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Abstract

The coronavirus disease 2019 pandemic continues to shape individuals’ decisions about
employment and postsecondary education. The authors leverage data from a longitudinal
qualitative study of educational trajectories to examine how individuals responded to the shifting
landscape of work and education. In the final wave of interviews with 56 individuals who

started their postsecondary education at a community college 6 years ago, the authors found that
most respondents described engaging in satisficing behaviors, making trade-offs to maintain their
prepandemic trajectories where possible. More than a quarter of individuals, primarily those with
access to fewer resources, described trajectories fraught with insecurity; they struggled to juggle
competing obligations, especially in the face of an unpredictable labor market. A small portion
of participants described making optimizing decisions, which were sometimes risky, to prioritize
their aspirations. These descriptive patterns may partially explain mechanisms shaping recent
shifts in employment and postsecondary education, including lower labor-market engagement and
declines in college enroliment.

Keywords
COVID-19; work; postsecondary education; community college; qualitative methods

In the wake of the coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) pandemic, the world faced
unprecedented lockdowns that transformed the nature of work and education (Moen,

Pedtke, and Flood 2020). The resulting upheaval shaped decisions about employment and
pursuing postsecondary education. For some, shifts toward remote work and schooling
meant maintaining their current trajectory while adhering to public health guidance. For
others, the pursuit of economic security and educational aspirations competed with other
priorities, such as personal safety and caregiving (Malmendier 2021). Job resignations have
soared in 2020 and 2021, with 3 percent of the entire U.S. workforce quitting in August
2021 alone, a phenomenon called the “Great Resignation” (BLS 2021a; Malmendier 2021;
Rosalsky 2021). Likewise, disruption to college courses shaped individuals’ experiences and
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enrollment decisions; colleges faced declines in enrollment in fall 2020 and again in fall
2021 (NCES 2021; NSC 2021).

In this study, we examine how the pandemic shaped individuals’ work and education
experiences using data from a longitudinal qualitative study of educational trajectories.
Individuals in our sample were community college students who, as of spring 2015, aspired
to transfer and earn a bachelor’s degree. Research suggests that the educational trajectories
of community college entrants, in particular, are shaped by their employment and familial
obligations, as many community colleges students are first-generation college students and
from low-income families (Hart 2021; Rosenbaum, Deil-Amen, and Person 2007). In our
final follow-up interview in fall 2020, we asked how individuals in our sample responded to
the shifting landscape of work and education during the pandemic and whether and how they
had maintained their previous trajectory toward their educational and career aspirations.

Many described optimizing and satisficing behaviors as they determined next steps toward
(or away from) their goals. The largest proportion described satisficing in their pursuit of
their aims, making decisions that maintained (to the extent possible) their prepandemic
trajectories but avoiding additional risks. A few participants described making optimizing
decisions, which were sometimes risky, to prioritize their aspirations despite difficult
circumstances. Both optimizers and satisficers described support structures that enabled
them to improve upon, or at least maintain, their prepandemic trajectories. More than a
quarter of the sample, primarily those with fewer financial resources and minimal support
structures, described trajectories fraught with insecurity, where they struggled to juggle
obligations, especially in an unpredictable labor market. We found that black and Hispanic
women appeared to be overrepresented among those struggling in our analytic sample, often
because of precarious employment and job loss.

These descriptive patterns may partially explain mechanisms shaping employment

and educational outcomes, including swelling job resignations and unfilled positions,
lower labor-market engagement among women (who have taken on more caregiving
responsibilities), and declines in college enrollment (BLS 2021a, 2021b; Calarco et al.
2021; Landivar et al. 2020; NSC 2021). Periods of economic downturn can destabilize
working environments, and that upheaval may shift individual investments in education
(Blustein et al. 2020; Foote and Grosz 2020). Unlike displaced workers in the Great
Recession’s turbulent job market (Vuolo, Staff, and Mortimer 2012), workers during the
COVID-19 pandemic continue to face disruptions arising from the intersection of family
life and personal health with their own work and educational investments, which produces
competing demands on their time.

How Competing Demands Shape Work and Educational Trajectories

Job security, flexibility, and safety influence individuals’ employment decisions (Duncan
1977; Oreopoulos and Salvanes 2011). Although job quality is often equated with earnings,
job quality is a multifaceted social, personal, and economic construction (Findlay, Kalleberg,
and Warhurst 2013; Liu, Thomas, and Zhang 2010). Employees’ day-to-day experiences
and work satisfaction are often shaped by their autonomy and flexibility concerning how
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and when they perform tasks (Kalleberg 2011; Valcour 2007). The emphasis on individuals’
autonomy to determine where and when to perform work has taken on new meaning in the
COVID-19 pandemic (Kaufman and Taniguchi 2021). Decisions about employees’ ability

to work remotely, especially for jobs deemed “essential,” were made by employers (van
Zoonen and Ter Hoeven 2022). Many individuals faced significant disruption in their day-to-
day work experiences because of shifting work modalities (Lyttelton, Zang, and Musick
2020), job loss (Moen et al. 2020), and competing work and family demands (Calarco et al.
2021; Schieman et al. 2021). Still others weighed the long-term implications of leaving the
workforce against the immediate need to care for children (Calarco et al. 2021; Schieman et
al. 2021).

Individuals enrolled in postsecondary education, particularly those juggling education and
work, faced further challenges during the pandemic that may contribute to decisions to
disenroll. About half of college students surveyed in the National Center for Education
Statistics Household Pulse Survey in fall 2020 reported that the COVID-19 pandemic was
likely to impair their ability to complete their degree (NCES 2021). Common reasons for
canceling enrollment plans included uncertainty about how classes and programs might
change (30 percent), changes in financial aid (15 percent), and the need to care for

others because of interrupted care arrangements (11 percent) (NCES 2021). Among college
enrollees, those with financial constraints tend to prioritize working for pay over continuing
their education; unfortunately, interruptions to enrollment ultimately extend time to a degree
and decrease the odds of degree attainment (Bound, Lovenheim, and Turner 2012; Bozick
2007). Community college students are more likely to come from low-income families and
to work during college than four-year college entrants (Snyder, de Brey, and Dillow 2019).
Qualitative research suggests that many of them work in precarious jobs with unpredictable
hours and rely on that employment to cover their financial obligations (Hart 2021).

The challenges experienced during the pandemic vary across subpopulations. People without
college degrees are typically more vulnerable to unemployment and lower job quality
(Schudde and Bernell 2019), and those conditions appear to be exacerbated during the
pandemic (Moen et al. 2020). During the pandemic, youth have become more vulnerable,
with higher rates of unemployment and deepened inequalities in job market entry across
social class, particularly in countries, like the United States, without “institutional bridges”
from school to work (Mont’Alvao, Aronson, and Mortimer 2020). Recent surveys show

that many recent college graduates were fired, furloughed, or had reduced hours because

of the pandemic (Kuperberg and Mazelis 2021). Women and people of color appear

more likely to have been laid off (Dias 2021). Women of color, in particular, are more

likely to be employed in the service industries adversely affected by pandemic closures
(Folbre, Gautham, and Smith 2021; Marchand and Olfert 2013). Layoffs can force displaced
workers into the gig economy or self-employed side hustles that shape their financial and
employment stability (Lewchuk 2017). During the pandemic, layoffs disproportionately
affected women, especially those of color and from low-income households (Moen et al.
2020). Parents of young children faced school and childcare closures (Garbe et al. 2020;
Landivar et al. 2020), upsetting the delicate balance of work-family life. Disparate job loss
may contribute to reliance on mothers as primary caregivers during the pandemic (Moen

et al. 2020). Women, particularly those with young dependents, reduced their hours of
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working for pay at a rate of four to five times that of men (Collins et al. 2020), with some
mothers emphasizing the practicality of decisions to reduce or forgo work (Calarco et al.
2021). Mothers who remained employed often took on a greater share of the pandemic
parenting, where those working from home navigated the challenge of balancing their
children’s schooling and their own work tasks (Calarco et al. 2021; Lyttelton et al. 2020;
Petts, Carlson, and Pepin 2021). The pandemic also affected family formation and fertility
decisions, often resulting in delays, which have greater implications for women (Kuperberg
and Mazelis 2021).

Decision Making in Turbulent Times

People make difficult decisions about whether and how to balance investments in work

and education with their other obligations. Rational choice theory suggests that people
leverage information to make decisions that will maximize their returns (Becker 1976).
People who optimize might take risks to gain more rewards, or leverage uncertain situations
in ways that improve their overall satisfaction and happiness. However, individuals also

face complex choice situations that make optimizing outcomes less feasible. People often
“satisfice” instead of maximizing—seeking a “good enough” option among perceived
alternatives (e.g., Schwartz et al. 2002:1178; Simon 1955). Sociological research from
secondary schooling illustrates that students from various socioeconomic backgrounds make
educational decisions on the basis of perceived utility of the potential pathway and perceived
odds of success (Gabay-Egozi, Shavit, and Yaish 2010). In a study of curricular choices, a
substantial proportion of students did not pick the highest reward (and highest risk) set of
courses or the lowest reward (and least risky) pathway. Instead, many displayed “hedging”
behavior, mixing coursework with potential high returns but high risk of failure with courses
perceived as less risky with lower potential returns, similar to Schwartz et al.’s (2002)
concept of satisficing. Students from lower socioeconomic status families were more likely
than those from more affluent families to “hedge” their choices, suggesting they were more
sensitive to perceived risk of failure.

Research suggests that women balancing work and caregiving are likely to describe
satisficing behavior (Crompton and Harris 1998; Walters 2005). In trying to balance work
and family goals, they fail to maximize success in either realm, with many emphasizing that
their jobs were merely “okay for now” (Walters 2005:209). The pandemic likely heightened
the sense of imbalance, especially for those without strong support systems to fall back on,
as broader structures, such as daycares and schools, were suddenly unavailable and women
were more likely than men to take on additional caregiving roles (Calarco et al. 2021).

Qualitative research on the work and education trajectories of individuals can help illuminate
the diversity of experiences that undergird recent trends. We analyze interview data collected
from a sample of working- and middle-class adults we have followed over six years, tracking
progress toward their educational and career aspirations. In our latest wave of interviews,
conducted in fall 2020, individuals described their work and educational trajectories in the
wake of the COVID-19 pandemic, including challenges faced and adaptations made as they
juggled shifting work, education, and family priorities during the pandemic.
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Data and Methods

Sample

The individuals in our analytic sample initially attended two public community college
districts located in different metro areas in central Texas, both of which primarily served
non-white student populations (with Hispanics as the majority); a quarter of their students
receive Pell grants (THECB 2017). We began interviewing students in spring 2015 and
followed up with them in the fall of each subsequent academic year. The latest wave
occurred in fall 2020, when much of the country still faced interruptions to daily life because
of COVID-19. Although everyone in the sample initially attended a community college, they
aspired to earn a bachelor’s degree and, in spring 2015, expressed an intention to transfer

to a four-year institution within the next year. Because of these sample selection criteria,
particularly that individuals planned to transfer within one year, our sample was positively
selected among community college entrants.

We recruited 100 participants in the first year, and the subsequent response rate varied

from year to year. In year 6, we interviewed 56 people who had been in touch with us

since the first interview (those for whom we had longitudinal data on their educational and
work trajectory). Table 1 includes their background information, current work intensity, and
educational attainment and enrollment information. The majority of people in our analytic
sample identified as Hispanic (59 percent [/7= 33]). Of the 56 participants, 64 percent
identified as white (n7 = 36), 14 percent as black (= 8), 5 percent as American Indian or
Alaska Native (7= 3), and 2 percent as Asian (7= 1); 9 percent did not disclose their race
(n =15, all of whom identified as Hispanic). The average age of participants in year 6 was
30, though age ranged from 24 to 61 years. A majority of participants in our sample, 63
percent, were the first in their families to attend college. On the basis of descriptions of
family income, parental education and occupation, and self-reported social class, 68 percent
were from working-class or lower middle-class families (the rest identified as middle-class).
By our year 6 interviews, almost half of the analytic sample (7= 27) had received bachelor’s
degrees (7 of whom were now pursuing graduate education). Among those who had not
attained bachelor’s degrees (7= 29), 16 were enrolled in baccalaureate-granting institutions
and 1 was enrolled at a community college (the remainder were no longer enrolled).

Data Collection

We conducted 60-minute semistructured interviews (Patton 1990) every fall over the past six
years, recording and transcribing the interviews each round. Our interview protocol included
questions about where students were in their educational process, factors that shaped their
trajectory, and their continued educational and career aspirations, in addition to what they
were doing after graduation. In year 6, we probed about their experiences navigating work,
education, and family life in the wake of the COVID-19 pandemic. We first asked general
questions about their day-to-day life and how it had changed since the pandemic began; then
we focused on how the pandemic affected their experiences in education, work, family, and
health.
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Data Analysis

Data analysis took place throughout the six years of data collection. Each year, we coded
all interviews after collection and added to a memao for each participant that served as a
longitudinal record capturing different themes and synthesizing student experiences across
the years. We created an extended meta-matrix to explore students’ trajectories and make
sense of themes that emerged from the coding and memoing processes. In our analysis

for this article, we drew from the memos and the matrix. We elaborate in the following
discussion.

Coding and Memoing.—We coded the data with the qualitative software program
Dedoose, using hybrid coding, each year (Miles, Huberman, and Saldafia 2014). In year

6, we first developed deductive codes from broad themes about the participants’ life
experiences and COVID-19 (e.g., the education family of codes included education-why
and education-finance; the COVID family of codes included COVID-education, COVID-
family, COVID-work, COVID-health, and COVID-other) to understand participants’ recent
experiences. These broad codes helped us to identify excerpts relevant to our research
questions, including how individuals were navigating work and education during the
pandemic. After each round of coding, we resolved disagreements and discussed the coding
scheme to determine necessary revisions. Once we had coded the interviews, we examined
them thematically and discussed themes as a team. We categorized themes and ideas that
emerged inductively from the data and used them to build a meta-matrix.

After our initial coding, we created or updated longitudinal memos for each student. These
detailed memos, 15 to 20 pages long, captured data from the six years of interview
transcripts, surveys, and field notes. In year 6, one specific section of each memo was
dedicated to students’ educational and work trajectories and how their trajectory was shaped
by the pandemic; we relied most heavily on this section for analysis.

We created qualitative matrices (Miles et al. 2014) to synthesize findings across students,
campuses, and data sources to build or extend theory on social mobility and educational
trajectories and outcomes. We derived categories for the matrices from the themes
identified during coding and memoing. We focused on how students understood their work
and educational trajectories and experiences since March 2020, when many experienced
disruptions to their education and employment. For each participant, our matrix also
captured demographics, where they were in their pursuit of a bachelor’s degree, whether
they were working for pay and how their employment experiences changed after March
2020, other obligations that shaped their educational and work experiences, and their
continued career and educational aspirations.

Members of the research team were assigned a caseload of participants to analyze, tasked
with filling out the matrix. To enhance the validity of our findings, the team met weekly to
discuss the ongoing process and areas that needed clarification. Once the initial meta-matrix
was filled in, we examined the data in the matrix inductively to see which themes and
categories emerged, and then we went back over the data to classify interviewees into those
themes. For example, we examined educational and work trajectories and, using quotations
in the matrix and transcripts as evidence, placed students in categories that summarized

Socius. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2024 February 09.



1duosnuen Joyiny 1duosnuey Joyiny 1duosnuen Joyiny

1duosnuep Joyiny

Schudde et al.

Results

Optimizing

Page 7

their educational and employment experiences as described in the year 6 interview. We drew
on our knowledge of each student’s trajectory, and considered whether they were able to
make choices that improved their trajectory in some way. Although we considered how
participants assessed their own experience (i.e., whether they believed they were on an
upward trajectory), we weighted other evidence as well. For example, many participants
noted they were “lucky” compared with some people they knew, but had lost jobs,
experienced major disruptions to their trajectories, or took on financial responsibility for
family members. We used these themes—in which individuals described their experiences
of an upward trajectory (“optimizing”), maintaining their status quo (“satisficing”), and
struggling to make ends meet (“struggling”)—to add a layer of coding to the matrix,
evaluating which individuals followed the three patterns.

Three major patterns defined how individuals described their work and educational
trajectories and related responses: optimizing, satisficing, and struggling. Table 2 illustrates
the distribution across identities in our sample. Fourteen percent of our sample (7=

8) described optimizing during the pandemic, emphasizing how they aligned their work
and educational circumstances with their priorities (e.g., pursuing a job with preferrable
conditions, like working in their preferred location). Optimizers were those who, in the face
of the pandemic, had social or financial support structures that enabled them to focus on
improving their situation to some degree. It is important to note, however, that there was
variation within this category, as we describe below, and everyone was affected in some
way by the pandemic. Yet the participants whom we label as optimizers were able to make
choices that helped them move toward their goals in an upward trajectory, because of their
access to some kind of safety net. The bulk of individuals we spoke with, 57 percent (7=
32), described satisficing in the wake of the pandemic. Satisficers maintained a work and
education trajectory that they perceived as acceptable but not ideal; they rationalized their
situation as a temporary holding pattern they could change after the pandemic. A smaller
but substantial portion, 29 percent (n= 16), of participants described the precarious nature
of their continued pursuit of employment and educational aspirations. Strugglers reported
downward trajectories, describing difficulty maintaining their prepandemic trajectories
because of competing obligations and unanticipated employment shifts. They emphasized
juggling too many obligations, which left them focusing on surviving rather than moving
toward their educational and career aspirations.

Individuals who described themselves as optimizing their work and educational situations
during COVID-19 typically emphasized improvements in their working conditions,
primarily working from home, that afforded them newfound flexibility. The majority (five
of eight) of those who described their trajectories as improving during the pandemic were
men. Optimizers typically acknowledged that they had a safety net, either family support or
additional resources, that allowed them to improve their circumstances despite an ongoing
pandemic.
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David, a 38-year-old white man, graduated in 2020 with an associate degree in computer
science. He described his family as thriving during the pandemic, largely because they spend
more time together. They struggled at first with their daughter’s school moving online.
David’s wife quit her job to support their daughter in online learning. David explained, “My
wife had to come back out, because it was just like, ‘Man, somebody needs to be there with
her, explaining the concepts, just working through some kind of online game or some little
math puzzle or something.”” They then moved their daughter to a parochial school, which
allowed David’s wife to return to work; like David, she found a remote position. Eliminating
his commute and working from home improved David’s quality of life:

Spending a lot more time with my daughter has been nice, my wife and | together,
because my wife works from home too. We’re constantly with each other... . We’re
a little bit more in sync than we used to be.

He elaborated: “Frustrating traffic every day to and from the office—not having that has
been a big blessing.” David, like many optimizers, felt lucky to be thriving: “We’ve found
opportunities to actually enhance our day-to-day interests, like education and work and all
that stuff. It’s been largely good for us.” His ability to optimize arose partly from his wife’s
initial sacrifice of her employment to support their daughter’s education and, subsequently,
from their family’s having the resources to enroll their child in private schooling.

Nour, a first-generation college student who graduated from a selective public university,
also described optimizing during the pandemic. She reconsidered her work and education
options, relying on support from her parents, to determine what worked best for her. She quit
her commercial banking job at the end of July 2020 because of the bank’s poor handling

of COVID-19, explaining, “The management like took forever to make a decision [about
working remotely], then sent everybody home. It was chaotic for a while ... so | quit.” She
admitted that it was risky: “It wasn’t the best decision to do during COVID.” However, she
was able to take this risk because she had a strong safety net, and she got a new job in
October “working full-time from home” and reported feeling “very lucky it worked out.”
Unlike some individuals who faced negative trajectories during the pandemic, Nour was able
to return home and live with her family, which provided a safety net that made it easier for
her to leave a job that would not allow her to work from home. Her father owned a local
liquor store that benefited from the pandemic (“Sales actually went up during the pandemic
because people drank more,” she explained). Taking a risk to leave her job with no backup
plan was made easier by supportive parents. Before the pandemic, she was enrolled in a
master’s program but found that “studying was harder because, like, there wasn’t a lot of
motivation to do it.” She elaborated on the challenges of taking “classes with professors
that | haven’t met and won’t meet because of COVID,” explaining: “I would skip classes
and just fall asleep or not do my assignments and wait till the last minute.” She planned to
reenroll when classes were taught in person, which she preferred to doing coursework via
Zoom. Although this delayed her educational trajectory, her work situation had significantly
improved, and she had the flexibility to wait until graduate school would be available in her
preferred instructional modality.

Several of the respondents reported making an easy transition to working from home,
because of both the field they worked in and flexible work arrangements initiated by
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their employers. For some, those transitions translated to eliminating commuting time,
which allowed them to invest more in postbaccalaureate education. For example, Dolores
completed her bachelor’s degree in information technology and, during the pandemic,
transitioned from part-time remote work to full-time remote work. The transition was
“seam-less” because her field, cybersecurity, is suited to remote work: it “wasn’t that big of
a change.” Dolores was happy to “just try to stay at home so we don’t contract any diseases
or anything.” Working remotely and the resulting lack of a commute also enabled her to
pursue “personal goals” of spending more time with family and enrolling in online master’s
degree coursework.

Individuals enrolled in graduate education who were otherwise financially secure, often
because of external support from family or other resources, felt relatively protected from

the pandemic’s toll on their trajectory, though for various reasons. Caleb, a white student,
had graduated from one of the state’s flagships and was using military education benefits

to fund his law school education, giving him financial security. Although he worried about
the pandemic interfering in internship plans—noting that the “second summer in law school,
that’s where you make connections and you get some experience”—he reported that online
learning was “easier for everyone” and that, because distraction were fewer, his grades had
improved since he had switched to remote course-work. Overall, he had secure funding

to continue his education and benefited from the online environment, continuing to make
progress toward his law degree. Tori, a white middle-class woman who was completing her
master’s degree in speech and language pathology, acknowledged that her internship was
interrupted when schools closed. However, because her university was close to home, she
could stay with her parents, which offered her additional support. She explained, “I think
that, even though it’s been hard, it’s nice to have time with my family, especially when |
feel like people are really struggling right now.” Living with her parents allowed her to keep
living costs low and focus on her education trajectory.

Although all of the people in this category perceived that they were gaining something
professionally or personally from their pandemic-induced situations, and all had structural
supports from family or other resources, there was variation among those optimizing. David
held on to his job, and appreciated the flexibility of working from home so that he could
spend more time with his family, a net benefit. For Nour and Tori, they moved home with
their parents, a move that could be viewed as a delay of entry into adulthood (Kuperberg and
Mazelis 2021), and could further delay other personal or financial decisions, such as starting
a family or buying a home. Nour, furthermore, delayed her graduate education. However,

it is important to note that Nour and Tori benefited from strong safety nets and felt that

their ability to reach long-term goals (educational or professional) improved, while others in
our study had parents or other family members move in with them and took on additional
caretaking or financial responsibilities.

Satisficers (1= 32) often accepted their current situations as “good enough” (Schwartz et
al. 2002), but several described themselves as being in a holding pattern. Like optimizers,
many satisficers emphasized that job stability (#7= 18) or family support (7= 13) enabled
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them to maintain their trajectory. However, unlike optimizers, they postponed seeking
preferable alternatives, like pursuing their aspirations toward additional education or better
employment.

Satisficers primarily described experiencing momentary disruptions to their work but
ultimately being able to return with minimal impact on their financial stability. For example,
Alec, a white man who was finishing his bachelor’s degree while working for a large
technology company for about 30 hours a week, did not lose pay or work hours during

the company’s short-term shutdown. Although he found some aspects of working and
doing school from home challenging, he had more financial stability because of the way
the company handled the shutdown: paying employees during closures and pivoting from
in-person to remote work as necessary. He explained, “They paid us for a few months, and
then ... once we re-closed in July, they pushed everyone into a remote position.” When
allowing people to work from home, they provided everyone with the supplies they needed.
As a result, there was no financial loss for Alec and he continued to pay his rent and remain
focused on school.

Dago, a Hispanic male who split his time between two jobs, described being able to
maintain stability in his work trajectory despite a lack of similar support from his employer.
Dago split his time between day trading and working at a can-nabidiol dispensary. Although
the dispensary closed briefly when nonessential businesses shut down, that did not seem

to disadvantage him financially. He started making more money day trading than he had
pre-COVID-19, which he attributed to the uncertainty of the market: “I’m really fortunate to
be able to still make money while [experiencing] these crazy times.” Yet this line of work
was risky and volatile, and Dago had no fallback. Although he lived with his mother, unlike
Nour and Tori, he supported his family, not the other way around. Indeed, when his mother
was unemployed because of COVID-19, he helped support their family. Dago left college
before the pandemic and no longer planned on returning. He explained, “I dodged a bullet
because it’s a lot—much harder to be doing school online, especially if you’re doing all
these other much more complicated subjects.” The pandemic seemed to solidify his decision
not to continue with college, on the basis of his perception of virtual schooling. Although he
interprets this as “dodging a bullet,” he is no longer on the path he initially set out on, which
was to obtain a bachelor’s degree. Reflecting on what it would be like to pursue a degree
now, however, Dago felt satisfied with his decision to focus on work for the time being.

A current university student, Soledad, was working full-time at a call center while finishing
up coursework for her bachelor’s degree. Although she was happy with recent changes that
had made her work more flexible, the job was not ideal: “This is going to be a permanently
remote thing, which is totally fine with me ... and the hours are really flexible. The job itself
is pretty terrible; | don’t like it, but it pays well.” However, as she looked toward her next
steps, she feared the uncertainty in the job market and considered earning a master’s degree
to delay employment decisions:

| was just like, “Okay, if COVID is still happening by the time | graduate, | think
I’m just going to do the master’s.” Because it’s going to be so hard to find a job
right now. So | don’t want to be out there with just the bachelor’s trying to find a
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job when all of these work environments are still adjusting to how they’re going to
do it, and a lot of places aren’t sure that they’re going to be even in office because
a lot of businesses were able to accommodate for work from home. And I was
looking at that a lot now because they’ve been able to show that’s something that
they can do. And I’m like, “Okay, that would be harder for me to learn on the job.”

Although she wanted to quit her current job, she planned to delay until she perceived a more
predictable job market, especially one that might provide additional training.

Dago, Alec, and Soledad illustrate what satisficing looked like among single individuals
with no apparent caregiving roles. Parents with small children who described satisficing
often relied on family or community to help them juggle increased caregiving
responsibilities. They accepted their current nonoptimal circumstances, comparing them
with alternatives they perceived as worse than their current holding pattern. For example,
Daniela described working from home full-time while supporting her children’s online
schooling as wearing “the same amount of hats” as before the pandemic, “but | have to do
it simultaneously now.” She elaborated about her work: “The job itself is the same, but the
environment since COVID has gotten a lot more... . | mean, it’s hard for me because | have
a lot on my plate, you know what | mean?” Neighbors with similarly aged children who
watched her kids offered essential support:

We’re really close with both of our neighbors... . So my kids play with their kids
a lot. 1 am so grateful because at least | can get a moment of silence, a moment of
just—"Let me just think of nothing. Let me just let my brain just relax for a little
bit.” I would say that’s probably been a bigger support group.

She was grateful for that community support, which made balancing full-time work with
caring for her kids feasible. But at the same time, she acknowledged putting off her goals.
She had disenrolled from college but still hoped to return. She said,

It frustrates me too because I’'m like, “Well, how am I going to do this?” ... | just
don’t even know. It takes so much to go to college to stay focused. And | feel like
my focus is just all over the place right now.

Because her current work and caregiving responsibilities were overwhelming, she could not
invest the time in planning to transfer and finish her degree. Instead, she continued to put off
her baccalaureate aspirations.

Other mothers similarly described putting aside ambitions to focus on maintaining their
status quo in the challenging circumstances. Hannah, a black mother of four who had
completed an associate degree four years earlier, worked for her church as a secretary. She
transitioned to remote work during the shutdown, which changed the nature of her job but
allowed her to prioritize the health of her family. “Part of what | do within my work or
within my church community, church family,” she explained, “is visit those who are sick
and visit those who are in the hospital. And you can’t do that now... . That’s been a big
adjustment.” Like many other women in the study, Hannah experienced increased caretaking
responsibilities. Although two of her four children no longer lived with her, she took on
more caregiving responsibility than before the pandemic. She often helped her elderly mom
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by “running errands after work” to “alleviate her from having to get out and be exposed.”
Hannah also supported one of her kids in online learning. She acknowledged that the
transition to online schooling was a struggle:

For the Kkids, learning it from a distance, and then as for parents having to help
them adjust to that and then being home all day and providing them breakfast and
lunch. | enjoyed it, but it was a little more than what | was used to... . It was a big
adjustment, but 1’d rather have done that than to be affected by COVID.

Hannah was adamant that she would not return to college during COVID-19, both because
she requires in-person learning and because she felt that her family needed her too much
at the moment: “With the COVID hitting and then seeing that | need to be of support to
my kids, | said no. That’s not something | can focus on right now because my family’s
more important.” She planned to delay her educational goals until her children returned to
in-person schooling and her college coursework was offered in person.

Several satisficers described how additional pressures at home affected their ability to pursue
additional opportunities. Gabriela, a working mother of one child, worked part-time as

a freelancer for an architecture client and in her parent’s business in Mexico. She had
completed her bachelor’s degree in architecture at a Texan university in the previous year
and had taken a trip to visit family in Mexico when COVID-19 hit, explaining: “We were
visiting ... and then the shutdown started after spring break and so we just decided we
should stay.” She had decided not to pursue full-time employment at the time so she could
support her six-year-old son’s schooling:

I am afraid to go back to a regular, like nine-to-five job, because | don’t know how
I’ll be able to balance doing classes with my son and him going to school online
and then me having to work ... my son’s school is still doing everything online. So
I just don’t know where | would balance it out to go back to work for a nine to five.

Gabriela had the benefit of a family business, owned by her father and brother, where she
worked additional hours if needed. She wanted to go to graduate school, but COVID-19
changed her plans: “I was actually looking at the master’s in construction science... . They
have an online program, but | won’t do that right now. Because of money reasons, it’s not a
good year for that.” As she worked to balance competing priorities, she was unsure of what
the future will look like, noting, “I guess the situation with COVID is so unclear on where
I’m going to end up at.” Relying on her extended family to maintain stability felt necessary
for the time being because, she explained, “I know | have a budget to keep.”

Although satisficers were often able to leverage community, family, or personal resources
to meet their needs, those who reported struggling in their work and educational trajectories
(n = 16) often lacked access to social or financial supports. Strugglers, all of whom were
women, primarily described unstable work trajectories, which affected the postsecondary
education of those still enrolled. Strugglers reported one or more of the following: losing
their jobs (n = 8), underemployment arising from decreased hours (7= 5), and working
multiple jobs to get by (7= 4). They described a chaotic and challenging job market even
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for those who earned their baccalaureate (7= 7). For those with children (7= 5), the
combination of negotiating job instability and supporting children in online learning created
an almost untenable dynamic.

Respondents reported increased uncertainty about employment during the pandemic, citing
the loss of opportunities because of shutdown. When service-based industries closed, many
staff members were furloughed or laid off. Kim, a black 24-year-old college student who
had recently transferred to a flagship university, scraped together jobs after she was let go
from her position on campus. “I had to look for employment elsewhere. 1’ve sort of just
had multiple different jobs that I’'m taking on, and then change a lot more than | normally
would,” she explained. In addition to taking on gig economy jobs, for example through
Instacart, she also had to move home abruptly when the university closed its dorms in

the spring. At home, several other family members also struggled to find employment but
worried about taking on jobs that increased their “exposure”: “Some of us in the family were
not going to work for a little bit. Especially since, for my mom, she was looking for work
just before COVID started. It made it harder for her to get a job.” Kim hoped to avoid jobs
that would increase her family’s risk for getting COVID-19, but the jobs she took required
interaction with people outside her household.

Tanya, a young white woman who was furloughed from her position at a local movie theater,
similarly described difficulties finding employment over several months:

I’m thinking about what I can do, jobs I can do at home that will allow me to make
a living. That’s a lot of what I’ve been thinking about for this whole pandemic
window period of time. I’'m very money focused, like, “How can I sustain myself?”

While waiting to return to her theater job, she looked for other work. She took on babysitting
and tutoring jobs to make ends meet. She eventually hoped to return to college to earn a
degree, but her financial constraints made it harder to “pay full price for half the education”
(referring to online coursework). The pressure of her immediate financial need to cover
expenses also took precedence over her educational aspirations.

\ero, a 26-year-old Hispanic woman who identified as a working class, had completed

her bachelor’s degree just before the pandemic began. In our previous interviews, she had
described wanting a “settled life” and the job security that would come with a bachelor’s
degree. She was working two jobs: seasonally, she was a tax preparer, and she also worked
in an Amazon fulfillment center. During the pandemic, her hours at Amazon increased, but
so did the stress and physical toll of the work. Neither job paid well (“they only pay me

$11 an hour [for tax preparation],” which was more than she earned at her other job). Her
tax preparation job was negatively affected by the pandemic, with fewer hours than usual.
Like many essential workers, she understood that the demand for her work at the fulfillment
center increased as others decided to stay home: “In a country where the pandemic has
forced everyone to stay at home and don’t shop, either at the grocery store or at a mall, then
what do you think Amazon’s going to have? Lots and lots of orders.” She continued to do
the work, despite the difficult schedule and distress that it she was not putting her bachelor’s
degree to good use, to offset her student loan debt and continue paying her bills.
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Those caring for others seemed disproportionately affected by financial instability and lack
of job security. Sarah, a 47-year-old white women who had also recently completed her
bachelor’s degree, wanted to pursue a master’s, but her unstable employment made that goal
feel impossible. “I wish I could afford [enrolling in the master’s program],” she explained;
“at the least it would occupy my mind.” She lost her job early in the pandemic and “both
[her] children lost their jobs and lost their living arrangements.” They moved back in

with her, increasing her expenses. She felt “hopeless” in the face of the daily job search,
elaborating: “I am unemployed since March [2020], so my days are filled with filling out
applications online, to no end.”

Fiona and Tiffany, both black women balancing the need to work for pay with the need to
care for dependent children, described difficulties with juggling those two priorities. Fiona
worked at a tax preparation company early in the pandemic but had to quit “when the
daycare funds ran out.” It was only after she was able to send her son to school full-time,
when he entered kindergarten in the fall, that she could again pursue work. When her son
went to in-person schooling, she started work as a home health aide, which offered flexible
hours, necessary in case he needed to be home again. Tiffany, a single mother, was working
three jobs when we interviewed her: one full-time position in a psychologist’s office and
evening part-time work at QVC and at a children’s clothing store. Tiffany also supported her
eight-year-old son’s online coursework:

I would say that at the beginning [March 2020], it was a struggle to juggle
everything because I’m used to a certain schedule. This time around [in fall 2020],
I’m trying to stay on top of it, but, of course, life keeps happening.

Tiffany, who still intends to complete her bachelor’s degree, disenrolled from college in
spring 2020 and reenrolled in fall 2020. Her son was still doing online schooling, and she
described the struggle to “check in on” his online work and balance it with her own:

Typically, | would be at work and | can do my school work in between breaks and
stuff so I’m on top of it. But when we’re at home, if | make sure that he’s doing
what he needs to do, | can’t make sure I’m doing what | need to do.

Tiffany also faced significant financial struggles during the pandemic; she explained that

the costs of groceries increased with her son home “eating a lot.” Although she applied for
government and community assistance, she didn’t “qualify for a lot of assistance.” She was
almost evicted during COVID-19 because of a gap in pay between jobs: “I’ve fallen behind
on my rent, and it was just a struggle trying to find someone that’ll help me.” Those who
described their struggles during the pandemic often acknowledged difficulty with accessing
resources, either financial or social supports, to offset the additional burden they had faced in
recent months.

Discussion

In this study, we used interview data from 56 individuals we have followed over the past
six years to understand how their work and educational trajectories were shaped by the
pandemic. The majority of interviewees reported choosing satisficing behavior to maintain
their current trajectory in the face of uncertainty; they sometimes put off ambitions to await
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more stability in the labor market, postsecondary education, and their home life. Although
a small minority of individuals reported improving their conditions (14 percent), the vast
majority reported making difficult decisions that threatened to modulate their aspirations;
satisficers emphasized delaying job searches or returning to school while waiting for more
certainty that such risks would work out. Much like the previous reports of women trying
to balance work and family goals (Walters 2005), many individuals in our study described
themselves as “okay” with their current trajectory, given the general upheaval around them.
They generally accepted that they could not have it all.

The modal pattern of behavior in our sample was one focused on risk reduction. Our results
suggest that many individuals in our sample saw themselves as being in a holding pattern.
Many perceived risk in pursuing alternative work or, for some, reentering education at a time
when it might be wise to stay on their current path. Some struggled to balance competing
responsibilities, which further constrained their sense of having options. It is difficult to
know, given the nature of our sample (which focused on baccalaureate aspirants who started
at community colleges), how generalizable these experiences are, but our findings may
partially explain some of the dips in college enroliment and unexpected rates of unfilled
jobs observed over the past year and a half (BLS 2021a, 2021b; NCES 2020; NSC 2021).
Satisficers often aimed to reduce that perceived risk for going without work or falling behind
in college. For example, Soledad explained that she was staying in a job she disliked until
the job market felt more predictable, and Daniela planned to put off finishing her bachelor’s
degree until she could better balance work and school. Most satisficers, like optimizers, had
some support structures or resources that allowed them a sense of stability, even if their
conditions were not ideal.

Optimizers—most of whom had additional resources that served as a safety net in these
difficult times—took risks to improve their work conditions or experienced newfound
flexibility through remote work and online college courses. Most reported improved quality
of work as a result of shifting to remote work or schooling. The shift to online college
coursework enabled them to continue toward their educational aspirations, which likely
would not have been possible if they had had to remain face to face. Offering flexibility
through remote options is something for-profit colleges have excelled at, highlighting

their flexibility for working students, yet before the pandemic, community colleges and
universities often stuck to more traditional modalities (Rosenbaum et al. 2007). Through
online college coursework, several satisficers also reported that they were able to remain
engaged or to reengage in postsecondary education. However, for those struggling to meet
their basic needs, more flexibility in postsecondary education was not enough to overcome
their challenging circumstances.

We anticipated, on the basis of recent research (e.g., Folbre et al. 2021; Moen et al. 2020),
uneven consequences of the pandemic on individuals” work and education experiences
across race and gender. More than a quarter of the sample described struggling against
challenging circumstances. Women and women of color were disproportionately represented
among those struggling in the wake of the pandemic. Several reported working in the
service industry, which had become more unpredictable because of COVID-19 shutdowns,
or juggling additional caregiving responsibilities that compounded their sense of instability.
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Many of those who were overwhelmed by financial and familial constraints felt they

were juggling too much to benefit from the added flexibility of remote work (among

those working) or education. Most reported having to sacrifice, in terms of both moving
toward their aspirations and maintaining their well-being. Similar to previous research
documenting that women in service industries were likely to be negatively affected by
economic downturns (Marchand and Olfert, 2013), we found that women were more likely
than men in the sample to report struggling. Of the 20 men in the sample, 5 were optimizing
and 15 satisficing, whereas 3 of 36 women reported optimizing, 17 satisficing, and 16
struggling. Only 2 of the 16 women who reported struggling were non-Hispanic white
women, whereas black women were overrepresented (6 of the 8 black participants in the
sample). Although our sample is not representative of the broader population, we expect that
these results are not coincidental, as they align with broader patterns of systematic wealth
inequality (Chetty et al. 2020; Conley 2010). Many strugglers lacked the family safety nets
that bolstered the satisficers and optimizers in these difficult times. They also contended
with precarious positions in service and care work that result from segregated labor markets
stratified by race and gender (Folbre et al. 2021).

Our work further illuminates the experience of women with school-aged (or younger)
children who have limited financial resources, contributing to a growing body of research
on the implications of the pandemic for women (e.g., Calarco et al. 2021; Landivar

2020). Women were more likely than men to emphasize how childcare and the pressure

to support their children’s online schooling influenced their employment trajectories and
job satisfaction. Even among women who were not struggling, childcare contributed to
satisficing behavior. Daniela, Hannah, and Gabriela noted that they could not focus on their
own aspirations while facing the increased burden of helping their children with online
schooling. Women with children described the difficulty of striking a balance between
participating fully in the workforce and supporting families or children in online learning;
they were now forced to, as Daniela described it, “wear many hats simultaneously.” These
results are similar to patterns observed by Calarco et al. (2021), though we also illustrate
the increased pressure faced by single mothers and working-class mothers struggling against
precarious employment contexts.

Implications and Conclusions

The patterns of our results show that the majority of individuals in our sample, comprising
primarily working and lower-middle class individuals, reported satisficing to get through the
pandemic. A quarter of the sample struggled to make ends meet and felt, in some cases,
“hopeless” (like Sarah) and unable to do what they “need to do” (like Tiffany). Forced to
focus on survival, they had little time or energy to debate between alternatives; satisficing
was not feasible. We also recognize that satisficing in a period of instability (e.g., during

a global pandemic) likely looks different than satisficing in a period of perceived stability.
Individuals made trade-offs that perhaps they would not have otherwise made. The risk of
adding more to their plate (a new job, a new class) or leaving steady employment appeared
greater than the same risk might in other contexts, with many individuals reporting that they
were waiting for labor market or postsecondary conditions to steady.
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Building on quantitative research demonstrating inequality in the pandemic’s consequences
across gender and race (Dias 2021; Landivar 2020; Moen et al. 2020), our results

illustrate how conditions during the pandemic may exacerbate existing wealth gaps. The
experiences of those able to optimize or satisfice show how social support and financial
resources insulate against periods of instability. For those experiencing instability without
personal safety nets (personal, family, community resources), additional social policies
(e.g., expanded unemployment benefits and childcare subsidies, both of which improve the
financial security of recipients; Bhutta et al. 2021; Forry 2009) could fill the gap.

Acknowledgments

Funding

We would like to acknowledge Andrea Chevalier, Ashli Duncan, Wesley Edwards, Eliza Epstein, Marisol Garza,
Catherine Hartman, Saralyn McKinnon-Crowley, Joanna Sénchez, and Elif Yucel for their research assistance. The
time and energy of these amazing research assistants was crucial to supporting longitudinal data collection and
analysis for this project over the course of six years.

The author(s) disclosed receipt of the following financial support for the research, authorship, and/or publication of
this article: The research reported here was supported by the Greater Texas Foundation and by grant P2CHD042849
awarded to the Population Research Center at the University of Texas at Austin by the Eunice Kennedy Shriver
National Institute of Child Health and Human Development. The content is solely the responsibility of the authors
and does not necessarily represent the official views of the Greater Texas Foundation or National Institutes of
Health. All opinions and any errors are our own.

Biographies

Lauren Schudde is an associate professor of educational leadership and policy and
Sociology. Her research examines the impact of educational policies on college students’
outcomes, with a primary interest in how higher education can be better leveraged to
ameliorate socioeconomic inequality in the United States.

Sherri Castillo is a doctoral student in educational leadership and policy at the University of
Texas at Austin,. Her research focuses on LGBTQ+ equity issues, especially the intersection
between policy and the lives of transgender and nonbinary students in K-12 education
spaces.

Lauren Shook is a doctoral student in educational leadership and policy at the University
of Texas at Austin. Her research interests center on how educational systems differentially
provide access and preserve advantage for students across race, gender, and socioeconomic
status.

Huriya Jabbar is an associate professor of educational leadership and policy at the
University of Texas at Austin. Her research examines the social and political dimensions
of market-based reforms and privatization in education.

References

Becker Gary S. 1976. The Economic Approach to Human Behavior. Chicago: University of Chicago
Press.

Socius. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2024 February 09.



1duosnue Joyiny 1duosnuey Joyiny 1duosnuen Joyiny

1duosnuep Joyiny

Schudde et al.

Page 18

Bhutta Neil, Blair Jacqueline, Dettling Lisa, and Moore Kevin. 2021. “COVID-19, the CARES Act,
and Families’ Financial Security.” National Tax Journal 73(3):645-72.

BLS (Bureau of Labor Statistics, U.S. Department of Labor). 2021a. “Job Openings and Labor
Turnover Summary.” Retrieved October 13, 2021. https://www.bls.gov/news.release/jolts.nr0.htm.

BLS (Bureau of Labor Statistics, U.S. Department of Labor). 2021b. “Quits Rate of 2.9 Percent in
August 2021 An All-Time High.” Retrieved October 19, 2021. https://www.bls.gov/opub/ted/2021/
quits-rate-of-2-9-percent-in-august-2021-an-all-time-high.htm.

Blustein David L., Perera Harsha N., Diamonti AJ, Gutowski Ellen, Meerkins Tera, Davila
Alekzander, and Erby Whitney, et al. 2020. “The Uncertain State of Work in the U.S.: Profiles
of Decent Work and Precarious Work.” Journal of Vocational Behavior 122(1):1-13.

Bound John, Lovenheim Michael F., and Turner Sarah. 2012. “Increasing Time to Baccalaureate
Degree in the United States.” Education Finance and Policy 7(4):375-424.

Bozick Robert. 2007. “Making It through the First Year of College: The Role of Students’ Economic
Resources, Employment, and Living Arrangements.” Sociology of Education 80(3):261-85.

Calarco Jessica Mccrory, Meanwell Emily, Anderson Elizabeth M., and Knopf Amelia S.. 2021.
“By Default: How Mothers in Different-Sex Dual-Earner Couples Account for Inequalities
in Pandemic Parenting.” Socius 7. Retrieved March 12, 2022. https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/
10.1177/23780231211038783.

Chetty Raj, Hendren Nathaniel, Jones Maggie R., and Porter Sonya R.. 2020. “Race and Economic
Opportunity in the United States: An Intergenerational Perspective.” Quarterly Journal of
Economics 135(2):711-83.

Collins Caitlyn, Liana Christin Landivar Leah Ruppanner, and Scarborough William J.. 2020.

“COVID-19 and the Gender Gap in Work Hours.” Gender, Work, and Organization 28(S1):101-
12. [PubMed: 32837019]

Conley Dalton. 2010. Being Black, Living in the Red: Race, Wealth, and Social Policy in America.
Berkeley: University of California Press.

Crompton Rosemary, and Harris Fiona. 1998. “Explaining Women’s Employment Patterns:
‘Orientations to Work’ Revisited.” British Journal of Sociology 49(1):118-36. [PubMed: 9569774]

Dias Felipe A. 2021. “The Racial Gap in Employment and Layoffs during COVID-19 in the United
States: A Visualization.” Socius 7. Retrieved March 12, 2022. https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/
10.1177/2378023120988397.

Duncan Greg. 1977. “Labor Market Discrimination and Nonpecuniary Work Rewards.” Pp. 355-78 in
Distribution of Economic Well-Being, edited by Juster JT Cambridge, MA: National Bureau of
Economic Research.

Findlay Patricia, Kalleberg Arne L., and Warhurst Chris. 2013. “The Challenge of Job Quality.”
Human Relations 66(4):441-51.

Folbre Nancy, Gautham Leila, and Smith Kristin. 2021. “Essential Workers and Care Penalties in the
United States.” Feminist Economics 27(1-2):173-87.

Foote Andrew, and Grosz Michel. 2020. “The Effect of Local Labor Market Downturns on
Postsecondary Enrollment and Program Choice.” Education Finance and Policy 15(4):593-622.

Forry Nicole D. 2009. “The Impact of Child Care Subsidies on Low-Income Single Parents: An
Examination of Child Care Expenditures and Family Finances.” Journal of Family and Economic
Issues 30(1):43-54.

Gabay-Egozi Limor, Shavit Yossi, and Yaish Meir. 2010. “Curricular Choice: A Test of a Rational
Choice Model of Education.” European Sociological Review 26(4):447-63.

Garbe Amber, Ogurlu Uzeyir, Logan Nikki, and Cook Perry. 2020. “Parents’ Experiences with
Remote Education during COVID-19 School Closures.” American Journal of Qualitative Research
4(3):45-65.

Hart Elizabeth Ann. 2021. “Running in Place: How Work, Family, and Income Instability
Keep Students from Finishing Community College.” PhD Dissertation, Sociology Department,
University of California Davis. Retrieved November 9, 2021. https://escholarship.org/uc/item/
2q40577r.

Kalleberg Arne L. 2011. “Good Jobs, Bad Jobs: The Rise of Polarized and Precarious Employment
Systems in the United States, 1970s to 2000s.” New York: Russell Sage Foundation.

Socius. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2024 February 09.


https://www.bls.gov/news.release/jolts.nr0.htm
https://www.bls.gov/opub/ted/2021/quits-rate-of-2-9-percent-in-august-2021-an-all-time-high.htm
https://www.bls.gov/opub/ted/2021/quits-rate-of-2-9-percent-in-august-2021-an-all-time-high.htm
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/23780231211038783
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/23780231211038783
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/2378023120988397
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/2378023120988397
https://escholarship.org/uc/item/2q40577r
https://escholarship.org/uc/item/2q40577r

1duosnuepy Joyiny 1duosnuely Joyiny 1duosnuey Joyiny

1duosnue Joyiny

Schudde et al.

Page 19

Kaufman Gayle, and Taniguchi Hiromi. 2021. “Working from Home and Changes in Work
Characteristics during COVID-19.” Socius 7. Retrieved March 12, 2022. https://journals.sage-
pub.com/doi/10.1177/23780231211052784.

Kuperberg Arielle, and Mazelis Joan. 2021. “The Difference Debt Makes: College Students and Grads
on How Student Debt Affects Their Life Choices.” Council on Contemporary Families. Retrieved
March 12, 2022. https://contemporaryfamilies.org/college-student-debt-brief-report/

Landivar Liana Christin, Ruppanner Leah, Scarborough William J., and Collins Caitlyn. 2020. “Early
Signs Indicate That COVID-19 Is Exacerbating Gender Inequality in the Labor Force.” Socius 6.
Retrieved March 12, 2022. https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/2378023120947997.

Lewchuk Wayne. 2017. “Precarious Jobs: Where Are They, and How Do They Affect Well-Being?”
Economic and Labour Relations Review 28(3):402-19.

Liu X, Thomas S, and Zhang L. 2010. “College Quality, Earnings, and Job Satisfaction: Evidence from
Recent College Graduates.” Journal of Labor Research 31(2):183-201.

Lyttelton Thomas, Zang Emma, and Musick Kelly. 2020. “Gender Differences in Telecommuting and
Implications for Inequality at Home and Work.” SSRN Electronic Journal. Retrieved March 12,
2022. https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=3645561.

Malmendier Ulrike. 2021. “Exposure, Experience, and Expertise: Why Personal Histories Matter in
Economics.” Journal of European Economic Association 19(6):2857-94.

Marchand Joseph, and Olfert Sara. 2013. “The US Gender Gap through the Great Recession Using an
Alternative Approach to Cyclicality.” Applied Economics Letters 20(3):276-81.

Miles Matthew B., Huberman Michael, and Saldafia Johnny. 2014. Qualitative Data Analysis: A
Methods Sourcebook. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.

Moen Phyllis, Pedtke Joseph H., and Flood Sarah. 2020. “Disparate Disruptions: Intersectional
COVID-19 Employment Effects by Age, Gender, Education, and Race/Ethnicity.” Work, Aging
and Retirement 6(4):207-28. [PubMed: 33214905]

Mont’Alvao Arnaldo, Aronson Pamela, and Mortimer Jeylan. 2020. “Uncertainty and Disruption in
the Transition to Adulthood during COVID-19.” Pp. 15-26 in Social Problems in the Age of
COVID-19, Wl 2: Global Perspectives, edited by Muschert GW, Budd KM, Lane DC, and Smith
JA. Bristol, UK: Bristol University Press.

NCES (National Center for Education Statistics). 2021. “Impact of the Coronavirus Pandemic on Fall
Plans for Postsecondary Education.” Chap. 3 in The Condition of Education in 2021. Retrieved
November 4, 2021. https://nces.ed.gov/programs/coe/pdf/2021/tpb_508c.pdf.

NSC (National Student Clearinghouse Research Center). 2021. “COVID-19: Stay Informed.”
Retrieved November 5, 2021. https://nscresearchcenter.org/stay-informed/.

Oreopoulos Philip, and Salvanes Kjell G.. 2011. “Priceless: The Nonpecuniary Benefits of Schooling.”
Journal of Economic Perspectives 25(1):159-84.

Patton Michael Quinn. 1990. Qualitative Evaluation and Research Methods. 2nd ed. Thousand Oaks,
CA: Sage.

Petts Richard J., Carlson Daniel L., and Pepin Joanna R.. 2021. “A Gendered Pandemic: Childcare,
Homeschooling, and Parents’ Employment during COVID-19.” Gender, Work, and Organization
28(S2):515-34.

Rosalsky Greg. 2021. “Why Are So Many Americans Quitting Their Jobs?” NPR, October 19.
Retrieved October 21, 2021. https://www.npr.org/sections/money/2021/10/19/1047032996/why-
are-so-many-americans-quitting-their-jobs.

Rosenbaum James E., Deil-Amen Regina, and Person Ann E.. 2007. “After Admission: From College
Access to College Success.” New York: Russell Sage Foundation.

Schieman Scott, Badawy Philip J., Milkie Melissa A., and Bierman Alex. 2021. “Work-Life
Conflict during the COVID-19 Pandemic.” Socius 7. Retrieved March 12, 2022. https://
journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/2378023120982856.

Schudde Lauren, and Bernell Kaitlin. 2019. “Educational Attainment and Nonwage Labor
Market Returns in the United States.” AERA Open 5(3). Retrieved March 12, 2022. https://
journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/2332858419874056.

Socius. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2024 February 09.


https://journals.sage-pub.com/doi/10.1177/23780231211052784
https://journals.sage-pub.com/doi/10.1177/23780231211052784
https://contemporaryfamilies.org/college-student-debt-brief-report/
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/2378023120947997
https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=3645561
https://nces.ed.gov/programs/coe/pdf/2021/tpb_508c.pdf
https://nscresearchcenter.org/stay-informed/
https://www.npr.org/sections/money/2021/10/19/1047032996/why-are-so-many-americans-quitting-their-jobs
https://www.npr.org/sections/money/2021/10/19/1047032996/why-are-so-many-americans-quitting-their-jobs
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/2378023120982856
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/2378023120982856
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/2332858419874056
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/2332858419874056

1duosnuepy Joyiny 1duosnuely Joyiny 1duosnuey Joyiny

1duosnue Joyiny

Schudde et al.

Page 20

Schwartz Barry, Ward Andrew, Monterosso John, Lyubomirsky Sonja, White Katherine, and Lehman
Darrin R.. 2002. “Maximizing versus Satisficing: Happiness Is a Matter of Choice.” Journal of
Personality and Social Psychology 83(5):1178-97. [PubMed: 12416921]

Simon Herbert A. 1955. “A Behavioral Model of Rational Choice.” Quarterly Journal of Economics
69(1):99-118.

Snyder Thomas D., Cristobal de Brey, and Dillow Sally A.. 2019. “Digest of Education Statistics
2017.” Report No. NCES 2020-009. National Center for Education Statistics. Retrieved October
5, 2021. https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED592104.pdf.

THECB (Texas Higher Education Coordinating Board). 2017. “2017 Texas Public Higher
Education Almanac.” Retrieved September 5, 2021. https://www.txcte.org/sites/default/files/
resources/documents/2017%20High%20Education%20Almanac.pdf.

Valcour M 2007. “Work-Based Resources as Moderators of the Relationship between Work Hours
and Satisfaction with Work-Family Balance.” Journal of Applied Psychology 92(6): 1512-23.
[PubMed: 18020793]

van Zoonen Ward, and Ter Hoeven Claartje L.. 2022. “Disruptions and General Distress for
Essential and Nonessential Employees during the COVID-19 Pandemic.” Journal of Business and
Psychology 37:443-458. 10.1007/s10869-021-09744-5 [PubMed: 33824548]

Vuolo Mike, Staff Jeremy, and Mortimer Jeylan T.. 2012. “Weathering the Great Recession:
Psychological and Behavioral Trajectories in the Transition from School to Work.” Developmental
Psychology 48(6):1759-73. [PubMed: 22059449]

Walters Sally. 2005. “Making the Best of a Bad Job? Female Part-Timers’ Orientations and Attitudes
to Work.” Gender, Work, and Organization 12(3):193-216.

Socius. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2024 February 09.


https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED592104.pdf.
https://www.txcte.org/sites/default/files/resources/documents/2017%20High%20Education%20Almanac.pdf
https://www.txcte.org/sites/default/files/resources/documents/2017%20High%20Education%20Almanac.pdf

Page 21

Schudde et al.

Buroysyes pajjoJus 10N A 14 4 €€ N SMUM N E| Aueyieg
Buroysiyes S,10[3Ydeq ‘SOA N 1d 0 9 A - A E| eueqg
Buoysies 8a168p ajenpeld ‘seA A 14 4 114 A — A | eLeN
Buroyses pajjoJus 10N A 14 0 e A SMUM A Al |snueny
Buroysiyes S,10[3Ydeq ‘SOA N 14 0 8¢ A UM N E| B|10sld
Buroysnes pajjoius 10N N 14 4 124 A SUUM A 4 efeN
Buroyses pajjoJus 10N A 14 0 9€ A SMUM A Al 198jey
Buroysies paj|oJus 10N N 1d € oy N xoelg N 4 yeuueH
Buioysires 9a1Bap arenpelb ‘seA A 1d 0 Gz N (asaueqgaT) auym N N Zee
Buroysies S.J0J3y2eq ‘SaA N 1d 0 Y4 A — N N 10108H
Buroysiyes pajjoJus 10N A 1d T 62 A UM N E| IR0
Buroysnes pajjoius 10N A 14 0 ve A SUUM A 4 BUID
Buroysies pajjoJus 10N N 14 4 [43 A SMUM A E| e|sIueqd
Buroysies pa|[0Jus 10N A 14 0 9z A \cm_w\uum:_uhw_wﬂ« N 4 auLiByred
Buroysies pajjoJus 10N N 14 0 e A SMUM A Al ueiweq
Buroysies pajjoius 10N N 14 0 Ve A BRI A W JaInex
Buroysnes pajjoius 10N A 14 0 9 N UM N N Resed
Buroysies paj|oJus 10N A 14 0 [o14 A — A E| z1esg
Buiziwndo pajjoius 10N N 14 T 8¢ N UM A N pineg
Buiziwndo s.Jojayoeq ‘seA N 1 0 1z A ouneT A W 1enbBin
Buiziwndo 83103p srenpeld ‘ssA A 1d 0 144 N aNUM N 4 HoL
Buiziwndo pajjoJua 10N A 14 0 [or4 N m_uu__)_ﬁwh%wmw,w_, A El INON
Buiziundo 9aibap arenpelf ‘saA A IE| 0 6¢ A aUUM A W 001y
Burziwndo 9a.Bap arenpelb ‘oA A 14 0 Yird A uelsy A B salojoQ
Buiziwndo pajjoius 10N A 14 0 ve N UM N N qoaer
Buiziwndo 9a16ap arenpesd ‘seA A Bunyiom JoN 0 62 N UM A N gared
A10Bared Bureas s316aq usIpIIYD Ao Jueaug 963)j0D
nAfeuy 9a1faq ‘pajj0aug wm_uw__mﬁmw Ausul oM 0 JsquinN () eby  onuedsiH a0eYy palioday uonelauen-isay  APUEO wihuopnasd

Author Manuscript

“Juaw||0Jug JeuoleoNPT pue ‘AlISuaiul JIoMA ‘punoabyoeg ,siuedidlled Jo uondioseq

‘TalqeL

Author Manuscript

Author Manuscript

Author Manuscript

Socius. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2024 February 09.



Page 22

Schudde et al.

BunBbnns $.10j9Yoeq ‘S3A A 1d 0 9 A 3NUYM N 4 elad
Bunbbnns pajj01ud 10N A 1d 0 4 A 3MUM N 4 BunsSHYD
Bur|bbnng pajjoiua 10N N Burxiom 10N 0 [°14 N SUUM A E| eAue)
Burlbbnns pa|joJus 10N A Burxiom 10N z Ly N aNYM A 4 yeles
Bui6bnns S,J0Jaydeq ‘SOA N Bunyiom 10N T 8e N Moelg A 4 ukiwe)d
Bunbbnns 9a16ap arenpe.b ‘seA A 1d 0 62 A — A 4 X3y
BunBbnns $.10J9Yoeq ‘S3A N 14 T €€ N xoelg N 4 Auegi
BunBbnis pajjoiua 10N N 1d € €5 A BRI N 4 e|iwed
BunibBnng pa||o1u8 JON A 1d 0 9 A JUEIpU] ¥y A 5 RUON
Bui6bnns S,J0Jayoeq ‘SOA N Bunyiom 10N 0 74 N Noelg N 4 wr
Bunbbnns pajj01ud 10N A 14 0 9 A SHUM A 4 UENN
Burlbbnns s.Jojayoeq ‘seA N 1d T 1€ N Yoelg N 4 euol
Bui6bnns S.10Jayoeq ‘SaA N 14 0 57 A Xoelg A 4 uswue)d
Bubbnns pajj01ud 10N A Ld 0 9 A SHUM A 4 zn
Bunbbnns pa||01ua 10N N 14 0 8 A 3NUYM A 4 auep
Buroysnes $.10]3Yeq 'SIA N 14 0 9 A 3MUM N N uosyoer
Buroysires $.4013Y2eq ‘SBA N Ld 0 44 A SHUM N 4 BIOUDJEA
mc_o_hm_u.mw p3]joJus JO0N A 14 0 12 A \cm_ﬂ\mﬂm:ZmnMw_Mm\__« N 4 ealpuy
Buroysires $.4013y2eq ‘SBA N Ld 0 4 N xoe|g N 4 BIOIA
Buroystyes $.40]3y2eq ‘S8A N 14 0 T4 A 8HUM A 4 pepajos
Buroysnes pajj01ud 10N N 14 0 19 A 3MUM A 4 BUB|3S
Buroysires pajj01ud JON A 14 0 7€ N SHUM N N usAalS
Buroystyes pajjoiua 10N A 14 0 92 A — A N awirer
Buroysnes $.40[3y2eq ‘SIA N 1d € Ge N 3MUM A N wes
Buroysiyes $.4013y2eq ‘SBA N Ld 0 Lz N SHUM A N RE
Buroystyes pajjoiua 10N N 1d 0 T4 A — A N obeq
Buroysnes pajj01ud 10N N 14 S 14 A 3MUM A 4 enIy
Buroysiyes pajj01ud 10N A 14 0 9 N SHUM N N se|Is
Buroystyes pajjoiua 10N N 14 0 0 N 8HUM A N yeuor
Ai1obBaren Buass salbag uaJpiyd Aduyg juenyug abs|j0D
nAjeuy 8au6aq ‘pa|j04uz MMHM__MF%MM Ausuzuntiom J0 J3quINN (%) 30y owuedsiH /a9ey palioday uoljeasusn-1siiH 43pusD - whuopnasd

Author Manuscript

Author Manuscript

Author Manuscript

Author Manuscript

Socius. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2024 February 09.



Page 23

Schudde et al.

"swin-ued = 1 d ‘swn-|ny = 14 "oluedsiH
se BuiAynuapi Ag (wan ou/sak ) aruedsiH aiam Aayl Jaylaym noge uonsanb jusnbasgns ay) patamsue suelq  A191UY18/89ed,, Ya| oym syuedidned |1 “(saysep) Buissiw se pasi| ate Adtuyls/adel J1ayl Lodas
10U PIP OYM S[enpIAIpU| “|1eIap Teyl papn|oul am ‘(,asaueqa,, “68) uondiiasap e pappe A3yl 4| ‘MaiAIaIuL 8y} 4o Wed se spunoibxoeq d1ydesBowap 41841 Inoge ASAINS Ja1ig B IN0 Pa||I4 S|enpPIAIpU| J0N

Bunbbnins 81RIJ0SSe ‘SA N Bunyiom 10N 0 Y4 N oelg N 4 UIwISeA
Asobared Buntaag S ww__%r_‘_w%m_ Ajisuaju| MJ4opn usIpIuS (K) aby  o1uedsiH A3 Jue.nu3 abs||05 19puss  wAuopnasd
anAreuy aa4baQ ‘pajjoaug ‘ : : :

10 JaquIinN /a0ey palioday UoIeI8UID-1SA14

pais|dwo)

Author Manuscript Author Manuscript Author Manuscript Author Manuscript

Socius. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2024 February 09.



Page 24

Schudde et al.

"alIYAA d1uedsiH-uou se palyiuapl Asyp Jay1sym

pue ‘syuspuadap pey Aauys Jayraym ‘tapuab Aq (.Bunbbnis,, pue . ‘Buioysies,, . ‘Buiziwndo,,) A1obsred yoes uiyym sjuedidnied Jo Jaquuinu ay) SMOYS a|gel SiyL ‘95 sem siuedidned Jo Jaquinu €101 8yl ‘d1o0N

Author Manuscript

v 1 144 ] 10]09 JO uoslad

€T 4 8 [ 81YM dluedsiH-UoN
Anouyyg/eoey

194 [0)2 S¢ L ON

T 9 L T SOA
syuspuadaQ

6T 0 14 S UIN

9¢ 9T 8T € USWOMN
JETSIIED)

feroL (9T =u) Bunbbnns  (z€ = u) Bupysnes (g = u) burziwndo

'so1ydesBowa@ pue Bupjey uoisioa@ Jo saliobare)d ojul uonngliasiq sjdwes

‘¢ slqeL

Author Manuscript Author Manuscript Author Manuscript

Socius. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2024 February 09.



	Abstract
	How Competing Demands Shape Work and Educational Trajectories
	Decision Making in Turbulent Times
	Data and Methods
	Sample
	Data Collection
	Data Analysis
	Coding and Memoing.


	Results
	Optimizing
	Satisficing
	Struggling

	Discussion
	Implications and Conclusions

	References
	Table 1.
	Table 2.

