Since everyone seems to be writing about the fog that envelops twenty-somethings, I thought I’d go ahead and chime in with my own two cents.

For most of us, going through high school and even college wasn’t a choice. When I got to my junior and senior year in high school the thought never even crossed my mind that I might not go to college, because I knew that was what was expected of me. It was a question of where, not if. Now that we’re done college, some of us have gone on to yet more schooling in law or med school. Whether or not we’re in school now, we are all sensing ourselves coming to a point where a decision has to be made. And that’s the scary part - making a decision. We all know how difficult that is for us. Just look at when we try to go out on a Friday night – it takes at least an hour to figure out where to go. 

Now that decision we have to make is so much bigger: What do you want to do with your life? Up until now our lives have been pretty much determined by outsiders: graduate high school, go to college, graduate college, get a job. Some start to falter towards the end of college and take an interim position that will hopefully either help them make that fateful decision or at least put it off a few more years. Americorp, Teach for America, a fifth or sixth year in school, graduate school, ski bum, try out NYC…. But at some point we know it’s got to be made. For those in law school and med school, they have a few extra years but they still have to decide what type of law or medicine to practice. For those of us who chose not to continue with our education, the choices are endless. How awful! I don’t even know what all my options are, so how can I possibly choose?

I studied chemical engineering and I’ve worked as one for almost 2 years now. I enjoy my job, I love the people I work with, and I’m stimulated by what I do. But in reality, I could care less how many pounds of HCN DuPont makes this year. I know that’s important in some facet of the world, and in its own small way it helps keep the economy growing and allows us to live with the luxuries we have, blah blah blah, but really, there are other things that are a lot more important to me. 

So now what? Do I stay in chemical engineering, which pays the bills quite nicely and allows me to do many of the things I enjoy doing, or do I drop that for something I’m passionate about and believe will make a difference in at least a few people’s lives? In reality I will probably stay with chemical engineering because it’s what I know, because I’m sure I can be successful in it. It’s the easy choice. At some point, I don’t think the easy choice will be enough for me, and I may try to start over in something completely new and different. But what? I’ll go ahead and put that decision off for a few more years.

It sounds absurd, but I just recently realized that I do in fact have to make these kinds of decisions. And while at one point, deciding which college to go to seemed like the biggest, most life-altering decision there was, somehow the decisions we’re faced with now are so much bigger and our options more numerous. It is comforting to know that most decisions can be reversed if necessary, but I know, for my own sake, that I need to figure out what I want. Figuring that out may be the hardest part for me. How I get there is a whole new challenge.

In conclusion, I believe the twenty-something uncertainty comes from the onslaught of life decisions that we haven’t really had to deal with yet in our lives. It’s not just in jobs, either. In relationships, just like careers, I don’t think anyone can really be happy and successful until they figure out what they want out of it, what they need to be satisfied and fulfilled.

I just re-read Alex’s column and see that I’ve contradicted the line I most enjoyed: Compromise is giving something up even though it’s hard; settling is giving something up because it’s hard. Even though I’m taking the easy path by staying in chemical engineering, I don’t believe I’m settling. I’m still trying to figure out what I want. Well, I can’t honestly say I’m trying yet. I know it’s there in the back of my mind, but figuring out what moves me and how I can get paid for it is such a daunting task that I haven’t quite mustered the energy to tackle it. For now I’m going to continue with my nerdy chosen profession, but at least now I’m aware that I want something more. I’ll just have to keep my eyes open for that elusive “perfect job.” 

