
Amy Jay: August 2013 

The quarter life crisis  by Paul Clifford 

 

Given I am now 41 I am supposed to be having a mid-life crisis.  Except I ain’t.  I am as 

settled as the Vlad – Vladimir Putin - in his big chair in Russia.  This certainly wasn’t the 

case in my 20’s.  Life was a tumultuous roller coaster of excitement, uncertainty and down- 

right panic at times.  What will I do for a career? How am I going to afford a house?  My lord 

that woman is cute! The new Faith No More cd has changed my life!  What’s wrong with me I 

keeping breaking up with girlfriends?  Oh the drama and neuroticism!    

So when I read this article in THE AGE during the week entitled ‘The quarter-life crisis’ I 

instantly connected with it.  What I also loved about this article were the quotes from 30-

year-old Obama speechwriter Jon Lovett in a speech to Pittsburgh University graduates this 

year.  They sum up the thoughts of many a person working with generation Y.     

"You are smart, talented, educated, conscientious, untainted by the mistakes and 

conventional wisdoms of the past.  But, you are also very annoying because there is a lot 

that you don't know, that you don't know."  Thank you!  Thank you Jon for saying it.  But wait 

there’s more... 

"....there will be moments when you will have a different point of view because you are a 

fresh set of eyes.....But there will also be moments where you have a different point of view 

because you are wrong, because you're 23 and you should shut up and listen to someone 

who has been around the block.”  

Kepow! Sensational work Jon!  

If only Jon’s words were heeded more often.  Humility in my mind is a fabulous quality.  By 

all means be confident and back yourself.  However, success in my mind is about asking 

questions, listening to those around you, making decisions and going about it without too 

much fanfare.  If you’ve done a good job, you’ll get noticed eventually.  Touting your 

successes usually achieves the opposite of your objective.        

Here is the full article that appeared in THE AGE this week.    
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The quarter-life crisis. Recently, 23-year-old budding journalist Julia Oliphant asked what 

twentysomething wasn't having one. 

"No one prepares us for post-university revelations such as 'dream jobs' don't exist (but 

unemployment does) and finding 'the one' is virtually impossible," she lamented in a piece 

published in the London Daily Telegraph. 

She may be being dramatic, but our 20s are often the time when romanticism and reality 

meet and react. 

Our twenties, specifically 23, is a peak age for happiness (matched only again at 69). The 

London School of Economics says that the reason for this is hope - those in their early 20s 

have high aspirations, countered later on by acceptance. 

Yet, as many experience their dreams colliding inelegantly with reality, there is an existential 

crisis. 

“You may be 25 but feel 45," says Damian Barr, author of Get It Together: A Guide To 

Surviving your Quarter-Life Crisis. "You expected to be having the time of your life but all 

you do is stress about career prospects, scary debts and a rocky relationship. 

"To an extent, the younger generation expects more than their parents did, but it's also 

harder for young people today than it was for their parents. Their parents didn't have to fight 

for their first job in a depressed global economy and banks offered mortgages without asking 

for a lottery-win-sized deposit.” 

For many people, their early 20s is an equally exciting and scary time. Often unshackled for 

the first time from formal education and their parents' homes, possibilities feel boundless. 

We are sold the dream, by our teachers, parents and ourselves, that if we study hard and 

aim high we can be and achieve anything. 

Suddenly, shockingly, employers don't come running and the hard bite of rejection sets in. 

Or the dream job simply isn't all it was cracked up to be. Add to this a dash of entitlement, 

expectation and a sense that everyone else's lives seem to be sorted – at least as far as 

appearances on Facebook go – and it's not surprising that a heady cocktail of confusion and 

disillusion kicks in. 

The reality of being a responsible adult is rarely the stuff dreams are made of. 

http://www.telegraph.co.uk/women/womens-life/10199724/Quarter-life-crisis-Find-me-a-twentysomething-who-isnt-having-one.html
http://blogs.lse.ac.uk/politicsandpolicy/archives/35549
http://blogs.lse.ac.uk/politicsandpolicy/archives/35549
http://www.amazon.co.uk/Get-Together-Surviving-Quarterlife-Crisis/dp/0340829036
http://www.amazon.co.uk/Get-Together-Surviving-Quarterlife-Crisis/dp/0340829036
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Brittany Ashman, 20, studied hospitality and went straight into a full-time job "because that is 

what I thought you were supposed to do". 

"I told everyone that I had found my dream job, then was overworked, things didn't turn out 

as they were initially stated, and I was pretty much burnt out," she says. "I pretty much 

realised that I didn't want to work in hospitality any more or be constantly tired, but I was 

absolutely terrified of quitting and telling everyone that I was leaving the industry that I'd just 

spent two years studying plus four previously working in." 

But that she did. She returned to studying and now feels far more in her element working as 

a personal trainer. 

The pathway to fulfilment is rarely linear. We experience heartbreaks, setbacks and 

moments of aimlessness along the way. It is often a humbling period of reflection, refining 

skills and discovering how deep our hunger is. 

Sometimes people realise their hunger is not strong, or can be satiated elsewhere. 

For some people, their job is just that. It pays the rent and supports their lifestyle. Provided 

they have an outlet for their passions, whatever they may be, they are happy. For others, it is 

inconceivable to spend so much time doing something that does not ignite some internal fire. 

But surely these discoveries, which happen for many of us in our 20s, are just natural 

undulations in the joyride of life. 

Yes, people in their 20s are often dramatic and often they have reason to be, for it is an 

important time. But the drama needs perspective and these moments of uncertainty, concern 

and even panic offer us chances: to re-evaluate what's important to us and to take stock and 

figure out what we need to do, to get to where we want to be. 

And it is OK to not be there yet. 

"Don't cover for your inexperience," said 30-year-old Obama speechwriter Jon Lovett in a 

speech to Pittsburgh University graduates this year. "You are smart, talented, educated, 

conscientious, untainted by the mistakes and conventional wisdoms of the past. 

"But, you are also very annoying because there is a lot that you don't know, that you don't 

know." 
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http://www.upworthy.com/obamas-speechwriterstand-up-comedian-gives-a-graduation-speech-not-surprisingly-its-badass


Amy Jay: August 2013 

The key to getting through the quarter-life crisis, perhaps, lies somewhere between the 

reality and the romance. It is a combination of accepting where you are, but still aiming high, 

Lovett says. 

"F.Scott Fitzgerald once said ... 'the test of a first-rate intelligence is the ability to hold two 

opposing ideas in the mind at the same time and still retain the ability to function'. 

"You have to be confident in your potential and aware of your inexperience ... there will be 

moments when you will have a different point of view because you are a fresh set of eyes, 

because you don't care how it's been done before, because you're sharp and creative - 

because there is another way, a better way. 

"But there will also be moments where you have a different point of view because you are 

wrong, because you're 23 and you should shut up and listen to someone who has been 

around the block. 

"As long as you aren't so stubbornly wrong so frequently that they kick you out or so meek 

that everyone forgets you are in the building, then you'll learn and grow and get better at 

striking that balance until your inexperience becomes experience." 

And that, arguably, is what our 20s is all about. 

 


