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BRIEF

Overview 

The lives of Black and 
Hispanic youth and 
white young people from 
households with lower 
incomes have been rocked 
by the COVID-19 outbreak. 
COVID-19 is forcing many 
young people to calculate the 
value of college differently 
than they were before the 
pandemic and, for some, to 
rethink their decision to go 
to college in the first place. 
These decisions around 

schooling could cause ripple effects in the kind of jobs that young people pursue—and qualify for—in the 
future, which can affect their long-term ability to achieve their dreams, accumulate wealth, and pass it on 
to future generations. 

A new tracking poll, conducted by Goodwin Simon Strategic Research (GSSR) with support from 
Equitable Futures, a project of the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation, shines new light on how the 
adjustments, sacrifices, and other life changes young people have had to make during the COVID-19 
pandemic are impacting their perceptions about their future. Conducted in August 2020, the nationwide 
online poll surveyed Black and Hispanic youth from a broad spectrum of household incomes and white 
youth from households with lower incomes.
 
Uncertainty during this climate of upheaval is, of course, not exclusive to young people. Yet, the stakes 
for Black and Hispanic youth and white youth from households with lower incomes are especially high 
because the pandemic is exacerbating existing economic inequalities, which presents a graver threat to 
their future economic outlook.
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Rocked by COVID-19, Young People’s 
Uncertainty over Future Could Shape 
Economic Outlook for an Entire Generation

“I believe the community will 
be forever affected by the 
outbreak...It will leave an 
imprint on everybody’s minds 
that will last for years.”
- Hispanic male, online focus group participant, 
  age 21, lower income, Illinois
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Introduction 

By any measure, the year has been extraordinary. In addition to the profoundly disruptive economic and 
social impacts of the pandemic, many people are becoming more acutely aware of the manifestations of 
longstanding issues, like extreme disasters linked to climate change and tragic events of police brutality 
leading to protests for racial equality and justice.
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Many young people remain hopeful on racial justice in 2020

Clearly, the generations before us have not pushed through 
the change yet that we need to see in the world, so it is now 
up to us to do so... I think that with social media we now 
have so much more power and voice to create change than 
previous generations had at our age.
— HISPANIC FEMALE, ONLINE FOCUS GROUP PARTICIPANT, AGE 21, LOWER INCOME, KANSAS

Staying Engaged

How are young people, particularly young people who face greater challenges to achieving career and 
financial stability, thinking about their futures in 2020? In a recent poll of 1) Black and Hispanic young 
people and 2) white young people from households with lower income, many respondents reported that 
they are experiencing significant disruptions to their lives as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic, and these 
disruptions are causing some to reconsider their expectations related to education and work. At the same 
time, most of the young people polled say that they are paying attention to this year’s conversations and 
events related to policing and racial justice. The poll results suggest that recent protests and heightened 
levels of civic engagement that began with the death of George Floyd on May 25, 2020 have captured and 
held the attention of many young people—and they are not passive observers. Instead, many young people 
report that they are engaged in conversations and in online and in-person activism on racial justice issues, 
and that these experiences are shaping how they think about their future goals and opportunities in life.

This year, Goodwin Simon Strategic Research (GSSR) is conducting a national youth poll with support from 
Equitable Futures, a project of the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation. The poll studies the impacts of COVID-19 
on young people’s perceptions about their futures and their goals and includes questions about racial 
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Here and Now: 
In a world changed by COVID-19, many young 
people forge ahead on education and career goals

Introduction
The United States, along with the rest of the world, is coming up on one year of experiencing a global 
pandemic that has profoundly disrupted life for people of all ages and of all racial and ethnic backgrounds. 
The evidence is now overwhelming that the pandemic has made racial, ethnic, and gender disparities, 
especially with respect to health care and economic opportunities, even worse than they were pre-
pandemic. On top of the pandemic and an uncoordinated response to the crisis, Americans in 2020 
experienced other upheavals and shifts in national conversations, including heightened conversations and 
activism about racial justice and police brutality.

In this brief, we discuss some of the latest research from Equitable Futures, a project of the Bill & Melinda 
Gates Foundation, which seeks to build stronger connections and alignment between K-12 schools and 
education, post-secondary institutions, and employers to improve labor market outcomes and promote 
paths to upward mobility and economic opportunity for Black and Latino young people of all incomes and 
young people experiencing poverty. A vital component of this effort is a structured research program that 
engaged directly with young people to assess how occupational identity is developed and how that identity 
informs young people’s thinking about life goals and career aspirations.

One of the major components of the research effort explores questions related to 
occupational identity specifically with Black and Latino young people from all 
income backgrounds as well as white young people from households with 
lower incomes. This research, the major findings of which are presented 
in a report titled Striving to Thriving, paints a vivid picture of how young 
people see themselves in their journeys towards their future lives: how 
they view themselves as their own best change agents, how they 
carve out pathways to their future lives, and whether they view 
their identities as assets. Many of these insights have now been 
transformed into tools and resources intended to help adults 
supporting young people in their career pathways to advance their 
efforts to center the voices and identities of young people in the 
work that they do.

Illustration by Ladasia Bryant, age 19
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Young People Believe It’s 
up to Them When It Comes 
to Their Futures 

In June 2020, Equitable Futures, a project of the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation, released a 
report called Striving to Thriving which outlined key insights about the various ways young 
people think about their future lives and careers and how they form their occupational 
identities—how they see themselves, how they understand what they’re good at, and 
where they think they belong. The insights came from qualitative and quantitative research 
conducted in 2018 and 2019 with thousands of Black and Latino young people of all incomes 
and white young people from households with lower incomes. 

Equitable Futures is part of the Pathways portfolio of the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation, 
which aims to support students in their transition from high school to college, career, and 
beyond. The goal of Pathways is to ensure that Black and Latino students and students 
experiencing poverty can develop the skills and access the support and relationships 
necessary to thrive as they pursue their education and enter the workforce.

What the Striving to Thriving research showed is that many Black and Latino 
young people and white young people from households with lower incomes have 
a wide diversity and range of career and life goals. 

In the Striving to Thriving research, young people were asked how they saw themselves and 
how their perceptions of their identities fit in with their career goals. The research findings 
countered many of the prevalent characterizations of young people who fall into groups often 
described as “at risk” or “vulnerable.” For example, many young people of color often hear 
the message that education and employment institutions struggle with racial and ethnic 
diversity and inclusion—which could potentially lead young people of color to feel as if their 
race or ethnicity is a challenge to be overcome. Instead, many Black and Latino young people 
reported that they experience their identities as an asset—as something that will help them 
determine what they want to do and be. And all of the young people represented in Striving 
to Thriving, like other young people all over the world, find themselves at different stages 
of thinking about their career pathways. They feel a powerful sense of agency in terms of 
carving their own paths, and, at the same time, they recognize that they need supportive 
relationships outside of their own families to reach some of their goals. Many are not sure how 
to develop these relationships.  
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SEPTEMBER 2019 AUGUST 2020

Very low income

High income

High income

White Female

White Female

White Male

White Male

Hispanic Male

Hispanic Male

Black Male

Black Female

Black Female

Hispanic Female

Hispanic Female

Low income

Low income

White

Hispanic

Hispanic

Black

Black Male

Black

Male

Female

Middle income

ALL RESPONDENTS

ALL RESPONDENTS

30%

40%

50%

60%

“I know what I want to do 
for my career, and I also 
know the specific steps I 

need to get there.”

 Very low income
Middle income

30% 
of Hispanic male 

respondents felt this 
way in 2020. This 

number is a decline 
from the 2019 

survey.

Across race, gender, and income level, fewer youth respondents in 2020 
feel that they know what they want to do and the steps to get there. 

Wave 1   visualizations Source: Equitable Futures National Youth Poll, August 2020
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Do you help provide care for other people in your household, such as a child younger 
than you or an older person living with you?

Those answering: Yes, I help provide care for someone younger than me

0% 10% 20% 30% 40%

Total 32

Black Female 34

Black Male 32

Hispanic Female 34

Hispanic Male 36

White Female 26

White Male 27

Black 15-16 33

Black 17-18 31

Black 19-21 35

Hispanic 15-16 42

Hispanic 17-18 33

Hispanic 19-21 32

White 15-16 23

White 17-18 30

White 19-21 28

Wave 1   visualizations Source: Equitable Futures National Youth Poll, August 2020
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Across race, gender, and income level, more 
youth respondents in 2020 report working 

multiple jobs than they did in 2019.

Very low income

High income

High income

White Female

White Female

Hispanic Male

Hispanic Male

White Male

Black Male

Black Male

Hispanic Female

Hispanic Female

Black Female

Black Female

Low income

Low income

White
White Male

White

Hispanic

Hispanic

Black

Black

Male

Male

Female

Female

Middle income

Middle income

ALL RESPONDENTS

ALL RESPONDENTS

“Are you earning 
income from more
than one job
or similar paid
work?”

SEPTEMBER 2019 AUGUST 2020

 Very low income

20%

30%

40%

30% 
of Black male
respondents 

answered ‘Yes’ in 
2019. That number 
rose in our latest 

survey.

Wave 1   visualizations Source: Equitable Futures National Youth Poll, August 2020
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Which of the following best describes your feelings about coronavirus in the united states?

Those answering: The worst is yet to come

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60%

Total 52

Black Female 60

Black Male 48

Hispanic Female 62

Hispanic Male 48

White Female 49

White Male 43

Black 15-16 58

Black 17-18 54

Black 19-21 54

Hispanic 15-16 51

Hispanic 17-18 51

Hispanic 19-21 59

White 15-16 41

White 17-18 45

White 19-21 52

Wave 1   visualizations Source: Equitable Futures National Youth Poll, August 2020
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0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70%NET: PAYING ATTENTION

Those who answered:
• A great deal of attention
• Some attention

Total 67

White 65

Black 64

Hispanic 71

Black Female 67

Black Male 61

Hispanic Female 75

Hispanic Male 68

White Female 67

White Male 63

How much attention have you given to the recent conversations 
or actions around policing and racial justice in the country?

Attention to Racial Justice Protests

Wave 1   visualizations Source: Equitable Futures National Youth Poll, August 2020
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0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50%

Participating in-person 
at a march, protest, 
rally, or similar event

Posting my own
thoughts, images, 
reactions, etc., online 
or on social media

Sharing other people’s 
posts online or 
on social media

Talking about it 
with my family

Talking about it 
with my friends

Talking about it 
with my co-workers

Donating money 
to an organization 
or a cause

Volunteering with 
an organization 
or a cause

I have not engaged 
in any activities 
around policing 
and racial justice

White 15

Black 23

Hispanic 15

White 30

Black 34

Hispanic 38

White 28

Black 32

Hispanic 31

White 45

Black 43

Hispanic 44

White 39

Black 39

Hispanic 43

White 10

Black 14

Hispanic 11

White 11

Black 10

Hispanic 12

White 4

Black 7

Hispanic 3

White 26

Black 14

Hispanic 21

Which, if any, of the following activities have you engaged in 
around policing and racial justice?

Engagement with Racial and Police Justice

Wave 1   visualizations Source: Equitable Futures National Youth Poll, August 2020
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Please tell us, using a scale from zero to ten, where zero means 
there has been no impact and a 10 means it has completely 
changed your thinking, how much do you feel the [coronavirus 
outbreak] / [racial justice] has impacted the ways you are thinking 
about your future education and career goals?

Perceived Impact of Current Moment

My thinking was changed by:

65%

70%

75%

Coronavirus Racial justice

Higher income: 72%

Higher income: 71%

Lower income: 76%

Lower income: 68%

Black: 66%

Black: 67%

White: 72%

White: 64%

Hispanic: 69%

Hispanic: 66%

Female: 71%

Female: 69%

Male: 67%

Male: 63%

ALL RESPONDENTS: 69%

ALL RESPONDENTS: 66%

Wave 1   visualizations Source: Equitable Futures National Youth Poll, August 2020
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NET: POSITIVE IMPACT

Those who answered:
• Very positive impact
• Somewhat positive 

impact

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60%

Total 56

White 51

Black 59

Hispanic 58

Black Female 56

Black Male 61

Hispanic Female 66

Hispanic Male 52

White Female 49

White Male 52

Do you think a year from now the conversations and actions around 
policing and racial justice will have had a positive impact, negative 
impact, or no impact on the community you live in?

Future Impact of Racial Justice Protests

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80%

68

67

55

68

68

63

64

RACIAL JUSTICE

CLIMATE CHANGE/PROTECTING
THE ENVIRONMENT

GUN VIOLENCE

GENDER EQUALITY AND 
WOMEN’S EQUAL RIGHTS

VOTING RIGHTS

EQUAL RIGHTS FOR LESBIAN, 
GAY, BISEXUAL, TRANSGENDER, 

AND QUEER PEOPLE (LGBTQ)

IMMIGRANTS AND 
IMMIGRATION RIGHTS

For each issue, please tell us whether, for you personally, being able to be engaged in promoting 
change feels more like an opportunity, feels more like a burden, or whether it is not something you 
want to be involved with.

An Opportunity Not A Burden

Those that [strongly agree] / [somewhat agree] being able to be engaged in promoting change 
around [issue] feels more like an opportunity

Wave 1   visualizations Source: Equitable Futures National Youth Poll, August 2020
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White

Black

Total

Male

Female

Age 15-16

Age 17-18

Age 19-21

Black Female

Black Male

White Female

White Male

Are you currently earning income from more than one 
job, internship, apprenticeship, or similar paid work?

Those answering: Yes

60% 50% 40% 30% 20% 10% 0% 

December 2020
September 2020

August 2020

September 2019

42

40

30

42

48

56

36

40

52

34

45

42

43

41

37

Latino

Latina

Latino

Waves 2 & 3   visualizations Source: Equitable Futures National YouthPoll, September 2020 and December 2020
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Do you think differently about college being worth it for you personally now than 
you did before the coronavirus outbreak?

Those answering: Yes, I used to think college is/would be worth it for me 
but now I think it is/would not be worth it

0% 10% 20% 30%

Total 31

Male 31

Female 32

White 29

Black 35

Latino 30

Black Female 37

Black Male 33

Latina 29

Latino 31

White Female 30

White Male 29

Waves 2 & 3   visualizations Source: Equitable Futures National YouthPoll, September 2020 and December 2020
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Does/did your parent or guardian regularly talk to you about your next steps after high school?

Those answering: Yes

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

Total
63Dec 2020

Sept 2019

Male
64

Female
63

Age 15-16
86

Age 17-18
66

Age 19-21
50

White
64

Black
61

Latino
64

Black Female
60

Black Male
63

Latina
66

Latino
62

White Female
62

White Male
67

Waves 2 & 3   visualizations Source: Equitable Futures National YouthPoll, September 2020 and December 2020
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Thinking about your current job, do you feel that:

Those answering: My current job is part of my chosen career track/career pathway

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50%

Total 41

Male 42

Female 40

Age 15-16 53

Age 17-18 38

Age 19-21 40

White 34

Black 50

Latino 38

Black Female 54

Black Male 47

Latina 39

Latino 38

White Female 27

White Male 42

Waves 2 & 3   visualizations Source: Equitable Futures National YouthPoll, September 2020 and December 2020
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Has the COVID-19 pandemic impacted the way you are thinking 
about either your future education plans, your work and/or career 
goals, or both?

Those answering: Net: yes

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70%

Total 57

Male 56

Female 58

White 52

Black 55

Hispanic 65

Those answering: Yes, impacted the way I am thinking about 
my future education plans

Total 27

Male 26

Female 29

White 25

Black 21

Hispanic 36

Those answering: No, not impacted the ways I am thinking about 
my future education plans or my future work and/or career goals

Total 33

Male 34

Female 33

White 39

Black 34

Hispanic 26

Those answering: Yes, impacted the way I am thinking about 
my future work and/or career goals

Total 15

Male 16

Female 15

White 14

Black 15

Hispanic 16

Those answering: Yes, impacted the ways I am thinking about 
both my future education plans and my future work and/or 
career goals

Total 15

Male 14

Female 15

White 13

Black 18

Hispanic 13

Source: Equitable Futures National Youth Poll, May 2021Wave 4   visualizations
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Thinking about the change(s) you have made to your education plans, how satisfied are 
you with your new education plans?

Those answering: Satisfied

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80%

Total 75

Male 76

Female 77

Age 15-16 88

Age 17-18 84

Age 19-21 66

Black Female 78

Black Male 79

Hispanic Female 82

Hispanic Male 78

White Female 66

White Male 72

Wave 4   visualizations Source: Equitable Futures National Youth Poll, May 2021
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Now that you have changed your future education plans, do you feel:

Those answering: More optimistic about my future

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60%

Total 52

Male 54

Female 50

Age 15-16 65

Age 17-18 58

Age 19-21 43

White 52

Black 51

Hispanic 52

Black Female 58

Black Male 44

Hispanic Female 49

Hispanic Male 57

White Female 43

White Male 62

Wave 4   visualizations Source: Equitable Futures National Youth Poll, May 2021
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Those answering: It’s going to be mostly up to you to achieve the kind of job or 
career you want in the future.

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60%

Total

47May 2021

December 2020

September 2020

August 2020

September 2019

Male

46

Female

47

Black

46

Latino

47

White

48

Wave 4   visualizations Source: Equitable Futures National Youth Poll, May 2021
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How much support do you feel you are receiving/received from your high school about your 
plans after high school?

Those answering: A great deal of support

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60%

Total 30

Age 15-16 43

Age 17-18 33

Age 19-21 23

White 27

Black 32

Hispanic 32

Net: Low income 30

Very low income 23

Low income 24

Middle income 33

Net: High income 45

High income 40

Very high income 62

Wave 4   visualizations Source: Equitable Futures National Youth Poll, May 2021
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How much support do you feel you are receiving/receive from places or programs outside 
your high school about your plans after high school?

Those answering: A great deal of support

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50%

Total 23

Age 15-16 27

Age 17-18 26

Age 19-21 19

White 19

Black 26

Hispanic 24

Net: Low income 22

Very low income 25

Low income 18

Middle income 24

Net: High income 37

High income 31

Very high income 58

Wave 4   visualizations


