
“When I’m Grown Up, do I want to be an Adult?” 

 

 

When I was a small child, I frequently heard adults ask me a question that always puzzled 

me a bit. The question was: 

 

“So, sonny, what do you want to be when you’re grown up?” 

 

Usually, the question made me feel a bit anxious, since I didn’t know the answer and I 

felt I was supposed to know. There seemed to be a limited range of acceptable answers 

which included things like “train driver” or “fireman” and at the time, I certainly didn’t 

fancy either of these. 

 

One of the consequences of the question was that as a child, I thought that being a grown 

up was just a matter of reaching my 21
st
 birthday. At the time, there was a thing about 

getting the “keys to the door” on this auspicious day. 

 

Now that I find myself on the “right side” of 50, the terrain seems very different from this 

rather simple map of adulthood. 

 

The topic of ageing has of course always attracted considerable interest from writers and 

thinkers, including William Shakespeare’s “seven ages” (beginning with “the infant, 

mewling and puking in the nurse’s arms” and ending with “mere oblivion, sans teeth, 

sans eyes, sans everything”). How gratifying to know what lies ahead of us!  

 

Another, commonly understood way of understanding adulthood is to define critical 

milestones such as first job, marriage, parenthood, empty nest, retirement, and then 

(inevitably, it seems) death.  

 

And yet, it’s no longer as simple as this. Gail Sheehy, in “New Passages” describes what 

she calls the “revolution in the life cycle”. By this, she means a number of factors such as 

people living much longer than at any other time in history, childhood being shorter, 

puberty arriving earlier, young adults living at home longer, mothers giving birth later, 

people retiring either earlier or later than the traditional 60 or 65 and older people having 

very different expectations about the quality of their “old age” lifestyle. Revolution in the 

life cycle means that many people struggle with managing the stages of adulthood, partly 

because there are often no effective role models or past experience to draw on.  

 

Another well rooted term is the concept of “mid life”, after which, sadly, many people 

would almost automatically add the term “crisis”. What’s going on this stage that results 

in so many people experiencing some version of the mid life crisis? We probably all 

know some people who are experiencing or have experienced some sort of critical point 

in mid life – a point when they have begun to ask themselves fundamental questions 

about meaning and purpose of life.  

 



Midlife transition is about questions of spirit and mission, which when responded to, can 

involve an opportunity to ditch a raft of long held but often outdated limiting beliefs, and 

to deal with issues which may have blocked us in the first part of our lives. 

 

Seen in this light, the concept of adulthood as a consequence of being over 21 or 18 years 

of age is somewhat limited. 

 

There are several better maps of adulthood, including Gail Sheehy’s map: 

 

Age 18 – 30  Provisional adulthood 

     

Age 30 -45  First adulthood 

 

Age 45 – 85+  Second adulthood. 

 

Another really helpful map comes from Stephen Covey’s Maturity Continuum: 

 

Childhood  Dependence 

 

Early adulthood Independence 

 

Late adulthood Interdependence 

 

Interdependence is a way of living which emphasises connection with others, with 

contributing to the greater good and seeing the wider systemic consequences of who we 

are and the way we live. It’s as much about who we are as about what we do. Some 

people might say this has a spiritual dimension. It certainly involves a process of personal 

evolution, and of changing not just our external worlds but also developing ourselves on 

the inside. 

 

JSA have recently conducted some research on the effect its NLP courses have had on the 

lives of their practitioners and master practitioners, and it’s interesting to see which 

themes recur, which include: 

 

¶ connection with personal values (eg “I’ve found myself”, and “I feel like I’ve 
found inner peace”) 

 

¶ inner confidence (“Now I direct my life, where and when I engage or disengage”, 
and “I feel sorted”) 

 

¶ greater awareness (“I can now change my model of the world and through this 

change my experience of life” and “It’s almost like wearing a magical pair of 

glasses that helps you see/understand others in a different way”) 

 

¶ emotional and spiritual development (“Emotionally, mentally and spiritually, it’s 
changed me. It’s more about connecting with people, including myself”) 



 

Finally, one of the graduates from the practitioner course explained her newly found 

interdependence with a quote from Kahlil Gibran: 

 

“I have grown into the person I am meant to be. I stand apart, like a strong tree, yet my 

branches are entwined with others.” 

 

So, maybe, when I’m “grown up”, I need to aspire to be as one of the JSA graduates 

explains it: 

 

ñTo have a greater understanding of what has been and is my life, bundling all the 

learnings up with acceptance and step forward to begin the rest of my lifeôs journey a 

little wiser.ò 

 

At last, I now know how I want to be when I’m grown up…..! 

 

 

 

 

   

 

 

 

 

 


