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INTRODUCTION

Maria Termina and her husband, Alberto, live in the northwestern city of Bra in the Piedmont region of Italy. The people of Bra are traditionalists who struggle to hold the modern world at arm’s length. Proud to be the hometown of Carlo Petrini, the founder of the Slow Food Movement, Bra hosts a biennial festival that celebrates artisanal cheeses from around the world. This tiny, leafy, quiet town of less than thirty thousand people swells to more than one hundred fifty thousand when the cheese connoisseurs show up in full force.

Alberto Termina, now sixty-seven, has lived in Bra almost all his life and worked for the same firm as an engineer for about forty of those years. His wife, Maria, is fifty-seven. They have three children, and Maria has been a stay-at-home mother, taking care of the family since her daughter, Laura, was born. The Terminas’ youngest child, thirty-year-old Giovanni, has always lived with them and shows no signs of moving on. Giovanni graduated from the local high school but went no farther than that and is content with his steady blue-collar job as an electrician. He works on construction sites and picks up odd jobs on the side. It’s a living, barely. His wages are modest, the building trades go up and down, and—in all honesty—his tastes in motorcycles are a bit extravagant. Though he is a skilled worker, Giovanni knows he could not enjoy himself with his friends as he does if he had to support himself entirely on his own earnings. But since he pays no rent and can eat well at his mother’s table, his living expenses are low, leaving money for recreation.

Maria cooks for the family, cleans Giovanni’s room, and provides advice when he asks for it, leaving the not-so-young man free to enjoy his passions, especially that motorcycle. “The biggest expenses I have to take care of are for going out … during the weekend, in the night, going out for dinner … or travels and holidays,” Giovanni explains. Life is sweet.

Laura, the Terminas’ oldest daughter, has also recently returned to the nest. Newly divorced, she and her five-year-old daughter moved home so that Grandma Maria could watch over her granddaughter while Laura goes out to work every day as an accountant. Resting in the bosom of her parents was a balm to Laura after the collapse of her marriage, and for now she sees no reason to plan for a future on her own.

Of the three children born to Maria and Alberto, only Giorgio—Giovanni’s twin brother—lives on his own. Giorgio went further in school, completing a degree in economics at a local university and moving to Turin, where he works in marketing and statistics. He is the odd man out, not only in his family but among many of his family’s neighbors. More than a third of Italian men Giovanni’s age have never left home; the pattern of “delayed departure” has become the norm in Italy. This has made the country an international butt of jokes about bambini who will not cut the apron strings, the so-called “cult of mammismo” or mamma’s boys.

It is no laughing matter in Italy, particularly in government circles where the economic consequences are adding up. Prime Minister Silvio Berlusconi came out in support of the campaign against mammismo, having been elected on the promise of doing away with “those hide-bound aspects of Italian life which ‘inhibit dynamism and growth.’”1 In January 2010, Italian cabinet minister Renato Brunetta proposed making it illegal for anyone over eighteen to live with his or her parents. He made the suggestion on a radio show where he also admitted that his mother made his bed until he was thirty, when he left home.2

Why should government officials—including those whose own family lives are hardly worthy of admiration—care one way or the other where adult children make their home? The fact is that those private choices have serious public consequences. The longer these aging bambini live with their parents, the fewer new families are formed, and the evaporation of a whole generation of Italian children is knocking the social policies of the country for a loop. Plummeting fertility translates into fewer workers to fuel the retirement accounts in an aging society. The private calculations of families like the Terminas, who wonder how long they can support Giovanni, are becoming the public problem of prime ministers like the famously cavalier Berlusconi.

Are parents like Maria and Alberto listening to his advice? Surprisingly, no. Giovanni’s dependence once would have been seen as aberrant, even shocking. Maria and Alberto married in their early twenties, moved into their own home, and started a family almost immediately. Alberto’s job was steady—not uncommon in his generation of Italian men—and although it did not make him rich, he rarely worried about unemployment. It was enough for Alberto to occupy the position he was born for: paterfamilias.
 
It’s just as well that he wears this role so comfortably because it won’t be ending any time soon. Alberto and Maria must now stretch their retiree pensions to cover the expenses of their adult children. Giovanni gives his mother about two hundred dollars a month, and Laura buys clothes for her daughter. Otherwise, responsibility for household costs is pretty much what it was when Giovanni and Laura were growing up. The tab falls to the Bank of Mom and Dad.

Does this “delayed departure” worry thirty-year-old Giovanni? Not really. Expectations are changing, and there is little pressure on him to be more independent. His family isn’t urging him to marry, and he leans back in his chair and opines that “nobody asks you the reason [why you stay] at home with the parents at [my] age … nobody obliges me to move away.”

Is this sustainable? Will Giovanni and Laura be able to take care of their parents when they can no longer care for themselves? Mother Maria isn’t so sure. Her generation is taking care of both parents and adult children, but she sees young women like Laura, who have jobs and families, and wonders, “How can they support also grandparents?” Though that future may worry Maria, for now she is quite content that her grown children are under her protection. Why should they leave?

 

The Tokyo skyline looms neon across a vast region. A city of twelve million, Japan’s capital city is a mélange of the old and the new: high-technology firms and skyscrapers mix in with small businesses, one-story houses, and neighborhood shrines. Kumi Sato has at least one foot in both worlds. A widow now, she has spent what feels like a lifetime caring for her children. Actually, Kumi worked as a young woman, taking a job as an “office lady” for a large electronics firm in Akiba, a central business district known for its bright lights and bustling trade in cameras, computers, and all things digital. Once she married, though, at age twenty-three, she quit—as did virtually all Japanese women of her generation—to raise a family.

When her husband passed away, Kumi re-engaged with the world of commerce by taking over the family printing business. Her job opened a new window on the world of younger workers since her firm employs several twentysomething workers. She does not particularly admire what she sees. The work ethic she defines as integral to the Japanese DNA seems to have been shut off in the next generation. “Young people now are impatient,” she exclaims, “they don’t work over time … they change jobs often.”

Kumi’s twenty-eight-year-old son and youngest child, Akiro, lives with her and shows no signs of leaving the nest. In fact, Akiro thinks he would like to “make some move by age thirty-five” but until then plans to take advantage of not having to pay for food or rent and being able to spend everything he earns “for myself”—on things like “CDs, DVDs, games, magazines, and books.” Akiro is not responsible for cooking or any other household chores, though he tries to do things “when I notice.” He graduated from a four-year university and since then has held a series of part-time jobs, working in a restaurant, at a gas station, and as a day laborer. He has no plans for further education, though he considers his current restaurant job no more than “a way to earn a living.” Akiro regularly looks at the help-wanted ads in the paper, but does not seem terribly motivated to make a change. Kumi’s friends, who also have children in their late twenties at home, urge her to instill a greater sense of responsibility in him. They ask, “What, you are not taking money from your children?”

She doesn’t really need the money. What she needs is to know that her son is going to grow up and assume the life of an adult. That metamorphosis was unavoidable in Kumi’s day. The post–World War II period in which she came of age was a time of widespread poverty and hardship in Japan. The boom years that followed were a blessed relief, but one that exacted an enormous commitment in work hours, particularly of Kumi’s husband. Discipline, dedication, willingness to spend virtually every waking hour at the office—these are the qualities she associates with manhood.

What happened to all that? To hear Kumi tell the story, something untoward is germinating in the next generation. It is as if a bunch of aliens who look and sound Japanese landed from some distant planet and took up residence among the natives. This is a defective generation that does not have the drive and selflessness that is the essence of modern Japan. But who raised this alien crowd? Here Kumi falters. She doesn’t think this state of affairs happened by accident. Society as a whole, in particular, parents like her, failed at their most fundamental task: grooming their successors. Her generation defaulted on a sacred responsibility to discipline its progeny. She is deeply troubled by her son’s failure to live up to the ideal of masculinity and adulthood she sees as normative. At the same time, Kumi is convinced that this default is, well, her fault. She coddled him; she enabled this retreat from maturity. She berates herself for being too weak to demand more of him, to kick him out in order to pull him into line. When he explains that he plans to stay right where he is until the age of thirty-five, she merely shakes her head and wonders at her own indulgence. It is not the Japanese way.

But isn’t Japan locked in the economic doldrums? Surely that is the reason Akiro cannot move on. The newspapers are full of stories of the “lost decade,” or is it two by now? The bubble economy burst in the 1990s, and the following stagnation swallowed the job market whole. Giant Japanese firms put a stop to the time-honored system of lifetime employment. Companies like Toyota and Honda, Mitsui and Sony, were forced to do the unthinkable: lay off thousands of workers. An article in the June 9, 1995, USA Today noted “Japanese executives, labor experts and academics [saying] out loud what many have been thinking: that guaranteed lifetime employment for Japanese workers is becoming a thing of the past.” A personnel manager at Dowa Mining said as much: “At our company, lifetime employment is gradually breaking apart.”3

Eight years later, in the September 7, 2001, Daily Yomiuri, the president of Matsushita proclaimed that his firm “did not need middle-aged and senior workers, whose minds were too slow to adapt to new information technology.” The article went on to posit that the then-current wave of layoffs of more than ten thousand employees at several major Japanese companies was an indication that the “thinking of Japanese management” had “undergone a radical change.”4 Starting in the early 1990s, the international press was filled with articles shouting the news: the Japanese system was cracking. Oki Electric Industry said it would cut two thousand jobs—7 percent of its workforce—by March 1995; electronics giant Hitachi planned to furlough two thousand two hundred workers, at 90-percent pay, for four days; Sanyo Electric would eliminate two thousand of its twenty-nine thousand jobs in three years; the Fuji Research Institute estimated Japanese companies employed eight hundred thousand people they didn’t need, including “office girls” who served green tea to managers.5 Nissan Motor announced plans to cut its workforce by four thousand over the next three years and said it expected to lose the equivalent of about 192 million Canadian dollars (in 1991).6 Fujitsu, Japan’s largest computer company, was reducing its workforce by six thousand over two years in an attempt to lower fixed costs and improve profits in the face of the continuing weak demand.7 And the bad news continued—for years.

Compared to western Europe, where unemployment rose to double digits during the same period, Japan remains an oasis of opportunity. A terrible labor market in Japan consists of 5 percent of the workforce out on the streets, which would be a welcome scenario in many other parts of the developed world, including the United States. In Japan, though, this level of unemployment is considered a catastrophe in the making.

Layoffs notwithstanding, the people taking it on the chin in this historic transformation in Japan weren’t the old-timers, the workers with seniority who could rely on lifetime contracts. Younger workers in Akiro’s generation were the people most likely to be out of luck and out of a job. USA Today chronicled the upheaval, explaining to readers that the long-vaunted Japanese system was headed for the junk heap of capitalism. What was to take its place? An army of part-time, expendable workers:

Japan’s economy has produced more than 17 million … “non-regular” workers toiling in part-time, contract or temporary-agency jobs. Easy to fire, these chronic part-timers are absorbing the shock of Japan’s downturn: The government estimates that 158,000 have lost their jobs since October [2009].

When they first attracted attention in the late 1980s, irregular workers were viewed as social rebels, opting out of the dreary, 60-hour workweeks endured by corporate Japanese “salarymen” to enjoy flexible hours and undemanding jobs. The Japanese, who habitually absorb and transform foreign terms, started calling these outsiders “freeters”—combining the English word “free” with a German word for worker, arbeiter.

But what looked at first like a liberating social change proved to be the beginning of a wrenching economic transformation.8

The chances that Akiro will find a job like the one his father held one generation ago have all but collapsed. Layoffs that began in the early 1990s have left a moonscape full of craters for his generation. As a latter-day businesswoman, his mother is aware of the ups and (mainly) downs of the job market. But when she tries to explain to herself why her kid has turned out to be a disappointment, those structural forces recede into the background. What takes center stage are her own failings as a mother, the nagging worry that her marriage didn’t quite measure up, and the sense that she and her friends made some serious mistakes in raising the next generation. It’s a moral tale, and it isn’t pretty.

Newton, Massachusetts, is famous for its leafy streets, New England–style colonial houses, and well-educated, professional parents. The nearby universities—Harvard, MIT, Tufts, and dozens of liberal arts colleges—not to mention the concentration of health-care and computer-related industries, insures a steady influx of middle- and upper-middle-class families. Immigrants—especially high-tech professionals from Israel, India, and Russia—flock to this affluent community in pursuit of opportunities for the second generation. It boasts first-class schools from top to bottom; graduates of Newton high schools turn up regularly in the Ivy League. Poor black kids are bused in from inner-city Boston through the Metco integration program in order to partake of the town’s exemplary educational facilities, but few actually live within its boundaries. All but the fairly well heeled are priced out.

William Rollo and his wife arrived in Newton in 1989 after having lived in Seattle, Philadelphia, and Summit, New Jersey. A Brooklyn native, William married Janet at the age of twenty-two and set about completing a residency in podiatry. Their eldest son, John, grew up in Newton and did well enough in high school to attend the liberal arts college Williams, one of the nation’s most selective. Even so, he beat it home after graduating and has lived with his parents for several years while preparing to apply to graduate school. “A lot of my friends are living at home to save money,” he explains.

Tight finances are not all that is driving John’s living arrangements. The young man had choices and decided he could opt for more of the ones he wanted if he sheltered under his parents’ roof. John is saving money from his job in an arts foundation for a three-week trip to Africa, where he hopes to work on a mobile health-care project in a rural region. It’s a strategic choice designed to increase his chances to be accepted into Harvard University’s competitive graduate program in public health.

John needs to build up his credentials if he wants to enter a school like that. To get from here to there, he needs more experience working with patients in clinics or out in the field. It takes big bucks to travel to exotic locations, and a master’s degree will cost him dearly, too. In order to make good on his aspirations, John needs his parents to cover him for the short run. On his own, John could pay the rent on an apartment, especially if he had roommates. What he can’t afford is to pay for both privacy and travel, to support himself and save for his hoped-for future. Autonomy turns out to be the lesser priority, so he has returned to the bedroom he had before he left for college, and there he stays.

John sees few drawbacks to this arrangement. His parents don’t nag him or curtail his freedom. Janet wonders if they should ask him to pay rent, to bring him down to earth a bit and teach him some life skills, like budgeting. William is not so sure. He enjoys his son’s company and was happy when he moved back into his old bedroom. Having a son around to talk to is a joy, particularly since John’s younger brother is out of the house now, studying at the University of Vermont. That empty nest has refilled and thank goodness, says William, rather quietly.

If John had no goals, no sense of direction, William would not be at ease with this “boomerang arrangement.” Hiding in the basement playing video games would not do. Happily, that is not on John’s agenda. William is glad to help his son realize his ambitions. He approves of John’s career plans and doesn’t really care if they don’t involve making a handsome living. What really matters is that the work means something. It will help to remake the world, something William has not felt he could contribute to very directly in his work. Having a son who can reach a bit higher—if not financially, then morally—is an ambition worth paying for.

And it will cost this family, big time. William and Janet have invested nearly two hundred thousand dollars in John’s education already. They will need to do more if John is going to become a public health specialist. They are easily looking at another fifty thousand dollars, even if John attends a local graduate program and continues to live with them. Fortunately, there are excellent options—some of the nation’s finest—close by. Whatever it costs, they reason, the sacrifice is worth it.

Private Safety Nets

In Italy today, 37 percent of men age thirty have never lived away from home.9 Their counterparts in Spain, Japan, and a host of other developed countries are following a similar path: millions are staying at the Inn of Mom and Dad for years, sometimes for several decades longer than was true in earlier generations. In the United States, we have seen a 50-percent increase since the 1970s in the proportion of people age thirty to thirty-four who live with their parents. As the recession of 2008–2009 continued to deepen, this trend became even more entrenched. Kids who cannot find jobs after finishing college, divorced mothers who can’t afford to provide a home for their children, unemployed people at their wits’ end, the ranks of the foreclosed—all of these people are beating a path back to their parents’ homes to take shelter underneath the only reliable roof available.

To some degree, this has always been the way of the private safety net. Families double up when misfortune derails their members, and the generations that have been lucky enough to buy into an affordable housing market, that enjoyed stable jobs for decades, find they must open their arms (and houses) to receive these economic refugees back into the fold. Blue-collar working-class families and the poor have never known anything different: their kids have no choice but to stay home while they try to outrun a labor market that has become increasingly inhospitable. Their parents have had it hard as well, as layoffs have spread through the factories of the Midwest and the South; pooling income across the generations is often the only sensible survival strategy, even if the climate becomes testy. Those who remember the 1970s sitcom All in the Family will recall Archie and Edith Bunker’s daughter, Gloria, and errant son-in-law, “Meathead,” who lived with her parents because they could not make ends meet otherwise. This was the comic version of the accordion family, working-class style.

Until relatively recently, the middle class in most prosperous countries did not need to act as an economic shock absorber for such a prolonged period in the lives of their adult children. Their households might expand to take in a wayward divorcee or support a child who had taken a non-paying internship, but the norm for most white-collar parents was to send young people out into the world and look on in satisfaction as they took their places in the corporate world or the professions, found their life mates, and established their own nests.

What is newsworthy about current trends is less the return of the unfortunate to the parental fold but the growth in the numbers of young adults in their late twenties and thirties who have never been independent in the first place. Why, in the world’s most affluent societies, are young (and not so young) adults unable to stand on their own two feet? And what kind of fallout is this “failure to launch” producing?

The media around the world picked up on these issues early in the 1990s, when a raft of headlines lamented the emergence of a generation of slackers. In Japan, the cover stories pointed at the young and called them out as “parasite singles,” kids who mooched off their parents and refused to accept the strictures of adulthood. From the viewpoint of people like Kumi and her late husband, who stuck their noses to the workplace grindstone and the child-rearing treadmill, it appeared that Japanese youth were somehow defective. They seemed happy to accept part-time jobs and live at home, where their parents picked up the tab for daily expenses, freeing them to go out and party. In a country with famously rigid norms of appropriate behavior, the debut of this slacker generation was a social calamity capable of stopping the presses and flooding the TV talk shows. How could such a serious problem have festered beneath their notice? How had the orderly transition from youth to adulthood suddenly run off the rails?

Americans are generally more tolerant of social change, but here, too, the broadcast media and the daily newspapers began to fill with articles about boys in their mid-twenties sitting in darkened basements, whiling away their time on video games rather than buckling down to pursue adult goals. Psychiatrists diagnosed the problem as a kind of retreat from reality and hinted that indulgent parents were suffering from some kind of “’60s infection.” Baby boomers, caricatured as being unable to say no, were accused of alternately cocooning their kids and indulging themselves. “Helicopter parents,” who hovered over their progeny, following them off to college to help choose their courses, tending to their every need, were said to lack the backbone to let their children grow up by learning from their failures. If everything has to be perfect, boomers were admonished, your kids are going to be basket cases when they actually try to stand on their own two feet. No wonder Jack and Jill were coming home to live out their twenties: their parents were ready to wrap them in swaddling clothes all over again. Pathetic!

Structural Barriers to Independence

These complaints were largely off the mark. For the most part, young people the world over are still keen on establishing their independence. Twenty-six-year-olds who enjoy the comforts of home still look forward to the day they establish their own hearth. Yet, there are many reasons why that deadline is receding to more distant horizons. The contours of the household are stretching—creating accordion families—because there are few other choices, particularly in societies with weak welfare states (like Japan, Spain, or Italy) and because the advantages to delayed departure are significant compared to launching an independent life with insufficient resources in societies like our own.

Globalization has insured that the economic conditions that under-wrote the earlier, more traditional, road to adulthood no longer hold. International competition is greater than it once was, and many countries, fearful of losing markets for their goods and services, are responding by restructuring the labor market to cut the wage bill. Countries that regulated jobs to insure they were full-time, well-paid, and protected from layoffs, now permit part-time, poorly-paid jobs and let employers fire without restriction. That may serve the interests of firms—a debatable low-road strategy—but it has destroyed the options for millions of new entrants to the labor market throughout the advanced post-industrial societies. Japanese workers who once looked forward to lifetime employment with a single firm have gone the way of the dinosaur. American workers have seen the emergence of contingent workers (part-time, part-year, and short-term contracts), downsizing, offshoring, and a host of other responses to globalization that have exposed the American workforce to wage stagnation and insecurity. European labor is arguably facing a very rocky future as the global consequences of the current financial crisis weaken the EU economies and threaten the social protections that made them the envy of the developed world.

Eventually, these conditions will envelop the entire workforce. For the time being, though, they are most evident in the lives of the least powerful: new entrants to the labor market, immigrants, and low-skilled workers. The Accordion Family dwells on the first of these groups, the generation trying to find a foothold in a rapidly changing economy, who must contend with the ill winds blowing through labor markets, which cannot absorb them as they once did, and housing prices that—foreclosure epidemics notwithstanding—are making it hard for this generation to stake a claim to residential independence. The new entrants fall back into the family home because—unless they are willing to take a significant cut in their standard of living, the last resort these days—they have no other way to manage the life to which they have become accustomed.

There is a cultural rub lurking here. In 1993, I published Declining Fortunes, which chronicled the emergence of downward mobility between the generations in the United States. I pointed out that the oldest baby boomers, the parents of the young people who are the subject of The Accordion Family, reveled in countercultural trappings in their youth and didn’t mind living in dumps. The blue jeans brigade had no use for comfortable beds when they could bunk on the floor. New clothes were out of fashion because Goodwill hand-me-downs were just fine. Their younger siblings, however, were a different story. The trailing-edge boomers, those born in the mid-’60s, represented a different generational culture. Products of the Reagan years, they were more conventional and accordingly more desirous of the finer things in life.

With the advantage of hindsight, it seems clear that the older boomers, who rode the wave of social protest, were an aberration. The expectation of comfortable living standards was in place before them and returned to dominate the social imagination of their younger siblings when the leading-edge boomers moved into adulthood. The brief period in between—the heyday of the counterculture—has assumed an outsized importance in our cultural imagination, but it was an interlude in between far more conventional assumptions about what middle-class Americans should expect for their way of life. Today’s thirtysomethings are not willing to “slum it” to protect their residential independence. Like Giovanni, they are happy enough to compromise on that freedom and privacy in order to eat well or ride their motorcycles into the sunset. Standard of living trumps taking on the trappings of real adulthood.

Meanwhile, their parents seem largely willing to accept—or in Japan, uneasily resigned to—the notion that a “boomerang child” in his thirties is the new normal. They aren’t entirely at ease with the situation and downplay their mature children’s presence in the home when speaking with peers. Giovanni’s living arrangements aren’t exactly celebrated. Yet, in truth, they aren’t entirely hidden either. There are at least two reasons why. First, Giovanni is not an oddball. Most of his friends are in the same situation, and Italian parents are very aware of how the presence of adult children in their natal homes really is widespread. Second, Giovanni’s lifestyle has some unacknowledged but nonetheless important, positive consequences for his parents. Maria and Alberto remain important, needed, because they are still parents. That was true when Alberto was twenty-three and a new father, and it is still true now that he is sixty-five. Nothing has changed. Given the alternative of being led out to pasture, as they see it at least, there is some merit in holding on to a valued identity.

Cultural norms—the expectations that people bring to the table when social change is in the air—matter for how parents around the world view these new family formations. Japanese parents expect discipline and order, and are horrified by what they see among their children instead. Italian families are happy to have their grown children live with them, however vexing it may be for Berlusconi. Spanish parents and their adult children are angry at the government for facilitating lousy labor contracts that have damaged the children’s prospects, but they know that it can be a joy to be near the younger generation.

In America, we deploy a familiar cultural arsenal in crafting meaning: the work ethic and the hope of upward mobility. If Joe lives at home because it will help him get somewhere in the long run, that’s fine. If he’s hiding in the basement playing video games, it’s not fine. The accordion family has to be in the service of larger goals or it smacks of deviance.

All of these adaptations are responses to central structural forces beyond the control of any of us. Global competition is taking us into uncharted waters, reshaping the life course in ways that would have been scarcely visible only thirty years ago. It’s a brave new world, and the accordion family is absorbing the blows as best it can.

To understand how families are changing in the wake of globalization and what those changes mean, we focus first, in chapter 1, on how young people and their elders have uncoupled the subjective sense of adulthood from the signs we used to take as real markers of maturity and then, in chapter 2, on what forces are propelling this dramatic change. When adult children return to the family nest, they do not resume the roles they had when they were teenagers. In chapter 3, we see how they become “in-house adults,” a new station in life that has to be carefully negotiated on both sides of the equation.

This is more than a practical problem; it has a moral face. The development of the accordion family is seen as completely normal and nonproblematic in some places and a sign of catastrophe and rampant deviance in others. In chapter 4, “I’m OK, You Are Not,” we examine differences in the ways cultures are adjusting to accordion families (or refusing to do so).

Young (and not so young) people are the primary focus of our investigation, but they are not the only ones whose trajectories are changing. Their parents’ life cycles are also diverging from the patterns of the past. How has the accordion family impacted the parents? That is the subject of chapter 5.

Suppose we didn’t face the financial binds propelling the accordion family? What if higher education didn’t cost us so much or rental housing was plentiful and inexpensive? Wouldn’t everything be perfect then? Globalization has placed similar competitive pressures on the youth labor markets of the Nordic countries, but their response has been different: they protect young people from this onslaught by devoting tax dollars to insuring their independence. Is this the solution? The Nordic model obviates the need for families to serve as the main buffer, but as we will see in chapter 6, it has its own problems.

Political tensions are rising because of the way that fertility patterns are changing the composition of populations in countries with no history of immigration. Europeans are particularly aware that the accordion family is slowing the fertility of the native born compared to that of the immigrant newcomer, and this often feels like a threat to the national character (chapter 7).

Through these topical lenses, we will explore the social and cultural impact of the accordion family. It will emerge as an imperfect but nonetheless growing response to the pressures we face in a world of global competition.


CHAPTER 1

The Slippery State of Adulthood

On the Second Monday of every January, families all over Japan celebrate Seijin no Hi, the “Coming of Age” festival. Young people who turn twenty years old during that school year dress in formal clothes—kimonos with draped sleeves for women and business suits or kimonos for men—and are feted by their elders and public officials as they take their place in the adult world. The holiday marks the age at which a young person can legally drink, undertake important obligations, and generally claim the respect due a grown-up in a society where seniority matters. Seijin no Hi was first instituted in 1948, but the Japanese have held coming-of-age celebrations since at least the eighth century.

Few other cultures mark the onset of adulthood as formally as the Japanese do.1 It is almost a curiosity in the country now since virtually no one actually achieves anything even close to adult status at the age of twenty these days. At twenty, most Japanese young people have no idea what it means to assume the weighty responsibility of marriage, childbearing, full-time work, or putting a roof over their heads. They may be a decade or more away from the kind of maturity that was completely normative in the 1950s.

Take, for example, Katsu, who is thirty years old and lives with his parents and two younger sisters. Katsu’s father is fifty-seven and works as an officer in a nonprofit organization; his mother is the same age, a housewife most of her adult life. Katsu has one younger sister (age twenty-eight) who works as a temp in a Tokyo high-rise office building and another (age twenty-six) who is a freeter. Katsu himself dropped out of a four-year university, hoping to pursue his dream of becoming a stand-up comedian. That didn’t work out so well, though, so he joined his older sister as a temp. By the time we caught up with him, he had finally landed his first full-time job in a publishing company. The road from his Seijin no Hi to that job took nearly ten years to travel.

The older generation in Japan is perplexed by this path. Katsu’s own parents were married for many years by the time they were his age. Nobu, Katsu’s father, understood well that his role in life was to find a decent job right away and lay the foundation for a new family. Looking forward, Noriko, his mother, knew she would have to shoulder responsibility for the care of her in-laws as they aged. These were sober, serious people who knew they were destined for well-defined roles in Japanese society. Their children are caught up in a completely different migration to adulthood, and the shock of adjacent generations with such divergent routes to maturity is tearing holes in the social fabric of Japan.

Katsu moved out of his parents’ home for a time but returned when he found himself unemployed; he hasn’t left since. When he was loafing about without much money, it was hard to socialize with his working friends. He now expects to be living with his parents for at least the next five years.

Perhaps not surprising given his situation, Katsu does not see age, marriage, or parenthood as a significant marker of adulthood, though he does feel that having “social responsibility”—by which he says he means “responsibility for work”—is an important part of what it means to be an adult. More than anything, Katsu notes, maturity is not a station in life marked by what sociologists call “status transitions.” It cannot be measured by jobs or a marriage license. Growing up is a state of mind. “When the person becomes self-possessed, I think that is an indication of true adulthood,” Katsu says. And in this view, he is hardly alone. Katsu is part and parcel of a growing, international culture of delayed independence.

Men seem particularly ill-at-ease with adult transitions, but women often share their reservations (and patterns). Rin is a thirty-seven-year-old woman who lives next door to her parents in Tokyo. Although Rin has a college degree and has been working for nearly ten years, she doesn’t particularly want to marry or have children. Those aspects of adulthood bother her, perhaps because of the confinement they imposed on her mother: subservience to a high-handed mother-in-law, many hours alone waiting for a commuter husband to finish a twelve-hour day. If that constitutes growing up, Rin suspects she might be better off ignoring the whole business:

I don’t think it is necessarily a good thing to become an adult. So I don’t mind if someone wants to remain a child. For those who want to be an adult, it’s OK for them to be one. As for me, I don’t want to be an adult. As far as I can see, adulthood means to cut up freedom into pieces or to throw away one’s own freedom. To mutate oneself so one will be the same as others or the rest of so-called society seems to me the meaning of becoming an adult.

One of the reasons Rin is so determined to ignore society’s demands is because she has absorbed conceptions of individuality that are decidedly un-Japanese. Her generation is breaking more than one mold; they are moving to the beat of their own drummer that is at odds with central values of solidarity and similarity, defining features of Japanese culture for centuries. Rin explains:

When you are on your own, when you exist just on your own, you do things you want to do based on the feelings from inside of you. But when I think of becoming an adult [and] social morals, shared illusions, or social conventions—there are many things like that, you know—it seems that becoming an adult means to fit yourself to them, regardless of how you really feel. In other words, fitting yourself to the mold that is demanded by society. There are many patterns for such molds—heart-shaped, bird-shaped, etc.—there are molds that are already prepared in society. And I think that becoming an adult means to bend and twist your body so your body will fit inside the mold.

In the United States, there is perhaps less to reject in the adult world. But the pathway to it is often strewn with obstacles and the imperative to push past them weaker than it once was. Lisa Caldwell majored in philosophy at Brown University but found herself unsure of the next step. With graduation over, she moved in with her folks and looked around for a job. A lawyer in her hometown of Newton, Massachusetts, needed assistance, which kept Lisa occupied for a few months. Because she had no living expenses, that stint gave her the wherewithal to move out on her own, first to San Francisco for two years and then to Brooklyn for another four.

It was a time of discovery for Lisa—as in discovering how much it costs to be an independent adult. Lisa piled up a mound of debt that, at age twenty-eight, drove her back into the arms of Mom and Dad. For many Americans, returning to the nest at that age would be pushing the boundaries of social acceptability. Twenty-one is OK; twenty-three is understandable. But once you’re near thirty, which is coming up quickly for Lisa, the danger of being stigmatized lurks in the corner. Even so, Lisa found the opportunity to return to the place where she grew up comforting—and not just for financial reasons. Truth be told, she was drifting through her life, taking jobs that she found interesting, with little focus on building a career.

In Brooklyn, Lisa worked as an associate editor at Media Week, a job that she found “fun,” mainly because she “loves English.” During her San Francisco stint, she worked for an academic author who at the time was writing two books about women’s issues, another area of interest for Lisa. Here and there, she tried her hand at acting, but that didn’t quite satisfy. Back at home, with a bit more time and latitude to think it through, Lisa decided she had an interest in the “healing arts,” meaning to her helping others with life’s problems. To make a go of that, she knew, however, that she would need more education, probably a master’s degree in social work. Given the mound of debt she still had from her years at Brown and thereafter, not to mention the high cost of graduate school, Lisa figured the best way forward would be to move backward temporarily: live with her parents so she could use the money she earned to pay off her debts and save whatever was left for professional education.

Given her “limbo life,” Lisa finds it hard to bring the meaning of adulthood into focus. Her meandering path doesn’t give her a clear trajectory of the kind that defined the experience of earlier generations. It has taken Lisa many years past college to find a focus in life, and it isn’t clear even now that it will stick. It is ironic that this lack of direction is as much of an issue for a young woman like Lisa as it would be for any man her age. It was not long ago that women were not expected to develop career goals. If they worked, they were understood to be in a holding pattern before marrying, much as Japanese women are expected to be, even now.2 If they worked after marrying, the accumulation of pin money was the goal, not the support of a family or the pursuit of upward mobility. Today, however, the genders have converged on the importance of careers as a source of identity. And, as a consequence, the experience of drift is just as problematic for women as it is for men. The genders have come together in their expectations3 and, at least in the United States, in the barriers they face in moving toward independence.

“I guess [an adult] would be someone who takes responsibility and ownership of their life,” Lisa says, “who’s not kind of thinking life is going to happen or someone is going to help them out.” For Lisa and many in her generation, adulthood is this kind of feeling or process much more than a rigid set of milestones. While she isn’t there yet, she is edging up on the outer boundaries of adulthood. “So I’m still in this place, but I’m not an adult yet though I’m now becoming it,” she explains. “For the past six years, I’ve just been living a life without any real responsibilities other than to myself and my dog.”

For the living generations that preceded Lisa, this fuzzy orientation toward adulthood is baffling. Although Americans lack a Seijin no Hi of their own, back in the day, Lisa’s parents would have had little trouble pointing out the landmarks.4 Everyone understood where they were. When parents wanted to tell their friends what their kids were up to in life, they treated these markers as a roadmap: John has finished his education, found the love of his life, landed a decent job with potential for the future, tied the knot (finally!), and settled down to raise the next generation. Those days of status transitions—clear, publicly recognized steps toward autonomy, residential independence, and the birth of a new family—have given way to a more psychological perspective. You are an adult when you feel like one.

Feeling the Way to Adulthood

Giovanni Termina, the thirty-year-old we met in the introduction, has always lived with his parents in Bra, the third-most populous city in the province and home to the University of Gastronomic Sciences. A blue-collar man like his father before him, Giovanni works in a factory, except when riding his beloved motorcycle, and is a rather shy and understated person who dresses casually and enjoys walking in the mountains that flank his native city.

When we first made contact with Giovanni, he was surprised that a social scientist would seek him out for his personal reflections on the issue of adulthood. He doesn’t think of himself as a source of the sociological imagination, and coming of age is not a topic he obsesses over. Giovanni doesn’t see himself as aberrant for living with his parents or making so few moves toward independence. Many of his friends are in the same situation, and none of them thinks of it as a predicament requiring a lot of introspection. Though he is not responsible for the heftiest bills (housing or food), Giovanni doesn’t exactly think of himself as a dependent. He is just a grown-up of a slightly different kind. “Being an adult is not about visible markers,” he explains. Like Katsu and Lisa, Giovanni believes that adulthood

[isn’t] a matter of age or being married or not. Being adult means feeling this condition inside you, when you have reached your goals and you have satisfaction about your work and personal situation. You are adult when you don’t need too much support from your parents, when you feel mature enough, and it is not even a matter of parenthood. It is mainly a matter of personal autonomy.

Giovanni has a ton of “personal autonomy.” As a courtesy, he may tell his mother that he won’t be home for dinner or that he’s going away with his girlfriend for the weekend. But there is no rule that requires him to do so and certainly no sense that his parents’ financial responsibility for his keep entitles them to veto power over his life. He is a friendly boarder, and that’s fine with him—as it seems to be with them, at least for now. Their lack of control over him (something they don’t aspire to anyway) leaves the psychological space for Giovanni to define himself as autonomous. It is an independence disconnected from the financial ties that bind: adulthood is a state of mind.

Carlo Morelli is thirty-two and lives with his parents in the Northern Italian city of Montà d’Alba in the Piedmont region. Renowned for its wineries, the area is a “mecca for gourmands,” particularly well known for its truffles. In the fall, every town in the Piedmont region competes for tourists from throughout Europe and overseas (and other parts of Italy) with festivals celebrating wild mushrooms or wines aged to perfection.

Bald, tall, and stout, Carlo looks older than he is, possibly because he works so hard, holding down two jobs. The one that pays the bills is a responsible position as a building surveyor, a profession for which he trained as an apprentice. The other position, the one that makes him something of a big man around town, involves promoting local festivals and events. These are big boots for a man who completed his formal education at high school and comes from a modest family. Carlo’s father is a farmer, and his mother owns a restaurant in the town. His sister, twenty-five, also lives at home but will soon be the only child left. At the ripe age of thirty-two, Carlo is ready to tie the knot and marry his girl in a big, traditional wedding in the church in the town square in Montà d’Alba.

Though he is now ready to settle down, Carlo has never felt that he was required to take this step in life. “In the past,” he explains, “there was a social pressure that made people get married.” No longer, though. “Now you are more free in … making choices,” he says. That sequence—“the steps that you had to do”—defined adulthood; missing out on any part of it left the would-be adult in a kind of limbo, open to jibes and ridicule. Those days of lockstep development are over.5 Yet men like Carlo are hardly ignorant of them; on the contrary, he knows how different the path is today from the one his parents embraced, the one that led to a sharp break with childhood and an almost instantaneous shift into the role of marital partner, worker, and parent. In his own era, Carlo can pilot his way toward this eventuality without much guidance—or opprobrium—from society. He doesn’t worry about whether his neighbors will think he “failed to launch.” One cannot be a failure if there is no social compact that requires a man to take these steps or suffer some kind of shame.

The more widespread a practice—be it racial or religious intermarriage, divorce, single-parent adoption, or any number of other familial practices once taboo—the less stigma it carries.6 If nearly 40 percent of Italian men are still at home in the age group represented by Carlo and Giovanni, it becomes harder to point the finger and argue that those living at home are somehow odd, developmentally delayed, or worthy of disapproval. They are instead rapidly becoming if not the norm, then certainly a norm, one that gains legitimacy just by its ubiquity.7

Marco Fiorello, twenty-four, is a student living with his parents in Northern Italy. Unlike Giovanni and Carlo, Marco has never held down a job. Instead, he has been a student throughout his teens and into his twenties, living what one of his peers referred to as a “fairytale life” that has left him—in demeanor—younger than his years. Marco enjoys his studies and spends quiet evenings with his girlfriend at home rather than out on the town with his buddies. His relationship with his mother is formal and a bit strained; Marco doesn’t feel comfortable speaking openly in her presence, which can make living in close proximity a strain at times.

Though his social class is distinct from that of Giovanni—who has worked consistently since leaving school at eighteen—Marco shares the view that growing up really isn’t about assuming full responsibility for one’s financial or residential autonomy. It is about identity, subjectivity, and forms of autonomy that don’t depend on the ability to live on one’s own. Since Marco enjoys a measure of control over his daily life, he certainly doesn’t feel like a child anymore. Even so, he isn’t quite at the stage where he would declare himself an adult, either—and not because he is financially reliant on his family. Marco is still at the self-indulgent stage of life, not having to sacrifice his desires to care for someone else. He muses:

Personally, I think one of the first signs of being adult is being able to renounce something [you want]. Until you realize that renouncing something means obtaining something else [the respect accorded adults], you are not really an adult. It’s a big step.

A step he isn’t ready for just yet. Does this mean that the traditional path his parents followed, which involved getting married and having children, is no longer relevant to adulthood? Yes and no. The “yes” comes from the recognition that Marco shares with Giovanni: they both know that this is how the process used to work and that there are thousands of couples all over their region who exemplify it, even if most are sixty and over. The “no” comes from realizing there is nothing pushing at their backs to force Marco or Giovanni to learn that special skill of renunciation. Neither Marco’s parents nor anyone else close to him is telling him that he is deviant or unworthy of respect because he isn’t ready to sacrifice his whims for the sake of full autonomy. He looks around and sees other young men who resemble him, doing exactly what he is doing: stretching out their adolescent status for years more than anyone ever did before and enjoying every minute of this freedom.

And in this regard, Marco sounds a lot like an American counterpart, Kate Azarian, who is also twenty-four and lives with her mother (and another mother-daughter pair) in a house in Newton, Massachusetts. The summer after her graduation from Mount Holyoke College, Kate traveled for a few weeks and then came back home to help care for a dying uncle, who died that December. At that point, Kate was “ready to start working,” but she “never had a really clear, defined career path” and ended up taking a job at Whole Foods supermarket, mainly because she felt that it was “important to have a job and … to be making money and have purpose.” For Kate, the Whole Foods job was a “great opportunity. I met a lot of people I wouldn’t have otherwise met.”

In time, however, Kate moved on and, in the two years since her graduation, she has worked at an environmental nonprofit and held administrative assistant jobs. Most recently, she spent some time preparing grants for a man who runs a nonprofit that focuses on pediatric research and working on another project at the Harvard School of Public Health. She also does a lot of paid child-care work for families in her neighborhood. Kate says she will soon be working as an assistant teacher, her first “real nine-to-five … or seven-to-five” job since graduating from college.8

While Kate does acknowledge that financial self-sufficiency may be a marker of adulthood, to her mind being a grown-up is more about “having established your own social circle, your own networks, whether it’s professional or personal or whatever.” When pressed to characterize adulthood, Kate describes it as “this sense of self that I’m developing, that I hope to have … grounded in individuality and knowing a lot about yourself [and] also knowing about the world around you.” For Kate, becoming an adult is a process of self-discovery, one she is not inclined to rush. She is also not hurrying toward—or down—a particular career path:

I am sort of looking for a career, but I’m also just looking for both what I think will make me happy and be contributing. So whether that is one narrowly defined career path or it’s a bunch of different jobs, I’m not sure yet, because I am somebody who has sort of a wide range of interests but not a focused passion. Let me be clear, I really enjoy school, and over the last few years there have been moments, if you had caught me, I would have said, I’m going to law school or I’m going to public health school or looking to get a master’s in social work, and that was all true.

But Kate has yet to make a firm decision about her future. And she knows she is privileged to be able to take her time. Living at home has been a huge benefit since it has made it possible for her to experiment with different possibilities but “not have to sign [her] soul away” for a job she didn’t believe in.

Entitled?

Most middle-class twentysomethings living in upscale suburbs like Newton share elevated expectations for their destinies. Two generations ago, they might have had no choice but to stick their noses to the nearest grindstone and learn a trade or take a job that, in time, might lead to something better—but not before years of routine work or high-handed bosses.

The hit TV series Mad Men captures beautifully the period of the late 1950s and early 1960s, when young single women were venturing out into the work world (in this case, Madison Avenue advertising) and finding their options severely curtailed. They could become secretaries or, if they had attended college, teachers. But there wasn’t a lot of opportunity in other fields, and the notion that work was there to help a young woman realize her personal ambitions was nothing more than a glimmer on the distant horizon. The popularity of Mad Men derives in part from the way it reminds baby-boom women of the narrow escape they had from the limited options that plagued their mothers. There could not be a sharper change than the one that separates the curvaceous secretary in Don Draper’s ad agency, Joan Harris, from a modern young woman like Kate.9

Critics of American youth have come to see Kate’s generation as suffering from a bad case of entitlement. A 2008 article in Asia Times noted the continuing reign of the American slacker and pondered whether America “might be the first country in recorded history whose culture celebrates not only indolence but also the sheer absence of ability … [where] slacking has become the entitlement of every young American.”10 But this assessment is wide of the mark. Kate doesn’t feel the world owes her, and she doesn’t perceive herself as goofing off. She hopes her education will provide her with the chance to see the world or help her land an interesting, meaningful job. A future of bureaucratic paper pushing is not her aim. Nor would her parents, who invested several hundred thousand dollars in her education, be happy if that was her fate.

There is a difference between high aspirations and entitlement. Along with her classmates and friends who grew up in this well-educated, professional suburb, Kate hopes she will lay her hands on the right kind of future. That said, it isn’t a certainty, and she knows it.

Where, then, does the impression of entitlement come from? It hits the headlines when people like Kate respond honestly about two things: what they want and how much strain they are willing to put up with to get there. Kate’s desire for a nice lifestyle and a job that is meaningful is clear enough, but she isn’t exactly killing herself to get there. Taking time off to travel, moving to San Francisco as Kate did only to land in debt … these are not the pathways that “type A” youth indulge in. She is off on a meandering stroll rather than a sprint through a hundred-yard dash. Perhaps in time Kate will develop a greater sense of urgency about her future, but the elongation of the road to adulthood has dampened that fever, creating the perception that there is time enough for the strictures of adulthood. Kate’s grandparents, who married and had their children young, were in a hurry to arrive at a station Kate doesn’t expect—or at least feel pressured—to reach until she is at least a decade older than they were. Her parents waited a little longer, but they were settled by their mid-twenties. When pressed, Kate thinks maybe she will settle down at thirty-five.

Not a few older Americans would admit that, if they had it to do all over again, they would have preferred a more leisurely pace toward maturity; it simply wasn’t the “done thing” in a generation for whom the road to domesticity was interrupted by a world war or the Vietnam draft. Few middle-class Americans are called upon to make that kind of sacrifice now; hence the experience of unhurried progress, reinforced by the long period of education needed to acquire a professional job and the wherewithal to be a homeowner, encourages young people like Kate to believe that there is no rush.11

That said, Kate hardly seeks a perpetual refuge from responsibility. She sees her time spent trying out different kinds of work—much of it not full-time or even long-term—as a way of figuring out just what kinds of responsibilities she ultimately wants to assume.

Her European counterparts, particularly in countries like Spain, are also trying to puzzle out their new life course. Roberto is a twenty-six-year-old living in his own apartment. He has studied acting and drama in a school of performing arts in Murcia (southeast Spain) and now lives in Madrid. Roberto comes from a reasonably affluent family—his father is a financial advisor, and his mother is a doctor. He received financial support from his parents throughout his formative years and even now, as they helped him buy his small apartment.12 Like Kate, Roberto followed a meandering path that left him unsure of whether he merits the designation of adult. Sometimes he thinks he does, and sometimes he doesn’t. He explains:

The word adult for me is not associated with a concrete age. That would be false. When does a person become an adult? I don’t know. I have left home. I’ve lived moments in which I have been economically independent, others in which I haven’t been independent. I make decisions on my own. I live on my own. But I still do not consider myself an adult. Perhaps—this may sound obvious—when you have a child … all of the sudden you are not on your own. Because one of the most amusing things about young age is that you don’t have to worry about anybody apart from yourself.

Osvaldo is twenty-five, an only child, and lives with his parents in Madrid. His father is in his sixties and retired early from his position at a bank. His mother still works. Osvaldo studied fine arts in school and worked briefly at an archeological site as a volunteer. He has been unemployed for some time now but wants to support himself as a painter. He has a lighthearted attitude that betrays a certain nervousness about the whole subject of maturity. Osvaldo says he isn’t even close to being ready:

Being an adult, I guess it means mostly a change of mentality, a way of thinking and acting. When you’re an adolescent, you think about other things, don’t you? When you’re younger, you just think about having fun. Well, I personally consider myself to be an adult, and I think about having fun, too, right? The more the better. I don’t know if I can explain [it] myself.

There are subtle differences between Americans and their European counterparts in the ways they characterize the psychology of emergent adulthood. Europeans mirror the Americans in their understanding of adulthood as not necessarily defined by a particular age or by residential or economic independence, but they focus more than the Americans on the social aspect. That is, Europeans see adulthood as a station defined by the way one relates to others: you are not the exclusive focus of your life; you have responsibilities to others that you cannot forego. Americans seem to focus less on this aspect and more on adulthood as a process of self-discovery.13

Parental Perspectives

While many parents in accordion families think about adulthood the old-fashioned way, as marked by settling into a career and starting a family, they have absorbed the new lesson that growing up today is a subjective, psychological experience, not a state of existence defined by concrete status transitions.

Take Stephanie Phillips, a divorced Newton mother who has had a long career as a nurse. When asked whether the old milestones—marriage and children—continue to define adulthood, she demurs, invoking instead the notion of “self-actualization”:

There are people who elect not to get married, some who are divorced, some are separated, people who live together without benefit of marriage, as they used to say, two women who live together, two men who live together. No, marriage doesn’t define adulthood. It’s a sense of responsibility and accomplishment. When I went back to school to get my bachelors degree, the first college class I took was psychology. And I remember learning about self-actualization, and I thought, well, that ought to happen to me when I’m about sixty-eight or seventy.

Hers is a decidedly middle-class perspective. Self-actualization is a luxury for less affluent families. In low-income families, young people are expected to go out and get a job, often in their early teenage years.14 There is little time to ponder and fiddle; if there’s work to find, there are young people from Harlem to the South Side of Chicago who will snap up any opportunity, any chance to stand on their own two feet.

For an affluent parent like Stephanie, who can afford to give her children license to find themselves and take their time about it—but who would frown on perpetual childhood—a different set of markers emerges. It isn’t about getting a job; it’s about that sense of accomplishment that comes with growing maturity, whether or not the self-actualized have careers, cars, and mortgages. And this perspective is not just limited to Newton parents. Working-class parents in other countries seem to be expressing it as well.

Alanzo lives in the Northern Italian city of Legnaro, in the province of Padua. He is retired and lives with his wife and two daughters. The family is of modest means, but they were able to move out of their rented apartment and into their own house two years ago. Alanzo would not be able to manage the mortgage alone on his meager retirement income. His oldest daughter contributes almost her entire salary to the mortgage payments. Her economic future is being deferred in order to assist her parents in what is now a family resource: a home. Because his daughter helps out, she is defined—by her father, at least—as a kind of adult, the kind that can make a difference in the fate of the family. She is not goofing off, indulging herself, but a responsible earner, helping to take care of her kin. Alanzo observes:

Being adult means you are responsible for your house, for your parents, for your family, and if you don’t have your own family,15 your parents are in any case your family! You are adult when you think you have something to do for your family, when you take your responsibilities and when you understand you are mature … even if you are not married or if you don’t have any children. You have to be responsible!

Adult children in Italy’s working class are often called upon to commit their earnings to the household in which they grew up, much as Depression-era youth in the United States did as a matter of course.16 Children in immigrant households often face similar demands in American cities today. “Failure to launch” may come about on account of the economic stresses with which their families are struggling, rather than the limited options for youth independence. Under these conditions, parents and children redefine adulthood into a more specific form of obligation that actually leads away from autonomy.

Joan McBride, a Newton mother, recounts her own transition to adulthood and the attitudes and values that supported it. She knows it was a clear pathway, with milestones that everyone understood, and that her parents were not going to support her while she “found herself.” Unlike the millennial generation, Joan says she would have been horrified at the thought of being dependent on them anytime after the end of her formal education:

I think in my own generation, part of being an adult was to be independent of your family, to establish your own residence separate of your family. It seems more common [today] that young people are more often living with their family. That was taboo: you didn’t do that, or you would have felt like such a failure if you had to go back home when I was growing up. It didn’t cross our minds that we would after college go back home for a period of time. Even if you struggled financially, it was an expectation that you would be doing that. You start off in a struggle, then earn a little more money and get on your feet.

The thought of going back home to live and save money to then go out and establish yourself at a little higher level financially with a better apartment was not at all in the cards. In fact, when I graduated from college, I spent a year as a volunteer in a domestic Peace Corps type of program. It wasn’t Vista, but it was similar, and when my father knew I was just being a volunteer—they gave you a place to live, and they gave you a stipend of fifty dollars a month—my father took me aside, and he said, “Joan, I hope you know that you are on your own now, having put you through college.”

Coming of age in Spain in the same (baby-boom) generation was often, it seems, an even more abrupt encounter with responsibility. Veronica is married and mother of three adult children—two daughters and a son. Both of her daughters live independently, but her son lives at home with her in Madrid. That would have been completely impossible, she recalls, in her youth:

When I was a child, 80 percent of my generation didn’t receive any attention, because [our parents] had very serious economic problems—I’m telling you about the postwar years—and so they didn’t care much about our studies or anything. And so you became an adult the moment that your parents, either because they had no money or because they were really selfish, said, “Now you start working.” And so you passed from childhood to young age from one day to the other, in a jump, and you had no teenage [years].

In Italy, the same stark transition was the norm. There was no slow transition to maturity. One day you were an adolescent, and the next day the weight of the world was on your shoulders. Vittoria, an Italian mother of five living in Calabria, remembers how she and her new husband were on their own from the minute they exchanged their vows:

[When] we got married [at twenty-three], we didn’t stay living together with my parents or with my parents-in-law. We decided to live on our own. We rented a house, and we took the responsibility of our problems. No one gave us anything for free. Neither now that we are sixty: no one is giving us anything for free!

But times have changed, and all of the living generations have had to come to terms with the elongation of adolescence, its fracturing into stages that now include a kind of trial period of greater liberty and responsibility short of the ultimate state of adult independence. What the economic slowdown is really doing is making it harder to bring that trial stage to a conclusion. What started out being a few years to get on your feet has turned into a decade or more in countries like Japan, Italy, Spain, and, for growing numbers, the United States as well. The adjacent generations can see the difference in one another’s pathways, whether or not they understand why it has transpired.

Is Money the Issue?

In many respects, the fuzzy, “feeling-driven” process of coming of age reflects the economic difficulties of being truly autonomous. It costs more and hence takes longer to achieve. But more than money is at work here. We know this is the case when we cast an eye toward countries that have bent over backward to make the transition to residential independence a high priority. The Nordic countries are a case in point. Nowhere else has the national investment in youth independence been greater than in rich social democracies like Sweden and Denmark. Young people are extended extraordinary opportunity to live on their own, given the large amount of inexpensive public housing, generous allowances for higher education, and direct unemployment benefits provided to those who have never worked. Young Scandinavians are not shy about accessing this largesse: the second most common form of support after a paid job in the Nordic countries is a student stipend.17

Given that Scandinavians are largely free to live on their own, surely they must feel more independent than their counterparts in Southern Europe tethered to the home front. Well, not exactly.
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Source: Eurostat 2008 data, Office for Official Publications of the European Communities, Luxembourg.

Robert Jensen is twenty-four and lives with a roommate in the center of Aarhus, the second-largest city in Denmark, home to the nation’s leading university. Bicyclists are everywhere in Aarhus, threading their way around its lovely parks and tree-lined streets. It is a hip city, full of young people in cafes and clubs. Robert grew up outside Aarhus, in a small town called Hinnerup, but he left home at about age twenty to take the job he still holds in an insurance company. A high-school dropout, he went no further in school, electing instead to find his way in the work world. He was no older than his parents were when they moved out of the family home. Little has changed between the generations in this respect. But he says a lot has changed in the way he thinks about his development, even though he has been self-supporting since he was only twenty:

It is hard to say when people really are adults, but at some point you start feeling that everything should make sense. A sort of unity. Then I think you might get to the point [where you are adult], when you start to get the meaning of things. You can look upon your family and the society and the problems there might be there.… Once you start looking beyond the end of one’s nose, then you are an adult.

When asked whether growing up had anything to do with having a job, Robert replied: “No, I don’t think so. These days everything goes so fast, you might be a business hotshot in two, three years’ time, but inside you might still be just a little boy.”

Barba is a twenty-six-year-old woman who lives on her own in an apartment in Copenhagen. She grew up in Aarhus and moved to Copenhagen when she was twenty, after spending several months traveling and after her father, who works in journalism, offered her a job in the city. Given this economic stability, which makes it possible for her to live autonomously, one might expect Barba to stake a claim to adulthood. Not so. She, too, embraces a psychological model:

[To] be an adult, I don’t really know. That is a funny question because I don’t personally feel that adult, so it depends, sometimes I feel like a child. I guess you make your own decisions, and you are responsible for yourself and your own actions and the impact it has on other people.

When asked what it means to be responsible for herself, she waffles. It means “all kinds of things,” she says. “All kinds of decisions here in life: education, work, housing, whether you want to move abroad, the little things, too.” As for whether age matters, Barba equivocates: “I don’t think so. Of course there are certain things legally speaking that you can’t do until you have reached a certain age. But other than that, it depends on how responsible or mature people are.” When queried if it has anything to do with one’s financial situation or having a job, she explains: “It depends. I have been working since I was thirteen or something like that, in my younger years. But well, others might get by until they finish their educations at the age of thirty with support from their parents, not having had a job.” And when asked if people dependent on their parents can still be called adults, she is sure they are entitled because getting help “simply has something to do with how privileged you are.”

Abigail is a twenty-five-year-old fitness instructor who has lived independently for the last three years in Copenhagen with a roommate in an apartment owned by her mother. She is studying to be an occupational therapist and hopes to finish her training in a year or so. She muses:

When are you an adult? That’s a hard one. Well, I am twenty-five, and the age might tell you somehow that you should be an adult, but you don’t have to feel like an adult just because of that. Being an adult has something to do with being responsible for yourself, yes. I think it is hard to say what it means to be an adult, but definitely being responsible for yourself and to others, too, and look a bit further than your own nose. Well that was what comes to mind when you say adult.

Well, there is also something about family and work, but there are also people that never grow up, so I think it is hard to say. But the thing that comes to mind is being responsible for your own life and your own actions. I know a lot of people at the age of forty-five that might not be.

I have an uncle that hasn’t grown up. But then I also have a cousin who is eighteen who is very grown-up, but I think it depends on what kind of upbringing you have had. She became a mother at a very early age and was responsible for some things that she just couldn’t say [and] had to stand on her own feet.

Maja is twenty-two years old, tall and slim with shoulder-length dark hair and a bit shy. She grew up in the small town of Horby in the south of Sweden but now lives in a typical student apartment overlooking a park in the southern part of Lund. She has a big living room, a small kitchen area, and a bathroom and bedroom—all reflecting the prevailing styles of the 1970s, when the apartment was built. Still, the apartment is comfortable and cosy. Maja is very interested in music; she plays the guitar and is a member of a classical music group. She reflects:

[To be an adult means to have responsibility] for your own person. And also perhaps if you have children. [And] to sort of understand different contexts sort of in life and to be able to sort of handle consequences, and when something goes wrong, to be able to sort it out or admit well OK, I need some help now. And you go ask for help, or you solve it.… [It is] to be able to solve it basically.

Does Maja think that age, marriage, or a full-time job is integral to being a fully grown person? Not really, she explains. It is entirely possible to be a mature adult without any of these status markers.

What we have here is development by introspection, by how you feel, by the extent to which you can care about the world beyond your narrow preoccupations. Adulthood is about situating the self in a larger context; a supremely psychological process that has little to do with obligations or duty.18

For Scandinavians, it seems, you have truly come of age when you feel that way, when you define yourself as responsible, even if the aspects of life over which you hold ultimate responsibility are significantly more than your American or Italian counterparts. That this has transpired in a society that has poured billions into supporting many aspects of youth independence, from their educational stipends to their housing options, from direct unemployment benefits to those who have never worked as well as those who have, suggests that the financial barriers to independence at work in the United States or Spain are not the whole story.

A secular trend that reflects extensive investment in education, delayed entry into the labor market, the receding importance of (and incidence of) marriage, and declining fertility is creeping around the globe and ensnaring the weak welfare states (which do little to facilitate youth independence) and the rich social democracies (which do a great deal). This doesn’t mean money is irrelevant, but it does suggest it isn’t the whole story. Global competition, increasing rewards to human capital, the relentless process of rural to urban migration (where children are costly), and the positive pleasures associated with women’s movement into the work world are reshaping the pathway to adulthood across the developed world, whatever the domestic policies.

Destigmatizing Delayed Adulthood

From one perspective, adulthood is still defined by a clear set of responsibilities; it simply takes longer to get to the point where a young person can reasonably assume them. When that goal becomes so distant, when it stretches into the thirties, parents may look for ways to destigmatize the condition. This seems not to have been the reaction in Japan, but elsewhere we see the invention of new kinds of benchmarks that shift the emphasis to a psychological concept of maturity, unhinged from traditional manifestations of adulthood. Jane Azarian, a Newton mother who has long been an activist in feminist circles, sees her daughter’s world in these terms. She doesn’t completely discount financial independence as a marker of adulthood, but other qualities are more important in her mind:

I think that being able to support yourself is important. [But it is also important] that you are an attendant to the world, you’re not just an adult that is buried in the movies and parties and isn’t paying attention to the world. You have to be plugged into the world beyond your family and your next-door neighbors, and that to me is a sign of an adult. And not just aware but figuring out some little thing you can do to be part of making the world a better place.

I also think that being in respectful, caring relationships, not necessarily being married and not necessarily having children but caring about the people in your community and doing something that is one-on-one. If personal meets the political in the things that you do that help an individual, and there are things that you do that help lots of individuals, not necessarily the ones that you see. And I believe that it’s important that you do both kinds of things. And do I see it as a sign of being an adult? Yes, I do. That’s my definition.

Larry Keegan grew up working class in Brooklyn. He jumped these developmental hurdles “on time” because no one was going to catch him and provide the support that would enable him to slow down and discover himself at a more leisurely pace. He might be the kind of person inclined to be judgmental about the differences between generations, but he is instead fairly even tempered about them. Fate—in the form of the economy—has intervened, he says, to create a different set of conditions for his kids:

The milestones are still the same. It is just a lot harder to achieve. Which is probably what is causing young adults today to figure new solutions to how to do it. A young adult is someone who is willing to take full responsibility for their actions. Someone who is financially independent. Somebody who has a plan of where they are trying to go. And in trying to achieve where they are trying to go, I would say the obstacles are much greater.

In a recent article, Robin Henig, a writer for the New York Times Magazine, helped to destigmatize delayed adulthood in ways that underline the psychological theory emerging in the minds of people like Jane. Henig recounts research that claims the brain is still plastic, still growing, still forming new connections well into the twenties. In “What Is It About 20-Somethings?” she reviewed research promoted by Jeffrey Jensen Arnett, a psychology professor at Clark University, that suggested a physiological reason for the spread of delayed departure: the brain just isn’t ready yet. Arnett suggests that “emerging adulthood” is no “social construction” but rather a stage of development through which everyone must pass before their bodies are ready for full independence. If the brain is the culprit, it cannot be a source of embarrassment to be living with Mom and Dad. It’s just natural.

It is difficult to square this account with the variations we have seen in the space of less than forty years in patterns of adulthood. The gene pool doesn’t mutate that fast. If leading-edge boomers were dying to be out on their own, ready to put up with cheap digs, fraying blue jeans, and a diet of pasta in order to maintain their independence, while their younger siblings stuck close to home to preserve a higher standard of living, it is hard to imagine that brain development could explain this divergence. Instead, social conditions are promoting a new way of thinking about developmental pathways. This shift in perspective is not apparent only in the United States but in other countries where social and economic changes have promoted a similarly elastic definition of adulthood.

Laura Fuentes is rare among our respondents in Spain. She moved out of her parents’ home two years ago, at age twenty-five, to live with her longtime boyfriend, a computing consultant. She seems almost surprised at herself, remarking that she never expected to do that. She has a degree in economics and a further certification in business studies. She is also currently taking an English-language course while she works with her father at the family business in Madrid. She says:

[If a person lives with his parents] he can be an adult, of course. But well, if he is the sopa boba19 and he does nothing, then I do think that person has not grown up yet. But if you live with your parents because you are saving or because you have been studying a lot and you have started to work late or if you are preparing for a public examination [then you might be an adult]. Because in many cases you can’t get independence before thirty. I don’t consider that they aren’t adults. The main thing is that you assume your responsibilities and that you don’t depend on your parents for everything.

Spanish parents living in Madrid today have seen a dramatic change in the country’s social atmosphere. Their children have far more freedom; gender roles are more elastic; the authoritarian atmosphere of their youth has collapsed and a kinder, more congenial relationship between parents and their children has emerged.20 Spanish society is nonchalant about premarital romance, in keeping with the relaxed sentiments of the rest of the developed world.21 On occasion, one hears laments about broken values or the consternation that extremely short skirts provoke in villages where widows wear black forever, but on the whole Spanish parents seem relieved that they no longer have to contend with the rigidity that dominated their early years.

For accordion families in Spain, this means that it is not a stigma to have children living at home for many years more than was typical in the past but a necessary adaptation to an unkind market. And it is an adaptation with a silver lining: continued closeness of the children to parents who in earlier generations would have constituted a reason to run.

Maria Moreno is a middle-aged woman living in El Pilar, a neighborhood in the north of Madrid, constructed mainly in the 1970s, with very tall buildings. El Pilar used to be populated by the lower middle class and some sectors of the working class. During the years of the political Transición22 from the authoritarian rule of Francisco Franco to the modern democracy that is Spain, El Pilar was a beehive of political activism. Maria was not there for those exciting times. She arrived later, having grown up in a rural village in the north of the country. Maria and her husband raised four children without much help from anyone else, and their youngest child, Juan, still lives with them. She spent her working years in a bank, even though she wanted to be a teacher. She is concerned about many issues facing young people in Spain today but saves her greatest passion for the topic of gender equity and what she sees as the real progress between her generation and her daughter’s.

In the village where Maria grew up, young men ended their schooling and began their work lives at a very young age. She remembers:

There were people who started working at fourteen. Those people were not [thought of as grown-up]. But if you were eighteen or twenty and you had a stable job, you were considered an adult. Of course, if you were that age and employed, it was also expected that the time had come to start a family.

At the time, people stayed with the parents until they married. I remember that one of my sisters-in-law left her parents’ house, and that was regarded as something very bad. At the time, there were very few people who left. Her parents were very upset, and people would criticize her. [It was] something that today is seen as perfectly normal. Well, not the most normal thing, because it’s not that they leave so often, because they can’t [for financial reasons], but at the time it was not accepted. [At the time] in fact, there [was] almost nobody. I’m referring to the people from Madrid, because those like me who came from outside, of course. But you went to halls or private houses.23

You would never rent a flat … that kind of independence, never. [Buying or renting a house was only something you did] if you were going to marry. Or well, perhaps there were people who bought a house but actually got it five years later. And if you had not married, you wouldn’t move to the house. It was very strange to do that. If you were eighteen or twenty and you had a stable job, you were considered an adult.

Agata Calatrava is married with three children and lives in a humble suburb of Madrid. Her eldest son and daughter have moved out, but her youngest son still lives with her and her husband. Like many women in the parental generation, Agata remembers her childhood as restrictive and troubled. She was under the parental thumb with a vengeance: “I’ve been directed for all my life.… They had us very … like tied down, I can’t explain. They didn’t let you be yourself. You couldn’t say, ‘I’m going out now because I feel like it.’ You had to ask for permission; if they let you, fine, if not, you stayed at home.” Marriage was Agata’s only route to freedom. It was the only way she would ever be able to decide what to do without the heavy-handed interference of her traditional father. She recalls:

I was very normal [for my age]. Between eighteen and twenty-two, it was the age to marry, more or less. I got married at nineteen, and then I really started to live, strange though it may seem [laughs]. Because, well, I had freedom to do whatever I wanted: going out, going in, to do as I please—what I have never had.

That taste of freedom was almost intoxicating. It was also a shock. The distant relations between parents and children in her youth meant that no one talked to Agata about what she should expect, how she should behave. She was essentially on her own, and though she wanted to get over the hurdle, she didn’t really know what lay on the other side. The contrast between the way this metamorphosis took place then and the way it unfolds now could not be more striking.24 Not only is the change slow and unformed these days, each step along the way is discussed and debated by parents in the company of their children.

Laura is about the same age as Agata, and she reflects the same intergenerational transition:

I had never been out from my parents’ house until the day I married. My daughters, they have become independent earlier. They come in, go out. To be truthful, I have envied that freedom. And it is not licentiousness, it is freedom. And I don’t think it is bad, eh? You must have the opportunity to choose. I think that young people now, you can choose much better than we could because you have other means that we didn’t have.

Laura had to contend with the traditional confinement of young women in Franco’s Spain; it was not entirely unlike the traditional Muslim world, in which the movements of girls are constrained by male authority.25 Whatever the limitations of the accordion family for Laura—as for Agata—the freedom modernity has bequeathed their daughters is almost miraculous.

Though older women see the modern world as a relief for the liberty it affords their daughters, this is not as much of a gender story as we might imagine. Men, too, felt the heel of authority at their backs in Franco’s Spain. They were freer to move around outside the house than women were, but they, too, were compelled to follow traditional conventions, including in marriage and fatherhood.

Juan Porta is a working-class father and husband in his mid-fifties. His life followed the predictable Spanish pattern of rural to urban migration. Growing up in a village, he worked as a sheepherder as a child before coming to Madrid at fifteen to begin working as a pastry maker. The job occupied Juan for decades and provided the wherewithal for him to marry at the age of twenty-two. Eventually, he brought his wife, Lidia, to Madrid, where they raised two daughters who still live at home. The parents do not try to push the girls into the mold that shaped Lidia’s life: no sex outside of marriage, early courtship and wedding, and motherhood soon after the marriage banns were signed. They are free to make their own choices, including the one that led them to stay at home.

Nonetheless, Juan worries that his daughters will never be able to afford an autonomous life. The cost of housing skyrocketed when Spain (like the United States) experienced a multiyear housing bubble. While the bubble has burst, housing is still prohibitively expensive. That burden, coupled with the difficulties the next generation is having finding work in a country with unemployment running at more than 20 percent, leaves Juan pessimistic about their futures. He understands why they can’t grow up like he did; the conditions simply are not the same:

The young these days, since they don’t have the means, they stay with their family, and so some are still there at thirty. They aren’t in any hurry, even if they have a boyfriend. [Back] in the seventies, if you had any problem with the company or with your boss, you just left and you could then work [somewhere else]. Right now, you can’t. If you work here, you work here, and if you don’t have a good relationship, the company sacks you and [it will be a long time] until you find a new job.

The lack of security his children face troubles Juan. At the same time, relative to the culture of his youth, where liberation from home was an almost desperate desire, he feels that mandate has diminished now. Without the sense of confinement that Spain’s young people felt in the 1970s, today’s youth experience less pressure to break away. They have less to free themselves from. “[Young people] have more freedom than in the past,” Juan explained. “So in certain respects things have advanced,” personal liberty is less constrained, hence continued dependence is not as limiting.

Spanish parents like Juan fear for the economic future of their children, as do American parents watching the unemployment numbers rise to heights not seen since the early 1980s. Yet on both sides of the Atlantic, they see virtue in the social changes that have brought boomer parents closer to their Gen-X kids. They can talk to one another in a fashion that was unknown in the past. This is particularly true in Spain, where a harsh kind of traditionalism prevailed long after it was swept away in other cultures.

Is Freedom Always Good?

Japanese parents don’t necessarily share this conviction. They are far more ambivalent about the consequences of this loosening of authority and diminishing distance. Is increased familiarity between parents and children necessarily a good thing? Or is there a good reason for generational distance? Instead of looking at the next generation as liberated and free, the Japanese worry instead that they are aimless and unworthy.26 This kind of adulthood is a symptom of dysfunction, a problem in search of a blameworthy party.

Kumi Sato, the sixty-one-year-old widow we met in chapter 1, has followed an unusual trajectory, taking over the family business after the death of her husband. Japanese women do not routinely reenter the workforce after they become mothers, much less widows. And when they do, it is rare to find them in an executive role. Kumi’s pathway was somewhat unorthodox from the beginning, for unlike most other Japanese girls, she left home in her teenage years to attend a sewing school, relying on her parents to send her money for her keep. However, when she was twenty years old, Kumi became an “office lady” for a large firm and became financially independent. As was the custom in her country, after she married, she quit her job. Because Yosimichi, Kumi’s husband, was the eldest son in his family, the new couple moved in with her in-laws, as was the custom. Kumi assumed the role of the dutiful daughter-in-law and mother (eventually) to three children.

It might be argued that Kumi herself knew little of real adulthood and lacks the legitimacy to criticize her son who is living at home since, with his part-time earnings, he can hardly do anything else. Yet Kumi sees herself as quite knowledgeable indeed, not only about the appropriate behavior for a real adult but for right conduct in general. She has always understood what society demands of people if they want respect from their families and community. This is what her son lacks, and this, she thinks, is her own fault:

When you are living with your parents, the rent is free [laughs], the food is free [laughs]. I take care of everything: laundry, clothing, food, and residence. In that way, my child has been indulged. Friends of my son [have come] to Tokyo from the provinces for work. They are independent. But not doing so and still staying at home means that my child is not fully independent. But the fact that I am allowing it to happen suggests laxness on the part of a parent [laughs].

All that laughter betrays nervousness about the decisions Kumi has made as a mother. Living in an agentic culture means that mistakes are, if not intentional errors, at least moral faults—the only real question is whose. Kumi seems to think the answer is clear: hers.

Natsuki Endo is a fifty-seven-year-old married woman who lives with her husband and three adult children in Hachioji City, a commuter town twenty-five miles west of Tokyo. Natsuki’s three children all live at home. Her son, age thirty, works at a publishing company. Her oldest daughter, twenty-eight, is a temp worker who has not been able to do better, even though she holds a bachelor’s degree. Her youngest daughter, twenty-six, is a freeter who graduated from vocational school, a stigmatized alternative in Japan.27 Natsuki does not think any of her children are truly admirable; instead they are stuck and growing older. “None of my children is adult yet,” she laughs. “They are not entirely independent financially, even if they contribute money a little. It’s not like they live on their own renting their apartment somewhere. So they are still children.”

Her critical attitude is widely shared in Japan, not just among parents in accordion families. Atsushi Etsuko, is the fifty-seven-year-old president of a subsidiary of a major Japanese trading company. He and his stay-at-home wife raised two sons. The oldest, now twenty-six, finished a master’s degree, while his younger brother, twenty-four, only went as far as earning a high school diploma. Both young men have landed “company jobs,” and neither of them lives at home. The Etsuko brothers have bucked the tide. Atsushi hopes they will start thinking about the next step in the march to adulthood, settling down to a life as family men, but for now he recognizes that their jobs and residential independence put them ahead of the pack. He isn’t impressed with the rest of that pack, wallowing in freeter jobs, spinning their wheels:

Marriage is perhaps the second biggest event in life; the biggest event for them is to give birth to children. I think women become full-fledged by this. On the other hand, for men having a job is very important as it leads to establishing the basis for life, even though it may seem important for them to enjoy their lives. Young men who are freeters now do not realize that. In that sense, both young men and women do not realize what is important for them yet. I feel that the ability to think through is becoming weaker among youth.

The current generation—his own children notwithstanding—comes up short compared to Atsushi’s generation. He was one of four children who worked hard to complete a university degree. He worked part time to pay for his tuition and commuted from home to save money. But by the time he graduated at the age of twenty-two, he was completely independent financially and landed a job that made that a permanent condition. His sons have followed fairly closely in his footsteps, and hence Atsushi has little to complain about from a personal standpoint. But he joins parents like Kumi, whose freeter children are such a worry to her, in critiquing the next generation. There is blame to spread around, even when it doesn’t apply to the person dishing it out.

The Japanese appear to be an exception to the growing cultural adjustment to delayed adulthood. They retain a strong normative sense of what is appropriate and what is deviant in the evolution from youth to adult. They simply do not like what they see.

American parents are more forgiving and more malleable in their expectations, particularly if they believe their own choices in life were more constrained than they would have liked. If their own affluence can buy their children more discretion, more time to reach the right landing spot, so much the better. William Rollo from Newton thinks it’s just fine for his son, John, to travel and become a cosmopolitan. He wants John to have advantages he didn’t have, including the freedom to sample alternative futures so that he is truly content with the choices he makes. That, after all, is what William says he has worked for, to give John options:

A lot of what he is doing is [trying] to understand what he would like to do for a living. I spent a lot of time doing what I have been doing for the last twenty-five years, and I probably would have liked to have done what I originally went to school for, and it didn’t work out, so I would like for him to find out for himself what he would like to do now and go ahead and do it.

That’s kind of why I am willing to let him go by not being as strict about paying his share. I continue to do what [I do for a living] in a large part because we wanted to live in a nice place for them to go to school and to help pay for their college education for both of [our sons]. I did that willingly; no one forced me to do it. When it comes down to the end, I think my biggest accomplishment was the kids I produced. I’m feeling that if they turned out OK, and I think they have, and I say that honestly.

Though William is a successful podiatrist, he came up from less elevated circumstances. He wasn’t poor, but he didn’t grow up in the kind of privilege he has conveyed to his kids. Giving them a boost, making sure that they will benefit from his hard work, is half the reason for being a parent in the first place. If that means protecting them from the pressures of the market through their twenties, then so be it. “My generation, whose parents grew up in the Depression and World War II,” William explains, “didn’t want to see their children having to live like [they did].” He adds:

I grew up in a little apartment, and I shared a room with my sister until I was like sixteen, and my sister was six years younger than me and we didn’t really have a bedroom. It’s nice that I give my kids more than what I had as a kid. At least in this society, every generation that comes after doesn’t want to work as hard as the generation before. Just like the generation before didn’t want to work as hard as the parents before them had to work.

Of course, not all middle-class parents can ensure their children want to follow in their footsteps. Some have to redefine what constitutes a respectable career to incorporate different pathways. Gary Mack went to law school and works as a computer network consultant. His son dropped out of the University of Massachusetts and wants to be a blacksmith. Gary explains:

I suppose there could be [a stigma] if people thought that a child living at home was living at home because they are just good-for-nothing leeches. Then there would be that, but there are plenty of other reasons why kids would live at home. If I knew of somebody whose kid was living with them at home, I would not at all think of it as stigmatizing. If I knew more about the family situation and I knew that the kid was a lazy, good-for-nothing leech then, yeah, but I wouldn’t have concluded that simply because they were living at home.

Gary’s son wants to live a solid life as a skilled blue-collar worker. And that’s just fine with Gary, even if it’s hard to explain to his neighbors. But a hard-working, gainfully employed man who can take care of his family—that’s a success story in his book. He is willing to support his son to underwrite that future.28

To be sure, not all Newton families find these arrangements easy to swallow. Teddy Yoo lives with his parents because he cannot afford the alternatives, but he is not happy about it. Teddy worked in a financial services firm as a customer service representative but lost that job. Perhaps because his living situation is forced by financial limitations, he casts his situation as a form of humiliation:

[Living at home] is a good thing monetarily but a bad thing spiritually. Because you are living in your parents’ household, and it’s their rules, and they have those silent and unspoken expectations of you.

Teddy’s distress is amplified by his complex relations with his immigrant parents. Tension between immigrants and their more assimilated children is common no matter what the national origin, but Teddy sees it as a rift specific to Asian parents, with their high expectations and strong sense of self-sacrifice on behalf of the next generation.29 He explains:

Living here is very spiritually deadening because my parents are your typical Asian parents. They support you financially but not emotionally. They say the right things, but they always had this expectation of me when I was a kid that I would be a doctor or a lawyer and you’re going to go to Harvard. And Asian parents are like that. Some Asian males say it’s the white mom. The white mom is someone that says: “Oh so what if you stole your boss’s car from work and totaled it? I still love you, and you are a great boy.” This is an exaggeration, [but it means that] the white mom will always be supportive no matter what and give you money no matter what.

Second-generation immigrants—those born in the United States of foreign-born parents—do not always experience the kind of conflict brewing in the Yoo household.30 Some are nostalgic for the close-knit, multigenerational household that was common in their parents’ lives in the old country, wherever it was to be found. When their own children boomerang back into the natal home, it feels like a throwback to an earlier era in their family history. Take Esther Goodman, a divorced mother living in Newton whose parents emigrated from Yugoslavia. With a son, daughter, and the daughter’s child living at home, she says:

I grew up in an extended family myself, so I am repeating that pattern in a way. It was my grandparents, parents, myself, and my sister living in a single-family home together. Despite the fact that after college I never considered returning home, the fact that my daughter and granddaughter are here is quite natural given the home that I grew up in. I was very close with my grandfather as a child, and I am having that sense with my granddaughter. There is that same availability of grandparents. That is part of the experience.

My granddaughter even said one day when she came home from kindergarten, “I really like living with you” or something like that. It had to do with other children in her class going on some long trip to visit a grandparent and how they didn’t get to see them that much and regretting that. She said, “I am really lucky that you live right here.” It’s a nice experience to watch her grow. I get a lot of pleasure watching my daughter and granddaughter together. I enjoy seeing them together and seeing that sweet interaction.

Elaine Mark is a Newton mother who grew up in Zimbabwe, where her Jewish family settled after World War II. Like Esther, she has fond feelings about accordion households. It feels to Elaine like part of the natural order of things:

I always went home when I was at a certain point and needing to make a decision for my next point in my own family. So I would go home, so I assumed that this was what everybody does. In Europe, for example, a lot of people never left home to go to college or university and assumed that is where you go and maybe get married and you go somewhere else. Here I think it is very strange that everybody goes away to live in a dorm at the university in the same city. That’s strange.

Conclusion

If adulthood was once a station in life, marked by cultural conventions of marriage, parenthood, and a “real job,” it has become something else in the globalized world we inhabit now. Adult children are migrating home or refraining from leaving in the first place, and there they stay for many years longer than was the case in most countries for decades. It is disruptive to our sense of social order to think of these stay-at-home thirty-year-olds as perpetual adolescents. And indeed, that is not how they describe their state of mind. They see themselves jumping over psychological barriers, feeling that they are taking greater responsibility for their actions than they did in those dreaded teen years. When a twentysomething claims to “feel like an adult,” we credit this as a meaningful assertion because they have captured something real: a sense of responsibility and increased mastery, a capacity to imagine a more defined future and plan for it, at least to a greater degree than was common in earlier stages of life.

Adults who came of age in an earlier era are not likely to think this is an adequate substitute for the real thing. But they are coconspirators in the effort to develop this psychological side. All too aware of how much harder it is to afford education and residential autonomy than it was back in the day, American parents join their Spanish counterparts in recognizing that life is simply more costly today, the job market is problematic, and all that combines to limit the capacity of their kids to do what they did in the distant past. Yet even in countries where cost isn’t the question—as is largely the case in Scandinavia—the spread of a “psychological theory” of adulthood is unmistakable. A secular trend is underway that removes the imperatives to leap status hurdles to get to the holy grail of adult respect. Instead, thinking more like a grown-up makes everyone feel like one, and that seems to be the consequence of the spread of accordion families.

The economic conditions that have made it so difficult for today’s young people to find a footing in the labor market, coupled with the emergence (and then collapse) of housing bubbles throughout the developed world, have conspired to make it financially difficult to be independent and all the more important for families to band together to pool their resources. Accordion families are, then, a natural response to economic insecurity, particularly in countries where the welfare state is weak and hence owner-occupied housing constitutes a critical private safety net. If multiple generations can pile into one house, the costs of housing per person decline at precisely the moment where earnings are stagnating or falling. It is an eminently sensible adaptation to growing inequality, the force of globalization, and the absence—in countries like Italy, Spain, Japan, and, to a degree, the United States—of supports like those routine in the Nordic countries. In Sweden and Denmark, where the residential independence of youth is practically a plank in the welfare state, we see virtually no evidence of accordion families. They exist only in the rural areas where the continuity of land ownership and management between generations is important.

Yet we must be cautious in assigning economic forces too much causal power in the emergence of the more subjective, psychological model of adulthood. For it appears to be robust in Scandinavia as well as Japan. Why? Residential independence in the Nordic world does not signal the kind of autonomy that full adulthood implies. Scandinavian youth are living on their own but are often in school for a longer period of time than any other part of the developed world.31 The average age of educational completions hovers around twenty-seven. Entry into the labor market in Finland averages about the same age. Marriage is increasingly unfashionable in the Nordic countries and when it happens tends to be very late indeed. The companion markers that once went together (residential independence, marriage, and parenthood) have come apart in the social democracies. The pattern produces independence without full adulthood.

Hence the feeling that you are a grown-up when you can convince yourself that, subjectively, you have “arrived” has permeated these societies as well. Money matters—but it is not the only constraint that encourages a psychological orientation toward maturity as opposed to the status transition model.

Where money really does matter, unassailably, is in the growth of the accordion family itself. The transition to adulthood—whether accompanied by residential independence or not—may be marked by a subjective orientation. But the formation of multigenerational households of the kind we have identified here is the consequence of market pitfalls.
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