
Tens of thousands of young adults (YA) remain unemployed and living in their parents’ homes 
after high school or college. For most, the stay in the parent’s home is temporary. The term 
“boomerang” has been used for those who leave for school or jobs, then return temporarily, 
due to poor economic opportunities. These individuals typically work at least part-time and 
contribute to the household. For some, however, the stay is more indefinite. These young 
adults have been called “Failure to Launch” or FTL. “Hikikomori” is a related term used in 
Japan for the severely isolating young adult who rarely leaves his home or even room. The less 
severe Failure to Launch can have serious consequences not just for YA, but also for the par-
ents, emotionally and financially. Failure to Launch, however, is both treatable and preventable.

WHAT DOES A FAILURE TO LAUNCH YOUNG ADULT LOOK LIKE? 

•	Often male, unmarried, unemployed, without a college degree, and often not contribut-
ing to the household, can develop time filling addictive behaviors to some activities such 
as marijuana use, video games, and other online activities

•	Often depressed

•	Few friends

•	Parents provide food and money or purchase things for them

•	Parents and the YA feel embarrassed, angry, and hopeless.

As a child, this YA likely showed

•	a wide range of worries and lack of confidence

•	shyness or difficulty making friends

As a family, the parents may have

•	shown worry about the child’s ability to cope and not wanting to “push the child too hard”

•	given in to the child’s resistance to challenges and distress
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TREATMENT: WHAT CAN BE DONE? 

•	A psychologist with experience and training in these developmental problems can develop and begin a tailored, posi-
tive behavior plan for both the Failure to Launch young adult and the parents. This will likely include reducing or 
eliminating the YA’s dependence on the parents for physical support (food, and its preparation; clothing, and its care, 
electronics, vehicles) while maintaining emotional support (“We know this will be a challenge, but we believe you can 
do it.¨) This plan may include individual therapy for one or all members of your family.

•	The psychologist can help you accept the conflict and discomfort that can come from change and address your  doubts 
about your decision to allow your young adult to gain the experience and confidence in his ability to manage his life.

HOW CAN FAILURE TO LAUNCH BE PREVENTED? 

Like treatment, prevention requires a family effort. Here are some things you can do now to increase the chances that your 
child will one day “launch” successfully.

•	Convey confidence in your child’s ability to manage.  Challenge anxious and negative thoughts. When you hear “They 
don’t like me,” “I never have any fun,” “I can’t do that,” ask “Is that really true? Not one person in your class likes you? 
You never feel laugh or feel happy?” Don’t automatically support your child’s view and assume he can’t cope or is being 
bullied. Help him challenge these negative thoughts. 

•	Discourage avoidance. When your child withdraws from having to do something that seems challenging to her, do 
not give in and let her avoid the activity. You will reinforce the worry that the she probably cannot face the challenge 
of going to school, speaking to a classmate in public, or completing a task, any task.

•	Give your child challenges, such as learning how to ride a bike, going to a sleep away camp, helping to plan a trip, 
or helping with household tasks. Convey that you are confident he will have success and that he will survive feeling 
uncomfortable having his abilities challenged.

•	Teach your child what he can do for self and others. Your child will feel more confident in his abilities if he knows he 
is able to take care of himself and others. Give him plenty of opportunities to do this in the home, through important 
household responsibilities and in the community. As he does things for you, for the home, for others, he will see the 
value of these opportunities and his important role in making them happen - all part of growing into a confident, ca-
pable adult who can meet life’s challenges.
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