
ichelle Pastorino, a 
24-year-old adminis-
trative assistant who 
lives in Woodland 
Park, New Jersey, has 
the checklist down: a 
greatboyhiend,ajob 
she loves, and 

weekends packed with parties. She 
loves her life. But still, when she 
looks around at some ofher friends, 
she starts to think her life may not 
be good enough after all. "I'm truly 
happy right now, but seeing big 
things happen all around me-
college friends getting engaged or 
promoted-makes me feel 
pressured," she says. "I feel like I 
should be ready-financially, 
emotionally, and otherwise-for 
those same steps too." Rachel 
Kanner, a 21-year-old actress from 
Chicago, feels it too. "I love being in a 
creative field, but when I see people 
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on Twitter and Face book talking 
about a You Tube sensation who 
made it overnight or someone I know 
landing a great new gig, I get ner-
vous and feel like I need to be doing 
something more than I already am." 
It's the contemporary price to pay for 
surrounding yourself with ambi-
tious, female friends: If someone else 
is getting ahead, does it mean that 
you aren't? 

We all compare ourselves to our 
friends now and then, and if your life 
is up in the air-say you have 
recently lost your job or haven't met a 
guy you're even remotely into in 
months-it's easy to sink into the 
"my life sucks" mode. But more and 
more, women like Michelle and 
Rachel-successful women with 
great jobs and personal lives-
are starting to experience a 
20somethingpanic. It's the feeling 
that you're not where you're 

supposed to be in life, even though 
your life is pretty great. "We 
naturally establish our identities 
relative to those around us," explains 
AndreaBonior, PhD, author of The 
Friendship Fix. "So when you see 
your friends reach a point that you 
haven't yet, you feel like you're just 
sitting around .. . even when it's 
obvious that you're not." Experts say 
this phenomenon stems from the 
fact that there is no longer a norm 
associated with when you should 
accomplish certain goals in life or hit 
specific benchmarks. "There is still 
this idea of particular magic num-
bers," says Alexandra Robbins, 
author of Conquering Your Quarter-
life Crisis. "Married by 28! Baby by 
30! But these hallmarks are being 
delayed, and a major trigger of the 
quarterlife crisis is finding that 
reality doesn't match up with these 
traditional ideas." 



How "Harmless" 
Sites Are 
Your Happiness 
The most obvious (and certainly 
the most powerful) cause of the 
20somethingpanic is social media. 
When your newsfeed blows up 
with engagement photos, it's hard 
to ignore. "You see three of your 
friends getting married at 28, and 
now getting married at 28 seems 
like the new normal," says Bonior. 
In less than a minute, you go 

nothing more than a fun, visual 
display of all the things you love-
can contribute to the stress. In 
essence, your boards act as a wish 
list of all the things you admire but 
don't actually have. "We're 
obsessed with the notion of a 
makeover and this idea that 
everything in your life can use an 
upgrade," says Bonior. "Pinterest 
feeds into our craving to accumu-
late and show off. You start to 
think, 'I can always be more fabu-
lous. I can aspire to be perfect."' 

"Pinterest feeds into our craving to 
accumulate and show off. You start 
to think, 'I can always be more 
fabulous. I can aspire to be perfect."' 

from happily single to worrying 
about an expiration date that 
doesn't even exist. Wedding and 
baby photos aren't the only trig-
gers-experts say it's just as 
stressful to see your Twitter feed 
filled with parties you didn't attend 
and trips you worry you may never 
take. "All this stuff gives you the 
impression that you're running out 
of time and creates panic around 
the passage of time," says Bonior. 
Even Pinterest-a site meant to be 

You Can Turn That 
Panic LIJ l•l :t •I•I'l!l 
Having a slight moment of panic 
can tip you off to the goals you've 
been complacent about meeting 
because you've either gotten off 
track or become comfortable with 
the way things have been going. "In 
some cases, it can be an opportu-
nity to reevaluate things or reveal a 
longing for something you want in 
the future," says generational-

culture expert Jean Twenge, PhD, 
author of Generation Me. Before you 
work yourself up over friends ' 
accomplishments, reset your 
perspective. Do something to clear 
your mind, like spending the 
weekend solo, so you can step out of 
your head and reevaluate how 
happy you are. "When you take a 
break, you pay attention to 
thoughts you don't always listen to 
in daily life," says Bonior. "It's 
worth seeing if your anxiety goes 
away after a brief period of t ime, 
because if it doesn't, there may be 
something deeper than fixating on 
a friend's life affecting you." Throw 
out the script you think you should 
be living by, and know that 
whether your life currently reads 
like an episode of Girls or Keeping 
Up With the Kardashians, you're 
probably right on track. "There's 
such a wide discrepancy between 
where people are in their 20s," says 
Twenge. "You could be married 
with kids , settled into a career, or 
still finding your way." Women are 
having babies at 50, switching 
careers at 40-so don't let the Gen X 
women with $3 million book deals 
get you down about your own 
success. "It's unrealistic to think 
that you're going to have every-
thing settled by 29," says Twenge. 
"Your 20s might be a time when 
you're getting everything together, 
and that's okay." • 
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