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The Millennial Mess

NO
 PROBLEM.

NO 
JOB. 

NO
HOME.

NO
SPOUSE.

and Marissa 
Conrad, a 
Millennial

 Whether 
we like it 
or not. 

Jill Johnson, 29 “There 
are a lot of motivated 
people throughout the 
world, and I am just one 
of them.”

The white picket 

fence has been 

part of the 

American Dream 

for 50 years. But 

the Millennials 

might be the 

generation to 

kick it down.

By Sam Weller   
Photographs by 
Drew Reynolds
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The Pew Research Center 
calls any American born 
from 1981—2000 a 
Millennial. But culturally 
speaking, if you’re not yet in 
college, I can’t identify with 
you as a Millennial. As in, if 
you’re currently 
(unironically) into Nick 
Jonas, you’re not facing 
the same kinds of 
problems we are.

When in doubt, pull up 
Urban Dictionary.  “Zine is 
short for fanzine. For all 
intensive [sic] purposes, a 
zine is a cheaply made, 
cheaply priced publication, 
often in black and white, 
which is mass-produced via 
photocopier and bound with 
staples…Have you read the 
latest issue of my zine? I 
have an in-depth interview 
with the singer from 
Pernicious Crotch Fungus!”

Who?

I get Wheelan on the 
phone and ask, “Am 
I screwed?” His response: 
“You’re totally screwed.”

My mom is 62. “Don’t you 
want grandkids?” her 
friends ask. She laughs. 
“Taking care of my kids is 
enough work!” At 26, I’m 
fi nally reaching the point 
Miller is at—my Chicago 
apartment is increasingly 
more home than “home”—
and I’m paying my own 
bills (mostly; I won’t say 
no to a Target run when my 
parents visit), but my 
mom is my chief 
emotional support. We 
talk on the phone every 
day, and I can’t imagine it 
any other way. 

 PROBLEM.
and Marissa 
Conrad, a 
Millennial

Jeff Miller, 28 “Everyone I did 
AmeriCorps with pretty much 
either did it again for another 
year or went back home to figure 
out what’s next.”

Marissa’s take:

In 1998, the first class of the Millennial generation 
marched into the halls of higher education, in the 
midst of a booming dot-com economy that seemed 
to offer endless possibilities. And at age 30, I 
marched right in with them, starting my first year 
as a fiction-writing professor at Columbia College.
 I had graduated with a liberal-arts degree from 
Columbia eight years earlier, in the heat of the Gulf 
War recession. Spikes in oil prices meant hefty 
inflation; unemployment hit 5.6 percent (creeping 
up to 7.5 percent by 1992); and, like most Gen Xers, I 
didn’t expect my dream job to go hand-in-hand 
with my diploma. My generation grasped a certain 
reality that we needed to take the first job we were 
offered out of college—even if it was at Kinko’s 
or Bennigan’s—and deal with it. We compensated 
in other ways: Many Gen Xers stuck in a boring 9–5 
played in a band on the weekends, or wrote a zine 
for their friends. Still: I was going to get paid for my 
writing, whatever it took.

And so I waited tables at the Art Institute of 
Chicago during the day (one of the best jobs I’ve 
ever had, incidentally). At night, I served hors 
d’oeuvres at private, tony parties at the museum, 
where the elite of the elite sipped Champagne with 
a Matisse, Monet and Manet backdrop.

During that time, I interned at radio stations, and 
at newspapers. I moved to Hollywood with silver 
screen hopes and, instead, slung hamburgers to the 
likes of Charles Nelson Reilly. 

I waited tables in L.A. and Chicago for six 
years. I interned in an advertising department at 
one newspaper just to make connections on the 
editorial side. It took time and a lot of hustle, but 
freelance writing assignments followed, and soon 
staff writing positions came my way. I wasn’t 
making much money, but I was writing. 

Today, I am an author and a journalist. And at 
Columbia, I’m instructing young adults who are 
tumbling into the job market in the depths of 
another recession—one that’s “deeper, longer and 
significantly worse” than any recession in recent 
history, says Charles Wheelan, a senior lecturer of 
public policy at the University of Chicago. The 
Bureau of Labor Statistics reported 9 percent 
unemployment for the nation in October 2011, 
while student-loan debts are at record-breaking 
levels of $25,000 and more.

The economy may take years to turn around. 
The effects are going to leave a deep imprint on the 
Millennials, most of whom will be getting married 
and starting families later, and quite possibly 
never owning homes. But from my experience 

teaching 
them, the 
youth of this 
generation are 
feisty. They’re 
ready to take 
action when 
they’re angry. 
They’re going 
to pursue their 
passions no 
matter what. 

And, twentysomethings? Great Recession or not, 
these traits ultimately will make you happier and 
better-adjusted than my Gen X brethren. 

!!!!!°!°!°!°!°!°

“Twenty-eight is the new 21,” says Jeff Miller, a 
28-year-old Chicagoan who, just two years ago, 
was sleeping on his brother’s floor while he 
searched for a job. He’s quoting “some comic, I can’t 
remember her name. I think she was joking about 
going out drinking, but I do kind of feel like where 
our parents were at 21, we are at 28.” Miller 
graduated from the University of Cincinnati in 
2007, right when the economy started to tank. He 
works at a local daily deal site. He lives in Roscoe 
Village with a roommate, but it’s only recently that 
he has started to feel like his apartment here is 
home, rather than his parents’ place back in Ohio. 

After graduating, Miller followed in the footsteps 
of a few older friends, deferring full-time 
employment to first work at a summer camp in 
Maine, then on a trail maintenance crew in Arizona. 
In 2008, he joined AmeriCorps, traveling the 
country for a year to build houses and clean up high 
schools. He assumed he’d find a job in his field—
electronic media and journalism—when he 
finished. “I wasn’t too worried about the job 
situation [when I joined AmeriCorps],” he says. “It 
was more like afterward, when I realized how hard 
it was to find a job. Everyone I did AmeriCorps with 
pretty much either did it again for another year or 
went back home to figure out what’s next.” At 25, he 
found himself back in his high-school bedroom.

For me, moving back home in my twenties was 
never a thought. My father was an officer in the 
Marine Corps and served in the Korean War. 
My mom came from a working-class Chicago 
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Helicopter parenting is a 
nice buzzword, but so-called 
helicopter parents are also 
encouraging their kids to 
work hard—make time to 
join that extra club in high 
school, take that internship 
on top of a full course load. 
I’d like to think our 
doggedness resulting from 
these packed schedules will 
help in the long run, even as 
our expectations get as 
smashed as a 14-year-old 
with a bottle of Malibu.

My fi rst “real” journalism 
job out of college—which I 
accepted in June 2008, 
exactly a year after I 
graduated from 
Northwestern, after 12 
months of interning at $7 
per hour—paid about 
$20,000 less than that. 
Due to staffwide pay cuts, 
when I left three years 
later, I made less than 
when I started. 

I’m reminded of the 
Book of Mormon lyric: 
“Heavenly Father, why do 
you let bad things 
happen? More to the 
point, why do you let bad 
things happen to me?”

 

Deb Pressman, 28 “I am not 
anywhere near buying a home 
or having a family, and it’s 
depressing to me.”

family. “Handle it!” was our houseld mantra; they 
expected my elder three siblings and me to take care 
of ourselves. But Millennials are a generation 
defined by helicopter parents—hovering moms and 
dads who encouraged their kids to follow any 
dream, says Ron Alsop, author of 2008’s The 
Trophy Kids Grow Up: How the Millennial 
Generation Is Shaking Up the Workplace. 

“The most overriding trait [of Millennials] is 
their great expectations. They’ve been used to 
achieving a lot and getting rewarded,” Alsop says. 
“I think that is why this recession and weak job 
market has been especially painful for them. They 
expected that if they did the right thing, went to 
college, they would get the payoff of a good job, and 
that hasn’t happened for many of them. Their 
expectations have been really crushed.”

Yet, Miller stands strongly behind his time in 
AmeriCorps. (“I try to convince everyone I know to 
do it.”) And, despite career setbacks, Alsop says 
that having those years of public-service work to 
look back on may make Millennials happier in the 
long run than Gen Xers, many of whom felt their 
“badge of achievement” was getting a good job in 
the (often-unfulfilling) private sector. “I think young 
people today view working for some organization 
that might not pay much [but is] doing something 
with a social purpose as very rewarding,” he says. 
“And you can get a lot of good experience [in public 
service], whether it’s managing people or just 
learning what it takes to run any organization.”

Today, Miller works in customer service. It’s not 
where he imagined he’d be working when he 
graduated, but he feels fortunate to have a 
steady, decent paycheck. Others in his generation 
aren’t so lucky.

!!!!!!°!°!°!°!°!°

One cold late-October morning, I watch as a few 
hundred protesters circle near the Chicago 
Mercantile Exchange, clutching picket signs. One 

reads, OSAMA BEN BERNANKE, ECONOMIC TERRORIST. 
I watch a businessman garbed in an ankle-length 
cashmere jacket and leather gloves stride past. 
Discreetly, the man raises a gloved middle 
finger to the throng of protesters before he 
disappears inside the building.

Nice.
Shortly after, I meet Jill Johnson, 29, who 

graduated from Cornell University in 2004 with a 
degree in political science and sociology. Johnson is 
an out-of-work paralegal. She has been jobless for 
nearly two years and has been steadily looking for a 
gig. In September, she moved back in with her 
parents in Beverly. When I meet her, she has been 
protesting for 20 days. 

Johnson represents countless Millennials who 
carry a large student-loan burden. The Project on 
Student Debt (projectonstudentdebt.org), a national 
nonprofit independent research and policy 
organization, claims that two-thirds of all college 
grads in 2010 faced student debt averaging 
$25,250. The average salary for a 2011 college 
graduate is $51,171, according to the National 
Association of Colleges and Employers. But in my 
experience as a college professor, I don’t know 
many recent grads who are making even close to 
that, at least in creative fields. 

When Johnson graduated from Cornell, she owed 
$20,000. After the Department of Justice cut funding 
for her position—a legal advocate for immigrants 
and victims of domestic and sexual violence—she 
was unable to make her monthly payments, and 
interest built up quickly. She now owes $28,000 and 
has no idea how she will pay it off. But she knows 
one thing: The system has to change.

“The corporate abuse of our democracy is 
deplorable,” she says. “And I absolutely believe 
that the Occupy movement is going to accomplish 
things. There are a lot of motivated people 
throughout the world, and I am just one of them.”

Critics have cited Occupy as an example of the 
“entitlement generation”—youth who are pissed off 
at the circumstances served up to them by the 
current economy and, by marching, protesting and 
picketing, are only looking out for No. 1. “You can 
argue that the Occupy movement shows a lack of 
awareness in that it’s a movement of complaint but 
not a movement of solution,” says Gary Alan Fine, a 
sociology professor at Northwestern University. 
“They recognize something’s not working; they just 
haven’t been very effective in saying what’s next.” 

But whether or not the movement achieves 
change, it’s making Millennials more aware of 
what’s going on in Washington. The possible 
benefits? “When they get into positions of power and 
responsibility, [they may] realize that a lot of what 
happened was caused by people’s recklessness and 
greed, and they’ll be more responsible,” Alsop says. 
“Maybe we can hope things like Enron ten years ago, 
and Lehman Brothers three years ago, and the world 
economic crisis that it started, won’t repeat.”

!!!!°!°!°!°!°!°

Let’s, for a second, assume the best: Socially, 
Millennials will end up happy they didn’t all get 
pushed into corporate America. They’ll be 
politically active and prepared to make better 
decisions than the generations before them. Still, 
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I’m just getting around to 
starting a 401k now. I’ve 
entertained the idea of 
buying a condo but realize 
I’m nowhere near the point 
where I could look seriously. 
None of my friends own 
homes or are thinking about 
buying. I worry: Am I going to 
be paying off the bulk of my 
mortgage when it’s time to 
send my kids to college? 
Am I even going to be able 
to afford kids? None of 
us are married, or even 
close. I know one person 
with a dog.…

Interested in what this 
means on a wider economic 
level, I turn back to Wheelan. 
“If my generation isn’t 
buying houses, is the real 
estate market going to stay 
in the dumps forever?” I ask. 
Eventually, it will self-
correct, he tells me. “If your 
generation buys more 
slowly, we stop building as 
many houses. But in the 
short run, it’s not terribly 
healthy. New household 
formation is the driver of the 
real estate market, so [not 
buying houses] is going to 
continue to exacerbate the 
problems we’re seeing.”

Basic understanding of 
Facebook and Twitter that 
we can parlay into jobs 
that old people 
don’t understand.

“Just so you know, I’ll never 
be able to afford a place 
here,” my boyfriend told me 
the other night as we sipped 
drinks at Filini, the new 
restaurant inside Aqua, the 
shiny, 82-story crown jewel 
of Lakeshore East. He was 
joking—as I said, we’re 
nowhere near marriage, and 
I don’t think either of us 
have expectations of living 
somewhere that bourgie. 
But it struck me that Fine 
may be right—do I really 
care if I never get the 
quintessential coming-of-
age soccer mom SUV? Or if I 
rent forever? As long as I’m 
doing something I love with 
someone I love (gag, I 
know), I’ll…well, I’ll 
handle it. Let’s just hope 
researchers keep pumping 
money into fertility drugs, 
because I may not be having 
babies until I’m 40.

Gregory Gurley, 
28 “This 
situation keeps 
you living within 
your means.”

the conundrum remains: Economically, we are in a 
world crisis. This generation is, as Wheelan so 
readily agreed, financially screwed. What about 
the milestones—marriage? Babies? First homes? 
All the things most previous generations had by 
the time they hit 30?

Deb Pressman, 28, has been dating her boyfriend 
for almost three years. They live together in Lincoln 
Park. They’ve talked about marriage, but “we just 
can’t really afford it,” she says. She’s been steadily 
employed, mainly as a music publicist, since 
graduating from American University in 2005. But 
her salary has barely grown in seven years and, as a 
result, she recently quit to go back to school. 

“My sister is 20 years older than me and my 
brother is 18 years older than me, and by the time 
they were my age, my sister was already married 
and pregnant, and my brother was looking to buy a 
home,” she says. Though she considers herself 
lucky compared to many, “I am not anywhere near 
that, and it’s depressing to me.” 

“Unequivocally, this economic situation is going 
to affect how [Millennials] live their lives,” Wheelan 
says. “Certainly there was the joblessness during 
the Depression, and you had another ugly stretch of 
relatively high unemployment and high inflation 
during the 1970s, but the huge cost of higher 
education is a recent development. Higher 
education has grown much faster than inflation for 
a long period of time.… [Millennials have] the worst 
of it; [besides loans] you’re going to have to pay for 
all of these expensive benefits that have been 
promised to my parents and me, and you’re going to 
finally get to your own retirement and have a 
smaller cohort behind it to pay for it [because 
families are starting later and likely will be smaller]. 
If I had to guess, I would say they’re going to marry 
later, not plunge into buying houses.”

But sociologist Fine adds that this delay isn’t 
necessarily a bad thing. “American culture has 
always emphasized owning a home, but that’s not 
necessary. There are a lot of people who live their 
lives as renters. The old contract, the implicit social 
contract, was that you go to college, you settle down 
with a partner, you find a place to live and you raise 
children. But there will be other choices. It’s a 
continual adjustment of expectations, and these 
expectations can change as the job market changes. 

“White picket fences didn’t always exist,” Fine 
continues. “Suburban houses are a phenomenon of 
the 20th century. It wasn’t always the model, and it 
doesn’t mean it always will be. There are condos, 
cooperative apartments, all different possibilities. 
People will adapt in ways that are surprising.”

Gregory Gurley, 28, was initially upset he 
couldn’t get a loan to buy a place. After being laid 
off from his gig as sales manager for a spice 
company in Florida in 2008, he moved to Chicago 
and took a telemarketing job, “making crap money 
working harder than I did when I was right out of 
college, getting berated at a phone bank and feeling 
like shit every day. I did that for a year and 
managed to get fired from a really shitty job I was 
good at, a really demoralizing thing. Then, [banks 
aren’t] lending unless you have a pretty good credit 
score and more money down [than before the 
crash]. Meanwhile, I’m paying rent that’s higher 
than a mortgage would be.” Right now, he works as 
the operations manager at a local high school.

But: “I think the positive is that it gives you time 
to really think and be confident in the decisions 
you’re making. I have a car, and that’s the only big 
financial obligation I have besides school loans. I’m 
saving up for a vacation, and instead of charging it, 
I’m paying cash. It’s not allowing me to get into 
more debt, which is the situation people were 
getting into a few years ago—a fake market, a fake 
bubble, everyone was living off credit. [This 
situation] keeps you living within your means.” 

!!!!!°!°!°!°!°!°

As a professor, I have marveled at the Millennials 
for their tech know-how, for their compassion for a 
world that is bigger than they are, for their activist 
nature and for their originality. I always sort of 
resented the Baby Boomers lording their elder-
statesman status over my generation, telling us 
they were better, that Gen X was just a bunch of 
unwashed whiny slackers pontificating pop-
cultural nonsense at coffee shops. Now, as an aging 
Gen Xer, I find myself looking at the Millennials 
with both worry and wonder and—yikes—
offering up generational wisdom on how to contend 
with what is arguably the worst situation handed 
to an age group since the Great Depression. I don’t 
want to be the pompous Boomer who knows all, 
because I’m not, and I don’t.

But I can say this: Leave the expectations by the 
wayside. Work menial gigs to pay the bills. Pursue 
your passions every chance you get. Get up earlier. 
Stay up later. Do keep your laudable generational 
qualities—the activism and the global concerns—
and keep your voices up at Occupy and at the ballot 
box. Stay passionate. 

And most of all, handle it.  
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