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The only thing that consoles us for our miseries is distraction, yet that is the
greatest of our wretchednesses. Because that is what mainly prevents us from
thinking about ourselves and leads us imperceptibly to damnation. Without
it we should be bored, and boredom would force us to search for a firmer way
out, but distraction entertains us and leads us imperceptibly to death.
—Blaise Pascal

What do American emerging adults think and feel about the mass consumer
society in which they have grown up? Are they comfortable with mass consum-
erism? Do they like it? Or do they have concerns about the environmental
impact of mass consumerism or the misplaced values and priorities that some
critics see in consumer materialism? What role does the buying and consump-
tion of material things play in the lives, values, and goals of emerging adults
today? This chapter explores the place of mass consumerism and materialistic
visions of the good life among emerging adults. After a brief view of some survey
statistics, we explore in some depth today’s emerging adults’ views of mass con-
sumerism. In that discussion we focus on how critical or uncritical they are of
our culture of material consumption. We then shift to examine emerging adults’
outlooks on what makes for a good human life, and how material consumption
fits into that vision.

First, in our nationally representative telephone survey, we asked emerging
adults some questions about materialism and consumerism. The findings help to
provide a larger context for the analysis of our follow-up interviews with them.
Among emerging adults ages 18-23, 65 percent said that shopping and buying
things give them alot of pleasure. Fifty-four percent said that they would be hap-
pier if they could afford to buy more things. And 47 percent felt that the things
they own say a lot about how well they are doing in life. These are survey ques-
tions about which some respondents likely feel a social-desirability bias not to
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give answers that would make others view them as materialistic or shallow.
Nevertheless, between one-half to two-thirds of emerging adults said that
their well- bemg can be measured by what they own, that buying more things

_ would make them happler, and that they get a lot of pleasure simply from shop-

ping and buying things. A majority of emerging adults today thus appear quite
positively disposed to materialism and consumerism, at least as far as surveys
can measure that.

What about our in-person interviews? What did we learn there? Our discus-
sions with emerging adults focused on possible practical and moral questions
concerning mass consumerism. What do they think about the general topic of
shopping, buying, and consuming material things like clothes, cars, music, etc.?
How do they think or feel about the consumption of material products that
nearly all Americans engage in? Are there any limits to what people should pos-
sess? What are they, and why? What are reasor_lwg,l_)_lﬂem goals when it comes to
buying, owning, and consuming things in their own lives? What we found is that
few emerging adults expressed concerns about the potential limits or dilemmas
involved in a lifestyle devoted to boundless material consumption. Most are
either positive or neutral about mass consumer materialism. Only a few have

e

reservatlons or doubts.

""We went into this consumerism section of the interviews exp
_some emerging adults to display a helghtened awareness about environmental
problems associated with mass consumer economies. We thought we would
hear a variety of perspectives, including some “green” and “limits-to-growth”
viewpoints—especially since a sizeable proportion of those we interviewed are
in college. We expected at least some of them to speak critically about the
emptiness or dangers of all-out materialism, even if that talk was only rhetorical
banter for the sake of considering all possible sides. We also went into our inter-
views expecting to hear emerging adults talk about the political and military
complications of such dependence on foreign natural resources like oil. And we
m to empMportance of personal, inward, subjective, or
spiritual growth or richness over the material consumptions of products. But
Mt none of that. We actually started off in these discussions
very cautlously, determined not to be leading in these directions with our ques-
tions, since we assumed that many emerging adults would be primed to criticize
mass consumerism. But when we heard no such critiques, we began to press
harder. Soon we were nearly pushing the emerging adults we interviewed to

consider any plausible problematic side to mass consumerism, if they could.

ing at least

They could not.
Even when we started deliberately leading emerging adults to address such
questions, very few wanted to g0 there. Most emerging adults simply had very

little to say ‘that was critical, nor were : they worried or even much aware of the
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possible questions or concerns about mass consumerism, For the vast -majority,
mass consumerism was  good, end of story. Some others thought that mass con-

“sumerism may have some problems, they admitted, but none that they can
understand or that need to affect their own lifestyles and goals
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in life, or it may have some problems, though none that they can understand or
”ﬂc{fo“:ﬁﬂything about, and so therefore none with which they should be concerned.
Perfectly happy. Contemporary emerging adults are either true believers or ’
complacent conformists when it comes to mass consumerism. Most like shop-
ping and buying things. Most enjoy consuming products and services. It is the
way of life with which they are familiar and content. What problems with mass
consumerism could there be? This was the general outlook of emerging adults
“57 tass consumerism, But different individuals expressed it in slightly different
ways, emphasizing somewhat different themes, even if a good amount of overlap
among them is clear. One group was unabashedly enthusiastic about mass con-
sumerism. ‘They strongly emphasized its importance in driving the American

economy and improving people s way of hfe ‘One, for example, said about mass

Consumerism, “It’s important, keeps the economy going. Going into too much
tsim

debt is always a very negative thing. But you gotta do what you can, stimulate

everything.” Another argued:

-

Some people like that stuff, you know? The way I think about it is, I see
the people all going to the mall wasting their money. But then again, it’s
not like they can afford mansions, not like everyone can be Bill Gates.
So, lots of people get that simple pleasure in life, a lot of people’s plea-
sure in life derives from that consumerism. So, if you have to spend 70
hours a week in retail to afford that, I'm not really going to criticize.
Consumerism is good for the economy. |

Should there be any limits at all to what people consume? “No,” said one, “inour _
capitalist society, none. []ust] if you can afford it.” In response to those who
mlght say that materialism is bad for the environment, that mass consumerism
may reflect misplaced life priorities, or that it undermines relationships or spiri-
tual life, another emerging adult replied: - o

TheX re probably right. But at the same time I guess this is one place
where I'm just like, * 'Ihls is the world we live in, either get on board or

Captive to Consumerism 73

be unhappy.” I don’t really know what to tell you. I guess I just really
don’t agree with people who are like, “Let’s go granola” That’s really
unnecessary. You don’t have to live that way anymore. You have the
opportunity to live better. That's why your parents did what they could
for you, and their | parents did for them, is to give you this. We are -

improved. Be improved. Cea (KQ \

Here we find a vision for self-improvement, for _growth and transcendence
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beyond the old. But the improvement in this case does not concern self or morals

[Tep—

or social justice, but rather material lifestyles and personal consumption. Yet

another emerging adult we o interviewed reflected a similarly uncritical mentahty

I am the ultimate American when it comes to that, I mean, I got 500
bucksin my pocket one day, and two days later, 'm lookmg to make my
next 500. I spend my money, man [ am great for the economy. If I won
the lottery I would stimulate the economy on my own. Because I'spend

I spend
Likewise, this young man sees a synergy between the enjoyments of personal
consumption and the health of the natlonal economy T buy alot of movies and
CDs. Tjoke that is what T do, instead of 1 my friends who buy cigarettes and beer. I

dor’t know, whatever makes people happy—it’s like, our society is based on | BE Yé

buying stuff, so  I'guess it helps.” Does he think there should be any limits to what
people maybe should possess? “Again, to each his own. I don’t like buying a lot
of stuff, but if it makes you happy, that’s what your hobby is, and you can afford
1t§\vzhitever

Another set of emerging adults did not talk about helping the economy but
rather more individualistically about how shopping and consumerism, make
them feel good, help them be respected, and build self-confidence. Consnder the
followmg representative quote, for example: g) olle f\'(j e

It feels good to be able to get things that you want and you work for the
money. If you want something, you go get it. It makes your life more
comfortable and I guess it t just makes you feel good(ixbout
well. You want to get s some, you work for it and you can get it. I think it’s
a good thing to buy what you want if you work for it, because when you
work for something, then you gain that accomplishment, it’s not like you
were just given money, I want to get this, you know, I'll buy that. It’s like
you actually work for that thing so you feel that you deserve it, you earned
it. You earned that thing that you wanted. You weren't just given it,
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In response to the idea that a person might own 12 mansions and 20 cars,

another emerging adult said, “I think it’s kind of silly, but

Yet another said to a similar question, “I don’t really have any positive or negatxve

feelings towards the issue. People should get things if it works for them, if that’s

what they want.” So is any amount that people buy too much? “No. I don't feel

fike that. I think people should do what makes them 1happy” She then continued:

Z\)M\\MT &) A

I guess I don't really think about consumerism as far as its effects on ' >
society. I think I don't like to have too much stufflike clutter. 1 do  get rid
of stuff a lot. I like to shop. I'll be honest with you.Iama V\rgman Iwhhe &%‘{\‘1‘5’ f
to go shopplng [But] I don’t really think about Iongjterrn effects on = e W{F) ﬁﬁ‘
society and mass production and mass consumption.

Here working, earning, buying, and enjoying are key to achieving self-respect. In

this second case, consuming material goods is a basic source of personal happi-

ness and self-esteem. “Buying stuff really makes me happy.  know how bad that
peibshad

sounds, but serlously Why does that sound bad, we asked? “Because you

shouldn’t be that materialistic, youshouldn't define your happiness on the the things

that you have or want.” Why not’ What is wrong with that, we pressed?

Okay, when I'm having a bad day, a bad week, whatever, there is nothing
that makes me feel better about myself more than going and buying
myself a whole new wardrobe. I feel like a better person, I feel prettier, I
feel more intelligent sometlmes, I feel cleaner, it’s just a great feeling. I
Teel self-sufficient ‘cause I bought it on my own.

Fmally, another only qualified the “happy individual” criteria with her personal

problem with rich people who do not also give to those who have material needs:
( ‘P ~%
Ol
I'm definitely a consumer. I like to buy things. I like to have things. -
Yeah, I think it’s great, capitalism and giving consumers choices are all
good. I mean, you can have too many cars, too many boats, two planes,

P

which is kind of over the top. People can definitely get e excesswe inalot

Note that the last response does not actually answer the question asked, about
why being happy with shopping sounds bad, but rather ignores it and presents
more information ]ustlfylng the need to shop, Exchanges with other inter-
viewees were similar: “I love shopplng, Tlove music. I think it’s fine, You know,
maybe not necessary to buy a $10,000 purse or whatever, but 1 like shopplng,
can’t really go against it.” Does she think there are limits to what people should
possess? “I don’t know, I mean, if you want it, buy it. There’s certain things that
are just, I think, unnecessary. But, you know, if you think it's necessary in your,
life and you can afford it, more power to you,” Might mass consumption be
"destructive to society in any Way, we ask? “Ilove to shop. My sister doesn’t, I do.
I love to shop, I love going to the mall, I like buying things. I don’t consider
9 myself materialistic, I don’t depend on my material things to make myself whol

of ways. 'There is definitely a limit. But! it’s whatever makes 1akes you hagpy If a‘{hf"w }/
somebody needs all those things, then they need all those things. But i A
they’re not giving ing back to people who are more needy then, yeah, I've

got a problem with that. & )fﬂn 4\ n e L\\\ <

AN \ . am, but I do love to shop Again, the answer to whether mass consumption Yet even in this example, it’s still ultimately “whatever makes you happy.”
mlght be destructive is simply “Ilove to shop ’Ihe premise of the question itself As seen to some degree in earlier quotes, a large group of the emerging e
t s apparently inyisible. o adults—about one out of four we interviewed—also emphasize “whateverf {
'Y M«nﬁ‘smww.r ;
2 A third theme among emerging adults on the topic of mass consumerism is makes you happy,” but clearly added the qualification of “within your means
L the avoidance of making any evaluative judgments of anyone’s consumption £ Anybody can buy whatever they want, in other words, as long as they can afford

Trabits, It i entlrely an individual ;gatter)and should be driven by whatever e it. The only possible limit to mass consumption is the danger of consumers going dobs

makes-people happy. Thlnkmg collectively about these concerns.as.a society - - into too much debt. The standard line here is, essentially, as one emerging adult

is either inconceivable o' grtlmate It’s up to individual people. Consider, as : stated, “I'm not really concerned about mass consumption. If you have the
exariples, the followmg quotes. “I think everyone has what they like,” one young ' money, you can buy what you want in society” Another told us, “I don’t have any
woman declared. “ particular thoughts on that, not really. But I think sometimes it’s ridiculous how
‘/‘&f;‘ k ' much stutf costs, like $80 on a pair of shoes, it’s ]ust dun}h What, we asked
If you have a thousand shoes, that is all you. If you want a thousand about any possxble limits on consumption? “I"don’t think so. If you have the
shoes, cool, that is s all what you want. Ipersonally wouldn’t want a thou- ‘ money to buy it, regardless how I think about the product, you should still have
sand shoes, I love shoes, but I wouldn’t want that many because I don’t the right to buy it

value spending my money on that. But I don't want to ]udge someone Even emerging adults who complain about consumption fads in the end
else and say you can’ t or shouldn t have that T come back to the issue of purchasing power, as in the following quote: “A lot of

e A DR SRR
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people focus on material things, me included. We look at labels, as far as what

one person, this celebrity, wears I want to wear. Alot of people pay attention to

material objects and name brands and stuff” So are there any limits, we asked, to

what people should possess? “I don’t think that there are any 11m1ts As long as

you can afford it. People talk, you know, ‘You shouldn’t buy this, you shouldn’t

»\ N buy that,’ but if you've been successful and well enough off, I think that you
Nﬁ o Yshould éndulge  yourself” It is not only upper-middle-class emerging adults ‘who
Pl NS think that 1 money }ustlﬁes consumption. Emerging adults who are just struggling

)

il to get by financially also share the same view: “I wish I had more money, no, I
have a really hard time. Me and my husband have been trying to be really good,
but it’s gotten to the point now where I feel bad like if I go even to Wal-Mart to
buy me a shirt; but if I go out and buy my kids stuff, I don’t feel as bad like that”
Does she think there are any limits to what people should possess? “I think if you

i

have the money, you can own whatever you want.”
“it%s not only that money can purchase anything you desire. Some emerging
adults, including the woman quoted above, seem to assume that humans can

consume endlessly, since, they believe, if a product is man-made, then it can be

remade mﬁmtely
15’—‘;}“[" ..lg\ '\
f;,;.;;;"};;n“ *" Tdsayifyou got the money, get it. Just don’t go invest all your time and
SN money in materialistic stuff, because there is always going to be some-

thlng newer and better. If you can afford it, go ahead and get it.  don’t
really too much worry about massive consumption because, if you can
buy it, then I am pretty sure that it was made by man, so it can be made
again. Unless it’s like gas, ‘cause like | I know; the oil is runmng out or
‘whatever and so, thats like halfway made by man—they turn it from -

petroleum into gas. . But see now w they’re making cars that don'’t even

have to run off of gas. So ]ust park 1t in your garage: and plug it in.
Natural resources are apparently endless, and when they are not, technological
developments will overcome our limitations. Therefore, the only factor r that mat-
tersis “if y ifyou ‘got the money” " Similarly, this emerging adult explained, “If you
have the meaii € Rave what you need and some of what you want, I don’t think
there’s alimit, that's fine. Like nobody’s limiting Donald Trump from buying this
state [New York], but he has the means to have the things that he needs and the
luxury of having things that he wants.” Are there any potential problems, then,
when it comes to the topic of mass consumerism?

I do think there’s too much jealousy when people are like, “Well, she got
a Range Rover for her 16th birthday and all I got was my brother’s old
Camry,” you know something like that. I think that’s the problem, when
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people start being jealous of people who are more fortunate. There’s
alvvays gonna be jealousy. I'm not trying to say that it’s gonna be like
everybody is, “I'm happy with my beat-up old car with no windshield.”
But I think everyone just needs to accept what they have or strive for
better or they just nee ) complalmng]

Again, any problems that might exist—other than a possible inability to afford
things—has to do with individual attitudes. People should either live within {(
their means or try to increase their means—and avoid jealousy and envy. L

Another variant on the common “mass consumerism is completely fine” {t}/< !rmg
theme emphasizes theGnewtabxhty of materialism and mass consumption. These |y, e
emerging adults are Tess Likely to think that mass consumerism is necessarily a 06 )
good thing. They do not evaluate it with the same positive zeal as some of their ~leen
peers quoted above. But they do think that it is necessary to the func_t_mmng of SN
our economy and thus an inevitable part of hf t we ought o accept an
if we can. One, for example, ‘observed, “I think that's in my everyday fife, s0 T -
don’t know about the topic but it’s in everybody’s everyday life. I don’t know.”
Another sa1d “Um, it’s capltahsm{ kmd of a way of life. It's [laughing] kind of

survive.” Yet another said, “I don t know if this is ]ust nalve, but I think somebody
is makmg it, so it’s kind of good, they have a job because of it. Somebody’s

making that car, wherever it’s being made, they have a job, they’re earning money
hopefully. I don’t know, I guess that one is a little too big for me.” Still another
explained how consumer spending was necessary for the economy:

After learning a little bit about economics, see, it’s a good thing. In high |
school economics I learned about gross domestic product. Bas1cally,
the more people spend, the better the economy. The economy is like a
bathtub with three faucets. The blggest faucet is consumer spending.
[Another] one’s government spending, and the other one is, I think,
business spending. ‘Then there are three drains. One goes back to con-
sumer spending, the other goes to the government, and the other is per-
sonal savings. So in a recession the problem is people holdmg onto thelr

spend money to put more into the bathtub to h help the economy

Finally, this emerging adult acknowledged that a lot of consumerism wastes
money but s justified anyway because it creates ;obs and makes people happy I

really help out the economy, But it does give jobs to people based on money, s0
that's good. I see people buying frivolous things [and wonder] why would you
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waste your money on that? But, 1f that s gomg to make them happy, I suppose

starv But no, there shouldn't be restrictions” But, we pressed rmght all of
‘this material consumption be bad for the planet? “It’s probably not good, [but]

you're not going to change how people are.” In short, mass consumerism is

' part of an immutable way of life and individuals operating as consumers within

the system have no responsibilities to consider other than their own desires
and happiness.

Another small group of those we interviewed expressed no problem w1th
mass consumerlsm per se, but said they wished that(wealthy people‘yvould be

s 1n their voluntary financial g glvmg to the needy. Thé following
is view was expressed by an emerging adult woman:

I go back and forth on that. On the one hand, you know, capitalism, you
get what you can, which I am all about, you work hard and you get the
-+ benefits. But I think you have some responsibility when being well-off
1" to help those who aren't. If you look at Bill' and Melinda Gates, no one
cares that they own a huge place, because they have done so much good
and people think they deserve their place. Which I think is fine. They
take so much responsibility for people, and I think that’s amazing, like
if they wanted to, they could own everything, but they choose to do
good, which I think is the ideal for people.

Likewise, this one mentioned—in the course of describing her own excessive
shopping and expanding wardrobe—the importance of the wealthy ‘giving back”
Oh mylord, I have an addiction to shopping lately that’s developed ever
since I started workmg in retail, and it's gotten bad. I think that we are

definitely a consumer nation. It can become a problem, I don’t know, I
think that when you really look at it on the grander scale it’s probably
really detrimental. But it’s doing wonders for my closet [laughs]! But I
do think too much wealth is outrageous, and I really do think that it's
1mportant to  give back [to the needy].

How, we asked, would someone know that they have too much money or too
1d she rephedklaughlng

Inconsequential concerns, So So far, the slightly different approaches named above,
which are all essentially quite content&«uth mass consumerism, account for 61
percent of our 1nterv1ewed emerging adults. Another 30.percent, equally
male and female, fall into the category of expressmg?\some concerns gbout mass
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consumerism but thinking that they can do nothing about it. In the end, mass
consumerism remains in place and their lives remain unchanged With these
people, then, we begin to hear some critiques of mass consumerism, but nothing |
that makes any difference in the end, They suspect that there is probably some-
thxng wrong with excessive material consumption. But they do not fully under-
stand what that might be; they tend to think that whatever might be wrong is.
someone else’s behavior or attitude; and they are not a ‘ually aﬁ'ected much if at
all in their own consumption behaviors.”

One version of this general outlook focuses on something being wrong with
people owning too many 1 material possessions. Typical of this position is the

‘statement “I think sometimes people are ridiculous with what they buy, but if

that's what they want to 5 do and they have ‘the money and they worked for it,
that s thelr choice.” This evaluation moves us a bit beyond the “perhaps unneces-
sary or “a little snlly mentloned by the prevrous group toward a more overtly
usually explained. And oftén the perceived t bem efits of mass consumensm n to the
economy are injected into conversations here as well. But s somethmg about own-
ing too much does seem to bother some emerging adults, though rarely enough
that it makes any difference in their own lives. In any case, like the previous
group, these emerging adults think that each individual is only responsible for
and accountable to themselves for what y buy and own——nobody can say
anythlng to or about anyone else. For instance, one said, ° ‘1 do believe there is
stich a thing as excess material possessions. But am I the one to judge how much
someone shoild Faves No. I think some people just overdo it, if people are
buying stuff to make themselves happy then I think that there’s something a little
off” Part of what is going on here is emerging adult ambivalence of thlnkmg other
people sometimes consume too much, while also wanting to be able to buy a lot
of things themselves, as with this case:

If someone has too much money or too many houses? Yes, I think there
should be a hmlt, because some people have five houses and mllhons of

balance. I'd actually like to have ﬁve houses, I'd like to have that, I don’t
know, I think that’s a little too ‘much. I'd like to have a nice large house,
be financially comfortable, have maybe | two cars, ]ets, a boat Imean] d

{-@'W‘ a4, Wfs&g D’@;
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should be hmlts, but I don’t know.
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And this:

I think we are an overly materialistic society. At the same time, I like
new thirigs. It’s tough because I do enjoy having new things. I think it’s
also very important to sustain a strong economy just from a political
standpoint. At the same time, from a religious standpoint, I've got to be
wary of material [things] or being overly materialistic. I mean, I feel like
such a hypocrite talking about this, but I do see definite problems with
how consumer centered our society has become, that’s mostly the con-
sumer part of it but the disposable part of that consumerism, you know,
people keep a cell phone for six months and then trash it for no good
reason, it’s just out of control. There're definitely negative impacts from

that on Countries and on the env1ronment whatever, on ourselves even.
ButI think, again, I mean, I enjoy the act of shopping, I enjoy being able
to purchase things that I want. So, I dont know. But I think there’s a

Pomt where it gets out of hand. T ,.;2{« t’Lﬁ\w’ﬁW+ 8“‘\- )M ( __»b

This mildly conflicted viewpoint of both believing that Americans are too mate-
rialistic and Teeling the personal desire to enjoy materialism are expressed well
by this emerging adult:

I'm probably somewhere in the middle on consuming, I do think
that there’s just too much stuff. We buy too much and make too
much, but it makes the world turn better and then people get paid
and have jobs because we buy too much stuff. I don’t know. Yeah, we
should buy less stuff. But it’s not going to happen. So I'll keep buying
niy "§4 coffees from Starbucks and, you know, I'd be in a $60 jeans
from Abercrombie that I don’t really need but really want and just go
home with.

In short, this group of emerging adults responds: sure, there may be problems,
however vague my understanding of them is, but nothlng is going to change,
so go out and enjoy spending money. Central to their 1nab111ty to envision

any change in our mass consumerist way of life are three key assumptions

of liberal individualism\ The first ‘1s that everyone, 1nc1ud1ng the rich, has
falrly earned their money through hard work. Th second s that no person

or society has the r1ght to impose any external restnctlons on any other indi-

e motives, w;’ 1ch | ultindately o cannot - be denied or deterred All three

et

of those assumptions are evident in this e emerging adults uncertain assess-
ment of mass consumerism:
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I think there should be limits to what people possess, but there are
people out there who work harder than others. It’s almost like, how is
that fair if we say there’s a limit on what you can own? There are some
things that we hear people buy are kinda ridiculous, like a $20 million
yacht. It’s like something that you use once a year, maybe, and you say,
“Oh, okay, that seems a little odd.” But, yeah, it seems unfair to put
limits and say, “Hey, you can’t buy that” But at the same time, too,
there is a reason that some of them have that money, because they have'
worked harder. They have earned their way to get all of that riches and -
stuff. It’s like how can we,mdon t have it, say, “You can’t get that”
You know, if he really wants that, then, you know, that’s what he’s

gonna get:

Another told us, “I don’t know, we're a consumer society [laughs]. I guess ideally
I would like a very socialist society where everybody sort of shares everything
but T guess I couldn’t place a threshold. Certain things just seem ridiculous to
me, when people own so much or have so much money who don’t think that
they can just live kind of regularly” But greater moderation or equality are ideals
that will never be realized.

Among these emerging adults, some others tend to worry about the relation-
ship of mass consumerism to human happiness. A few emerging adults suggest
that material possessions are simply unable to provide people with happiness, as
in this case: “I think people are so miserable in their lives that they’re trying to
buy happiness, and the advert1s1ng and marketing people get rich off of the un-
happmess and msecunty of people They sell an image people want $o they buy
and buy and buy in a desperate attempt to fill a gaping hole of miserable cyni-
cism.” Still, this problem with happiness is conceived as one that concerrﬁ;g‘tn@
individuals, not the one speaking. Another emerging adult talked about people
workmg ]obs that makmhappy in order to be able to afford the consumer

purchases they want:

We're definitely a materialistic society and the average American usu-
ally is a consumer. We're all consumers, technically. That’s what gets to
me sometimes. I work eight hours inside a building. I don’t think
human beings were meant to do that, sit inside for eight hours and
just move your hands. That seems so terrible. It doesn’t have anything
to do with hunter-gatherer survival, basic survival. So it feels like
sometimes we're just wasting our lives away, just so we can _buy that
new car, new house, kind of thmg We work to live in this country. If

Ry

you 1 don’t work you're going to have a terrlble life, living on the street

kind of thing. @@@ | @ Lgk = R k
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. cerns about the misplaced priority of seeking happiness through shopping itself:

~

MC@M

e

P\
RYYSs v)eﬂ&"‘

V\sald T would like to have a house, a car, the American drean-{
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So does he think consumerism ought to have any limits? “There areg\t any limits,
you have, hey, more power to you, kind of thing. Go for it.This sante person also
kind of thing, just
. a set-up job, decent pay kind of thing” Fmally, one emerging adult voiced con-

not really. I mean in a capitalistic society you just want to{get ahealln/so the more

I think about it, because some people buy things unnecessarily. Like,
I've met people that are buying underwear or shoes because theéy didn’t
feel like looking for or washing their own clothes. That’s ridiculous to
me. I personally get what I want. Like, I've had my Air Nikes, my
uptowns for almost two;r‘earm; now. But I don’t really wear them that
much and they’re in good condition. So there’s no need for me to buy

one every summer, just so they can shine when the sun hits it. That’s

how I feel about it. Some people will just buy because they like buying
or because they’re having a sale or whatever, so they shop.

A related issue that some emerging adults voiced, echoing a theme above,
concerns mass consumerism’s ab111ty to tempt some people into hvmg beyond

therrmm_eans ‘This is a stronger response than the “a as long as you can afford it”
"idea we heard above. One, for instance, emphasized paying bills before going out

to buy a new car:

I guess if you can own it and comfortably support yourself, fine. I think
you shouldn’t be buying thmgs if you need to spend your money on
. more important things. Like you Tshouldn’t be buylng a car if you already

VM Rave Tike bills you need to pay or something. You don’t need like 12 man- _

Lf?\)\p \u» L sions, that’s excessrve, certamly excessive. But I don’t feel they should be

W%

hrmted because ‘although it’s selfish and greedy, I don’t believe it's our
nght to be able to like tell them what to do with their money.

“To each his own,” said another. “To some people shopping is their thing, but I
think you have to be very careful with that, like, I mean frivolous and just
throwing money away, just be careful, you know. On the one hand, I feel like if
it’s your money, you made it, you should be able to do what you want to with it.

But I also think someone has to hold someone accountable, you know, you need

to be cautious with what you buy” Af the same time, this s person wants to be able

to buy whatever he decides he wants to buy:
(-

For myself, I want to be basically ﬁnanc1ally able to do what I want.
If something came up, my famlly members needed somethmg, bemg

Nt o
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able to help them. Married. Kids. You know. Luxury isn’t necessary.
able to help them —uxury isnt necess:
What’s most important to me is, if I wanted to, is to be able to go out
1~‘f”°50ats, so 1 wouldn't buy a boat. But if I wanted to, th;? would be
more 1mp0rtant

Another set of emerging adults worry some about the problem of inequality
when it comes to consuming material goods. But again, their individualistic
assumptions ultimately make inequality impossible to address. And they
personally do not worry enough about it to make any changes in their own lives
or to work on changing social structures. Usually, concerns about inequality of

e A

consumption are framed in extreme terms, as with this comparison of people

e

with 100 pairs of shoes and those with none:

I see myself as someone who loves to shop. But I also recognize that
I need to be careful with that. I own more things than I need, and really
need to be able to part with a lot of things. There’s a lot of people who
need shoes and I have over 100 pairs that I don’t need. So yeah, I am
worried about how Consuming we are as a society, but not worried

N RS

enough to change my ways yet.

Likewise, this emerging adult used the idea of 15 pairs of sunglasses to illustrate
her point: “I deﬁmtely feel hke(@pend way too much time and effort in
buying thmgs for themselves and don't really take a step back and think, like, ) you
don’t really@eed)ls pairs of sunglasses. You could give that money to something
else. I really think that people have definitely lost their priorities.” In theory, the
following emerging adult thinks helping homeless people is more important
than buying new shoes. But in the end those kinds of calculations prove difficult
to make, given individualistic assumptions about never limiting individuals and
people’s absolute right to the money they earned through hard work:

Oh, I'm sure there is alimit. But, I don’t really know how to put alimit on
anybody. I even have close friends who sure spend alot of money. I guess
probably where it becomes a problem is where if you don’t pay your bills.
Or if you were standing in front of a home_lggg  person who can’t eat and
youd rather buy those shoes. I mean, people work hard for things and
you should be a good financial steward, but I don’t know where to put

that line on other people.  know that I have lines that I draw. b ‘ﬂ(@ AL & (

This emerging adult thought it was crazy—although also legitimate—to splurge

f W\
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on nice clothes when others have a hard time buying food:
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People that go out and spend a thousand dollars on clothes are absolutely
crazy, and I don’t plan on doing that anytime soon. If it makes them
happy, they’ re' crazﬁ but they can go ahead and do that if they can afford
it, since I've known people that do that and then end up in trouble later.
Just the whole idea of being able to go and spend a couple thousand
dollars on clothes in one shopping experience when other people are
having problems buymg grocenes, just that whole concept is crazy. forme.

So what, we asked should they do with money instead? * Whatever they want to. -
Imean, I think it’s ‘E_g‘y for them to do that, but if they enjoy it and they want to,
they can.” Again, consumerism is critiqued here, but the problem with it resides
not in the larger system or culture but in other individuals who are excessive in
their consumption. ——

A few other emerging adults mentioned—and usually only mentioned, with-
out elaborating—some concerns about the negative environmental | impacts of

mass consumerism. But again, they do not think they can do anythmg about

g il

_it. One, for example, mentioned the environment in a discussion that wove in

multiple themes noted above:

I have a particularly negative attitude towards commercialism overall,

Y% S\ ‘(\/V‘]ust because I'm not a big shopper and I just think it's very wasteful. It's

NV

great for the economy, but it’s very wasteful. I don't think it's right Tor
someone to have like 30 airplanes and five Hummers, or whatever. But
I thinkit’s their right to do that. T would disagree with it, but I'm not too
wgfrmlmeglmt it. I'm just worried about the repercussions of the envi-
ronment and things like that. But for people’s personal lives, I think it
can transform people into more consuming beings, but, as much as I

dislike that, I don’t have a problem with it.

Another spoke of environmental concerns, but mostly to point out that they are
tney are,

(inconvenient and nobody is doing much about them:

'The more you buy, the world is getting worse and environmentally
we're not really doing anything big to change it, because it’s kind of
inconvenient I guess to do anything about it. Eventually we're going to
- have to, but I think right now everybody is just like, “That will happen

PR \f !}hkﬁ\’\ "'/iOO years from now, so why even worry about it kmd of thing?"—

keeping their heads in the sand kind of thing.”

This emerging adult suggested that he is not concerned with the environment,
although it could become “a little more important”:
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Talking about the environment and stuff like that or what? I mean, not
really, honestly, I don’t really have too many concerns with things.
When it comes to environment, I think that could be a little more
important when it comes to that, I guess. Not consuming too much,
recycling, reusing, and all that stuff.

AT s WA

Likewise, this emerging adult thinks, wonders, and worries about environmental
issues, but in the end is not concerned because “it will all get sorted out™:

Sometimes I think about mass consumption. Sometimes I wonder. It
seems like so many companies are making things that really aren’t worth
having, like why does the company make that? It’s just one more thing
to be bought and thrown away, because it’s not going to work once you
get home. Sometimes I worry about that. Like all the money that must
go into that. And then where does all this stuff get disposed to? I'n{ sure
all of that will get sorted out. It does not keep me up at night. But I think
about it.

In addition, one emerging adult voiced a concern about the possibility of the
exploitation of labor in a globalized economy.

RPURRLES

I don’t know, consuming is good for the economy. I don’t like to do it
but it’s fine if people want to do that. I'm more concerned with the pro-
duction end, the way things are produced. Unfortunately, in order to
have a moving economy you got to produce things with cheaper labor
and sometimes internationally exploit. 'm concerned about the exploi-
tation factor. But I think material consumptlon 1s, on a whole, good. It
helps. Again, the whole consumerism thing is kmd of ridiculous, but it’s
part of what makes this country, that people go S out and buy ten pairs of
shoes in a three-year span, and if they have the money to do that then
they can do it, unfortunately. I do not have the set limit on what people

should buy, but if you have ten houses, that’s too much. 54 vt I LS &
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What we have found so far is, first, that 61 percent of emerging adults we
interviewed have no problems or concerns with American materialism and mass
consumerism, Thesé erierging adults are essentially quite happy with our social
system of shoppmg, buying, consuming, and disposing. Second, another 30 per-

cent of emerging adults mention certain concerns about mass consumensm, but

none they think they can ao anythxhg ahm ut and none that especially affects how

they personally think or live. Whatever poss1b1e problems may be out there, they
do not keep ‘them up at night” In either case, it is hard to criticize others for

A
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overconsumption when you yourself enjoy shopping and want to be able to buy
anything you might want in the future.

Structuring and governing the outlooks of nearly all of the 91 percent of
interviewed emerging adults represented above is the donﬂniiﬁmra-

( dlg%l oi‘(hberal 1nd1v1duahsm\ In this outlook, individuals are autonomous units
who act and choose -independently of each other. Meritocracy ensures that
people earn what they deserve, so those with abundance are entitled to dlspose
of their wealth exactly as they pfé?se, however excessive or crazy it may be.
Beople can hold personal opinions about what is good and right for others to
consume, but they have no right to voice these opmlons———who are they to say?—
much less to have them place limits on anyone else. Almost in 1r_}f£1_1_e_e2p_l_)lg___are
notions like a common good, human interdependence, systemic reform, or vol-
untarily embraced cultural alternatives of visions of the good life and society. All v Al
that society is, apparently, is a collection of autonomous 1nd1v1duals who are out
to enjoy life. The idea of people' changing their own hfestyles orof mobilizing for
“collective social or economic change is nearly unimaginable. Individuals can
make their own choices and should not spend beyond their means. But individ-
uals cannot really influence other people or make a difference in the larger world.

“That is beyond them. Some may be aware of problems of waste, mequahty, envi-
ronmental degradation, the exploitation of overseas labor, or misplaced life
values and priorities. But there is nothing to be done about those. They are
beyond individual control, so they will either work themselves out or will simply
impose their negative effects in due time.

Criticism and consumer choice. The vast majority of American emerging adults,
then, have few or no problems with materialistic mass consumption, at least of
the kind that make any difference. But there was a smaller minority of emerging
adults who did, in fact, voice some real concerns that, at least for a few, appear to
make a small difference in their lives. These concerns did not focus on inequality,
the exploitation of overseas labor, or misplaced life values and priorities. They
nearly all addressed instead problems around the environmental impact of mass
consumerism and waste, This is the minority of emerglng adults that is at all
tuned into the negative impacts of excessive consumption on the environment
or other aspects of life. And at least a few of them actually try to live personal
lifestyles that somewhat reflect those concerns. What that mostly consisted of,
however, is their exercising individual consumer choice: shopping in thrift
stores, not going to the mall, or generally buying fewer things than they might
otherwise purchase—nothing too drastic. This more critical group represents 9
percent of all the emerging adults we interviewed, and is split evenly among men
and women. The proportion of those, however, who mentioned that these prob-
lems actually affect their personal behaviors is much smaller than that—perhaps
only a few | percent ‘of all those we 1nterv1ewed Tn any case, their comments on

V»\ fk eb e(\(\g(\a \*C { ‘I\w\Q’FC\XIﬂ\g l(@ __S <\sNE

Captive to Consumerism 87

these matters are worth examining, to get a flavor of what somewhat more
critical emerging adults sound like.
One emerging adult told us,

I'm sort of an environmentally conscious person, sort of opposed to
overconsumption, mostly because of the waste that itbgenerates. People
are very quick to just replace things and use nonrenewable resources
instead of fixing their stuff, they’ll just throw it away and get a new one.
Or on a different scale, clothes, they go out and buy lots of clothes,
which I sort of do too.

e

Did he think there are limits to what people should possess? “I think so. Like, I'm
not a fan of couples with no children having 12-room houses. So I guess there is
like a limit and I feel like sometimes you can redirect the money to something

more 1mportant » And how does someone know ‘what the hmlt is? “What you

2 nranas AT B Fon s

trulyv d. Not necessarily like you should live with the bare minimum of need,
but if you’re comfortable, then you don’t necessarily need like a sixth car kind of
thing” Whether this particular emerging adult actually limits hls own consump-

tlon, he "did not say. Another emerging adult spoke similarly: W e« Owi
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I think our society is far toorrnaterlahstlathat there’s a lot of problems
with it. It’s not something that’s sustainable. Environmentally, we live in
away that’s kind of selfish, taken against the world backdrop, and people
put a lot of their personal happiness and satisfaction in life on material
acquisitions, things that they’ve got. And I don’t think that ultimately

makes people any happier. M,V‘(ﬁiw ¢ .
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For a few, as in the following case, traveling overseas opened their eyes to new

perspectives:

I can compare German to American society, and say that rampant mate-
rialism is a problem in the United States. People become more and
more concerned with the distractions in life, the iPhones, MTV, pop
music, sports, all this. When I was in Germany, I felt it was a very
healthy society. Every person walking down the street, regardless of
their profession, would be able to talk to you about German classical &
music or literature. I don’t think that’s the case in the United States. I
don't kiow if that's a problem or not, but, being abroad myself, I see it

as a problem.

What, then, should Americans do about that?
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I really believe that people should understand personally w
need, instead of feeling they need something because somebody else
says so.| Advertising} is a really disgusting thing in our society, we're
constantly bombarded by things, magazines and product placement.
You see this beautiful person wearing a Polo shirt and so you feel you

V\/OL e needto go buy it. Obviously, as an economist you hope the American

spendifig machine continues, Because it creates a higher standard of
living. But you go to a place Tike Germany, which is a wealthy country,
and people there are mostly concerned about what they need on a
day-to-day basis, clothing, foodkfrlet_}gmsulyﬂp )Sometimes I think mate-

7. rial goods become a substitute for basic needs, and that’s kind of what's

£,

contributing to the sickness in American society.

Again, however, this emerging adult did not talk about anything specifically
different in his own life. The implication seems to be that greater awareness will
make the difference. Another emerging adult also emphasized the importance of
awareness and education:

I see nothing wrong with having material things, ‘cause it’s what we do,
we like to have things. The key lies in realizing that th:;’reﬂ;hgt ‘Thaterial
things and they mean nothing to you, they’re just things. So to value
interpersonal relatlonshlps, to value yourself and life instead of putting
your life in your car, job, or big-screen TV, I think that’s wrmhﬁcgl&us Itd
be better if we lived in a more recycling culture and actuallyTlsmg
things, rather than just throwing them out when we’re done. I think
that’s contributing to what’s destroying the environment and not

appreciating it.

Do you think, we asked, there should be limits to what people own? “I don’t

“ think there should be limits. I think people should just be educated about their

actions and about what happens when you throw out that TV or watch TV all
day, you know, just understand what they’re getting themselves into.”

Another emerging adult emphasized the importance of not shopping too
much and not letting possessions “go to yo head.” He explained: “Sometimes I
y, my friends went to the big mall

buy into consumerism, mostly I don’t. Rec
around here and invited me, and either I'm seriously too tired or I just can’t get
excited to go buy clothes and get tons of stuff. I never have been, because when I
get tons of stuff I never get around to using it all, if I buy a lot and never use it,
what’s the point of buying it in the first place?” And what of his more general
view of mass consumption?
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I think it’s wasteful. And too much stuff can go to your head and make,
you think you're important when really you re ]ust the same as. every-
body else Over time you're probably never gonna wear all the clothes
"you buy, never gonna play all the video games, so if you keep it to almost
a minimalist type of stance, just try to do what you think you can or
would want to do or buy, I think that’s all you should do.

So what are his views about placing limits on acquiring possessions? “I think
there should be limits, livinga comfortable hfe, sure, that’s the beauty of being an
American as far as liberty in this country involves. But too much stuff is just
gonna go to your head in the end. That'’s where rehglous charities and stuff come
into play, where you can donate part of your money.” Thus, even those who
express concerns about excessive consumerism are reluctant to do anythlng that

mlght challenge a comfortable life, as this same person explalned
conpriable.

I'dlike to live in the future a comfortable hfe, get married and have some
kids eventually, be comfortable with my job. I think just 11v1ng a comfort-
able but not overexcessive hfe is deﬁmtely reasonable I mean, look what

e SR LR AN,

consumption. Yeah, too much can seriously go  to your head not that
you should give away all your possessions and live on the streets, but you
should definitely still have a comfortable life, but not overexcessive.

N DT 2 it ST S T

Thus, many of the emerging adults who are the most critical of mass consum-
erism, including the following one, recurrently focus on being practical by
buying useful products in moderation: “I think you should buy what you need
and stick with it. If you enj%l_girgor:n activity and you need equipment for that,
then do it. Don't gef realljthard core’and greedy about it, just get what you need
and just be happy.” Again, we asked, what makes something “hard .C.PJEI’ Where
should one drawithe line? -

~1> ‘&u% be. ﬂf@c P

Ifyou have things you bought on a whim but don’t use ever, I think that
is where I would draw the line. And I have stuffmthalt_go. You should
definitely think about it before you buy it, like, “Do you need it? Yes.
Okay. Go for it.” Or do you only just want it? Are you going to use it
more than once or twice? If not, then, okay. That was fun. Toss it in the
garbage or let it sit in the closet and collect dust for two years, and then
you find it again you're like, hmm, I don’t need this.

For nearly all of the most critical emerging adults, we see, the primary if not
exclusive solution to the problem is becoming a more discriminating consumer

R \(\wc;mzljrmﬁg
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and getting rid of excess possessions. One, for instance, who was one of the very
fewwho mentioned any of this fostering any changes in their personal lives, said:

We waste alot. I don’t necessarily think you should have only one out-
fit. But I think a lot of people are oblivious about how much they really

Captive to Consumerism 91

because my mother is a stock person, but my father and I are not, so we
try as hard as we can to not accumulate stuff. I moved from my little
apartment, packed everything up, and it all fit in the back of my dad’s
truck, and I like that.

do consume. I watched a documentary about how much we throw
away, which was challenging to change our minds and make different
decisions, which I try to incorporate it in my life. I catch myself throwing
away a can or buying something that I really didn’t need. It’s hard to get
away from in our society, but I do wish it was something that would
change. Our world is not going to last very long if we keep throwing all
this junk on it. A lot of young people have never known anything else
[than materialism] and it seems like it could define you these days,
whether you have the Gucci handbag or from Kmart. It's sad how
important brand names have become.

_____

know that I can place ‘numbers on “This is okay,’ ut this is ridiculous’ It’s a prob-
lem I guess in terms of the environment, but people are now learning not to buy
stuff and that's interesting, like you don’t see hardly anybody with giant SUVs

anymore! ” What possessions does she need, then, to be happy? NBb \n“TCMr‘:a

I don’t need a whole lot to be happy now. You want to have a roof over
your head, to have a car, to have Internet. You need to have Internet,
that’s just, there’s just no other way. Like your house is not really actu-
ally a habitable house if it doesn't have Internet You could Tive without

She herself tries to recycle cans, buy less, and not be controlled by the power of
name brands. Other than that, she only wishes things would change and feels sad
about the state of things. Similarly, this young man has translated his concerns
into efforts to buy clothes at thrift stores:

water or trash, but not without Internet. nght now my boyfriend and I
have a blg-screen TV and satellite and we have nice > computers, so We

have everything that personally I need to make me happy ez LY b e bt
ything that p Y Lwrng Wy e

I definitely think mass consumption is a problem. ‘Right now in the
ocean there’sa pile of trash the size of Texas that has all gathered because
the way the currents go, it all goes in one spot the size of Texas. That’s
not cool. I'm not a fan of trash everywhere, and especially in my city, I
see things dumped all over the place, and this is the only place we have,
so it'd be nice if we tried and kept it looking nice. But I definitely shop

at thrift stores and stuff, ‘cause there’s definitely overproductlon, over-

e——— A

consumption, over-everything. Then people buy lots and Iots of thlngs
tmy don’t need, and then they don’t understand why gas is so
expensive. All “this stuff is shipped here in huge tankers that use gas,
that’s why. :

Emerging adults have a difficult time seeing anything wrong with hlgh -tech
communication and entertainment gadgets. To them, the Internet is a basic

necess1ty1 But, again, being aware and making responsible consumer choices—

[N

while acknowledglng the importance of strong consumer spending for “the
economy "—is the heart of environmentally conscious emerging adults’ strategy

for countering the negative effects of mass consumerism, as this one explained:

It’s not okay to hurt the environment, we shouldn’t build things that
destroy habitats. We should protect habitats when we build new devel-

opments. But consumerism keeps the economy going. It’s a helpful
thing that we're such mass . consumers, we need to bquth@ to help
stimulate the economy, so it’s a good thmg to ‘buy, actually. We need it
for our economy. But, yes, there also seems to be a climate shift going

on, it’s not necessarily global warming. But the fact is nobody can

The mildly evaluative language here—such as “not cool” and “not a fan"—is not
very pointed. But, unlike most emerging adults, at least this person has modi-
fied his behavior in some specific way. Important to some critical emerging
adults, too, is reducing the amount of possessions one owns, as this young
woman explains:

I think Americans have this way of buying a lot more stuff than they
really need. I've tried not to do that. My parents’ house is full of stuff

change the entire economy, so the only thing we can do is know what
we're doing when we buy things and be aware of the choices we make,
to not make consumer choices that are going to harm the entire human
population.

Very few emerging adults could or would see possibilities beyond being “aware” and
careful in consumer purchases. Only one who we interviewed directly criticized
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massive wealth and income inequality in America as it affects people’s ability to

consume too much:

Even if Bill Gates had given half his money to charity, he still has too
much. I thmk that some people have way too much money. And what

i do yo heed all that for? Nobody needs to be a millionaire or even
; e

earning a high hundred thousand. Why do you need to live any higher
than middle class? Like why can’t everybody have the same amount of
money and just be happy with a nice house and a yard and a pool? That’s
j, o8 what my family has, right? I don’t need any more than that, 'm never
gonna have more than that. I'm gonna have a nice house, a car, and a
sweet T'V and that’s it. Like, my family doesn’t make a ton of money and
I still have enough to afford a nice CD collection. Why do you need
millions of dollars or even $400,0002 That's too much money, in my
opinion. People make like hundreds of millions of dollars, that's gross.

Extremely few emerging adults would go that far, to challenge absolute differ-
ences in wealth among Americans, to suggest that there might be a cap on the
,, top income earned. That is a somewhat radical view that violates the assump-
¢, tions of liberal individualism, as described above. At themar
from clear that he has any specific plan or proposal in mind to reduce income
inequality and excessive consumption, or that this view affects his own life i in
any challenging way. What might be done to curtail the excesses of wealth, he
does not say. Meanwhile, even he hopes to enjoy a comfortable middle-class

hfestyle—to have a nice house, acar,a sweet TV and a mce CD collection.
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Visions of Ideal Lifestyles

In the next set of questions in our interviews with emerging adults we addressed
the issue of what makes for a good life when it comes to lifestyle and goals
involving the ownership ‘of material possessions. Specifically, we asked, “What s
your idea of a ‘good life’ when it comes to the ideal kind of lifestyle you might
have? What are your goals when it comes to buymg, owning, and consuming
in your Tife—or maybe living modestly or simply?” Few emerging adults we
interviewed took us up on the * hv1ng modestly or simply” possibility. Again,
few express interests or purposes or goals that are dramatlcally unlike that of
securing material security and comfort for themselves and their families. The
vast majority of emerging adults once more came out strongly in favor of a finan-
c1a11y’unconstramed materially comfortable lifestyle spent by them and their
“Families Eonsummg a variety of rewardlng goods, services, and | experiences.

]
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Material comfort, security, family, and happiness. When asked about what
makes a good life in terms of an “ideal kind of lifestyle” and about goals when it
comes to “buying, owning, and consuming,” most emerging adults expressed
some variant of this answer: “A family, a nice car, nice house, my own practice, be
happy, stuff like that” Such r"és.ﬁ;ses were remarkably similar across sex, race,

‘and social class. What nearly all emerging adults want and expect out of life

when it comes to buying, owning, and consuming is to be financially and mate-
rlally comfortable. Emerging adults elaborated this outlook in a variety of ways:

et oy

Have a nice house that belongs to me. Have a nice, reliable, dependable
vehicle. Have something to play with on the weekends, maybe a a boatyqt...
tour-wheeler, or a bike or whatever. And be able to provide for the
fam1}_y, and, basically, the best way to put it is, 'm comfortable T'm not

struggling, I'm not rolling in money, but I'm comfortable Somethlng
could happen tomorrow, put a little bit back [mto savi s] I'm OK.

P ]

And:

I guess I'd like to have nice  things, I don’t know, I wouldn't really need
them but I'm not going to say that if there’s a sale that I don't spend
money that I shouldn’t. I definitely want to be comfortable. I want to
have a house and a car and that stuff. My parents ]ust bought a boat,
which now I think is a nice addition [laughs]. So I think I deﬁmtely
want to be comfortable
Most, though not all, emerging adults describing their ideal, materially comfort-
able lives usually deny an interest in becoming super rich. Many appear to think
that wanting to be rich might be too greedy and that it comes with troubles ofiits
own, as this one explains: “I don’t want to hurt for anything, don’t want to
struggle. But, I don’t want to be so wealthy that I have to worry about robbers
and stuff like that. I just want to be okay in life, I guess, I'm the kind of person
that just wants a middle-class kind of life.” Another said, “I want to have a nice
car, Iwant to have a boat. Those are things I want to have later on in life,  toys, b _tw
nothlng in excess. T'mean, it’s it’s whatever makes you happy.” Yet another spoke
along these Tines of balancing enjc enjoying the kind of job they want with the impera-
tives of material comfort:

Lo TR “

I think ideally I would have a job that would allow me to, you know, be
able to explore the outdoors, like rock climbing, hlkmg, ‘camping, that
sort of thing. Twould have a job that would let mé do that as well as
travel and do missions work. And, you know; also live a comfortable life
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inahouse, but it doesn't have to be like 5,000 square feet for two people.
You know, just a decent living where Tnever want for anythmg but

something comfortable, not necessarlly depnvmg myself of anythlng

s EVEY- SRRSO

Others, however, such as this one, are more explicit about wanting a clearly
upper-middle-class status: “Comfortable lifestyle, obv1ously married, to be able

to educate my kids. I want to earn, between me and my wife, Qt (16ast pquarter of
NS LT e it

cemasmabi s s

a million dollars a year. That’s a number, I guess, I'd be satisfied with mm
that” Sl others who come from somewhat lower social classes express lower
expectations, but still focus their goals primarily on financial and material com-
fort and security. One, for instance, told us, “I like what my family has now,
except for our house would be fixed up and everything pald off and that would
be the good life. T don’t need anything more than that” Another said,

I'd like to have a house and, like I said, a decently, a car that the sérvice
engine light doesn’t come on every five blocks. What I want most in my

] \@Q\Qw W future is stability, to be stable. I want to have somewhere that I call a

| "; \ ¢ home and, you know, probably take up a hobby or two, and, materialis-

Al <\{\/; {\UY[\ ' \ “tically speaking, I wouldn’t mind some kitchen gadgets, washer and
ec

dryer, matching dining room set, a nice TV, maybe—well I have a nice
TV now but I want like |nicer]. T

PR

In either case, most tend to emphas1ze financial security as part of the expected

picture: “Having no mortgage, making sure you're secure, if something bad hap-

_pens, you have some type of savings to help you out, or making sure if you have a
kid youcan take care of them, provide. I guess just being financially stable is my one
big goal.’ In some cases, as with the following, “security” includes the idea of family

stability along with material comfort, with both being kept in a ]ud1c1ous balance:

To have a nice home, to be relatively comfortable, I don’t have to have,
like, fancy whatever. I mean, if I can still provide security for my family
and myself and my future, then hey, good on it. I'd much rather have a
small house and be happ1ly married and kids than have, like, a McMan-

smn \and be tw1ce dlvorced

Even so, the ideal here clearly involves both family happiness and material com-
fort and security. Then again, some emerging adults are not shy about expressing
their larger material ambitions. One, for example, told us:

A good life for me would be to have more than enough money than I

actually need and hve hke a kld the rest of f my | hfe That would be my
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little heaven in today’s reality. Yeah, it’s consuming a lot of stuff; but at
the same time, if you can afford it, what is money anyway? Money is

N ST
meant to be spent, so why not? You only live once, and if you have the

chance to live iny excess, why not?
(S o Noseselh?

What about any concerns this emerging adult may have about potential prob-
lems in mass consumerism?

I think it’s hypocritical by a lot of people, just because if they had the
money, woumly spend it on all the stuff that sounds righteous?
Come “ome on, this is the world. Everyone is human. If you had that kind of
money you dme samat s what I think, especially
with the spending money. It’s there for you. If there was $1 million on
this table, I would be flipping out right now.

Another described the kind of life he would like as “bemg able to spend and do
whatever you want.”

I'mean, that’s nothing I would ever achieve unless I win the lottery. But,
you know, if I could have $5 million, that would be amazing. That’s a
good life. Iwould be happym go on vacation two or three times
ayear, send my kids to private school, never have to worry about paying

_bills. T guess if I reached a point of never having to worry about afford-
ing a house, cars, and paying my mortgage and paying my bills, then I'll
be happy.

What, we asked more specifically, would be his ideal life scenario?

Finish top of my class first year, transfer to NYU or Columbia, land a

job at a big law firm after the three years and then work at one of those

big law firms for a few years, find my way into the sports entertainment
industry being an agent. Meet a girl somewhere along the way and love,

you know, who knows what Iove is these days? Be a sports agent and
accumulate 50 much money that I could become a high school basket- \ ¥
baﬂ-‘oach and spend time with my kids and | my famlly I

Some emerging adults refer specifically to their own “American dream”:
et

[

Realistically, a good life would be a house, a big yard, and a dog and you
know, what is it? 2.5 kids or whatever. A A husband, a kid or two, two

vehicles and that’s it, it's my American dream and to have a good )ob
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and you know, be able to afford insurance and not struggle, and I don't
care about being wealthy, I just want to be comfortable.

Being materially comfortable is a key element in most emerging adults’ life goals.
This can mean different things to different people, but for some it means a solidly
upper-middle-class lifestyle, as this one expressed: “Ideally I would just like to
have what I would say is comfortable for me, which I guess you would define as
an upper-middle-class existence, of course, and bemg able to afford things for my
family and my kids, and not really have money bean 1ssue, is really what I'd like.
That’s what I hope for” Most also expect that their material comforts will only

increase as they grow older:
-

Now, just nice clothes, Iwould say. The car doesn’t matter to me because
my car is all right, but I'd say clothes. Eventually, I want to live in a big
house and have a really good car, that’s why I'm going through college
s . )

to get a job, so I can get these things I haven't had.

Another told us:

I'would like in my life to have a house, houses in multiple countries, be
well enough off to be able to do that, to be able to go on trips, have enough

LYo’ &s/‘ &Oumoney solcanbe e generous and donate money, and also be well enough

%{)

'\,AAJ‘W&
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- e V\‘QM}) 7" off, 1 guess, say wealthy, that I can travel and do things I want to do, and

involve my family. Also have a car that Ilike. I guess some material objects,
yes. Where I've come from is a very materialistic area, I had a lot of com-
petition in high school about whose dad made what, whose parents drove
what ca, what youd buy, what clothing brand you wore, everythmg

One emerging adult woman finishing college at an Ivy League school observed
this about her peers:

You have people that opt for the money, specifically, investment
bankers. They’re going to be working 80 to 100 hours a week and they
had internships from the previous summers living in New York. You
ask, “So how'd you like it?” They say, “I hated it.” And then, “So why are
you doing it?” They answer, “’Cause I get paid over $100,000 a year,’
and then, “but you know drains me out.” They get two weeks of vaca-
tion a year, which they don’t take because they don t want to fall behind.
So they are accumulatlng money. What are they getting out of it? They
really have no answer for that question. But money, everybody needs

money. That's a big factor in how you live your life.

s s
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This emerging adult is rather unique among her generation for her critical aware-
ness of the emptiness of living only for money. But in the end she does not offer
an alterna“tilave, and she herself is moving along a similar kind of career develop-
men»t?f)‘;tﬁh as the peers she describes.

l A handful of somewhat alternative vmces} A few of the emerging adults we inter-
viewed did make an effort to speak about simplicity or moderation of material
consumption or of giving money away generously, although they usually also
mixed those themes with other thoughts of greater comfort or luxury. One, for
example, spoke about both possibly bemg satisfied with the material basics in

life as well as k:eilﬁﬁ_nanc1ally“mecure and b ‘being interested in owning a luxury

sports car:
It would really be nice to have food, shelter, clothing and transporta-
tion, that would be really nice. But I guess if I can’t have those things,
there are some people who are happy without them. But for a good life,
no debt, maybe a mortgage, but I would love to pay it off soon and not
have that. I would say live modestly within my means. And no sports
car, although a Lexus IS would be so sweet [laughs].

Another talked about the importance of family and relaxation, as well as her lack
of interest in accumulating a lot of material possessions, within the context of her

simultaneous concern with financial security and material comfort:

I really would like to be financially secure when I'm older and not have
to worry about making mortgage payments or even my kids or anything
along those lines. But I do think it’s important to balance getting every-
thing you need financially and enjoying your family and taking time off
to relax. Because you only have one life so you have to en)oy to the ful-
Test. As far as shopping, I really don’t want a ton of things. I'm very mini-
malistic. We just cleaned our house and I threw out everything. I don’t
like a lot of things around. So I don’t want multiple houses. I would
rather just keep it to the bare minimupm, things that I'll use but not a ton
of other th‘i;ngs.

With this kind of material moderation, one house will suffice. The Iarger point 1:1«&&)
to enjoy life to the fullest, which the narrow pursuit of material things can D\O%

obstruct. Finally, one emerging adult dreamed a bit about not only being finan-

cially comfortable but also havmg enough money to give to chanty (;S((\ﬂ'i\ 1S 2D
o chanth 1%

My ideal life would just be like financially being comfortable and nof _
having to worry about paying bills and things like that, and being able
.- Aot/
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to buy:things when I need them. I don’t know. Actually, preferably I'd
:like to have alot of money and be able to give it away, that would be my
-+ ideal life, would be like belng able to donate to charities or even create
charities. But I guess in terms of hke matenal things, just having like ©a
good-sized house but not like] too blg"\but comfortable.

e

Another small number of emerging adults, particularly some from less well-to-do
backgrounds, spoke more single-mindedly about the virtues of living simply or
modestly, which is all they desire. One young woman said that all she wanted
was “a house, somewhere to stay, you know, something to drive and a family. I
want just a little, small house, something simple” A young man told us, “I don’t
need a huge house; Iknow that I can’t afford a big huge house right now. Maybe
eventually [I'll get one], but it really doesn’t matter to me if I have a mansion or
if I have just a ranch somewhere” One spoke of his interest in downsizing his
housing even now: “We're going to sell this house when we leave and hopefully
move into a two-bedroom apartment that’s small, because this is way too much.

We have too much room and we don’t do anything with it and that’s wastgfyl 7
The same person also expressed relatively modest retirement dreafis: “Our goals
when we retire, we want to have a house somewhere, wherever we decide to put
our roots in and hang out there for a while, until our son is out of the house and,

if we have any more kids, they’re out of the house. Probably then just buy a little
house in the mountains and then get an RV and travel around, but that’s really it”

SRR W AT

Another emphasmed the importance of hvmg within his means:

I think there are more ways to be happy than to buy things. I learned
this from my parents, but I live under my means. We don’t have a huge
house, we buy only the size that we need, I'm not going to go out and
buy a Jaguar or use money for that, I don’t want to be one of those
people who buys a huge house and has a huge mortgage they can’t pay
off and an expensive car and then they can’t pay for their kid to go to
college. That s where [ am.

ey

Another likewise told us:

You know I wouldn't say I have to have something to be happy. I could
ride a bike to work if I needed, I could get by without the truck. There’s
things that make you happy, just normal, and I enjoy them, like my nice
‘clean apartment, I mean I enjoy things. But I think even without all that
I'would still be happy. I don’t think material possessions make a person
happy, if you have a productive job, a productive relationship, then the

material things just help that out. Buf'if fyou replace negative feelings
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with your job or with material things, then that’s not going to make you
happy at all.

The number of emerging adults who spoke in terms of moderation and content;
ment like this was very s small however.

" Besides these, only a "small handful of other emerging adults expressed any

kind of genuinely different vision for what a good life would be for them. One
rare example talked about the importance of music, agriculture, community, and
relatlonshlps in life:

o

As long as I have my music equipment, someday I'd like to own a
house, whatever kind of house that may be. Really I'd like to be able to

work the land, get involved with a small group ¢ of people to be part of a s RVaS)

TR s il ;

commumty, "and just be content. I don't have too ‘many huge hopes. I
don’t want to be a millionaire. If that were to happen then that'd be an
interesting life, but I try and keep my dreams real. I want to be able to
do my music. Ilike to be part of nature and have my frlends, and some-

b'od I lo e.

Another talked about her life goal of working in academia and of interests in
socially responsible consumption:

I'want to be a professor. So having a job in academia is something that’s
important to me in terms of having a good life. But that’s not a material
possession. I don’t expect more than a professor’s salary. I think that
that would be fine for me, having a place to live, having a means of trans-
portation, being able to be able to have enough money to make choices
about how I spend my money, in the sense that I really like > organic food‘
and I like buying falr—trade' clothes and stuff when I go out shopplng,'

but that’s just like a2 more expenswe, it’s almost like a luxury to be (’ :\\ i ”%’ ooV
able to do that. So being able to do that. Like, I don't really want a lot \g’?‘ {

and I actually don't like big houses. I don't think they’re cozy and they &

»:3

waste a lot of energy and that kind of stuff. AWOQ‘\M\ O&Z@;S(\Qh; (\ﬁM\é“S

Even in this case, however, having a decent salary and financial discretion in pur-
chases is definitely a priority. Another emerging adult talked about the central

goal of being happy, content, and having good friends and an enjoyable atmo-
sphere in life:

Money would be nice, but to me it’s not everything. For my personal
lifestyle, I just want to be somewhere where I'm happy. Like, if I end up
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living in this little shack and have not much to my name, I'm happy
because I have good friends, and I'm in like a nice enjoyable atmo-
sphere, then I consider that a good life. If your idea of being happy

means having a lot of material possessions, fine, do what you please.
But for me, it’s ;ust as Iong as ] am content with where I am in life, it’s
07823 am confe

Likewise, this young man said the good life would involve family, farming, and

self-sufficiency: é&f‘ﬂ ( \‘Mﬂk\ﬁ&dﬁl L‘{ N4 >

If I didn’t have a truck, a drum set, if I didn’t have anything but the
clothes on me, it’s fine. Like 1 said, material stuff doesn’t really bother
me that much. My ideal situation would be probably having a little

house, a garden, yeah, just, you know, havmg a family, I guess. I don't
really want a lot of stuff, so maybe just like a 2 little he house, little garden,
grow some stuff. Like a farm, so I could literally be self- sufficient. I
could grow everything I need, I Wom have to buy it from anybody
That'd bé nice. 20 \"(“'\ ’

. Finally, one emerging adult told us, “I think it would be really cool if I could live

e

NS 4 » out of a backpack and be comfortable, so that’s what I think I would aspire to.

ButT'don’t know if I can achieve that” But, again, these most distinctively alter-
native views of the good life are rare. Very few emerging adults spoke like this.
Instead, again, the typical viewpoint sounded more like this: I would like to have
a house, a car, the American dream kind of thing, just a set-up job, decent pay
kind of thing. That is absclutely how the vast majority of emerging adults think
about a good life, living well, and being happy.

For the most part, then, in thinking about what a good life is, about what their
own well-lived lives should look like, when it comes specifically to buying, own-
mg, and consuming, emerging adults did not think very expansively or critically
or creatively. Nearly all focus on a certain version of the standard middle- or
upper-middle-class dream that is centered not only on family but also on finan-
cial security and material comfort and consumptlon

An Aside on Ripple Effects in Higher Education

What we observe in this chapter about emerging adults’ captivity to consum-
erism and materialism is connected, we think, to a loss of vision and under-
standing of the most important value and purpose of hlgher educatlon We step
aside here to briefly note that loss. U]tlmately, society should invest in higher
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education because of the rich intellectual and personal development it fosters—
and for the richer qualitiés of life réaped as a result by students and their families,
workplaces, political communities, places of worship, and other people and
social institutions whose lives they touch. Higher education serves a crucial

et i3 oAt S ST BRIt

}common good fln fostering breadth, depth, complexity, and richness in all

"dimensions of social, cultural, political, and economic life. What is ultimately
the most important question about college education is, therefore, not what
students can “do with it,” in immediate and practical terms, but rather what
college education does o its students deeply and broadly. It is about expanding
people’s horizons and depths of understandmg, engaging students with the big
questions that matter most in life, giving them tools to think and Tearn and com-

mumcate welI and p passmg g on the richness of scientific and humanistic i inquiry

and understandlng

The most important payoffs of college education do not concern career pro-
motions and hlgher salaries. They have to do with forming thoughtful critical,
appreciative, careful, capable, and interesting family members, neighbors, citi-
zens, workers, leaders, teachers, artists, researchers, and friends. In short, the
truly important product of higher education is better people, not bigger promo-
tions and paychecks. That is in part because better people—broadly defined—
help over the long run to produce better lives, better politics, better cultures,
(genuinely) better economies, better societies. This is the real value and purpose
of higher education at its best. And it is the job of leaders of colleges and univer-
sities to be making this case continually to prospective and current students,
parents, faculty, trustees, alumni, legislatures, secondary-school educators, and
the general public. Unfortunately, this is also an understanding of higher educa-
tion that precious few emergmg adults today : 8rasp or value—ln large measure,

this vision. The humanities especially are being marginalized, despite their cen-
tral, long-term importance (at least when conceptualized and taught well) in
strengthening the fabric of democracy.? As a result, nearly all emerging adults
now assume a very different view of higher education.

Most, though not all, emerging adults believe in the importance of finishing
hiMml and getting a college education. Large numbers want to do well in
school, go to college, get a degree, and put it to good use. But for most, th_
reasons they value college séem to have little to do with the broadly humanistic
vision of higher education described above. Rather, their motivations have
almost entirely to do with the instrumental advantages it produces for them as
competitive individuals—as well as the fun they want to have while in college.
What really matters to emerging adults is getting the credits, earning the diploma,
and becommg certified as a college-educated person 50 that they can get a better
job, earn more money, and become a good salary earner and supporter ofa

b e S A AT
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materially comfortable and secure life. Not very many emerging adults talk
about the intrinsic enrichment of an education, of the personal broadening and

deepening of one’s understanding and appreciation of life and the world that
expansive learning affords. Few emerging adults talk about the value of a broad
education for shaping people into informed and responsible citizens in civic life,
for producing members and leaders of society who can work together toward
the common good. An articulation of an understanding of the enduring worth of
a broad liberal arts education for the development of people and the sustaining
of good, humanistic societies is rarely heard among this age group. For most,

instead, higher education is good—besides, again, the fun one can have in

college—Dbecause it promises to help secure for individuals more rewarding jobs,
higher income, and, thus, greater expected personal prospects for material and psy-

oA e ey ETEOS T

chological well-being, security, and happiness. For some, that means actually
learning specific information and skills. One emerging adult, for gxample, said,

“Right now I'm studying marketing, but I think I am going to change it to finance
and accounting, so anything in business really. Because business is a very solid

thing, businesses are going to be around for a long time. There will always be jobs,

and Ilike math, so, accounting” For others, higher education is just so many formal
but substantlvely meaningless hoops to have to jump through, whether in class-

L —

rooms of over the Internet. Thus, another emerging adult, for instance, told us:”

Once I did find a job [I realized] it would be so much easier to do well
if I did have a degree, just because of the way access is given people.
People just recognize you more if you have a degree. That’s why I de-
cided to go back to school. But really, my heart is in the work that I do.
IfI didn’t need to be in school, I wouldn't.

Either way, those who can afford college are mostly happy to do it, because of the
instrumental goods it will deliver to them as individuals. As one respondent
said, “So many people are out of jobs and losing their houses, it’s really kinda bad
around here, so that’s a reason why Iwant to go to school, so I can make sure I get
at leas adecent job.”

S—

“There is, of course, Egtl}_lhqg‘_wrong with some young people never going to
Colli.gi at all—college is not for everyone.’ And among those who do go into

“higher education; there s also obviously nothing wrong with young people get-
ting the training, credentials, and skills needed to secure jobs that will contribute

to living good lives. But any college or university training and education that
does take place we believe needs to happen within a larger context of broad
personal and intellectual(d c‘{evelo“"'inent 3des1gned to help challenge and enrich

e, and society might look like—visions which

232N

! make jobs themselves even worth doing and life itself genuinely good and worth
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living. Our observation, however, is that such an expansive understanding of the
true value and purpose of higher education is disappearing—it has, in fact,
nearly disappeared among college-age American youth today. That is not pri-
marily the fault of the youth. It is partly the fault of too many leaders in higher
education losing sight of the best vision. Taking its place instead is a culture and
system of higher education driven by individual careerism and pragmatic instru-
mentalism. And this is accelerated by shrinking public support for higher educa-
tion, the growth of private big-money influences and corporate interests, the
demands of “the Economy,” and—behind much of this—the imperatives of
materialistic mass consumerism. If this is correct, then these changes rep}e;e;lt
the massive loss of a profoundly rich educational herltage, an erosion, if not col-
Tapse, of the intellectual foundations justifying liberal, humanistic edieation;
atid the certain diminishment of the guality of personal; ¢altural, and social life

in America for decades to come.

What, Finally, Is a Good Life?

Lastly, and returning to our main theme, in the concluding section of our
in-depth, personal interview discussions—Ilong after we had discussed consum-
erism and ideal lifestyles, on which we just reported—we approached the matter
of materialism and mass consumerism with emerging adults somewhat less
directly, by asking the question “What, ultimately, do you want to get out oflife?

What would 11v1ng a ‘good life’ look like to you? ‘What is it that you really want to
bt e
accomplish or experlence in your life before it’s all over?” People throughout

Qe

history have of course wrestled with these blg questlons ‘and have come up with
a variety of answers. Some say the good life is one spent in pursuit of moral vir-
tues. Others say the good life involves exploring the vast wonders of nature and
the dlver51ty of human cultures to the fullest. Some talk of developmg the full

vammassroaiy,
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potent1al of one’s personal gifts, talents, and abilities. Yet others s believe a good
life means learnmg control 6ver one’s individual desires, impulses, and passions.
Still others emphas1ie the importance of loving relationships in family and
among friends. And then again, some view the good life as one of love and jus-
tice before God. However the views vary, by most accounts offered by the people
generally considered the wisest among us, the good life involves some kind of

RS T AT e,

transcendence beyond one’s own self. To live a good life, in other words, means

seenoens )

progressmg on some kind of journey to become something more that what we
already are. It means realizing some higher purpose or value, often of a personal
and perhaps even spiritual nature. To five a truly good life, in short, entails
engagmg with some important reality beyond oneself and transforming oneself

v

in a way that siikiances morahty, understandmg, or 1mportant relatlonshlps
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* We did not focus the thinking of the emerging adults who we interviewed in
this section specifically on consumerism or materialism. The topic here was
rather their broadest views of what makes for a good life, of what they them-
selves ultimately want to get out of life. We also had by this latter section of the
interviews already discussed their views of consumerism and materialism, so
they may have also been ready not to reengage those topics, in order to avoid
being repetitive. What they had to say in this section as a result tended to be

somewhat broader and more diverse than what they said in the previous section

about consumerism and materialism—as we would expect. Even so, when asked
about a “good lifg” broadly conceived and what they want to achieve in life, the
ideas of material success, financial stability, not having to worry about money,

being successful in work, being able to provide for family, and having money to
spend on valuable experiences and products were expressed again s significant
themes in the majority of their answers, Thus, even when emerging adults are
not directly asked about these subjects, for most, financial success, material
acquisition, and consumer enjoyment surface as impc;;fént ideas deﬁnimt
makes for a good life and goals to achieve.

To get a larger perspective, we must see that nearly all emerging adults,
when asked about their views of a good life and what they ultimately want to
get out of their own lives, gave answers that mixed together a lot of different
kinds of ideas, interests, and values. Rarely did they report only one goal or
‘isi(_).llf?‘rf. 8,9.9511{{?; Instead, most g:aves~ome combination of concerns:T;f(e

having families, enjoying friends, traveling and experiencing the world, being
happy, being financially stable and secure, enjoying the fruits of work, and

enjoying material possessions, being a positive influence on others, and
achieving in education and career. The most frequently mentioned of these
ideas—voiced by about 60 percent of those we interviewed-—concerns close

r‘;eflaat“i_qﬁr}wsl}_l;i_ps»:ﬂ»getting married, having children, and enjoying good friends.

They said things like “just [having] a full, happy family,” “being with the person
Ilove,” “rais[ing] healthy children,” and “hav[ing] great friends.” Many of these
explicitly mentioned wanting to avoid getting divorced—not saying that they
want to get married but rather “just staying married” As an aside, some
emerging adults spoke of marriage and family not in terms of their loving and
caring for other people—as most did—but rather as-others loving and takiné

care of @Ez:.One, for instance, said, “I'd like to have had a wife that loves me
agﬂ kl(}ﬁ that admired me.” Another observed about his goal of marrlgge, “Tfeel
like that is sgmethigg that qul”c“l: really fulfill me”” Yet another said, “I want to
have the most loving, caring wife.” Somé'éﬁ{effzging adults thus seem subtly to
look to marriage and family more for what it can do for them than for the care
they can invest into the others who they love—an approach that hardly seems

conducive to achieving marital success. T
e . . e A e st 1o D
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In any case, seldom did anyone we interviewed mention family alone as
defining their vision of what they ultimately want to get out of or accomplish in
life. Usually, marriage and family were combined with a few other goals, values,
and interests. Often, however, these were stated in quite vague terms. Among the

about 40 percent of emerging adults we interviewed who mentioned their desire (o
to travel, for example, one told us, “I would love to travel and meet different b \MA ©
people” Another, who was among the roughly 40 pefggmo also talked about b \
wanting to “be happy;” said things like “When I'm older I just want to stillﬁf@?_l)
(gii‘;ﬁabout everything” and “Happy. I don’t want to be depressed. About one- ,\(\‘ o
quarter of the emerging adults we interviewed spoke of wanting to help others or \\(\J\ &

of being a positive influence in others’ lives—as with this one: I would like to
have'some positive influence on something, whether that be people or dogs or

B L. P

babies of I don't know,}omething, somewhere, some kind of positive influence.” 4

Roughly'one in five mentioned developing theif own careers, reaching educa-
tional goals, or learning some skills or knowledge as part of their hoped-for good
life. Thus, one said, “I'd like to make a mark [in some industry]. I kind of crave

2

attention, in that I really want to make a mark that’s noticeable.” Much smaller
minorities of emerging adults expressed other elements of their views of a good
life. Eleven percent mentioned wanting not to have any regrets at the end of their

lives, of making the most of all of their life opportunities. “I don’t want to have

any regrets, but I know there will be some. I want to get everything T want, to d‘;) Wt

)

\\ o~

éverything I want to do”” Nine percent, as in the following example, spoke of K’{ '

knowing God or making God proud, deepening their life of faith, or being more
religious: “I want God to be satisfied with what I did and for him to look back
and say, “Well done. I'm proud of you.” About § percent talked about an interest
in creating art, performing music, or making films and so being acknowledged
LI . . . ; ;
( by oti_l}% for their creative works. Two percent mentioned being physically

healthy or having a healthy family. Two percent talked about becoming a better 2%

person. One percent said they wanted to make their parents proud. And another

I'percent mentioned simply wanting to come up with some goal or purpose in
life at all.

So there was some diversity here. But amid that there were also central, domi-
nant themes. The most typical answer combined a desire to have a successful
family, to be personally happy, and—as we will see next—to enjoy the financial
ability to be able to consume the material goods and experiences one wants and

cxocn S

not have to worry about money. Career success, financial comfort, and some-

times even becoming wealthy were sprinkled throughout 57 percent of the inter-
view answers in this section, usually along with some other themes mentioned
above, of course. One emerging adult told us that what she ultimately wants to

get out of life is “having a beautiful family, my(own house, my(é@]car, and not
having to worry about money” Another said, “I want to havea good job, be able
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to support myself, have a nice house, be able to do the things I want to do, proba-

bly get married and have kids.” Yet another told us, “I'd like to be successful, well-
oft, provide for my family. Along the way maybe travel a little bit. Still play golf,
go camping, visit places, stay at home, hang out with family more, go to the park,
stuff like that” Some emerging adults spoke explicitly about wanting to get a lot
of money. One, for example, said, “I want to make money. I really want to make

money. And I'want toleave a legacy 7 Another ref reported

' loof hak gorh?

Six-figure income, yeah, ‘cause Ilove money. That’s my thing. It’s attrac-
tive. You can have anything if you have your money. I just wanna be,

like, financially set and everything. Nothing else. (,, (e s FQ &2

Another agreed: “I want to be rich. It'd be good, man. Uh huh.” But, again, most
of those overtly seeking money mixed their desire for wealth with other goals.
Thus one said, “Be wealthy, be happy. I want to travel a lot” Another reported:
“Probably getting married, having kids, being able to live where I wanna live, and
being able to afford the things that we wanna do. I'd like to travel the world, just

S

to see different places, different things, meet different people, seeing new things,

experlencmg new thlngs Still another told us:

p3aNe ng "pges ?\;(%«‘QNC’IACG e ) St
Just havihg a good job, being stable, not having to worry about things,
bills and all that, without struggling, being able to pay for the bills. And
being able to > 80 out once in a while, take a break just being there with

et A S

be a good life. To have a home, to travel 3! deﬁmtely want to travel to
different countries, see the world. That’s probably about it, )ust to know
my wife, too, and then love her.
e en ove
Some seemed happy to settle for more modest versions of material success than
others. “Somewhere where you're comfortable,” said one, “like financially com-
fortable, where you're just content? with where you are, And I definitely want to
travel more, see the world, see what it has to offer” Another also took a similarly
modest view: “What I would like to accomplish is basically being better off than
my parents were.” And yet others, as in this case, professed to want money not so
much because 1t meant a lot to them personally but because they know it is
“what matters " in the world: “What do I want? A relationship with God, good
steady pay, make sure you can pay everything off, because money, apparently, to
the world, is worth the world.”
~Again, in this section of the interviews, where we did not explicitly ask about

money or material comfort, not all emerging adults described the ideal life that
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they hoped to live in those terms. Some talked only about family, friends, being
happy, education, religious interests, and “making a difference.” Then again, 57
percent of the emerging adults we interviewed did QBQQ&QQ&QSJXQEng“QQzEg“
subjects of money and material conggfpiﬂétrgg during their discussions of what
they ultimately want to get out of life. And this was despite the fact that we had
already talked about materialism and consumerism in an earlier section of the
interview—in up to 88 other questions on other topics in the interview guide
prior to this concluding point in the interview—making the discussion here feel

somewhat repetitive.

Stated differently, when it comes to the nature of a good life believed to be
worth living, to what in the end they want to get out of their lives, most emerging
adults are rather limited in their horizons to a typical set of answers. In addition
to having a mce fa mlly and bemg personally happy, another main goal of the
ma]onty of emerging adults is to have the financial means to possess and con-
sume material goods, en]oyable services, and fulﬁlhng experiences. Presumably,
the Tast of these is also expected to contribute both to personal happiness and
having a nice family. Only small minorities mentioned goals such as becoming a
better person, being healthy, creating and performing art and music, serving
c&ffhfunrty or country, or growing sprrltually These observed facts are totally
consistent with the generally pro-consumerism survey statistics cited at the
beginning of this chapter. They also comport with what emerging adults said in
the discussions about materialism and consumerism examined above. And all of
this, we think, tells us somethmg sobering about the moral and spiritual visions
of our culture when it come to the goods of hfe and about the parochlahsm‘lof )
to 3 hich weasa soc1ety are soc1ahz1ng our youth 5

<]

Conclusion

We do not suggest that any of these issues or potential problems, much less their
answers, are simple and easy. Nor do we do expect 18- to 23-year-olds to be
brimming with realistic programs and solutions to address complicated eco-
nomic and environmental problems. What we did expect to hear more of from
emerging adults, however, is a broader array of visions of the good life, a better-
informed awareness of the possible problems of mass consumerism, a greater
CBHCETT for consumerism's impact on the carth's natural environment, and some
éxistential wrestling with the personal 1mp11cat1 of these challenges for their
own lives now and into the fifiite. OFf these things we heard very little. The

ma]orrty of emergmg adults are content with mass consumerism and matenahstlc

th1ngs w1th thelr spouses, ch1ldren, and friends. 'They do not see any problem

S Co poate, \fwwy (or me
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with this. A substantial minority senses that consumerism entails some prob-
lems, but they are not very clear on what they are and are not particularly both-
ered by them. Fewer than one in ten emerging adults we interviewed voiced any
kind of focused discontent or more intense criticism of mass consumerism. And
only a minority of those spoke of actually changing their own thinking and
behaviors accordingly. Most of what they actually did as a result of those discon-
tents and criticisms was to try to maintain a greater awareness about overcon-
sumption, to discard some of their excess possessions, and to be careful not to
buy too many products that they did not really need.

Some cultural commentators today look to young Americans as our hope for
a brighter future. Today’s youth, some think, represent a new generation of alter-
native thinkers who will act as creative agents of change to push the nation in
directions that are greener and more just.® We wish that this was so. What we
have found, however, suggests quite the opposite—at least when it comes to
mass consumerism and environmental stewardship. Neatly all emerging adults
in America today have fully bought into mainstream economics and culture.

Indeed, they may be even a little behind the curve on where social change seems
to be heading with regard to a greener future. Very many emerging adults we
interviewed could not even understand the issue or problems that we inter-
viewers were asking them about. The idea of having any questions or doubts

Consuming, accumu

about the cycle of shopping,
more shopping appeared to kable to most of then
Elulzec:n{s:lfm‘ea{/mglcorulsgmerism Emerging adults have in fact been very well
raised by parents, teachers, and the media to perpetuate the kind of standard
materialistic values and lifestyles into which fh(ez); Eavé been s0c1allzed"'vﬂ;emy
%th”ande;(péctumaterlalsecuntyand financial comfort. They view recently
invented, high-tech communication and entertainment gadgets—like iPhones,

laptops, high speed internet, and big-screen televisions—as basic essentials in

buying;

their privately held values and preferences. They believe that any money that
they or anyone else earns is entirely their own to do with exactly as they please.
Notions such as the commo?vze_lfgge or of liV,iE,gngegili.f_e\gf?j‘ﬂsﬁaeil’x

2 life. They view individuals as autonomous decision makers out to maximize

material consumptigr?’ rarely cross their minds, Shopping, buying, and con-
suming as a way of life is thus presupposed by most emerging adults, and owning
some of the nicer things in life is a natural part of the purpose of life. Most simply
want and expect to live comfortabl§; working hard to earn money and using their
earnings to happily consume products and services to their satisfaction.

Ifthere is a problem here, as we think there is, the fault is not primarily that of
emerging adults. They are simply mirroring back to the older adult world, to
mainstream society and culture, what has been modeled for them and what they
have been taught. Emerging adults have simply been good learners and now are
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eager to enjoy the benefits of their material abundance and consumer choice. So
if there is a problem here, it is a problem of mainstream American culture and
institutions. If we have questiofis abotit what we have learned in this chapter,
they are questions to be put to all Americans. What really is a good life? What
does it consist of? What more than anything else makes Tife worth living? What
is"of real value? Why do we feel 50 compelled (or what about our systems
compels us) to consume and dispose of so much stuff? What are the moral and
spiritual presuppositions of that kind of lifestyle? And what is that way of life
doing to the earths capacity to carry flourishing and healthy human life well into
the future? These are no little questions. And what we have Jearned about and
from emerging adults only presses them upon all of us more urgently.




