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Resumen

En este artículo se aborda el proceso de transición 
a la adultez en el México contemporáneo. El 
análisis se realiza con base en la información 
que proporciona la Encuesta Nacional de la 
Juventud 2000 para los jóvenes de entre 15 
y 29 años de edad. El estudio da cuenta del 
orden, las proporciones de ocurrencia y el 
riesgo de siete eventos asociados al paso de la 
juventud a la adultez. Se cuestiona los alcances 
empíricos y la pertinencia del modelo normativo 
de transición como recurso heurístico en el 
estudio del fenómeno. La investigación devela 
que la transición a la adultez es un proceso 
complejo que no escapa, en su forma, contenido 
y temporalidad, a los condicionantes derivados 
de una sociedad cuyas relaciones sociales están 
imbuidas en un contexto de fuertes desigualdades 
sociales.
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Abstract 

Social inequalities and transition to adulthood in 
contemporary Mexico 

In this article the process of transition 
to adulthood in contemporary Mexico is 
approached; the analysis is performed based 
on the information from the 2000 National 
Survey on Youth for youths aged between 15 
and 29. The study gives an account of the order, 
occurrence proportions and risk of seven social 
events associated with the change from youth 
to adulthood. The empirical reaches and the 
pertinence of the normative transition model as 
heuristic resource in the study of the analyzed 
phenomenon is challenged. The research reveals 
that transition to adulthood is a complex process 
which is not free, in its shape, content and 
temporariness, from the conditioners derived 
from a society whose social relations are 
embedded in a context of heavily stressed social 
inequalities. 

Key words: transition, adulthood, youth, 
social inequality, social stratum, gender, risk 
occurrence, calendar

he subject of research of this paper is constituted by the transition process 
to adulthood in contemporary Mexico. The approach is made from a 
sociologic perspective and considering the relation that exists between 

social stratum, gender and age. We analyze the set of milestones that are typical in 
the transition to adulthood process from a socio-demographic perspective: school 
leaving, engagement in the labor world, first sexual intercourse, leaving the 
parental household, first marital or free union and having a child. The analysis of 
these seven vital milestones allows us to show the complexity of the change from 
youth to adulthood. Apart from providing account of the timetable, we study the 
intensity and differential temporality of occurrence of each of these milestones 
and the transition which they are part of.
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The text is divided into four parts. The first one presents some benchmarks 
on the study of the transition to adult life in Mexico. The second part briefly 
describes the importance of the simultaneous consideration of socioeconomic, 
gender and age inequalities in the study of transition to adult life. In the third 
section we cite the most significant results from the statistical analysis that was 
performed. Finally, the conclusions will highlight the main findings derived from 
the analysis.

The study of the transition to adult life

The socio-demographic study on the change from youth to adulthood is 
performed from the demographic perspective by analyzing the occurrence of a 
series of milestones; these milestones are conceptualized in the life course as 
transition milestones. Their importance derives from acknowledging that their 
realization can bring about significant changes in the social roles that individuals 
perform in society (Elder, 1985). This analytical approach has a long tradition 
in developed countries. It is in the U.S. where the first analyses based on this 
approach emerge (Hogan, 1978, 1980, and Hogan and Astone, 1986). In recent 
years, this line of research has received increasing attention both at international 
level (Jensen, 2000; Blosseld et al., 2005; Evans et al., 2001; Casal, 1996) and 
in Mexico (Tuirán, 1999; Polo Arnejo, 1999; Castro, 2003; Giorguli, 2004; Mier 
y Terán, 2004; Coubés and Zenteno, 2005; Pérez Amador, 2006; Gandini and 
Castro 2006; Pérez Amador, 2007; Saraví, 2006).

From the perspective of the life course, it is argued that the adequate roles at 
every age are subject to social regulation. Societies create expectations and social 
rules; establish social norms on the sequence and moments of occurrence of the 
vital milestones that take to adult life (Elder, 1985). Transition to adulthood is 
seen as a process framed in a period of the life course of the individuals that is 
shaped by a series of social institutions, such as school, family, labor market and 
religion, among others.

In developed countries, several authors highlight that from the first half of 
the past century life courses became increasingly institutionalized. The typical 
path that would take to a change in the roles, from those at the youth towards 
those expected in adult life, shall include the following sequence of milestones: 
complete formal education, obtain full-time employment, get married, have an 
independent household and have the first child (Kohli and Meyer, 1986; Greene, 
1990). With the advances in empirical research in different societies, criticisms 
have arisen on the use of this normative model of transition towards adult life. It 
was demonstrated that this model contains sociocultural aspects and consequently, 
it can be different from society to society and at the interior of a single one 
as well. It was also demonstrated that this model can also take on differential 
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features according to the historical period that is analyzed. Such transition would 
not comprise the same vital milestones, nor a single sequence and temporality 
of them in different structural contexts (Corijn, 1996). Therein lies the need to 
research this process in specific historical situations and to provide attention to 
the differences between men and women who belong to different social sectors.

Several authors have enquired on the extent to which the aforementioned 
normative model is useful in the study of societies such as the Mexican. Answers 
change according to the analyzed population, the source of information that 
is used, the number of transition milestones and the historical moment that is 
considered.

Tuirán (1999), based on the analysis on fertility surveys, observed that a 
minority group of women, who were once together, has followed the normative 
pattern of transition to adulthood. This pattern includes leaving school, becoming 
part of the labor force, marrying, having an independent home and having their 
first child.

In a more recent study, Coubes and Zenteno (2005), based on the analysis of 
data from the Retrospective Demographic Survey, compared different cohorts of 
youth male and female populations, and analyzed three transition milestones that 
define entrance to adult life: leaving school, beginning labor life and starting a 
union. They argue that Mexico’s normative model, despite not being the prevailing 
pattern, continues being a model of great importance, especially among males. 
Their numbers indicate that 44 percent men and 29 percent of women in the 
youngest cohort follow the proposed normative model. These authors conclude 
that it is not possible to speak of an institutionalization of the change to adult 
life, given the fact that they did not find convergence towards a prevailing model, 
especially in the case of women. They also highlight the significant change in the 
trajectories that took to adult life during the XX century. Said change was mostly 
due to the expansion of the educative system and to the increasing participation 
of women in the labor market.

Echarri and Pérez Amador (2007), based on the National Youth Survey (ENJ, 
2000), analyzed the occurrence and the timetable of the five transition milestones 
that take to adult life from the socio-demographic approach. They compared 
males and females living in rural and urban areas, analyzed the interrelations 
among the different milestones and looked for explanatory factors that can move 
forward or delay the process of transition to adulthood. They highlight that the 
sequence of the different milestones does not correspond to the normative model. 
Other results of this study show that less than 20 percent of the youth people from 
15 to 29 years of age had experienced all the transitions that were considered, and 
11 percent reported that they had not experienced any. Besides, around 80 percent 
of the youth that were surveyed had already started their labor life, among males 
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this figure was almost 90 percent. The authors noticed that the participation in 
the labor market is the first transition that most of the Mexican youth experience; 
it is followed in significance by leaving the school. They also highlight that 
differences between urban and rural areas are accentuated. They conclude that 
youth have little control on their life, given the fact that their options have their 
limits in economic restrictions and familial features.

Pérez Amador (2006) found in a different paper that youths who enter into 
labor market leave the parental household earlier in a significant number, and 
their departure is not necessarily accompanied by a marital union. The author 
highlights the differences between men and women and notices that the impact 
of the first job is more significant in the case of males who start their life as a 
couple after leaving the parental household. She concludes that starting labor life 
is part of the transition to adulthood inasmuch as it accelerated the entering into 
the conjugal union and leaving the parents’ household. Saraví (2003) highlights 
the simultaneity and early nature of the familial (marital union) and residential 
(leaving the parental household) transitions that occur among young men and 
women.

The interrelation between leaving school and participation in the labor market 
has also received attention from several authors (Horbath, 2004; Giorguli, 2005; 
Gandini and Castro, 2006). Horbath (2004) points out that the early participation 
of the youth in the labor world favors school backwardness and does not allow 
youth to finish their studies. Taking part in the labor world at early ages, at the 
same time, impacts the quality of the labor insertion due to the fact that low 
schooling levels are associated to higher precariousness in employment (Oliveira, 
2006; Mora Salas, 2006; Mora Salas and Oliveira, 2008).

Gandini and Castro (2006) specifically analyzed the changes that take place 
at the interior and between three population cohorts.1 These authors highlight 
significant differences between men and women in regard to school leaving; 
these differences are less stressed in the youngest cohort. Thus, albeit women’s 
timetable continues taking place much earlier than that of the males, younger 
women remain longer at school than their predecessors. In relation to the 
participation in the labor world, the opposite occurs. Men start working earlier 
than women and despite leaving school earlier, women do not necessarily enter in 
the labor market. Horbath (2004) highlights that to women’s school backwardness 
one shall add labor backwardness due to the fact that they tend to incorporate 
later to the labor market. Mier y Terán (2004) also highlights that, in the most 
marginalized communities, gender is the most important axis of differentiation 
in terms of transition to adult life. Women finish school earlier and take part 

1 The three cohorts studied by these authors are those between 1936 and 1938; that from 1951 to 1953 
and that from 1966 to 1968.
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less frequently in the labor activities. In urban areas and in all the country, the 
transition to adult life also has significant differences between young men and 
women, as mentioned above.2

Giorguli (2005) found differences in behavior according to the composition of 
the household when she analyzed school leaving and early insertion to the labor 
market. In sectors that have fewer economic resources and in which mothers 
work in non-remunerated activities, children and adolescent daughters (12 to 16 
years of age) have higher school attendance rates, in contrast to families whose 
mothers do not work or do not receive a salary. Mothers’ non-salaried activities 
allow young women and men to study and to take part in the economic activity. 
This author also demonstrates that households which lack a father report higher 
economic participation of adolescent sons and daughters. Significant are the 
differences between sons and daughters: girls have less participation in labor 
activity than boys. Daughters’ probability to complete school or work is lower 
in situations where the mother performs remunerated activities. In these cases, 
daughters’ collaboration in the housework is essential, as the author highlights.

The relation that exists between public-sphere transitions (school and 
work), the milestones related to the reproductive behavior and the creation of a 
family have also been a topic of interest. Thus, when Lindstrom and Brambilla 
(2001) analyzed the interrelations between schooling, work and the creation of 
a family in Mexico, they found that reaching higher schooling levels increase 
the probability of having a paid employment and postpone the age of conjugal 
union. Parrado and Zenteno (2002) point out, on their side, that the interaction of 
education and the chances of having a job have an influence on the temporality 
of the marriage. They argue that women with low economic levels, with lower 
quality employment, and those who perform housework, tend to marry earlier; 
whereas women with intermediate schooling levels have lower tendencies to do 
so.

According to Corijn and Klijzing (2001), schooling level is associated to 
the deferral of familial transitions. An extended academic education in search 
of educational and labor achievements contributes to explain late familial 
transitions. Schooling and employment can be seen as alternatives to marriage 
and children. Heaton, Forste and Otterstorm (2002) point out that when these 
alternatives are considered as more attractive, women postpone conjugal union 
and maternity. They found that, in many Latin American countries, women with 
secondary studies have less probability of marrying or having children at early 
ages in comparison to those reported as women without schooling.

2 See Mier y Terán, 2004; Horbath, 2004; Coubés and Zenteno, 2005; Echarri and Pérez Amador, 2006; 
Gandini and Castro, 2006.



Papeles de POBLACIÓN No. 57 CIEAP/UAEM

116

The previous analysis shows that the study of the transition to adulthood in 
Mexico is a topic whose significance is increasing. Two conclusions shall be 
extracted from this. Firstly, the perspective of the utilized analysis has been more 
demographic than sociologic; and secondly, save a few exceptions, transition 
to adulthood has not been studied from an approach that highlights the social 
inequalities that modulate this process in Mexico. The following sections aim 
indeed to pay attention to this.

Social inequalities and transition to adult life

There is certain consensus on the notion that social inequality implies different 
forms of social iniquities (Fitoussi and Rosanvallon, 1996; Tilly, 1999; McCall, 
2001). This paper highlights the interactions between different axes of inequality, 
such as those derived from class, gender and age, so that one can see how the 
articulation between these elements molds different trajectories of transition 
to adulthood. We argue that the combination of these inequalities has a great 
influence on the calendar, occurrence and risk of making reality these seven 
transitions which are analyzed. As a result of these combinations one finds that 
young people of low socioeconomic strata, the youngest and the females tend 
to face a context of more social restrictions, which are translated into more 
accelerated and disadvantageous transition processes. The control that young 
people can perform on their structural context is minimal in these cases (Echarri 
and Pérez Amador, 2007).

In Mexico, the processes that trigger transition to adulthood occur in 
social contexts which are characterized by the presence of significant social 
inequalities (territorial, cultural, of class, of gender and age). In such manner 
that social inequalities leave their mark on the transition to adulthood (Evans, 
2002) and give rise to multiple and contrasting models of transition (Casal, 1996; 
Machado, 2007). That is, the process of transition to adulthood is filtered by the 
inequalities that exist at societal level. Consequently, the order and sequence 
of the transition milestones, their timing, significance and meaning (subjective 
and inter-subjective) change according to the axis of social differentiation that is 
more significant at a national level.3 In a country such as Mexico, where social 
inequalities tend to be considerably acute (Hernández Laos and Velázquez Roas, 
2003; Székely, 2005; Vite, 2007), one might expect to see substantial differences 
in the patterns of transition to adulthood, questioning, one more time, but now 
from the sociological perspective, the so called universality of the normative 
pattern.
3 The limit situation is given by the case of people who have experienced a forced adulthood. For these 
individuals there was neither a planned transition, nor a moratorium. In strict sense one cannot speak of 
transition to adulthood or emerging adulthood as such in these cases. From early ages, people forced to 
guarantee the survival and to collaborate with the maintenance of their reference group assume roles that 
have been traditionally defined as those from adulthood.
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The interest in studying the way in which demographic behaviors are 
structured, according to the social sector in which one is born, is enriched by the 
interest in the interrelation among different kinds of social inequities. This paper 
addresses this concern.4 We want to analyze more how the accumulation of social 
disadvantages (Ariza and Oliveira, 2000; González de la Rocha, 2006) leaves 
marks in the life of the youths who move to adulthood. We want to observe the 
ways in which gender differences are adopted inside the different social strata.5 
It is also important to know how the social sector of one individual affects in a 
differential way the transition to adulthood in young men and women. In other 
words, we want to analyze the overlapping of socioeconomic, gender and age 
inequities in order to find if the differences between men and women, regarding 
the passing toward adulthood, are accentuated or minimized in the high strata, in 
comparison to lesser amounts of economic resources. In addition to this, we look 
for the social heterogeneity that exists inside the categories of men and women, 
and how such social heterogeneity affects them or not in a differential way.

The possibilities available for youth population and the obstacles they face 
to continue change according to the differential access to social, economic and 
cultural resources and to their social condition as men and women. The study on 
how young men and women from different social sectors bring forward or delay, 
accelerate or slow down the pass toward adulthood takes on a great significance 
given the fact that the moment at which vital milestones occur during the youth 
can condition in an irreversible way their future trajectories throughout their life 
courses.

Polo Arnejo (1999) researched the features that transition to adult life takes on 
in the case of young men and women that belong to different social sectors. He 
did it based on the analysis from the information of the National Survey on Urban 
Employment (ENEU), 1996. The author concludes that the milestones involved 
in the transition to adult life have different timetables according to the axis of 
social differentiation that is considered: social sector and gender. School leaving 
occurs earlier in youth of lower strata, especially in women. In the same way, 
transitions from the familial domain are delayed mostly in the case of males, and 
in young women of the medium strata in comparison to those from a low stratum. 
Additionally, the author highlights that among the youths of the low stratum, 
frequently do marital unions occur without the conformation of an independent 
home; whereas, in youth of the middle sectors it occurs that the formation of an 

4 Previous studies constitute a significant precedent in the same direction  (Ariza and Oliveira, 2000; Polo 
Arnejo, 1999; Szasz, 2007; Ariza and Oliveira, 2007).
5 The location of the youth in social strata is based on the stratification of households proposed by Echarri 
(2007). This stratification considers the conditions of the housing, relative average of schooling in the 
household and the economic activity associated to the higher income in the household. For those youths 
who still live in their parents’ household, or in one of them, the socioeconomic stratum refers to the family 
of origin of the youth. In the case of the youths who have left their parent’s household, stratum refers to 
their own household or to that in which they live.
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independent household is not accompanied by marital union. With reference to 
the moment of entering into labor market, males of the low sector are the ones 
that enter earlier and women of the middle sector make it later.

When Szasz (2007) analyzed the social construction of the norms of sexuality 
in Mexico (data from the National Survey on Reproductive Health, 1998), she 
found that socioeconomic inequalities influence the differentiated norms by 
gender. In wealthy sectors, both men and women, start their sexual experiences 
more frequently as part of a relationship than people in low strata. In the same 
way, the distance between the beginning of the sexual life and that of the marriage 
is longer in medium and high strata in comparison to the low stratum. This 
author highlights that the gender norms that define activities suitable for men 
and activities authorized for women are more differentiated and restrictive in 
the case of women of the low and very low strata in comparison to those from 
wealthy sectors. Ariza and Oliveira (2007) also emphasize that the contrasts in the 
conceptions on sexuality between social sectors are significant. Men and women 
have different degrees of conservadurism or liberalism in their conceptions 
(virginity, monogamy and fidelity) depending on the social sector to which they 
belong. Liberal stances have heavier weight in most privileged sectors of the 
population and the most conservative occur in women from low strata.6

According to our understanding on the role that social differences – of gender 
and socioeconomic – play in the organization of the life course of the youth, 
we expect to confirm the existence of different behaviors in men and women; 
this in both, in medium-high and low sectors. We also expect to find differences 
between these social strata when comparing men and women. Similarly, the few 
previous evidences that are available suggest that contrasts among social sectors 
with regard to the transition to adult life shall be stressed when comparing young 
women.

Occurrence and temporality of transition milestones 

In this part we analyze the intensity and differential temporality of occurrence 
of the set of transition milestones that we consider. We carry out a comparison 
between young men and women from medium, high and low strata. We describe 
each of the milestones taking into account three aspects: their significance as first 
transition in the life of the youths; their occurrence, this is to say, the proportion 
of youths who have experienced the milestone and who are between 15 and 29 
years of age, and the risk of occurrence7 at different ages.
6 This higher conservatism is shown in the sexual behavior of the young females of low sectors who start 
their sexual life earlier, above all with their husbands. Sexual relations out of the marriage are generally 
legitimized by pregnancy or the birth of a child.
7 This last indicator was obtained through the analysis of the table of life that allows considering 
individuals who experience the transition milestones, as well as those who have not experienced them yet 
(truncated cases). The indicator of risk was obtained from the estimation of the hazard functions.
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We firstly focus on the analysis of the transitions related to the school system 
and the labor market that tend to occur earlier than the rest, and later on, we 
focus on those related to the process of family creation and where children are 
procreated.

School leaving and participation in the labor market

The participation in the labor world is the first transition milestone toward 
adulthood for more than a third of the youths from 15 to 29 years of age. This 
first transition is even more important for men, as Echarri and Pérez Amador 
(2007) already mentioned. It is remarkable that when young men and women 
from different social strata are compared, differences are only observed in the 
low stratum. Young women experience the incorporation to the labor world as 
a first transition to a lesser extent in this group. In the medium and high strata, 
differences almost fade given the fact that almost half of the young women and 
men have participation in the labor world as a first transition (graph 1).8

Regarding school leaving, differences between men and women are also 
clearer in the low strata (graph 1). One also notices that this milestone acquires 
more importance as a first transition in the life of the youth from the low stratum. 
This occurs in comparison to those from the medium and high strata. These 
differences between social sectors continue when the respective comparisons for 
young men and women are made. However, inequalities between women from 
different strata are even more stressed than those recorded among males.9

This result shows how socioeconomic and gender differences are strengthened 
in detriment to the interests of the youths with scarce resources.

Early school leaving in women from low strata undoubtedly represents an 
important disadvantage when comparing them to men from the same social 
stratum. They leave school more frequently than men, but said fact is not 
translated into more labor participation. This pattern shows the way in which 
the sexual division of work operates in households. Women’s abandonment of 
the school system is accompanied by more responsibilities in the performance 
of housework, supervision of brothers and older adults inside their families. 
Similar results are reported by other authors for the set of young population.10 Our 
analysis shows, nevertheless, that this behavior is typical in women who have 
scarce resources. Apparently, patterns that distribute work according to gender 

8 Bear in mind that these percentages are more reduced and different for males and females in the low 
stratum (39.6 in contrast to 22.1 respectively).
9 So, for instance, almost 50 percent of the young women in the low stratum leave school as a first 
transition in comparison to only 8.9 percent in the medium and high strata. In the case of males who 
face precarious life conditions, the number corresponds to 27.8 percent of the cases in comparison to 4.3 
percent in the medium and high strata.
10 See Horbarth, 2004, and Gandini and Castro, 2006.
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GRAPH 1
FIRST TRANSITION TO ADULT LIFE ACCORDING TO SOCIOECONOMIC 

STRATUM, WOMEN AND MEN FROM 15 TO 29 YEARS OF AGE 
(PERCENTAGES), 2000

have higher persistence in more disfavored social contexts.11 Consonantly, Mier 
y Terán (2004) have demonstrated that young women from marginalized rural 
communities leave school earlier, but start labor life in a lower proportion than 
men in all age groups.

11 When youths between 15 and 19 years in age were asked about their reason to leave school, around 12 
percent of the female youths of the low strata said that they had to work and seven percent said that they 
had to help at home. The corresponding numbers for males of the same social stratum are: 27.2 and 3.8 
percent, respectively (data from the ENJ, 2000 that does not appear in the tables). In the medium and high 
strata, the differences are less stressed: 8.5 percent of the females and 6.7 percent of the males said they 
had to work, and none of them stated they had to help at home.
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When one compares the proportion of occurrence of these milestones, 
disregarding whether they were a first transition, one obtains the same kind of 
information. In fact, although contrasts between women and men pass through 
different social sectors, they are more stressed in the low strata, where as 
mentioned before, sexual division of work at the interior of households is heavily 
marked (graph 2). Significant contrasts also stand out among social strata. As 
we expected it to be, young males in the low stratum enter to labor life or leave 
school to an extent greater than those in the medium and high strata. The gap 
between social strata with regard to school leaving is even more acute than the 
incorporation to labor market. These differences become visible if one takes into 
account that at 29 years of age, three quarters (76.9 percent) of the males in the 
low stratum reported to have interrupted their school trajectories one time, in 
contrast to a third (31.3 percent) that had done so in the medium and high strata.

Young women from the low stratum enter labor market to a lesser extent 
than young females from the medium and high strata, and just as males of the 
same social condition; they leave school in much higher proportions than female 
youths of the medium and high strata. This finding shows that the conditions 
of the social reproduction of the household can be strong or stronger than the 
economic restrictions at the moment of defining the school trajectories of the 
youth females in the low socioeconomic strata.

To sum up, the observed pattern indicates that males who live in households 
with less economic resources enter for the first time to the labor world at earlier 
stages and in lower proportions than those from the medium and medium-high 
strata. This pattern was not seen in the case of women. In the same way, women 
and men from low strata leave school in higher proportions than those from the 
medium and high strata (graph 2). The difference lies in the fact that women 
assume more responsibilities in the reproductive tasks within the household, 
whilst men do it on the field of the economic livelihood. This specialization 
promotes the reproduction of sexual division of labor at the domestic bosom 
and creates, at the same time, conditions for the social reproduction of gender 
inequalities in the labor market (Mora and Oliveira, 2008).

The analysis on the risk of dropping school and obtaining a job also confirms 
that the differences between men and women are more stressed in the low stratum 
than in the medium and high. Furthermore, they show these differences take on 
a different form according to the transition milestone that is at stake. In fact, 
in the low stratum, the risk of working that women have at different ages is 
always lower than in the case of men. In contrast, in the medium and high strata, 
differences between young males and females are less stressed. With regard to 
school leaving, women generally have more risk of abandoning their studies at 
earlier ages than males in both social strata. Nevertheless, one shall highlight 
that in the low stratum this occurs at earlier ages (between 12 and 15 years) in 
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comparison to those from the medium and high strata (between 18 and 25 years 
of age). See graph 5.

Inequalities between social strata (observable in both males and females) are 
also outstanding. In fact, in the low stratum, both young men and women have 
a higher risk of entering to the labor force or leaving school at earlier ages than 
those in the medium and high strata. The age gap among males of the medium-
high and low strata regarding the risk of joining the labor force is of six years. 
In the case of women this difference oscillates between four and six years.12 
Regarding school leaving, the gap is even more stressed; we speak of circa 10 
years of difference. Young men and women in the low stratum are at a higher risk 
when they are between 15 and 16 years of age. In contrast, in the medium stratum 
this takes place at 25 years of age. That is, while in the first stratum probabilities 
increase when middle education is finishing, in the second stratum that occurs, 
more or less, when university graduation is about to end.

These aspects, together with the significance of the fact that school leaving is 
the first transition in the life of the youths in restrictive socioeconomic conditions, 
demonstrate how social inequalities are reproduced already at the beginning of the 
life course. Early school leaving contributes to the huge contrasts in the schooling 
levels achieved by youths from the medium-high and low strata. More than a 
third part of the youth in the medium and high strata (37.4 percent) have graduate 
or postgraduate university degrees, whereas at the low stratum this schooling 
level is only achieved by 3 out of 100 youths (2.6 percent). The corresponding 
numbers for women show the same results, given the fact that they are set in 
39.3 and 1.9 percent, respectively. Moreover, a great part of the youths in the low 
stratum do not achieve schooling beyond primary education (43.1 percent in the 

12 Males of the low stratum have a higher risk of engaging in labor activities when they are 18 years old; 
in the medium and high strata this occurs when they are 24 years. In the case of women, we speak of a 
higher probability of entering labor market when they are between 16 and 18 years in age and in the low 
stratum, and at 22 in the medium and high strata.

Mid high Low
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case of males and 49.1 percent in the case of women, respectively).13 Quoting 
Horbath (2004), women with scarce resources accumulate labor and educative 
backwardness. It is slightly superior to that of the males from the same social 
origin. What we shall highlight here, however, is that abandoning school without 
having completed high school studies constitutes one of the essential mechanisms 
in the transition of the social and gender inequalities. 

The comparison between young males and females from different strata and 
age groups allows us, apart from confirming aspects which have already been 
mentioned in other studies, to highlight others that are little known (graphs 3 and 
4). We firstly want to highlight that gender inequalities take on different qualities 
in the different social strata and age groups. In the medium and high strata, 
differences between men and women can be seen in the differential access to 
schooling in the group that corresponds to older people (25 to 29 years of age). In 
contrast, differences regarding participation in labor market at the interior of the 
same age group almost disappear in such sector. In other words, gender differences 
in the medium and high sectors do not occur in the access to labor market, but in 
the education or qualifications that male and female youth manage to gain prior 
to their labor insertion. A similar result is found by Polo Arnejo (1999) in the 
urban areas of the country at the beginning of the 90’s. The differences between 
young males and females regarding school completion can be derived from the 
fact that youths from wealthy families, between 25 and 29 years of age, leave 
school because they have reached the desired levels of education. In the same 
way, many women have already had a marriage union and had children in higher 
proportions than their masculine counterpart. The inexistence of differences 
regarding the participation in the labor world is explained, at the same time and 
partly, by the increasing economic participation of women with relative higher 
levels of schooling.

In contrast, in the low stratum, inequities of gender are shown in the 
differential participation in labor market in the different groups. This occurs due 
to the prevailing patterns regarding the sexual division of work. It is also worth 
highlighting that these inequalities become scarcely significant with regard to 
school leaving. This homogenization between men and women regarding a lower 
access to educative opportunities allow us to see the importance of schooling 
as a mechanism of social differentiation. Likewise, the pattern of differential 
integration to the labor world that exists among young males and females 
from the low stratum shows how gender inequalities shape the labor pattern in 
these population groups at early stages of life. One shall bear in mind that, as 
mentioned above, backwardness in the labor incorporation of women is related to 
the demands at home in terms of distribution of domestic work.

13 Data from the ENJ, 2000, not presented in the tables.
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In second place, one shall highlight that the discrepancies among social 
strata with regard to the participation of youths in the labor sphere have different 
magnitudes according to the age group, and they are shown in a variable way 
when we compare men and women. The gap in the labor incorporation of males 
of the medium-high and low strata is more stressed in those who are younger: 80.9 
percent in the case of males from 15 to 19 years of age that come from families 
with scarce resources and who have already entered one time to the labor market. 
The number that corresponds in the medium and high strata is 61.1 percent. The 
higher use of adolescent masculine labor force in sectors with fewer resources is 
certainly due to the higher economic need of their families, and to the economic 
contribution of males to the household. The difference in the percentage of males 
who have already joined the labor market almost disappears in the group from 
25 to 29 years, as it was expected considering that youths from the medium and 
high strata finish their studies and integrate fully to the labor market at said age.

The differences by social strata of the women have also specific characteristics 
that are worth highlighting. While in the low stratum younger women (15 to 19 
years of age) have already joined the labor market and done it to a greater extent 
than those from the medium and high strata, the latter have a higher presence 
in the labor market than the former in the group from 25 to 29. Similar results 
were found by Polo Arnejo (1999) when she studied urban youths. The lower 
labor participation of young females from the low stratum in the group with older 
people is associated to the fact that most of the youths in the poor sectors have 
already experienced the union with a partner and have started their reproductive 
cycle at these ages.

In third place, the differences by social sector regarding the completion of 
school are maximized in the group from 15 to 19 years, for both men and women. 
Disparities between the low stratum and the medium-high reach in both cases 
around 50 percent. This aspect proves the aforementioned argument, in the sense 
that inequalities expressed in lower schooling levels start their occurrence at early 
ages and may have consequences of great magnitude in adult life.

To sum up, this set of statements confirms that, at the beginning of the XXI 
century, access to educative opportunities and educative achievement in the 
country continue being extremely unequal for youths with contrasting social 
origins. This information demonstrates the rigidity of the Mexican distributive 
pattern and its scant malleability to change. It also becomes a source of concern 
if one takes into account that these disparities have been produced in a period 
that was preceded by the highest historical expansion of educative opportunities 
at national level.
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GRAPH 3
OCCURRENCE PERCENTAGE OF DIFFERENT TRANSITIONS TO ADULT LIFE 

ACCORDING TO SOCIOECONOMIC STRATUM WOMEN FROM 15 TO 19, 20 TO 
24 AND 25 TO 29 YEARS OF AGE 
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GRAPH 4
OCCURRENCE PERCENTAGE OF THE DIFFERENT TRANSITIONS TO ADULT 
LIFE ACCORDING TO SOCIOECONOMIC STRATUM, MEN FROM 15 TO 19, 20 

TO 24, 25 TO 29 YEARS OF AGE 
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GRAPH 5
HAZARD FUNCTION OF EXPERIENCING TRANSITIONS: FIRST JOB AND 

STOP STUDYING, BY SOCIOECONOMIC STRATUM AND SEX, 2000
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GRAPH 5
HAZARD FUNCTION OF EXPERIENCING TRANSITIONS: FIRST JOB AND 

STOP STUDYING, BY SOCIOECONOMIC STRATUM AND SEX, 2000
(CONTINUATION)
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The data which were analyzed show that people’s social condition has 
significant incidence on the probabilities of leaving school or entering labor 
market. Additionally, these processes assume particular features according to the 
gender condition of the youths. Consequently, it is clear that transition to adulthood 
is a process influenced to a greater extent by the existence of social inequalities. 
Therein lies the importance of complementing the analyses that describe the 
dominant pattern, timing and temporality of the transition milestones with studies 
that demonstrate how different life trajectories which lead to adulthood are shaped 
by patterns of social inequality that youth inherit in contemporary Mexico. This 
perspective does not deny the active role of young men and women as builders 
of their own transitions, it only locates them in the framework of the structural 
action where it occurs, and acknowledges the unequal distribution of resources 
and opportunities of life from the very beginning (Darendorf, 1979).

The beginning of sexual life

Regarding the events related to the scope of the socio-biologic reproduction we 
are interested, likewise, in comparing male and female youths, different in age 
and socioeconomic strata, and to highlight the differences in terms of intensity 
and temporality of the milestones that are considered. The combined analysis on 
these four transition milestones allows establishing patterns of differentiation by 
gender and socioeconomic strata. 

A first aspect to highlight is that the beginning of the sexual life is the first 
transition milestone that males experience in higher proportions. This occurs, 
above all, in the medium and high strata. Young males from wealthy families 
also have the first sexual intercourse as first transition more frequently than males 
from the low stratum (21.7 in comparison to 5.9 percent, respectively). Those 
more disfavored in economic terms, as we have seen, engage in the labor market 
or leave school as a first transition. The proportion of youths who take part in a 
partner union and have the first child before passing through the transitions related 
to labor world is very reduced, above all among males (graph 1). Previous studies 
show that, in comparison to women, young males are more sexually active. These 
studies also demonstrate that the average age for the first sexual intercourse is 
lower for males than for females.14 Remarkable in our data is the fact that while in 
the low stratum the proportion of men and women who have started their sexual 
life is very similar at all ages; in the medium and high strata differences are 
significant (38.1 percent in the case of women and 59.4 percent in males), and 
they are stressed in the group from 20 to 24 years (graphs 3 and 4). In the same 
way, when one analyzes the temporality and intensity of the risk of occurrence of 

14 Further review of previous studies, see Szasz, 2007.
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this milestone, one observes that the disparity between young women and men is 
more stressed in the medium and high strata that in the low. Women have a higher 
risk of starting their sexual life at more advanced ages than males. 

Contrasts between social strata are especially stressed when one compares 
young women. While in the low stratum 58.5 percent of them have already started 
their sexual life, in the medium and high strata this number is reduced to 38.1 
percent. The difference is even more stressed in the group from 20 to 24 years of 
age. The analysis on the risk of occurrence of this event at different ages reaffirms 
that the difference between social strata in the case of males is not as clear as that 
between women.15 For the latter, the gap in higher risk ages between the low and 
the medium and high strata is of four years (20 and 24 years of age, respectively, 
graph 6). In order to explain this difference one has to take into account that in 
the families of the medium and high strata access to more educative opportunities 
and the possibility of planning long term life trajectories could also lead to a 
deferral of this milestone in young females.

In fact, the difference between males who belong to medium-high and low 
strata are minimal in the different age groups (graphs 2, 3 and 4). These results 
coincide with the thesis that supports, in the case of males, the predominance of 
a social behavior that regards sexual activity as an important proof of virility and 
an essential element to conform masculine identity passes through the different 
social sectors and eliminates their differences (Uribe, 2005).

The formation of a procreating family

The transition milestones which are related to the conjugal union (first pregnancy 
and first child) show persistent and recurrent differences for both men and 
women and these differences pass through the different social strata that have 
been analyzed. It is nonetheless important to mention that contrasts among social 
strata are also stressed in this case. We are interested in highlighting three results 
which are consistent with the knowledge that has been accumulated on familial 
transitions: a) young women, aside from their social stratum, join a union, are 
pregnant or have their first child in higher proportions and at earlier ages than 
males (graphs 2, 4 and 7); b) these differences between young men and women 
are more stressed in the low stratum than in the medium-high sectors; and c) 
contrasts between social strata are shown in a clearer way when women are 
compared. In fact, in the low strata young people, and especially women, join 

15 In the low stratum, the higher risk of starting sexual life in males occurs when they are 18 and 20 
years old, whereas in males of a more affluent social origin it occurs when they are 26 years of age; 
nevertheless, in the latter social sector there is another risk age, although not as intense, between 17 and 
20 years, and another of more intensity between 24 and 26 years of age.
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a union, are pregnant (or make pregnant their girlfriend or couple) and have 
children in a higher proportion and at younger ages than in the medium and high 
strata (graph 2, 6 and 7).16

Sexuality and familial education

A look at the set of milestones related to the reproductive behavior shows at least 
two issues worth being highlighted: 

Firstly, the temporal distance between the beginning of the sexual life and the 
formation of a procreating family varies when comparing men and women, and 
social strata. In the case of males, unlike young females, the beginning of the 
sexual life is less linked with the formation of a procreation family (first union, 
first pregnancy and first child); this result reaffirms results obtained in previous 
studies (Szasz, 2007). We verified that this difference between young men and 
women is stressed in the low stratum.

Secondly, the pattern of organization at the beginning of the sexual life and 
socio-biological reproduction of women show important differences by social 
stratum. Among young females from the low stratum, the beginning of sexual 
life is more frequently related to procreation than among those in the medium 
and high strata. In fact, in the low stratum the early beginning of the sexual life 
is frequently followed by the first pregnancy and the birth of the first child,17 a 
phenomenon that does not occur in the medium and high strata. In contrast, in 
the medium and high strata, pregnancy and the birth of the first child are more 
associated with the first union. It is interesting that not only do young women with 
scarce resources start their sexual and reproductive life earlier, but they also do it 
to a greater extent in terms of pregnancy and children out of the conjugal unions.18 
It is worth recalling that Stern and Menkes (2007) found that young females from 
low strata, single or married, are more prone to pregnancy in comparison to those 
from the medium and high strata.

16 The numbers show that males have a higher risk of passing through these milestones when they are 
between 23 and 25 years of age in the low stratum; and between 26 and 28 years in the medium and high 
strata. Women do it between 20 and 21 years of age in the low stratum, and between 25 and 27 in the 
medium and high strata.
17 According to data from the ENJ, 2000 (not shown in the tables), 14.8 percent of the single women from 
the low stratum had already started their sexual life and had a first pregnancy; in the medium and high 
strata, the corresponding number is 4.7 percent. In contrast, 16.9 percent of the young singe women in the 
medium and high strata had started their sexual life and had not experienced a first pregnancy in contrast 
to 4.3 percent in the low stratum.
18 Numbers from the ENJ, 2000 (not shown in the tables) show that 7.6 percent of the youths from the low 
stratum have had a pregnancy without having had a marital union before. In the medium and high stratum 
the corresponding number is 3.8 percent.
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GRAPH 6
HAZARD FUNCTION OF EXPERIENCING TRANSITIONS: FIRST SEXUAL 

INTERCOURSE AND FIRST UNION OR MARRIAGE, BY SOCIOECONOMIC 
STRATUM AND SEX, 2000

 

 

Mid-high stratum 

Low stratum 

Occurence age at first sexual intercourse

Occurence age at first sexual intercourse

Sex

Sex

Man 

Woman 

Man 

Woman 



Social inequalities and transition to adulthood in contemporary Mexico /O. de Oliveira and M. Mora

July / September 2008133

GRAPH 6
HAZARD FUNCTION OF EXPERIENCING TRANSITIONS: FIRST SEXUAL 

INTERCOURSE AND FIRST UNION OR MARRIAGE, BY SOCIOECONOMIC 
STRATUM AND SEX, 2000 (CONTINUATION)
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GRAPH 7
HAZARD FUNCTION OF EXPERIENCING TRANSITIONS: OCCURRENCE OF 
PREGNANCY AND OCCURRENCE OF FIRST CHILD, BY SOCIOECONOMIC 

STRATUM AND SEX, 2000
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GRAPH 7
HAZARD FUNCTION OF EXPERIENCING TRANSITIONS: OCCURRENCE OF 
PREGNANCY AND OCCURRENCE OF FIRST CHILD, BY SOCIOECONOMIC 

STRATUM AND SEX, 2000 (CONTINUATION)
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GRAPH 8
HAZARD FUNCTION OF EXPERIENCING TRANSITIONS: LEAVE THE 

PARENTAL HOUSEHOLD, BY SOCIOECONOMIC STRATUM AND SEX, 2000
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These results corroborate the interpretations on the existence of different 
cultural and normative guidelines that regulate the beginning of women’s 
sexual and reproductive life in the different social strata. Young females from 
the medium and high sectors have a greater distance between the first sexual 
intercourse and family formation (the first conjugal union and the conception 
of the fist child), in comparison to young women who have fewer economic 
resources (low strata). But unlike them, they have more closeness to the marital 
union, the first pregnancy and the first child. Differences are more stressed in 
younger age groups (15 to 19 years, and above all from 20 to 24 years of age, see 
graph 3). To sum up, it seems as if young females from wealthy families faced 
double social norms. On the one hand, it could be spoken, as Szasz (2007) does, 
of alternative norms that separate sexual life from the marital union. But, on the 
other, more restrictive norms persist on the late beginning of the sexual life and 
on the closeness between the birth of the first child and the marital union. 

Finally, our findings corroborate the existence of a sociocultural model of 
sexual and reproductive behavior that is differential for both men and women and 
for the different social strata. Their contrasts are more stressed among women. 
Such a model is not only characterized by differences in the temporality and 
intensity of occurrence of the first sexual intercourse, first pregnancy, first union 
or first child, but also by other aspects, for instance, the choice of the person 
to start sexual life with (Szasz, 2007). In the medium and high strata, young 
males begin their sexual life with friends or with a girlfriend in higher proportion 
than the low stratum (33.9 and 52.2 percent in contrast to 24.7 and 35.9 percent, 
respectively). In this last stratum, it is more important to have the first sexual 
intercourse with the wife (22.7 in contrast to 5.6 percent in the medium and high 
strata) or with sexual workers (9.2 in contrast to 2.2 percent). Contrasts between 
young women by social strata are even more stressed. Half (52.7 percent) of 
the female youths of the medium and high strata start their sexual life with a 
boyfriend, a number that almost reaches two-thirds (19.4 percent) in the case 
of women of the low stratum. Separately, three out of four (75.4 percent) of the 
young women from the low stratum start their sexual life with their husband; 
a number that descends to four out of ten young women (42.5 percent) in the 
medium and high strata.19 These contrasts between youth from different social 
strata are much more stressed than those mentioned by Szasz (2007) when he 
analyzed the total male and female population. 

19 Data from the ENJ, 2000, not presented in the tables.
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Leaving the parental household.

Few times leaving the parents’ household is the first transition in the life of the 
youths and when it occurs, the main characters are, mainly, women of the medium 
and high strata (graph 1).

The examination of the proportion of young males who have left the household 
of their parents at 29 years of age and have not moved back home at the moment 
of the survey shows that women experience this milestone with higher frequency 
than males, above all in the low stratum. Likewise, young men and women from 
the low strata leave the household of their parents in higher proportions than in 
the medium and high strata. Once more, the difference between social strata is 
much more stressed in the case of the women.20

One shall also notice the stressed contrasts between young males and females 
that belong to different social strata. Again, we find that young women are more 
exposed to the risk of leaving their parents’ household at earlier ages than males. 
On their side, young (men and women) from the low stratum, accelerate their 
leaving in comparison to those from the medium and high strata. The gap between 
social strata in both cases and in the ages when youth have more risk of leaving is 
of seven years.21 It is also important to mention that, with the exception of women 
from the low stratus, the risk of leaving the household and not moving back home 
at the moment of the survey is very low among male youths (graph 8).

Reasons to leave the household for the first time also demonstrate significant 
differences when young men and women of the medium and high strata are 
compared with those from the low stratum. Youths between 15 and 19 years of 
age in families of the first group leave the household in higher proportions in 
order to study in another city, state or country (29.4 percent in the case of males 
and 38.4 percent in the case of women; whereas those from the low stratum do 
it mostly because they aim to work in another city, state or country (39.1 of the 
males and 19.5 percent of the women) or because they join a union or marry (8.8 
in the case of males and 38.8 percent in the case of women).22 These reasons 
prove, once more, the operation of social inequalities.
20 As it can be seen in graphs 2 and 3, 42.7 and 21.3 percent of the youths of the low stratum and of the 
medium and high strata, respectively, have already left the house of the parents when they were 29 years 
old. In the case of the males, these differences are more moderate, the corresponding numbers are 26.9 
and 13.2 percent in the low stratum and in the medium and high strata, although the gap continues being 
double in number.
21 Between 20 and 27 years in the case of males and between 17 and 24 in that of the women of the low 
stratum and the medium and high strata respectively.
22 The numbers for the set of youths from 15 to 29 years show that 31.2 percent of the males and 28.6 
percent of the women of the medium and high strata leave their parents’ household to study in another 
city, state or country. The numbers that correspond to the low stratum are only of eight percent and 5.8 
percent. In the poorest strata, men and women leave the household mostly to live with a partner (38.9 
and 60.2 percent, respectively) or to work in another city, state or country (32.7 and 16.9 percent). The 
corresponding numbers for the medium and high strata are: 23.6 percent of the males and 40 percent of 
the women leave the parents’ household due to the fact that they start living with a partner or marry and 
14.6 and 13 percent, respectively, to work in another city, state or country. These data come from the ENJ, 
2000 and are not presented in the tables.



Social inequalities and transition to adulthood in contemporary Mexico /O. de Oliveira and M. Mora

July / September 2008139

The analysis on the interrelation between the first job and leaving the parents’ 
household shows, as we mentioned before, that youths who have entered to the 
labor market have more probabilities of leaving the parent’s household, either due 
to marital union or migration, this in comparison to those who have not entered 
to the labor market (Pérez Amador, 2006).23 Young females with more scarcity in 
economic resources have a different behavior. A significant percentage of them 
leave the parents’ household without being part of the labor market. This process 
is, probably, by means of the conjugal union, which in this group occurs at early 
ages.

It is also important to highlight that many of the youths from the low stratum 
who are still in the parents’ household have already entered for the first time to the 
labor market and have left school (66.6 and 47.5 percent in the case of women). 
In the medium and high strata, the corresponding numbers are more reduced 
(25.6 of the males and 24.7 percent in the case of women). Youths from wealthy 
families who live in their parents’ household, unlike those from the low stratum, 
go to school or have not had the first labor experience without suspending their 
studies yet. These youths certainly continue in the household of their parents after 
having obtained their first job, during the last part of their academic studies or 
while they find a better labor post. In the low strata, certainly, the contribution of 
the youths, above all in the case of males, to the support of their origin family is 
significant (Mora and Oliveira, 2008). We also have to rule out that many youths 
who continue in their parents’ household already have a marital union, but they 
do not have economic resources to have their own household. This patriarchal 
residential guideline, centered on men, is more frequent in strata with low 
economic resources.24

Another significant aspect worth highlighting is that leaving the parents’ 
household does not necessarily imply forming an independent household. Most 
of the youths from the low stratum make it more frequently due to the fact that 
the conjugal union takes place at earlier ages in this social sector. From the youths 
who have left the parents’ household and do not live with them at the moment of 
the survey, almost three out of four (73.9 percent) of the males in the low stratum 
and slightly less of two out of three (62.8 percent) in the medium and high strata 
are heads of their households. In the case of the women, less than a tenth (7.1 
percent) declared to be heads and more than two-thirds (68.7 percent) stated that 
they were spouses in the low stratum. The corresponding numbers in the medium 
and high strata are 4.4 and 56.9 percent, respectively.25

23 In fact, 96.5 percent of the men and 89.5 percent of the women of the medium and high strata who have 
not taken part in the labor market for first time live with their parents; in the low stratum the corresponding 
numbers are 89.5 percent in the case of males and 58 percent in the case of women (ENJ, 2000).
24 From the total number of youths from the low stratum who were analyzed, 8.3 percent of the males 
and 7.8 percent of the women live in the household of their parents and have already had a marital union. 
The corresponding numbers for the youths from the medium and high strata are 3.4 and 3.3 percent, 
respectively. These data are derived from the ENJ, 2000, and are not presented in the tables.
25 Data from the ENJ, 2000, not presented in the tables.



Papeles de POBLACIÓN No. 57 CIEAP/UAEM

140

It is necessary to perform further analysis to recognize to what extent male and 
female youths who leave their parents’ household and do not take on the position 
of heads or spouses in theirs have not joined a union or married yet, or if they 
are, it would be necessary to know if they live in the house of other relatives. In 
fact, the formation of an independent household could be a better indicator to 
grasp the transition to adult life than the leaving of the parents’ household (Polo 
Arnejo, 1999).

Conclusion

Inequalities between young men and women are kept in almost all of the 
transition milestones which were considered, although it occurs with different 
intensity, inside the medium and high strata as well as in the low. Women delay, 
in comparison to males, the completion of school and the beginning of sexual life, 
mainly in the medium and high strata; whereas in the low stratum women take 
part later in the labor world, but they move forward the leaving of the parents’ 
household in comparison to men. In the same way, in the social strata which 
were analyzed, women marry, become pregnant, have the first child and leave the 
parents’ household at earlier ages than men.

These contrasts in the process of transition to adult life of men and women 
reaffirm findings of other papers26 and show inequalities of gender that still persist 
in our societies. The socio-cultural norms which, on the one hand, assign men, 
mainly the tasks of providing economic support to their family and women the 
performance of domestic labor; and on the other, legitimize an earlier reproductive 
timetable for women, leave its mark principally in the life course of women from 
the low stratum, where traditional models of family still prevail.

Socioeconomic inequalities leave, in the same way, traces in the process 
of transition to adulthood. Youths, either men or women, who face a higher 
scarcity of economic resources, have passed through these milestones in higher 
proportions and at earlier ages. With the exception of participation in labor 
market, in the rest of the milestones, differences between social strata are acuter 
when comparing women. These aspects show that the interrelation between the 
socioeconomic stratum and the condition of being a woman or a man contributes 
to the accumulation of disadvantages for youths from the low strata.

Young women from the medium and high strata remain longer at school; they 
achieve higher schooling levels, take part in the labor world to a greater extent, 
have achieved a higher disconnection between sexuality and procreation, and 

26 See, Mier y Terán (2004); Coubés and Zenteno,( 2005): Echarri and Pérez Amador (2007).
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marriage, become pregnant and have children at later ages than women from the 
low stratum. In the most economically disfavored strata, female youths leave 
school earlier, start their sexual life earlier, become pregnant, join a union and 
have children when they are still very young.

To summarize, the knowledge that has been accumulated on the repercussions 
that social inequalities have on the life of individuals allow us to argue that 
youths from poor social strata, who face more precarious conditions of existence 
and inherit to a certain extent the demographic behavior of the social sector 
which they belong to, are taken, due to the lack of resources and lesser access 
to the educative opportunities, to accelerate their transition to adult life. In this 
regard, the timetable, occurrence and temporality of the transition milestones 
show specific characteristics of the social stratum of the youths. It is also valid to 
think that the transition milestones acquire a different sense according the social 
position of the youths. 

In a context such as the Mexican, which has stressed and persistent social 
inequalities, we find different behaviors in youths and they are even opposite 
according to their social membership. Thus, for instance, men and women from 
the medium-high sectors who have had access to better schooling levels are 
more prone to extend their residence in the parents’ house, to enter later to labor 
market, to postpone the beginning of their life as a couple and to perform the role 
of father or mother. These youths have possibly planned their life trajectory in a 
longer term and enter slower into adult life.

Further analysis should be made on the association between the assumption 
of certain familial responsibilities, the development of a more personal autonomy 
and the longer staying in the parent’s household.

In the opposite situation are those less privileged sectors derived from families 
with less economic resources that have not continued at school, have joined the 
labor force earlier, have started a marital union and have had children at earlier 
ages. These youths with more precarious conditions of life have possibly had 
to assume familial responsibilities earlier, bringing forward their transit toward 
adulthood. 

The main conclusion of this paper shows that both, gender inequalities and the 
social origin of young people are observable realities that frame life trajectories 
from very early ages. 

As a result of this, the transition milestones which socio-demographics 
identifies as important events in the transition to adulthood, their orders, 
sequence, temporality and social significance cannot be analyzed at the margin of 
these conditioning factors. Failing to take notice of this reality leads to creating 
idealized images that do not contribute to a fair understanding of this process, 
and, at the same time, favor the reproduction of intellectual myths in said respect.
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