobs between the ages of eighteen and twenty-nine. For the average college graduate, it takes four years to find a job that will last five years or more. Such job hopping is typically seen as a lack of commitment or direction—and it could be—but not if it’s done to advance in a career or to try out different occupations.

Switching jobs in your twenties actually boosts your chances for more satisfying and higher-paying work in the decades that follow. Henry Siu calls it “job shopping” for a better match. Siu, an associate professor at the Vancouver School of Economics at the University of British Columbia, was part of a team of economists that examined more than thirty years of unemployment data in the United States. In a study the group published in 2014, the economists found that increased mobility in a person’s twenties leads to higher earnings later on in life, when people are less able to move or can’t easily abandon the skills they have learned.

College should prepare graduates to be “occupationally footloose,” Siu told me, meaning they can perform a variety of entry-level jobs in different occupations while they are young. Twentysomethings have always changed jobs. The difference now, according to Siu, is that one in three of them changes occupations on a regular basis, a much higher proportion than in previous generations.

According to Siu, “we are living in an increasingly complex society with many more choices for occupations,” more than anyone can reasonably explore while in college. So trying out different occupations is now a part of life for twentysomethings, another reason they need a longer runway to adulthood.

Unfortunately, a growing number of emerging adults lack the financial flexibility to change jobs or to take low-paying positions that might be great career starters. Their problem? Student loans.

Of those who financed college through loans, the average class of 2014 graduate left commencement day $33,000 in debt. Six months later, those graduates received their first payment notice in the mail, on average for about $380, with 120 more monthly payments ahead of them. That figure might not seem like much, but when it accounts for about 15 percent of an average new graduate’s take-home salary, it can have an impact on the career decisions someone makes when just starting out. Salary—not fit, happiness, or career advancement—becomes the driving decision in choosing a job. Debt rules out unpaid internships that could lead to a top-notch job, for example, or living in pricey cities with dynamic labor markets that offer twentysomethings many job options.

A friend who works at a major magazine publisher in New York City described salaries for entry-level jobs there that barely break $40,000 in one of the most expensive cities in the world. Most people in those jobs, she said, depend on their parents to subsidize their living expenses. This arrangement is not that uncommon. About half of those who graduated from college in 2011, and were tracked by an extensive University of Arizona study, reported relying on financial support from parents, including those who were employed full-time. About six in ten college students need to take on some debt to pay for school. When searching for colleges, be sure to compare the average debt at graduation; a large loan can greatly influence job decisions for the rest of your life.

This impact of student debt on career choices is a relatively recent occurrence. In 1989, only 17 percent of twentysomethings had student debt; today, 42 percent do. The polling firm Gallup, which measures well-being on five metrics, including financial, physical, and having a purpose in life, has found that “the more student loan debt you have, the less likely you are to be thriving in your well-being,” said Brandon Busteed, who heads up its education division.

Busteed wasn’t surprised when I told him that nearly every young person I met at 1776 had no student loan debt. According to Gallup’s polling data, most entrepreneurs owe less than $10,000 in student loans. Having debt greater than that figure has a negative impact on the decision to start a business. Considering that start-ups create jobs at a faster clip than legacy companies, if we have fewer emerging adults willing to take a chance on their business ideas because they must pay down student loans, it will only be harder for everyone else with a college degree to get a job.

THE WANDERERS:

Stuttered Steps to a Career

Valerie Lapointe is one of those college graduates trying to find work. When I met her for coffee in Washington, D.C., a few weeks before Christmas, she was studying for the GRE. Her job search had stalled, and she had decided to do what many recent college graduates do when they get stuck: go back to school for yet another degree.

The master’s degree is quickly becoming the new bachelor’s degree. In 2013, about 760,000 master’s degrees were awarded, a number that has increased 250 percent since 1980 and is rising at a much faster pace than those earning a bachelor’s degree. Nearly 30 percent of recent graduates are back in school within two years of getting a bachelor’s degree (although enrollment is beginning to flatten, as we’ll see in Chapter 8). For them, graduate school is akin to having a job because it gives them structure and direction.

As we sipped our coffee, Valerie quipped about the relevance of our setting. After all, coffee shops have become emblematic of those wandering through their twenties. The Starbucks barista with a bachelor’s degree is the stereotype for the underemployed. And these days coffee shops are a popular place for young adults to hang out as they search for jobs or work on freelance projects.

“I have applied for jobs from here to kingdom come,” she said. “When you are unemployed, you can apply for jobs all day.” She likened her job search to dating. “You look great on paper, they interview you, but then they never call you back. You get used to the rejection.”

Valerie is twenty-five years old, with shoulder-length blond hair and a smile as quick as her wit. She grew up in the nearby affluent suburbs of northern Virginia. She graduated from a top-notch high school with a 3.9 grade point average in the spring of 2008, a year marked by a boom in the number of eighteen-year-olds across the country (so lots of competition to get into the college of her choice) as well as one of the worst economic crashes in the nation’s history (meaning lots of unemployed recent college graduates).

“I had no idea what I wanted to do with my life when I went to college,” she told me.

I asked her why she didn’t delay going to college, take time off to explore her interests before she committed to a school.

“There was never a question in my parents’ mind that I’d go directly on to college, the question was just where,” she said. “It had worked out for them, so why not me?”

I heard similar stories from many recent graduates who had college-educated parents: the expectation that college, especially a four-year school, was the only pathway right out of high school, no detours allowed, such as a gap year to discover their interests or exploring majors by taking courses at a local community college.

Valerie took the direct route. Wait-listed at James Madison University, she instead landed at the University of Mary Washington, a public college in south-central Virginia, not far from the state capital of Richmond. Still unsure about a major, Valerie’s schedule was mostly filled with general education courses her first two years. Then she took a journalism class with a former reporter for the Wall Street Journal, and she was hooked.

But Mary Washington didn’t have a journalism major. So Valerie found as many writing courses as she could and joined the student newspaper. She thought about transferring to a school with a journalism major, but she was on track to finish her bachelor’s degree in just three years and save money. “By the time I figured it out, it was too late,” she said.

It was too late for her to join the Sprinters.

Valerie instead fell back in the pack among those with college degrees. She became a Wanderer, part of a growing number of young adults I met who are drifting through their midtwenties and largely treading water in the years after college graduation.

It’s not for a lack of motivation or hard work. They are certainly not—as the headlines often make them out to be—either lazy or entitled. At eighteen, they were unsure what they wanted to do in life. So they were relegated to the assembly line by parents and guidance counselors and expected to build their adult selves there. Their first pass was through college, where the assembly line is moving faster than ever before: pick a major, secure internships, take classes in the right order to graduate on time. Most students, though, can’t keep up that pace.

A quarter of all freshmen change their major by the end of their first year, and half of first-year students say they plan to switch their field of study. Switching majors, in and of itself, doesn’t mean you’ll definitely land among the Wanderers, especially if you end up with greater clarity about what you want to do as a result. But only about half of students finish a bachelor’s degree in four years, let alone have the internships, the leadership positions in campus activities, or research projects sought by the top employers these days. So Wanderers start behind before they even get into the job market. About half of the 1.7 million seniors of the class of 2014 were unable to land a full-time job within six months of graduation.

Valerie did take a job as a nanny and saved money by living at home. By the time she started seriously looking for a job in her field a year and a half after graduation, she was already competing with the next crop of college graduates. She paid to enroll in a summer internship program that got her a job in public relations at a think tank, which she took in the hopes that it would lead to better employment prospects. It didn’t. She took a road trip to Los Angeles with a friend, before returning to Washington to work as a hostess. She landed a job at a video production company but got laid off after three months. Since then she has patched together a series of jobs as a nanny and through temp agencies.

“I knew it would be difficult, but not this difficult,” she told me. Signing on to Facebook sometimes makes her feel even further behind, as friends post the highlights of their daily lives. “I honestly believed that by twenty-five I’d have more of my life together.”

There are millions of college graduates like Valerie throughout the country—they earned a college degree but run into trouble along the way to adulthood. Many are derailed right out of college. They settle for any paying job because of financial pressures, or they move back home because of family obligations. Some don’t know how to get started in a career and bypass meaningful internships or jobs because they find them menial or they can’t afford to live on a paltry salary (or in the cases of some internships, none at all). And some, like Valerie, go back to school and usually go deeper into debt. In one study, total student debt tripled for those not working while in graduate school, from $22,000 to $76,000. The bright future that seemed possible for so many of them on the first day of college spirals quickly out of reach, all in the course of just a few years.

But all is not lost for the Wanderer. My own survey of twentysomethings found that 32 percent of young adults are Wanderers, although some are wandering more than others. As a whole, they are more likely to go to public colleges, where they are less than certain of their major when they enter. Eighty-five percent of them after graduation begin working in a job unrelated to their major.

Some Wanderers actually have a plan. The Starbucks barista might be saving for graduate school or taking care of an ailing parent in the short term. “It’s important to have clarity about where you want to go, knowing you can change the way of getting there,” said Andy Chan, who heads up career services at Wake Forest University.

Just how circuitous a path Wanderers take in getting where they want to go in life is what they should worry most about. The twenties have been called a “dress rehearsal” for the rest of life. Lingering instability during this period eventually leads to problems down the road. Perhaps most critical is that the bulk of a worker’s salary increases tend to come in the first decade of employment. For men, in particular, three-quarters of their wage growth happens in just these first ten years.

Graduating in an economic downturn, like the United States has experienced since 2008, puts even more pressure on those in their twenties. Lisa Kahn, an economist at Yale University, found that when students graduate from college in a weak economy, they have lower earnings even fourteen to twenty-three years later on in life. The graduating classes immediately following the 2008 recession, for instance, even now earn a third less than those who left college just a few years earlier and had a better economic footing getting started. New graduates don’t shop for jobs as much in a bad economy, Kahn said, and job shopping is how they get bigger paychecks in those critical first years after college.

Lagging salaries affect all aspects of life for college graduates, from their ability to purchase a home to the tendency to acquire excessive credit card debt.
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