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Neuroscientists now know that brain maturation continues far later into development than had been believed 

previously. Significant changes in brain anatomy and activity are still taking place during young adulthood, 

especially in prefrontal regions that are important for planning ahead, anticipating the future consequences of 

one’s decisions, controlling impulses, and comparing risk and reward. Indeed, some brain regions and systems 

do not reach full maturity until the early or mid-20s. Should this new knowledge prompt us to rethink where we 

draw legal boundaries between minors and adults? 

Alas, age boundaries are drawn for mainly political reasons, not scientific ones. 

Maybe, but it’s not as straightforward as it seems, for at least two reasons. First, different brain regions and 

systems mature along different timetables. There is no single age at which the adolescent brain becomes an 

adult brain. Systems responsible for logical reasoning mature by the time people are 16, but those involved in 

self-regulation are still developing in young adulthood. This is why 16-year-olds are just as competent as adults 

when it comes to granting informed medical consent, but still immature in ways that diminish their criminal 

responsibility, as the Supreme Court has noted in several recent cases. Using different ages for different legal 

boundaries seems odd, but it would make neuroscientific sense if we did it rationally.  

Second, science has never had much of an influence on these sorts of decisions. If it did, we wouldn’t have 

ended up with a society that permits teenagers to drive before they can see R-rated movies on their own, or go 

to war before they can buy beer. Surely the maturity required to operate a car or face combat exceeds that 

required to handle sexy movies or drinking. Age boundaries are drawn for mainly political reasons, not 

scientific ones. It’s unlikely that brain science will have much of an impact on these thresholds, no matter what 

the science says. 

  

https://www.temple.edu/psychology/lds/
https://www.amazon.com/You-Your-Adolescent-New-Revised/dp/B0068EOLW0/
https://www.lawneuro.org/
https://www.lawneuro.org/
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The 26th Amendment, ratified in 1971, establishes 18 as the minimum voting age for both state and federal 

elections. Like all lines that divide legal childhood from adulthood, the voting age is essentially arbitrary. 

Indeed, in modern America 18-year-old voting has become unmoored from one of its more important original 

justifications, which was matching the minimum age for draft eligibility (itself also an arbitrary line). Despite 

this, raising or lowering the voting age, as some groups have suggested, seems a waste of time at best. 

Interest in improving young adults' political participation would be better focused on attacking barriers like 

residency requirements that exclude college students and voter ID laws that disfavor young and mobile voters. 

The American colonies mostly set their voting ages at 21, reflecting British common law. This requirement 

went largely unchallenged until World War II, when several members of Congress proposed amending the 

Constitution to lower the age to 18. Between 1942 and 1970 federal legislators introduced hundreds of such 

proposals, but the issue lacked momentum until the late 1960s, when a confluence of factors — including the 

escalating war in Vietnam — pushed 18-year-old voting closer to the surface of the national political agenda. 

The 26th Amendment itself was the culmination of some creative political maneuvering by Congressional 

advocates, with a crucial assist from the Supreme Court in Oregon v. Mitchell.  

As a historical matter, the significance of the soldier-voter link has been somewhat overstated. The 

amendment's passage was propelled by a small group of federal legislators whose motivations and rationales 

were considerably more complex than commonly thought. Still, the Vietnam-era slogan, "Old enough to fight, 

old enough to vote," was unquestionably a powerful claim, encompassing deeply embedded ideas about civic 

virtue, adulthood and fairness.  

Tying voting to soldiering was always problematic, though, and it is even more so today. The contemporary 

U.S. military is an all-volunteer force and only a small fraction of Americans ever serve. Selective Service 

registration applies only to males and the possibility of an actual draft is remote. Yet there is no life moment to 

which the voting age might be more obviously tethered, and any bright-line rule will inevitably seem unfair to 

some.  

Interest in improving young adults' political participation would be better focused on attacking barriers like 

residency requirements that exclude college students and voter ID laws that disfavor young and mobile voters, 

sometimes egregiously. Tennessee's new law, for example, specifically disallows students, but not university 

employees, from using state university ID cards at the polls. More broadly, young Americans suffer from the 

same challenges to meaningful representation and governance that plague our democracy at all levels. The 

voting age is the least of their problems. 

  

https://law.vanderbilt.edu/faculty/faculty-detail/index.aspx?faculty_id=372
https://www.law.cornell.edu/supct/html/historics/USSC_CR_0400_0112_ZS.html


3. Let Them Drink at 18, With a Learner’s Permit 
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In the United States, as in most of the rest of the world, the age of majority is 18. Unlike most of the rest of the 

world, however, there is in this country one glaring exception: drinking. Although our laws acknowledge that at 

age 18 young adults possess sufficient maturity and judgment to operate a motor vehicle, serve in the military, 

perform jury duty or sign a contract, those same laws deny 18-year-olds the right to purchase, possess or 

consume alcohol. 

And yet those against whom this law is directed routinely evade it, and often with life-threatening results. Since 

the law changed in 1984, fewer young adults are consuming alcohol (of course, under an effective law, none 

should), but 45 percent of those who do drink drink excessively. Binge drinking is as widespread now as it was 

before the age was raised. 

If you infantilize someone, do not be surprised when infantile behavior — like binge drinking — results. 

At the same time, alcohol-related traffic fatalities have declined drastically, but not because of the change in 

drinking age. Fatalities have dropped in all age groups, and have declined by the same percentage in Canada, 

where the age is 18. A successful public education campaign pointing out the risks of drinking and driving 

deserves much of the credit. 

But what do we do to prepare young adults to make responsible decisions about alcohol? Beyond sometimes 

hysterical pronouncements about the evils of drink, not much. Suppose, instead of requiring drivers education 

and then issuing a learners permit and acknowledging that learning to drive safely is a shared obligation of 

school, state and home, we were simply to allow young people to drive once they reached legal driving age? I 

suspect we would face a serious "binge driving" problem. 

Clearly that would make no sense. Yet that is exactly the consequence of the position taken by those who 

defend the drinking age exception to the age of majority. 

We should prepare young adults to make responsible decisions about alcohol in the same way we prepare them 

to operate a motor vehicle: by first educating and then licensing and permitting them to exercise the full 

privileges of adulthood so long as they demonstrate their ability to observe the law. 

Licensing would work like drivers education — it would involve a permit, perhaps graduated, allowing the 

holder the privilege of purchasing, possessing and consuming alcohol, as each state determined, so long as the 

holder had passed an alcohol education course and observed the alcohol laws of the issuing state. 

Most of the rest of the world has come out in a different place on the drinking age. The United States is one of 

only four countries — the others are Indonesia, Mongolia and Palau — with an age as high as 21. All others 

either have no minimum age or have a lower age, generally 18. Some set it at 16. 

Young adults know that. And, in their heart of hearts, they also know that a law perceived as unjust, a law 

routinely violated, can over time breed disrespect for law in general. 

The simple solution is not to issue a one-size-fits-all federal mandate. The simple solution is to turn these 

responsibilities back to the states to be laboratories of experimentation and allow best practices to emerge. That 

https://about.sewanee.edu/vc/


can be accomplished by removing the provision in federal law that reduces highway funding for any state 

setting its age lower than 21. 

If you infantilize someone, do not be surprised when infantile behavior — like binge drinking — results. 

Prohibition is not the answer, and never has been. Let us treat young people who turn 18 as the adults who the 

law, in every other respect, says they are. 
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Bright and early on the day I turned 17 you would have found me at the front of the line at the local New Jersey 

D.M.V. office, applying for a permit to drive. In due course, I got my full license and it wasn’t long before I got 

my first ticket for speeding. And soon after that I got another for failing to observe a stop sign. After which 

failure, I’d turned without signaling and then traveled 40 mph in a 25 mph zone, a points cluster-bomb that 

resulted in the suspension of my license until I enrolled in a driver-training course. Which, I might add, like the 

driving instruction I’d received in school, was virtually useless. 

U.S. states would do well to follow the example of European countries where licensing procedures require 

considerably more training and proven skill. 

Americans (with an assist from the automobile and oil industries) tend to treat driving like a right, rather than 

the privilege it most assuredly is. And now that I’m grown and I like to think a more responsible driver, two 

factors leave me convinced that the driving age shouldn’t be lowered, indeed the right to drive should be doled 

out gradually to teens as it has been in New York since 2010. 

The first problem is the utter inadequacy of our driver training. American states would do well to follow the 

example of European countries where licensing procedures require considerably more training and proven skill 

before new drivers are let loose on public roads. The second decider for me is the discovery by scientists that 

poor decision-making, the hallmark of many teenagers’ existence, has its roots in biology. 

So graduated licenses like we have in New York -- where young drivers cannot drive past nightfall or with more 

than one unrelated person under the age of 21 in their car -- make good sense. 

Is it the case that many teenagers can and will drive responsibly, regardless the hour, number of young 

passengers or brain chemistry? Yes. Is there any inconsistency in the fact that a teen may work but not drive at 

night? Sure. 

But, as every parent worth his or her salt has reminded their child at least a hundred times, Sometimes, life isn’t 

fair. 

  

https://www.automobilemag.com/
https://www.gq.com/
https://www.cartalk.com/
https://www.health.ny.gov/prevention/injury_prevention/children/fact_sheets/teens_15-19_years/teen_drivers_passenger_safety_15-19_years.htm
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The transition to adulthood can be either clear or diffuse, depending on whether a culture chooses to offer all the 

privileges and responsibilities at one distinct age or spread them across time. In some countries, the ability to 

vote, drink, enter into legal contracts and serve in the military all occur at once. In the United States, these rights 

are not only spread out, but often without clear rationale. Serving in the military before one is considered 

responsible enough to purchase alcohol is one of the glaring inconsistencies. Some cultures also mark the 

transition formally, as in Japan, where “Coming of Age Day” (Seijin Shiki) is a national holiday to celebrate all 

who reached adulthood in the current year.  

Parents who are using technology — Skype, texting, e-mail, Facebook — to micromanage lives from afar may 

be thwarting the timely passage to adulthood. 

Becoming an adult is also a subjective experience, of course, and there is little doubt from recent research that 

individuals are taking longer to recognize themselves as adults. The age of first marriage and birth of a first 

child, often perceived by individuals as adult markers, are now occurring later than at any time in history in the 

U.S. (and greater numbers of individuals are also choosing to forge lives without either of these traditional 

markers). With increased numbers of individuals attending college and with the tremendous rise in the cost of 

education and the loans necessary for many, young people are also remaining dependent on parents financially 

far longer, often leaving them less likely to perceive themselves as adults.  

Another psychological aspect of being an adult is feeling autonomous, and individuals whose autonomy is 

supported — at any age — are more personally motivated. As a college professor who studies adolescents and 

emerging adults, I am particularly concerned that college students are not getting the opportunities they need to 

grow into autonomous, healthily connected adults when parents are still hyper-involved in their lives. 

“Emerging adults” – whom Jeffrey Arnett defines as individuals between 18 and 25 – need opportunities to 

make their own choices, whether that’s about their major, what courses to take, their social lives or summer 

plans, and they need practice in making mistakes and recovering, and in owning the outcomes of their choices. 

They don’t arrive in college fully formed as adults, but we hope they will use these years to make significant 

progress toward adult behavior, with all the support and safety nets that college can offer.  

Yet my research with Abigail Sullivan Moore, reported in our book, shows that many college students are in 

frequent contact with their parents — nearly twice daily, on average — and that frequency of contact is related 

to lower autonomy. Parents who are using technology (calls, Skype, texting, e-mail, Facebook, etc.) to 

micromanage lives from afar may be thwarting the timely passage to adulthood. Not surprisingly, these college 

students are also not likely to see themselves as adults, nor fully prepared to take the responsibilities of their 

actions, nor even getting the benefits of college that they and their parents are paying for. One in five students in 

our study report parents are editing and proofing their papers, for example. College parents can help with the 

transition by serving as a sounding board rather than being directive, by steering their college-age kids to 

campus resources for help, by considering long-range goals rather than short-term ones and by giving their 

“kids” space to grow up. 

  

https://www.middlebury.edu/academics/psych/faculty/barbara_hofer_faculty_profile
https://www.amazon.com/The-iConnected-Parent-Staying-College/dp/1439148295
https://www.amazon.com/The-iConnected-Parent-Staying-College/dp/1439148295
https://www.jeffreyarnett.com/
https://www.abigailsullivanmoore.com/
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Children are so variable in their growth and the ways in which cultures understand child development are so 

different, it is futile to attempt to pin down the “right” age of majority. The Dutch, for example, allow children 

to drink at the age of 16 but not to drive until they are 19. Even if I thought it was a good idea to lower the 

drinking age and raise the driving age -- and I do -- I recognize that the U.S. would never embrace it. 

We should require all 18-year-olds in America to leave home and give a year to society, either in the military or 

in community-based projects. 

I am more concerned with the issue of maturity than I am with the technical age of majority. Researchers and 

observers have noted that while our children are getting brighter (I.Q. scores have been going up for the last two 

decades), they are relatively immature for their ages in comparison to earlier generations. Over-protected by 

their parents and spending vast amounts of time in front of TV, computers and cellphones (over 50 hours a 

week by middle adolescence, according to the Kaiser Family Foundation), they are less skilled in the world, less 

able to build friendships and function in groups, and more reliant on their parents. 

Instead of fiddling with the age of majority, we should encourage our children to grow up, and mandatory 

service would do just that. We should require all 18-year-olds in America to leave home and give a year to 

society, either in the military or in community-based projects like tutoring younger children or working in 

retirement homes or the inner city. The result would be a cohort of more mature 19-year-olds who would make 

better workers and better citizens. 

 

  

https://www.michaelthompson-phd.com/
https://www.amazon.com/Homesick-Happy-Time-Parents-Child/dp/0345524926
https://www.amazon.com/Homesick-Happy-Time-Parents-Child/dp/0345524926


 


