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      For my mother, Safia,

      who made the hard choices so we wouldn't have to.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        
        "Our steps invent the path as we proceed; behind us they leave no trace, only the void. So we shall always look ahead and trust our feet. They will take us as far as our minds will go."

        Tahar Ben Jelloun, The Sand Child
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            The Weight of Choosing

          

          Why this is hard, and why you're allowed to struggle
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            The Trap of Waiting

          

        

      

    

    
      Yousra opened the spreadsheet again.

      Eighteen months of notes filled the rows. She had forty-three conversations with mentors, colleagues, friends, and strangers she cold-emailed after reading their papers. Over 206 hours were spent deliberating. She once tracked it out of self-aware despair but stopped, as the number only made her feel worse.

      The spreadsheet now featured fourteen columns: Position type, Location, Salary range, Research fit, Teaching load, Promotion timeline, Partner compatibility, Family proximity, and Flight time to Casablanca, where her mother lived alone and pretended not to need anything. Each column was weighted, scored, and color-coded. It stood as a true testament to meticulousness.

      She was still no closer to making a decision than she had been on the first day.

      Outside her window, the Tadla plain stretched vast and shimmering under the January sun. Beni Mellal was quiet in the afternoon. The university campus was mostly empty after two o’clock; her colleagues had families to go home to, lives that continued outside work. Yousra had her laptop, her spreadsheet, and the calm of someone who has pondered deeply but acted minimally.

      Driss was patient, a fact he reiterated last night, and she trusted him. However, patience has limits, and she could sense them now.

      She had four months left on her contract, and the department clearly stated they couldn’t extend it again because of budget pressures, a hiring freeze, and typical institutional reasons. She nodded in acknowledgment, saying she understood. She did understand. The issue wasn’t her understanding.

      The problem was the fourteen rows.

      Fourteen potential futures are listed in alphabetical order by institution. One option is a research position in Rabat, near her mother, but it is a junior role with low pay. There’s also a lectureship in Marrakech with engaged students but no research time. A postdoctoral role in Lyon would extend her timeline by three years and expand her European network. An industry position in Casablanca offers twice her current salary but feels like giving up. Additionally, there is a policy role at a ministry that her late father would have admired, though she can’t quite see herself in it.

      She had spoken with staff across all fourteen positions, gaining insight into their daily routines, frustrations, and hidden costs. She knew which institutions had functioning heating and which ones required you to bring your own printer paper. Her knowledge far exceeded what anyone would reasonably expect.

      The information did not result in a decision; it merely added more rows.

      Yousra closed the laptop.

      She walked up to the window and looked out at a farmer burning brush in a field past the campus. A thin column of smoke rose steadily into the calm air. She kept watching until the smoke faded away.

      At twenty-four, while finishing her master’s in Rabat, she made the quick decision to pursue a PhD within three days. When the opportunity appeared, she acknowledged it and accepted without extensive planning or many discussions. Instead, she felt a clarity that, looking back, seemed as if it belonged to someone else’s life.

      Now, at thirty-two, she still lacked clarity and was beginning to doubt whether it would ever come back.

      The question that troubled her late into the night wasn’t “which path is right?” She had already accepted that there is no objectively correct way. The real question was more painful: “Why can’t I choose?”

      By nature, she was not indecisive. She constantly made decisions. What to teach, research, how to organize her days, and when to challenge a colleague’s weak argument. She was decisive in everything except this one matter. The most important thing had become the one thing she couldn’t do.

      She reopened the laptop. The cursor blinked in cell O2, the empty column she added last week for a factor she still couldn’t identify. The scroll bar on the right showed the length of the options.

      Fourteen rows. Four months. And somewhere beneath the data, a decision that refused to surface.
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        * * *

      

      If you identify with Yousra, you’re not alone. The paralysis that often accompanies major career choices typically impacts thoughtful people more than others. As you understand the complexity better, it can make decision-making even more difficult.

      However, deliberation hides the fact that waiting incurs costs.

      We often think that spending more time indicates responsibility, collecting detailed information shows thoroughness, and hesitating to rush implies maturity. Although these beliefs can be true at times, constant deliberation isn’t true caution. Rather, it’s a decision disguised as a lack of option, and it comes with a cost.

      Start with opportunity. As Yousra considers her options, some positions get filled and collaborators commit elsewhere. Hiring committees continue their work. The academic job market moves quickly and doesn’t pause for reflection. Several entries in her spreadsheet, not because of her indecision but due to her delay, will disappear before she makes a choice.

      Then there’s the psychological burden: the longer a decision remains undecided, the higher the perceived stakes. What initially seemed like “an important choice” escalates into “the decision that will determine everything.” The pressure intensifies. Yousra’s eighteen months of reflection haven’t reduced the significance of the decision; they’ve made it feel even more elusive.

      Identity also changes. Yousra now sees herself and is seen by colleagues as “the person who can’t decide.” This self-view is damaging and spreads into other areas. If she struggles to choose her career, she might doubt her ability to make other decisions as well. The longer she remains stuck, the more this indecision shapes her identity rather than remaining a temporary experience.

      Relationships grow strained. Driss has been patient, but her mother no longer asks about her. Her mentor’s emails have lessened. Those who could help her are now wary of her indecision. They’ve offered what they can and await her next move. In the end, patience, like contracts, will expire.

      None of this implies you should hurry into decisions. Acting quickly just to appear fast often results in bad choices. The important thing is to tell the difference between giving yourself enough time and avoiding action entirely. Choosing the right amount of time demonstrates wisdom, whereas delaying out of fear can hide weakness as caution.

      Yousra understands this well. She’s clever enough to see the trap, but just recognizing it hasn’t freed her from it.

      Which raises the harder question: if awareness isn't enough, what is?
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        * * *

      

      Yousra’s hesitation partly stems from her belief that she would deny if directly questioned: that there is a single correct answer somewhere.

      This isn’t simply about finding a “good enough” or “reasonable under the circumstances” answer. It’s about making the right choice. The one that will guide her toward her best possible life. Future-Yousra will look back on this decision with gratitude and relief.

      This belief is understandable, yet it’s also wrong.

      Career paths are not fixed optimization problems with clear solutions. Instead, they are improvisations conducted amid uncertainty. The essential information needed to identify the “right” choice has not yet been available; it will develop through your decisions and many uncontrollable factors. Markets will change, institutions will reform, and you will evolve in unpredictable ways. The person who ultimately experiences the outcome of your decision isn’t exactly the same individual making it.

      This should not cause despair but rather offer relief. If there were only one correct answer, you’d be pressured to find it. However, with multiple paths leading to a good life, each with its own advantages and disadvantages, you’re not searching for a needle in a haystack. Instead, you’re choosing from several viable future options, each possible.

      Eventually, Yousra must close the spreadsheet and make a decision. This isn’t due to certainty, but because she has accepted that certainty may never come.

      The question is whether she’ll do it before her four months are up.
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        * * *

      

      What This Book Will Help You Do

      I have spent years working with early-career academics like Yousra, including postdocs approaching the end of their contracts, junior faculty contemplating offers, and PhD students navigating a job market that seems designed to heighten anxiety. Across four countries and many institutions, I have noticed common patterns in how people become stuck and how they manage to break free.

      This book won’t tell you what to decide because I don’t know your values, constraints, relationships, or fears. Anyone claiming to know these things about a stranger is offering something for sale. I’m not here to sell answers; I’m here to help you find your own.

      Part I explains why making career decisions can be especially difficult and emphasizes that feeling challenged is normal. Part II emphasizes self-reflection: pinpointing your core values, understanding any limitations, and recognizing the compromises that come with each option. Part III examines external influences: gathering relevant information, steering clear of excessive comparison, understanding your personal identity, and ultimately reaching a decision. Part IV covers how to cope with your choice afterward, handle doubts, and stay flexible to reconsider if necessary.

      Throughout, you’ll encounter characters who face decisions similar to yours. Their cities are Moroccan: Rabat, Casablanca, Fès, Tangier, as well as smaller places like Beni Mellal and Nador, where academic life varies. However, the challenges they face are universal. The particular circumstances may differ from yours, but the emotional experience remains the same.
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        * * *

      

      Try This

      Before you continue, write down the decision you're currently facing. One sentence. Be specific. Not "figure out my career" but "decide whether to accept the position at X or stay in my current role for another year."

      Below that, indicate how long you’ve been seriously thinking about the issue. Emphasize when it became the dominant topic in your thoughts, rather than the moment the question first arose.

      No judgment. Just acknowledgment.

      You’ll revisit this sentence often as your anchor throughout the book. When the frameworks appear abstract, you’ll link them to your actual decisions. When the vignettes seem distant, you’ll relate them to your real situation.
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        * * *

      

      Yousra’s spreadsheet has fourteen rows. Your spreadsheet might have fewer or more, but the specific number doesn’t matter. What matters is that you’re here, reading this, indicating you’re ready to progress from thinking to deciding.

      The waiting has cost enough.

      Let's find another way.
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            Why Career Decisions Are Different

          

        

      

    

    
      You’ve faced difficult decisions in the past.

      You selected your postgraduate program and your research focus, or at least you followed a path that led to your topic. You’ve determined where to reside, whom to rely on, when to be assertive, and when to remain silent. You’ve handled committee politics, review critiques, and funding setbacks. Difficulty isn’t unfamiliar to you.

      So why does this decision feel impossible?

      The typical advice isn’t effective. “Trust your gut,” they suggest, but your intuition varies with the time of day. “Make a pros and cons list,” yet you’ve done twelve, each pointing in a different direction. “Talk to experienced people,’ but each person you consult shares a different perspective on what matters. A colleague once mentioned asking five professors for advice on the same decision and getting five entirely different, yet confidently delivered, answers.

      Generic career advice rests on three assumptions: that you are aware of all available options, that your preferences remain stable and can be identified, and that decision-making is primarily an issue of information. By collecting sufficient data, analyzing it properly, the right choice will become clear.

      None of these assumptions apply when it comes to academic career choices.

      The options aren’t fixed; new positions continually appear and disappear. Fields expand and contract dynamically. An opportunity that wasn’t available six months ago might now be ideal for you, or the perfect opportunity could vanish before you can access it. You’re not selecting
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