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Abstract

Based on an analysis of data from the National Survey of Household Sampling (PNDA) 
covering two periods (2004 and 2014), this article explores changes and continuities in 
the situation of youths in the fields of education, labor and family life. At the same time, 
it attempts to clarify how these dimensions of life are experienced in different manners 
by young males and females, and according to criteria such as age, race/color and family 
income. This exercise is taken into consideration so that this study may outline, even if 
preliminarily and exploratorily, new challenges for the research on what it is like to be 
a young person in Brazil today. This agenda includes an effort to understand how socio-
economic changes brought about during the last decade, as well as their more recent 
reversal, unfold into the experiences of the current young generation, both in terms of 
a whole set of new expectations and in challenges to fulfill such aspirations. Another 
highlight is the need for a wary way of understanding these individuals in their life paths, 
their lifestyles, the challenges they share and how they react to them at this specific 
moment of their lives.
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The contribution to the production of new knowledge about youths in Brazil 
constitutes a collective effort involving a wide array of researchers, as well as varied 
strategies. A prolific path has been the production of works on the state-of-the-art, and also 
literature surveys, because they contribute both to the emergence and to the structuring of 
fields of knowledge (SIROTA, 2006; SPOSITO, 2009, 2002). This article, however, takes a 
different route, presenting in a preliminary and exploratory manner themes and possible 
problems for research based on a descriptive analysis of results of the National Survey of 
Household Sampling (PNDA) related to two moments (2004 and 2014) of the population 
of youths in Brazil situated within the age bracket of 15 to 29 years.23
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An important debate about educational research in Brazil took place from the 1980s 
around the so-called qualitative methods (case studies, ethnographies, life histories, among 
others). It had to do with finding ways that would lead to alternatives to the hegemony 
of quantitative approaches based on statistical procedures. That was a productive debate 
because from the attitude of open opposition between those two perspectives there arose a 
growing consensus about the importance of both, and about their mutual complementarity 
in the production of new knowledge, which tended to see them as a matter of scales 
(BRANDÃO, 2008).

The approach we put forward here is inspired in a perspective presented by Robert 
Stake – one of the pioneers of qualitative studies in education – in a seminar given 
in Brazil in 1982. He situated in the original and in the first studies that made use of 
a qualitative approach the importance of case studies as a preliminary moment to the 
large surveys. The localized investigations examined in depth different realities that could 
engender new anxieties and problems to be incorporated in the assessments carried out 
by the large-scale national surveys (STAKE, 1982).

Conducting a brief exercise of sociological imagination (MILLS, 1965), we have 
inverted such strategy in the present article, resorting to statistical data to problematize 
and open up a range of questions that demand new investigations. We consider that 
these quantitative data present a set of themes capable of stimulating reflection, so as to 
feed qualitative research with new problems and, above all, to widen the production of 
knowledge about youths in Brazil.

Even recognizing the limits of the longitudinal dimension of the data presented 
here, which covers a period of only 10 years, we notice that there is a group of change-
signaling events whose intensity remains to be gauged, and that deserve to be carefully 
investigated. Only a few of the variables have been selected – labor, education, and family 
life –, to line up new challenges for the research taking into account that a panoramic 
view of Brazil certainly presents limitations due to social and regional inequalities, to the 
varying degrees of urbanization, and to the different living conditions in the countryside 
and in the cities.

Singularities in the studies about youth in Brazil

Regarding the studies about youth conducted in Brazil, it was necessary to establish 
at the outset certain dialogue with the international production in order to identify some 
singularities. Hence the use of the expression youths as a metaphor to denote diversities 
and inequalities.

Within this wide range of specificities, we find as relevant to the discussion proposed 
here the intricate relationships that youths maintain with their schooling and with the 
world of labor in Brazil. Although Emilio Fanfani (2000) already pointed out in the early 
2000’s that school constituted youth, both in its withdrawal from the world of labor and 
in the creation of a relatively autonomous world that contemplated specific forms of 
sociability among peers, of consumption, leisure and use of free time, these characteristics 
alone could not possibly account for the juvenile condition in Brazil.
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Without denying the important spaces for life management among youths afforded 
by the school, it would be important to retain the notion that, by offering a more recent 
process of extension of schooling, the school world received during the last years countless 
students that had already experienced juvenile life in spaces of leisure and consumption 
outside the school environment. In other words, in Brazil school “did not make youth” 
(DAYRELL, 2007).

Other issues have always been present in the relationship between youths and 
school, a relationship that was characterized as intermittent by Felícia Madeira (1986) 
still in the 1980s. The processes of early exclusion from the school system, particularly 
among the popular segments, have not brought about in the last 50 years an irreversible 
situation for part of those who had access to the school. Comings and goings, delaying 
of schooling until later moments in life, including adult age, have always been present in 
Brazilian society, making it difficult to establish, under a process point of view, definite 
markers for the end of schooling.

Alongside this situation, another important piece of dynamics shows our singularities, 
and is present in the relationship of youths with the world of labor, to the extent that it 
was possible to say that in Brazil “labor makes youth” (SPOSITO, 2005), considering the 
inescapably early presence of this category in the experience of children and youths from 
the popular segments of society.

Scholars have agreed that during the last 15 years important changes have 
been observed in Brazil concerning the expansion of access to school, particularly 
to higher education, intensified by affirmative actions both in public schooling and 
in the private sector following policies such as PROUNI and FIES (ALMEIDA, 2014). 
On the other hand, a rejuvenation of the population attending secondary education 
is being recognized (SPOSITO; SOUZA, 2014), as well as their progressive separation 
from the world of labor associated to the increase in employment rates and family 
income (MENEZES FILHO, 2015).

Other changes will be observed, both in marriage rates and in the constitution of 
progeny within the youth segment, but also covering other lifestyles, and leisure and 
consumption habits.

We have to admit, nevertheless, that the brief period of growth was succeeded by 
an unprecedented economic and political crisis in Brazil, especially since 2013 (FLEURY, 
2013). Although the depth of the reversal of some of the social conquests is still unclear, 
we have to consider that the youth segment will bear an important part of the effects of 
such adverse situations. Faced with the attitudinal inconsistency that has plagued a large 
part of society (ARAUJO; MARTUCCELLI, 2011), intensified in moments of political and 
economic crisis, and translated into the fear of losing recently acquired positions, it is 
not reasonable to suppose that the observed changes will necessarily mean a return to 
previous levels. Alterations in the access to the school system will not be totally reversed, 
despite the deep inequalities to be observed in the world of labor and occupations. The 
production of new expectations of consumption, changes in gender relationships, the 
search for the recognition of race-ethnic identities and sexual-affective orientations, the 
increment in more egalitarian forms of social interaction in the public space in order to 
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establish the acceptance of differences, all these changes will not be easily eliminated and 
may be translated into new demands and social conflicts.

In view of this complex picture, and seeking directions for the studies about youths 
in Brazil, we chose to establish a few age marks in order to delve into the singularities 
that affect the different moments of the life trajectory, rescuing their process dimension. 
The data collected are situated mainly in the dimensions of schooling, labor, marriage 
and children, explored in three moments: questions related to adolescence (15 to 17 years 
old); major axes that mark the life trajectory in the age group between 18 and 24; and 
questions that arise closer to the age group between 25 and 29, including challenges 
related to the transition into adult life.

The changes within the young population in Brazil, in the periods investigated here, 
are important indicators to the understanding of alterations in the demographic structure 
of the country. In 2004, the age group between 15 and 29 years of age had 49.6 million 
Brazilians, whereas ten years later there had been a decrease of a little over 700,000, 
resulting in 48.9 million youths.

The youths between 15 and 17: the growing centrality of school

Researchers in education hardly disagree among themselves about the fact that 
since the latter half of the 20th century one of the most noticeable characteristics of 
the Brazilian educational system consisted in its rapid expansion. Throughout Brazil the 
period witnessed the expansion of opportunities of schooling for the whole of Brazilian 
population, notably for the younger segments of society, which gained access to what are 
today identified as stages of basic education. There followed the universalization of access 
to fundamental education, the massification of the offer of secondary education, and an 
expressive increase in the overall number of students in the country (HASENBALG, 2003; 
RIBEIRO; CENEVIVA; BRITO, 2015).

The statistics considered here point to a continuity of this movement which, at least 
as a trend, has led Brazilians between the ages of 15 and 17 to access and remain at school. 
In 2004, 81.8% of individuals within the age group attended an institution of education; 
ten years later, in 2014, this number had increased to 84.3%. In view of this situation, 
it is possible to say that the construction of knowledge about the juvenile situation and 
experiences of girls and boys between the ages of 15 and 17 is increasingly related to what 
they experienced at school and to the tensions of living in the situation of a student, which 
does not entail subsuming their experiences to the strictly school and schooling dimension.

The increase of the proportion of students among teenagers occurred for the whole of 
the population, but the period saw the more substantial incorporation of individuals whose 
profiles have appeared in studies as more strongly affected by phenomena that lead to school 
exclusion: poor, black male youths (DAYRELL; JESUS, 2013; UNICEF, 2014). During this 
decade, it was mainly among youths coming from the 20% poorest families that we observed 
the most expressive growth in the proportion of students, with a positive variation of 10.6 
points. Although less intensely, a similar movement took place among the black population 
and among male youths, pointing towards the confronting of educational inequalities.
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On the other hand, data from the PNDAs still display the existence of just over 1.6 
million Brazilians between the ages of 15 and 17 (15.7%) who in 2014 did not attend 
school, among which only 20.3% had finished basic education. Also, in the case of 
students, one can still observe the persistence of uneven school trajectories, possibly 
marred by experiences of failure or marked by an intermittent relationship to the school. 
Notwithstanding the fact that the period displays an improvement in the indicators of 
school flow, at the end of the decade in question, only 67.2% of students within that 
age group were attending secondary education, the school level considered ideal for this 
population (Chart 1), a situation strongly characterized by asymmetries of income, race/
color and sex.

Chart 1 – Percentage of students between the ages of 15 and 17 according to level of education they 
attended, by sex (Brasil, 2004 and 2014).

Male Female Total

Literacy Class Fundamental Education Secudary Education Higher Education

2004

Male Female Total

2014

0,2

50,1 49,3

38,3

61,0

44,3

55,1

0,20,4 0,5 0,2 0,4 0,1 1,0 0,1 1,4 0,1 0,2

37,4

61,6

25,6

73,0

31,6

67,2

Source: National Survey of Household Sampling (PNDA) / IBGE.

The rates of dropout and of school flow constitute relevant indicators to understand 
the educational trajectory of youths. However, as more girls and boys managed to remain 
within the educational system, understanding their experiences and the inequalities they 
faced seems to demand more and more nuanced analyses. It is around this issue that Mariano 
Enguita (2011) calls attention to what he regards as a deeper and omnipresent reality: the 
generalized lack of commitment, albeit manifested in different degrees, of teenagers towards 
school and school knowledge. At the same time, he points out the effects of inequalities 
that warrant various ways of facing, interacting and sometimes overcoming such distancing 
from school daily lives and practices. Such considerations indicate a higher centrality of the 
relevance of the meanings attributed by youths to the school and to school knowledge and, 
also, to the unequal conditions they face when positioning themselves within an increasingly 
heterogeneous and stratified education system.
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With regard to inequalities, within the sociology of youth and of education, the 
insertion of youths from the popular segments in the world of labor figured with relative 
centrality to apprehend the experiences of students in public schools. And, in this respect, 
there is no denying that work remains an important dimension in the lives of girls and 
boys within the ages of 15 and 17. In 2014, 16.4% of youths within this age group had 
to balance studying and working, and 5.7% dedicated themselves exclusively to work. In 
absolute numbers, they form a group of some 2.3 million workers, amongst which 50.4% 
worked without legal protection and 36.9% worked 40 hours a week or more.

Considering that it is within this group that we find the segment of the population 
for whom work can only be legal within rather specific and protected situations, these two 
aspects give us indications of labor relations marked by precariousness, whose features 
still have to be better understood by sociological research.

However, even if engaging in work activities is still a relevant dimension in the lives 
of teenagers, national statistics have for some time now pointed to a progressive distancing 
of youths between the ages of 15 and 17 from the world of labor. This movement is still 
marked by asymmetries but, compared to their older contemporaries or to youths from 
other generations, the current cohort of Brazilian teenagers have, at least as a trend, the 
school as their main institutional link. In 2004, 60.0% of them dedicated themselves 
exclusively to studying, a situation that in 2014 extended to 67.9% (Chart 2).

Chart 2 – Percentage of youths between the ages of 15 and 17 according to the activities they conducted, 
by sex (Brasil, 2004 and 2014).

Source: National Survey of Household Sampling (PNDA) / IBGE.
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According to a study published by the Insper Institute, the economic changes during 
the first two decades of the 2000’s – recovery of growth, expansion of formal work 
posts throughout the country, policies to increase the real value of the minimum salary, 
greater access for the population to social programs, among others – guaranteed favorable 
conditions that allowed low income families to postpone the moment when there younger 
members, the teenagers, would enter the world of labor (CABANAS; KOMATSU; MENEZES 
FILHO, 2015). This correlation seems pertinent because it is particularly in this age group 
that youths occupied the position of children or of other relative4 in their families, positions 
that varied little during this decade or within different social strata (Chart 3). Faced with a relative 
improvement in the incomes of parents or responsible adults, it is possible to suppose that the 
dimension of help to the household economy, so emphasized in the studies about the generational 
relations in popular segments, could cease to linger about as a demand directed at the youths.

Chart 3 – Percentage of youths between the ages of 15 and 17 according to situation in the household, 
by sex (Brasil, 2004 and 2014).

Source: National Survey of Household Sampling (PNDA) / IBGE.
(1) Includes: non-relatives, pensioners, domestic workers and their relatives.

However, although the economic dimension is relevant in generational relations 
established within the families, it should not be taken as exclusive to the articulation 
between public and private spaces; nor, as argued by Robert Cabanes (2006), should 
families be thought outside a wider set of symbolic and cultural transformations that 
reconfigure the interactions established inside them. It is in this perspective that the author 
calls attention to the spreading, albeit in different levels, of a new regime of generational 

4- This position must be understood as an expression of the heterogeneity of family arrangements that could exist in the country and, at the same 
time, of the role played by the family networks in their strategies to care for their younger members.
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relations in families from the popular layers, less hierarchic and strongly oriented towards 
the schooling expectations of their younger members. It would therefore be opportune 
to understand how, within this context of greater horizontality of generational relations 
and of deep sociocultural and educational transformations, the dissonances between 
expectations and demands of adults and youths are being negotiated.

On the other hand, the predominant student situation among these teenagers 
requires an outlook that situates the dimension of the use of non-school time as a 
focus of new investigations. A set of practices and activities outside the school shift 
remains unknown, either related to occupations perceived as complementary to the 
school formation, often supported by the families, or relative to what youths do far 
and away from the control of adults; something that, in the expression of sociologist 
Anne Barrère, has as its regulators personal taste and choice, potentially becoming, 
therefore, an important arena of experimentation, of the exercise of autonomy and of 
learning. Navigating the Internet, exchanging ideas with friends, listening to music, 
dancing and singing, doing sports and engaging in different modalities of games (either 
in a spontaneous or planned way) are all activities that demand personal commitment, 
different according to each individual but, most of the times, extremely intense and 
characterized by a search for personal realization/revelation (BARRÈRE, 2011). The 
mobilization of teenagers around these activities indicates, according to that author, 
that they extrapolate what is usually considered as an area of life dedicated to leisure, 
to the search for fun or to non-productive idleness.

In this case, significant differences will be identified if we consider the experience 
of boys and girls from different social strata. Alongside these practices, the obligations 
issuing from the domestic work occupy in a differential way these individuals, depicting 
possible and persistent inequalities in gender relations, notwithstanding the growing 
commitment of youngsters to school activities. Apart from that, although we have followed 
since the early 2000’s a progressive decline in the percentage of mothers within this age 
bracket (BRASIL, 2015a), – in 2004, 6.9% of adolescents were mothers; in 2014 they were 
6.2% – the taking on of responsibilities within the family group may have consequences 
that cannot be neglected to the fruition of free time on the part of adolescents.

Signs of this asymmetry can be identified in the data from the PNDAs. They point, 
for example, to a slight reduction in the average weekly time invested by girls in domestic 
activities during this decade – from 18 hours a week in 2004 to 16 in 2014 – whereas 
among boys this number remained virtually stabilized at nine hours a week. This means 
that female teenagers continue to dedicate almost twice as many hours to domestic chores, 
when compared to their male peers, and that there was no increase in the commitment of 
boys to these activities as a counterpart to the reduction of the time dedicated by girls. 

Youths between the ages of 18 and 24: heterogeneity of 
experiences

The age bracket between 18 and 24 is that in which the heterogeneity of situations 
experienced by individuals in the areas of studies, work and family life is most accentuated. 
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This feature seems to be an indication that, at that moment in their lives, boys and girls experience 
displacements and transitions without them indicating the end of young age. Also, we could 
speculate here that this heterogeneity is a result of tensions and dilemmas experienced unequally 
by teenagers in different domains of social life, making this age group a particularly interesting 
object for the observation of the driving forces behind the divergence of youngsters’ life trajectories. 

To a certain extent, agreeing with the perspective put forward by Adalberto Cardoso, 
we can say that the analysis of the experiences and challenges of individuals within this 
age group is capable of producing knowledge about how teenagers accomplish crucial 
transitions in their biographical trajectories and, at the same time, it allows us to identify 
the way in which social and historical characteristics of our country unfold as possibilities, 
potentialities or dilemmas for their individual trajectories (CARDOSO, 2013).

To start with, we have to say that the condition as a student loses its statistical 
significance to the understanding of the situations of girls and boys within the ages of 
18 and 24. In 2004, only 32.2% of youths in this age group were at school; in 2014, they 
were 30%. However, this observation should not obscure the educational changes for 
this population, whose outlines can be apprehended from the situation of youths that 
remained within the educational system. In 2004, most of the students in this age group 
(66.3%) attended fundamental or secondary education; a decade later, higher education 
became the level predominantly attended by students within this age group (58.5%). In 
other words, there was no increase in the percentage of students, but the period registered 
an upshift in the level of education they attended with the increase in the access to higher 
education. This increase occurred both among boys and girls, but it was sharper among 
the girls (Chart 4).

Chart 4 – Student population between the ages of 18 and 24 according to level of education they attended, 
by sex (Brasil, 2004 and 2014).

Source: National Survey of Household Sampling (PNDA) / IBGE.
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The change in the profile of students within this age group can be understood as 
a consequence of the massification of secondary education and of its effects upon the 
chances of girls and boys finishing basic education. It can also be seen to result from 
the various initiatives that fostered, since the early 2000’s, and intense expansion of 
enrolment in higher education.

In view of this process, we can observe a higher incorporation of the black population 
into higher education, as well as of youths coming from lower-income families (especially 
from those families situated within the intermediate quintiles). However, race and class 
inequalities were still expressive. In 2014, among white students 71.4% were enrolled 
in undergraduate courses, a reality for only 45.8% of mixed race students and 44.2% 
of black students. In that same year, among students coming from families of the first 
quintile (the 20% poorest), 28.3% were in higher education, whereas among those from 
the fifth quintile (20% richest) 81.8% attended higher education.

One is allowed to suppose that the access to this level of education will remain a 
challenge for the trajectories of a generation of youths that increasingly have expectations 
of continuing their studies after finishing basic education (SPOSITO; SOUZA, 2014). In 
this sense, understanding how they are positioned within a heterogeneous and segmented 
university field constitutes an important research agenda, capable of bringing to surface 
both the possibilities open to this population and the new facets of educational inequalities.

Having said that, we must not lose sight of the fact that a significant percentage of 
students within this age group remained in basic education in 2014, possibly in Education 
for Youths and Adults (EJA), and that among those who no longer remain within the 
educational system – the majority of youths within this age group –, a significant fraction 
(43.2% or, in absolute numbers, 6.5 million) had still not finished basic education. How do 
these youths live? What meanings did they attributed to the type of schooling they had 
access to? Faced with educational trajectories marked by failure and episodes of neglect, 
how do they signify the school in their lives? (DAYRELL et al., 2009).

At any rate, even if education is still a relevant theme to understand the experiences 
and trajectories of individuals within this age group, after they are 18 years old it is 
the world of labor that seems to constitute the central domain of social insertion and 
experimentation for a significant fraction of these individuals (Chart 5). In 2004, 60.4% 
of youths between the ages of 18 and 24 were at work, either combining this activity with 
their studies or otherwise. In 2014, despite a slight percentage reduction, the working 
situation continued to represent the situation of the majority (59.5%).

Data also confirm what Maria Carla Corrochano (2011) had already observed based 
on other studies: even if it is true that lower-income youths tend to enter the work market 
earlier in life, the age of 18 seems to be that in which the majority of this segment, even 
those in better situations, seek an occupation; from this moment on, social inequalities 
manifest themselves more sharply in the chances of individuals finding work and in the 
quality of labor they found. Among youths that worked in 2014, the poorer, the black and 
the women were subjected to works with lower wages and without legal ties. Independently 
of the period considered, it was among young black males and among females that the 
group of youths who did not work and did not study was more prominent.
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Commonly referred to as neither nor, the youths that neither worked nor studied 
have acquired large visibility, particularly in the media, as a vulnerable and high social 
risk group. They are, undoubtedly, a clear index of the difficulties of work and educational 
insertion of youths. But we have to keep in mind the fact that this category includes 
individuals that experience rather heterogeneous situations. For example, youths that 
often dedicate themselves to domestic chores and to the education of their children or 
to the care of family elders are included in this group. Additionally, establishing one 
particular condition may be insufficient to apprehend a multiplicity of combinations that 
are flexible in time and that express the structural impossibility that individuals find to 
construct linear transitions or stable experiences in the areas of education and labor. Since 
it is not a longitudinal kind of study, the PNDAs do not offer data that allow us to foresee 
the duration and extension of this situation in the biography of an individual.

The studies centered on the work experiences of youths have shown how the 
meanings attributed by individuals in these age group to their work can be understood 
in the light of expectations that transcend the facing up to their economic hardship 
(TARTUCE, 2007). On this last aspect, we can suppose that, at that moment in their lives, 
the search for greater financial independence takes place within a context marked by 
changes in family relations that progressively compose a picture of living among adults. 
Youths continued to live under the same roof as their families of origin, but they experience 
a situation permeated by new responsibilities, obligations and commitments. 

On the other hand, we should not neglect the fact that, within the family, the situation 
experienced by youths between the ages of 18 and 24 reveals a relative heterogeneity. 
Both in 2004 and in 2014 there was still a predominance of individuals that occupied the 
position of offspring but, within this age group, such position no longer enjoys the same 

Chart 5 – Percentage of population between the ages of 18 and 24 according to activities, by sex (Brasil, 
2004 and 2014).

Source: National Survey of Household Sampling (PNDA) / IBGE.
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hegemony verified in the 15 to 17 years-old cohort. In 2014, children represented 58.5% 
of youths within that age group, whereas 16% occupied position of mainstay and 14.7% 
were spouses within their families. Thus, at least for part of this population, the moment 
of youth was already marked by conjugal experiences and/or leaving their original home.

The change of position within the family is still permeated by gender nuances, 
despite a slight movement of convergence in the timelines of girls and boys during the 
period analyzed. Firstly, because in percentage terms young women, more than boys of 
this same age group, moved from the position of daughters to one of being responsible 
for the household or members of a couple. And, it was them that, when making this 
movement, generally occupied the position of spouses (Chart 6).

Chart 6 – Percentage of youths between the ages of 18 and 24 according to situation in the family, by sex 
(Brasil, 2004 and 2014).
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Source: National Survey of Household Sampling (PNDA) / IBGE.
(1) Includes: non-relatives, pensioners, domestic workers and their relatives.

The most significant variations, however, are expressed when the family income 
variable is taken into account. In 2014, the lower the family income the larger the 
percentage of youths that found themselves in the position of mainstay or spouse. This 
information, however, must be taken cautiously, because it is not possible to establish 
from it a direct relationship between income, conjugality and leaving the parents’ home. 
Perhaps this number allows a hypothesis about the situation of sharper poverty of families 
led by youths, in other words, of groups in which individuals with ages between 18 and 24 
take on positions as mainstay or as a spouse and that, being in this situation, are chiefly 
responsible for making up the domestic budget.

Parenthood, here apprehended exclusively through the information about the 
maternity of young girls, is equally indicative of experiences within the realm of family 

Mainstay Spouse Child Other relative Other situation (1)



13Educ. Pesqui., São Paulo, v. 44, e170308, 2018.

The research on young people in Brazil: setting new challenges from quantitative data

relations during this period of youth. In 2004, 36.8% of girls in this age bracket were 
mothers; in 2014, this number had fallen and now corresponded to the reality of only 31.1% 
of young women. Among young black women, the percentage of mothers is relatively 
higher than that of young white women, independently of the period analyzed; also, 
the decrease was less accentuated among them. This difference is still more pronounced 
when we consider the youths’ family income since, within this age group, it is among the 
poorest youths that the higher percentage of women that are mothers is to be found.

This group of data signals to the importance of a deeper understanding of the motives 
behind early maternity or its postponement, based not only on economic situations, 
degree of schooling or undesirable experiences, but also on an analysis of how pregnancy 
happens in adolescence, (BRASIL, 2015b). An intriguing silence surrounds the absence 
of information about paternity, since there are no questions directed at young men and, 
somehow, the presupposition is reasserted that, as poet Caetano says, the boys are “pains 
and delights” of women only. The survey Agenda Brasil (NOVAES, 2016) indicates that 
“the declaration of paternity among young men is around 20% of the universe of those 
between the ages of 18 and 24”.

These themes, among other gaps, have still failed to raise the interest of researches 
from a qualitative point of view within the field of gender studies. New studies may 
contribute to understand how, at that point in their lives, youngsters experience objectively 
and subjectively maternity and paternity. The theme seems to be important, particularly 
in a society that tends to require more and more, especially from young women, the 
possibility of articulating this experience with a productive insertion, the commitment to 
domestic chores and the continuity of studies, without offering them institutional support 
sufficiently capable of guaranteeing such conciliation. This experience also affects boys 
faced with the expectations of the traditional role of provider that still marks their trajectories5.

Apart from that, and although a reduction in the average weekly workload among 
workers in this age group can be observed, they still imply a significant time of their 
lives in labor-related activities. The majority (51.7%) dedicated between 40 and 44 hours 
a week to work, but a non-negligible percentage (22.8%) were engaged in activities that 
extrapolated this number. A minority were engaged in part-time occupations: 11.2% had 
works with up to 20 hours a week dedication and 14.3% up to 39 hours a week. It is clear 
that long working shifts are not exclusive to young female workers. Actually, the boys 
dedicated longer hours to work-related activities. But we can estimate that this feature 
declines distinctively along the life of individuals, according to their commitments to 
other domains.

Data seem to point out, still, a movement in which, as a trend, young women work 
hours ever more similar to those of young men, with the persistence of salary inequalities. 
We can suppose that intense working hours have consequences to the family and affective 
experiences during this stage in their lives and, at the same time, offer a range of constraints 
to those youngsters who still seek continuity or resumption of their studies.

5- Also within this age group, between 2004 and 2014, there was a reduction of the average time spent by young women in domestic chores, 
but a stagnation of this indicator among young men: in 2014 young women dedicated an average of 20 hours a week to these activities; young 
man dedicated 9.4 hours a week.
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The youths between the ages of 25 and 29: profile of 
Brazilian young adults

The completion of studies, beginning of a professional life, the constitution of 
independent household, with or without a spouse, and the experience of parenthood 
have been traditionally mobilized to signal the transit of individuals towards adult life. 
In this respect, since the late 1990s, and particularly based on the European experience, 
studies recognize the process-like character of these changes, as well as the tenuous limits 
between the beginning and the end of moments in a life’s trajectory that are entangled and 
often fail to be signaled by clear rites of passage (GALLAND, 1997; PAIS, 2001; VAN DE 
VELD, 2008). These are paths marked by comings and goings, well characterized as yo-yo 
trajectories by José Machado Pais (2001), which certainly poses important challenges to 
the study of Brazilian youths.

In Brazil, the transition to adult life is still little investigated within the studies about 
youth. The few existing studies, conducted within the fields of demography and economy, 
are based on national statistics and give emphasis to the passage from school to labor and 
show little capacity to probe the social changes and phenomena related to the transition 
processes (PIMENTA, 2007; CAMARANO et al., 2006).

In the Brazilian case, the demographic criteria, currently situated in the population 
between the ages of 15 and 29, are important premises for the characterization of the young 
population, but they are insufficient for the development of investigations, particularly 
about the segments situated in the age group above 25. The national policies extended the 
demographic limits, considering as youths those who are in this third group, since until 
recently the accepted markers included those up to 24 years of age. However, as the results 
of the Agenda Juventude Brasil survey suggest, for the majority of the members of this age 
group the perception that they are already adults is predominant (ABRAMO, 2016)6.

One strategy to develop qualitative studies about the specificities of this group resides 
in the analysis of the situation of youths within their family arrangements, a signal of 
the inter-crossing of some of the boundaries in the transit to adult age. In 2014, 63.2% of 
youths between the ages of 25 and 29 no longer occupied the position of offspring, with 
34.6% having become the mainstay of their households and 28.7% being spouses in their 
own families.

With respect to the situation of men and women, the data indicate that there was 
a decrease in the last 10 years of 12.6 points in the number of women that occupied the 
position of spouses: 57.5% were in this condition in 2004 and in 2014 they were 45%. 
Young men made a different movement, from 3.6% of youths declaring the situation of 
spouses in 2004, they were 11.1% in 2014 (Chart 7). In an interval of 10 years the number 
of young women that became the mainstay within their family groups increased (from 
18.3% to 25.3%) and the proportion of young men in the situation decreased (from 55.8% 
to 44.2%).

6-  In the age group between 15 and 17, the perception that they are teenagers was the one that prevailed. Among youths between the ages of 
18 and 24 few identified themselves as teenagers, but equal fractions saw themselves as youths or adults.
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Chart 7 – Percentage of youths between the ages of 25 and 29 according to situation in the family, by sex 
(Brasil, 2004 and 2014).
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Source: National Survey of Household Sampling (PNDA) / IBGE.
(1) Includes: non-relatives, pensioners, domestic workers and their relatives.

Apart from the fact that these changes are related to a greater insertion of 
women into the work market, they also result, as some studies indicate, from new social 
configurations that have started to surround the unions established by individuals, in 
which the financial participation of women in the domestic budget becomes absolutely 
necessary, and hierarchies grounded in asymmetric gender relations give way to the 
emergence of conjugal unions marked by greater horizontality (LIMA, 2006). We can here 
conjecture that they follow equally from innovations and transformations in the family 
arrangements in this generation of youths, for example, the shaping of single-parent 
families, of homosexual unions, and of mothers in “solo flight”.

A fruitful set of questions requires new answers: how are gestated the decisions to 
leave the parents’ home and live alone or with a partner? What are the challenges present 
in the experience of building a new domestic or family unit? What forms of support are 
expected and mobilized by individuals with the aim of accomplishing this transit from 
home/family of origin to their own home/family? The individuals can be subjected to 
similar constraints, but how do they react to them when they cannot rely on the same 
resources to leave the parents’ home and/or build a new family unit?

Our attention is also drawn to the variations in the percentage of youths that 
remained in the condition of children when some other variables are considered. In 2004, 
35% of men remained in the situation, a percentage that increased to 36.6% in 2014. 
Women in a similar situation were 20.1% in 2004 and moved up to 25% in 2014. There 
was an increase in this percentage in all economic levels, but it was the youths from the 
fifth quintile of family income (20% richest) that were more often found in this situation 

Mainstay Spouse Child Other relative Other situation (1)
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in 2014 (53.5%). Similarly, inequalities are found on the race/color aspect: in 2014, 31.4% 
of white youths were in the situation of children, whereas this percentage was of 28.4% 
among mixed race youths and 25.6% among black youths.

The data above point to the need to conduct qualitative studies that help 
understanding the motives that lead this group of youths to remain with their parents 
in the situation of children. Is it a procrastination of the beginning of conjugal life or 
is it a reversal of trajectory? The data do not allow us to verify if it is the youths that 
depend on their families, or if their families rely on their monthly contribution to the 
household’s income, or even if they are dependent on the emotional and affective support 
(CAMARANO et al., 2006; PIMENTA, 2007).

In the age group between 25 and 29 we find the largest number of young mothers, 
but this situation registered a fall during the decade: in 2004, 67.5% of young women were 
mothers; in 2014, this percentage was of 59.3%. As observed in the previous age group, the studies 
about fertility in Brazil have associated the procrastination of maternity to the expansion of the 
time dedicated by women to schooling, to commitments they assume in the world of labor, as well 
as the changes in the gender and affective-sexual relations. Although the fall in the percentage of 
mothers has occurred for the whole of them, young women belonging to lower-income families 
remained comparatively more representative within the group of mothers: in 2014, 52.1% of young 
mothers between the ages of 25 and 29 belonged to families of the first (29.5%) and second (22.6%) 
quintiles of income.

It is worth noting that this set of information is insufficient to draw a more 
comprehensive picture of these individuals and their life conditions within their families. 
Both maternity/paternity and conjugality do not mean necessarily exiting the household 
of origin, and perhaps here we find an important Brazilian peculiarity, especially in the 
lifestyles of popular segments.

As already pointed out, work represents an experience present in the lives of young 
Brazilian men and women, often in a premature fashion. However, among youths with 
ages between 25 and 29, this dimension of life takes on rather incisive features: in 2004, 
72.2% of individuals in these age group worked, among which only 8.8% balanced work 
activities and studies; in 2014, these percentages were of 73.5% and 7.8%, respectively 
(Chart 8). It is also noticeable within this age group the high percentage of youths that 
neither studied nor worked, and of indicators that show this to be a more common situation 
among women. In 2014, 33.1% of young women did not study and did not have any 
activities in the labor market, whereas among young men 11.6% were in this situation, 
which means a difference of 23.1 points.

During the decade, there was an increase in the percentage of workers in regular 
employment, from 48.3% to 60.1%. More formal work relations spread to the whole of the 
population in this age group, but certain segments of youths remained more affected by 
irregular work in 2014. Among white male youths, for example, 15.5% were in irregular 
employment, a percentage that among black male youths was of 21.8%, and of 22.9% 
among mixed race male youths. Similarly, youths coming from lower-income families 
were more often found in irregular work.
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Independently of the period in question, the majority of youths between the ages of 
25 and 29 no longer studied, either in 2004 (85%) or in 2014 (89%). These percentages vary 
slightly according to the sex of the individuals, and tend to acquire some differentiation 
when markers such as family income and race/color are considered. Among youngsters 
from the first quintile of income (20% poorest), 94.3% did not study, whereas among those 
of the fifth quintile (20% richest) this number was 82.2% – a difference of 12.1 points. 
In a similar way, among white youths in 2014 87.1% did not study, the reality of 90% of 
blacks and 90.7% of mixed race youths.

It would be a mistake to consider, however, that the more expressive features 
of educational inequalities among individuals in this age group are related to their 
permanence within the educational system, because the most significant variations are 
to be found in the level of schooling they achieve, particularly in the chances of having 
finished basic education and carried on studying. Firstly, we must say that in 2014, among 
youths that no longer studied, there was a predominance of those who had finished 
secondary education, a fraction of 45.2%. This group was closely followed by youths who 
had left school before finishing basic education, the case of 37.8% of them. Youths who 
completed higher education, including those with master or doctorate studies (complete 
or incomplete) represented only 17% of individuals in this cohort.

Following the same pattern, income and race/color inequalities are also present. 
Among youths on the first quintile of income (20% poorest), 64.2% had not finished 
basic education, which occurred only to 11.3% of youths belonging to the fifth quintile of 
income (20% richest). In 2014, among white youths that were no longer students, 28.2% 
had left school before finishing basic education, a number that represented the reality 
of 42% of young blacks and 45.7% of mixed race youths. Young women showed more 
favorable schooling indexes, with higher rates of completion of basic education and, 
particularly, of higher education.

Chart 8 – Percentage of youths between the ages of 25 and 29 according to type of activity, by sex (Brasil, 
2004 and 2014).

Source: National Survey of Household Sampling (PNDA) / IBGE.
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These differences carry implications to the present situation of young women and 
men. The fact that they interrupted (either definitely or temporarily) their studies does 
not mean the end of the challenges mobilized around schooling, notably in a society 
historically known as the Land of the Bachelors where individuals are increasingly 
pressured by demands of schooling in the world of labor.

Having said that, and although educational improvements do translate in an 
increase of income for workers (OECD, 2016), one should be cautious when dealing with 
the relations between schooling, work insertion and socioeconomic improvement, since 
studies reveal income inequalities between sexes and the stratification of careers and 
courses in higher education (BRASIL, 2016; RIBEIRO; SCHLEGEL, 2015).

Finally, although the percentages of young students in this age group was 
relatively small in 2014, it is important to consider that the majority of them (80%) 
attended higher education, a reality relatively distinct from that found 10 years earlier 
in 2004, when a higher percentage of students in this age group were still in basic 
education (Chart 9). In other words, we observe that older individuals, including those 
with low income, began to have access to this level of schooling, possibly attending 
evening courses and in private institutions.

Chart 9 – Percentage of youths between the ages of 25 and 29 according to level of schooling attended, 
by sex (Brasil, 2004 and 2014).
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Source: National Survey of Household Sampling (PNDA) / IBGE.

Final considerations

It has been emphasized both in the debate about different stages of life and about the 
processes of transition into adult life that one of the main features of contemporaneity is a 
process of dechronologization and deinstitutionalization of society, in which individuals’ 
ages no longer constitute markers signaling differences and positions occupied by 
individuals in the social structure. But, as Guita Grin Debert (1999) puts it, it would be 

Literacy Class Fundamental Education Secudary Education Higher Education
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a mistake to suppose that peoples’ ages no longer represent a fundamental dimension in 
the social organization. She says: “the incorporation of changes could hardly be done 
without a new chronologization of life” (DEBERT, 1999, p. 75). The exercise conducted in 
this article seems to corroborate the argument of that anthropologist, without neglecting 
the heterogeneity and inequality that surrounds the experience of individuals situated in 
the different juvenile cohorts.

Each moment in the life’s trajectory reveals a set of constraints, challenges and 
possibilities in the domains presented here that cannot be known without an investigation 
of a qualitative nature about the young individuals and their paths. The recognition of 
certain centrality in these dimensions does not preclude the pertinence of a plurality 
of domains and experiences that can be converted into fruitful and important themes 
of research. Within the present picture, in October 2016, clear signs of economic crisis 
are present, indicating that the reduction in the number of working posts has affected 
particularly the youths (PERRIN, 2016). The difficulties to continue in their studies can 
also acquire more significant proportions in recessive scenarios, considering, for example, 
in the case of higher education, the strong predominance of private institutions, and 
the government’s turnabout regarding programs of expansion of public places and of 
inclusion in this level of schooling. The reduction in the number of new enrolments in 
higher education, notably in the private school system, which was already visible in the 
2015 School Census (INEP, 2016), seems to be a sharp indicator of a new moment.

Without disregarding conjunctural aspects that define the dimension of the political-
economic crisis, we have to enlarge the universe of concerns of the research so as to include the 
analyses considering the set of dimensions that affect the lifestyle of youths, and that intercross at 
the challenges with which this segment of the population is faced. The search for independence and 
autonomy, and the increasing load of responsibilities unfold in various ways according to the stage 
in life’s trajectory. For each of the stages analyzed here, the challenges are proposed and faced in 
different ways, in which the structural positions indicate the constraints, but do not explain, by 
themselves, all trajectories.

This exercise does not carry as a presupposition the idea that qualitative 
approximations are mere operators to illustrate the evidence constituted by quantitative 
data. It is all about facing the challenge proposed more than 50 years ago by Wright 
Mills (1965), and seeking to understand the relations between biography and history. It 
is all about investigating, based on individuals – in this particular case, the youths – the 
structural constraints that unfold differently in each moment of life’s trajectory, and faced 
with which individuals are no longer just characters that respond to previously established 
positions (MARTUCCELLI, 2010).

Danilo Martuccelli, when proposing the study of individuation as a fruitful 
approximation within his historical sociology, points out for suggestive directions for 
new investigations:

One, we have to preserve a link between the individual and the structural dimensions of society – 
lest we reduce sociology to an endless gallery of individual portraits. Two, it is indispensable that 
in the study of the singularity the socio-historically situated and incarnate character of every 
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individual is underlined. Three, it is important to account for the existence of certain stability 
proper to individuals. Four, it is fundamental to account, based on a renewed conception of 
agency, for the work of one on oneself carried out by each individual. (MARTUCCELLI, 2013, s/p).
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