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Resumen

El autor explora los procesos de desigualdad 
que se gestan y desarrollan en el proceso 
de transición escuela-trabajo, y que quedan 
ocultos por la homogénea precariedad del 
mercado de trabajo juvenil. Asume que uno 
de los ámbitos donde pueden verse estos 
procesos de desigualdad es el de los sentidos 
y experiencias biográfi cas. Se concentra 
en el análisis de algunos aspectos de las 
experiencias biográfi cas de esta transición, y 
los sentidos que los jóvenes atribuyen y van 
construyendo sobre el trabajo. Las fuentes 
de información para este análisis fueron la 
Encuesta Nacional de Juventud 2000, y un 
corpus de 38 entrevistas semiestructuradas 
realizadas con jóvenes residentes en colonias 
populares del oriente de la Ciudad de México 
en los años 2003 y 2006. 

Palabras clave: transición escuela-trabajo, 
trabajo juvenil, exclusión social, Ciudad de 
México.

Abstract

Inequality on school to work transition 
meanings and experiences

The author explores the processes of 
inequality that are gestated during the school 
to work transition and which are hidden by 
the uniform precarious youth labor market. 
He assumes that one of the areas where these 
processes can be observed is the inequality of 
the senses and biographical experiences. He 
focuses on the analysis of some aspects of the 
biographical experiences of this transition, 
and the meanings that young people build 
on the work and attribute to it. Information 
sources for this analysis were the 2000 
National Survey of Youth, and a corpus of 
38 interviews conducted with young people 
living in poor neighborhoods at East of 
Mexico City in 2003 and 2006.

Key words: school to work transition, youth 
work, social exclusion, Mexico City.

Introduction

s different studies have demonstrated, the participation of 
young people in the labor market tends to be instable and 
lacking of protection when they leave aside their unemployment 

and conditions of precariousness. However, it is worth asking if this 
precariousness is indeed a homogeneous and prevailing feature in the 
youth universe or if it is only a superfi cial and static image that hides the 
development of processes of social inequality that have not been researched 
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enough. The objective of this paper consists precisely on researching these 
invisible processes in the school-to-work transition that give rise to a 
bifurcation –conditioned by inequalities of origin– in the working careers 
of young people. Accordingly, we analyze their labor participation in the 
context of this transition. From this perspective, beyond the generalized 
precariousness, we research the creation of diverging and unequal patterns 
of transition. We do this especially focused on the accumulation of 
disadvantages and the reconfi guration of the meanings attributed to work 
that take place among the most disadvantaged young people. 

The participation of youth in the labor market is an essential part of the 
process of transition to adulthood in the contemporary society. For quite 
some time during the past century, work implied, especially for the poor 
sectors, the quintessential channel of social mobility and of incorporation 
to the accelerated process of modernization that the Mexican society 
and the Latin American region experienced. The labor participation of 
young people from popular sectors has also had implications in their 
economic capacity –and because of this in their process of independence 
and autonomy–, but also in the redefi nition of identities, of intra-family 
relations and dynamics, in the life projects, etc. By virtue of its centrality 
in such different areas, work has been, as several authors have highlighted, 
a key component of social integration.

Today, the youth labor market tends to have stressed precariousness 
and unemployment. In a wide variety of contexts, young people (defi ned 
according to the international parameters as the age group between 15 
and 29 years in age) tend to have worst conditions when obtaining a job 
than the rest of the adult population. However, as the ILO report on the 
trends of global youth employment (ILO, 2006: 22) points out, “young 
people as a group are not homogeneous; there are certain subgroups that, in 
addition to being young, face other disadvantages that make it even harder 
for them to fi nd a decent job.”  The processes of economic restructuring 
and incorporation to a global economy have implied new chances in terms 
of economic, personal and professional development for some sectors of 
young people; on the other hand, for others, they have implied not only 
an increasing labor precariousness but also to be trapped in situations 
of vulnerability and social disadvantage. As Martin Hopenhayn (2004) 
points out, the reorganization of work opens new vulnerabilities and sets 
precariousness as opposed to plasticity, the result, concludes the author, 
“is a society of contrasts where entertainment, consumption and exclusion 
increase” (63).
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This society of contrasts has one of its engines in the patterns of 
transition from formal education to the labor market; which is one of 
the key dimensions of the transition to adulthood. Indeed, contrasts in 
the labor participation of young people are neither reduced nor static 
situations which can only be seen in a fi xed moment in time, as in the cases 
of the unemployment rate, the percentage of population with an income 
below the minimal or the proportion of young people in informality. The 
contrasts and differences occur and reproduce in a more extended way 
during a process that extends throughout the school-to-work transition. 
It is necessary to provide a detailed image of the youth labor market in 
a specifi c moment, but it is also necessary to take on a perspective of 
integral and procedural analysis that allows to recount the experiences 
and meanings that weave during this transition, and which give room 
to transitional and unequal patterns. From this perspective, and in order 
to fulfi ll the aforementioned objective, we analyzed in this paper some 
biographic experiences of young people from popular sectors during these 
years of transition and their relationship to transformations in the meanings 
that they attribute to school and work.  Although the analysis focuses on 
young people from popular sectors, and especially on those who experience 
more disadvantages, I refer to the conditions of those young people who 
come from homes with better socioeconomic conditions in order to stress 
the emergence of contrasting and unequal patterns as much as the sources 
of information allow.  The sources of information in this analysis are the 
Encuesta Nacional de Juventud from 2000 (National Survey on Young 
People) (ENJ), and a corpus of 38 semi-structured interviews, carried out 
among young people living in popular neighborhoods from the west area 
of Mexico City.1

Conditions of the youth labor market
Several studies explore the labor conditions of young people in Mexico; 
some of them even specify the characteristics of their fi rst labor experiences.  
Almost all of them could be classifi ed in two areas: a) those which describe 
the prevailing situation of the youth labor market, either at a general or 
specifi c level on certain youth sector, and generally highlighting their 
conditions of precariousness, and b) those which research on the possible 
factors that condition the incorporation of children, adolescent and young 

1 Interviews were carried out in two stages: 21 of them by the end of 2003 in neighborhoods of 
Iztapalapa and Nezahualcoyotl, and other 17, at the beginning of 2006, in a neighborhood of 
Valle de Chalco. 
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people to the labor market, as well as their relative importance, again, for 
different subgroups of young people.  Both cases refer mostly to the socio-
demographic analysis of the labor market. 

Thanks to these studies, we have determined the magnitude of the 
work performed by children and adolescents and the importance of their 
contributions to the familial economy. In the Latin American context, 
Mexico is one of the countries with the highest level of economic 
participation of the population from 13 to 17 years in age. Thirty-two 
percent of the Mexican households have at least one young person from 
12 to 24 years in age who work and receives an income. Furthermore, in 
one out of eight households it is a young person the one who provides 
the highest income (Camarena, 2004:  96). We also know that the labor 
insertion of young people, as it happens in most of the labor markets, tends 
to be precarious, lacking of formality and poor in terms of the income 
received. 

Recent numbers show that, 58.6 percent of the young people between 
15 and 19 years in age work in the sector with the lowest productivity of the 
labor market in Latin America. The most concerning fact, however, is that 
this percentage is reached as a result of a tendency that has been recorded 
and increase since the beginning of the nineties (Schkolnik, 2005). In the 
case of Mexico, different data confi rm this regional scenario: a little bit 
more than 80 percent of the young people between 15 and 17 years who 
work do it under a verbal agreement with the employer, without any other 
kind of contract (Camarena, 2004). About half of the young people who 
work receive less than a minimum wage in their fi rst job (Horbath, 2004). 
Most of the working young people lack of any kind of employment benefi ts 
(Miranda López, 2002). More than half of the young people who work (54 
percent) make it informally (Pérez Islas and Arteaga, 2001). One could 
mention other data, some of them would even demonstrate differences 
with regard to the length of these conditions, but what is important is to 
highlight that they all result in a labor market that is precarious, informal 
and low-paid for young people.

In the same way, we also have certain corpus of knowledge describing 
the factors and conditions that favor the economic participation of children 
and adolescents. Different studies have assessed the effect of variables 
such as the structure and composition of the family, the occupation and 
education of the mother and the father, the characteristics of the local labor 
market, the area of residence, etc.
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The kind of familial structure in the household seems to hold certain 
relationship with the probability of economic participation of children 
and adolescents. Thus, for instance, the male-headed households are the 
ones with lower risk of an early labor participation of children. In contrast, 
those with only one parent and extended households, and especially the 
households headed by a woman, tend to demonstrate the inverse situation 
– higher risk that their minor members work (Mier and Terán and Rabell, 
2001; Estrada, 2005). It is true, however, that this relation, as mentioned by 
Mier and Terán and Rabell, depends mostly on the socioeconomic sector 
to which the families belong. In this regard, both education and the kind 
of labor insertion of the parents are signifi cant. The level of education of 
the head of the household operates in the expected direction, that is, the 
higher the level of education, the less probable it is that the children and 
adolescent work (Estrada Quiroz, 2005). Regarding the occupation of the 
parents, certain associations have been set in different aspects. Thus, the 
participation of the head of the household in the primary sector signifi cantly 
increases the probability that children work, whereas households in which 
the head is a non-technical worker decrease that probability (Estrada, 2005). 
Giorguli Saucedo (2005) has also seen that the participation of mothers 
in the informal sector tends to be associated to a higher probability of 
children in school age to work; whereas Horbath (2004) suggests that when 
children incorporate to the same activities of their parents, they increase 
their probabilities of having precarious conditions in their insertion.

This short review of some recent studies allows us to identify the areas 
in which studies have focused. It also clarifi es and let us see the areas that 
have not been researched. In this regard, the contribution of this paper 
starts taking  on a perspective based on the “completeness of the youth 
transit to employment” (Pérez Islas and Arteaga, 2001: 373), which not 
only aims at analyzing the labor conditions, but also to determine a dense 
network of experiences and meanings that are constructed in this process 
of transition.

The school-to-work transition
The school-to-work transition is considered in the sociodemographic 
studies as a key dimension in the process of transition to adulthood (Elder, 
2000; Hogan and Astone, 1986). In general terms, it is defi ned by two 
events: the abandoning of formal education and fi nding an employment 
related to the economic independence (Hogan, 1978). However, these 
two events are only considered as points of reference or markers, because 
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they also constitute moments of more spread and dynamic processes. The 
school-to-work transition is a complex process with different possible 
situations, meanings and patterns. This transition can imply uncertainty 
regarding the continuity in school, it can involve the combination of 
different activities or starting again others that were abandoned; it can even 
imply passing through a series of employments during the fi rst years of the 
working career.

A fi rst step in this analysis consists in determining the condition of 
the activity of young people. Graph 1 shows the main activities to which 
young people devote at different ages; they refl ect some of the expected 
tendencies. The proportion of those who only study decrease as age 
increases, whereas that of those who exclusively devote to work or to 
housework increases. It is interesting, however, to analyze some specifi c 
aspects. In the group from 15 to 19 years in age, half of the young people 
devote exclusively to school (51.8 percent); the other half consists of young 
people who either only work (21.4 percent), combine studying at a school 
with work (12.3 percent) or are unemployed (3.9 percent) or are house 
wives (7.3 percent). What is interesting is that a signifi cant proportion (38 
percent) of the total of adolescents is already part of the labor market and 
have already abandoned school forever.

Another aspect that is worth highlighting is the unexpected decrease 
of the proportion of young people who only attend school in the 15 to 
19 years in age, and in the group from 20 to 24 years in age, which is 
from 51.8 to 18.7 percent. This data has to be analyzed together with what 
happened in the other categories of activity. Opposed to our expectations, 
the proportion of young people who study or work does not experience any 
change; the percentage of young people who combine study and work is 
also the group from 20 to 24 years in age with 12.3 percent. Those who do 
not study anymore move to the labor market or to the household duties as 
single activities. To sum up and in other words, young people from urban 
areas tend to incorporate very early to the labor market, and many of them 
combine that activity with school attendance. However, as age increases, 
the proportion of those who continue studying and start to work does not 
increase; in fact, this category decreases, contrary to our expectations and 
to that which happens in other countries. What happens then is that by the 
end of adolescence there is a clear bifurcation in the patterns of activity. 
This bifurcation fi nds its expression in a polarization between a minority 
that only studies (18.7 percent) and a large majority who only works or 
remains at home (69.0 percent). 
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GRAPH 1
ACTIVITY CONDITION,BY AGE GROUPS. 

MEXICO, URBAN AREAS, 2000

Urban areas with more then 15 000 inhabitants.
Source: own elaboration based on Encuesta Nacional de Juventud 2000.

Table 1 allows seeing in a more clear way the gradual increase of the 
contrasts in the kinds of activities in which young people take part. As the 
level of education of the mother increases, there is a higher proportion 
of adolescents and young people who only study. In contrast, children of 
mothers who only work or devote to house chores decrease their presence 
at school in a consistent way. Again, it is interesting to analyze what 
happens in the case of young people who combine study and work: their 
presence increases as the education level of the mother increases. This fact 
suggests that the strategy of combining study and work is more frequent 
in the households with better economic conditions, and scarcely common 
among young people who belong to a lower socioeconomic level, who 
seem to make an early and abrupt transit towards the labor market.

In 2004, according to data from the Economic Commission for Latin 
America and the Caribbean, in the urban areas of Mexico, 62.2 percent 
of the young people between 13 and 19 years from the lowest quintile of 
income attended school, whereas that percentage was of 86.2 percent in 
the quintile of higher income. The gap between them is signifi cantly wider 
when considering the group between 20 and 24 years: in the poorest quintile 
only 12.3 percent study, whereas in the richest quintile this percentage is 
of 50.2 percent. 
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CEPAL’s numbers for Mexico regarding the levels of academic 
achievement at secondary school show the sharp socioeconomic 
contrast: by 2002, in the households belonging to the 20 richest percent 
socioeconomic level, 63.2 percent of the young people from 20 to 24 
years completed secondary school, in the households belonging to the 
20 poorest percent young people  with this education level was of only 
12 percent. Each young person with secondary education in the poorest 
sectors represents few more than fi ve students in the richest socioeconomic 
level. However, by means of reasoning we can make other two comments. 
The fi rst one is that despite the achievements between 1989 and 2002 in 
terms of youth population who complete secondary school (21.9 to 38.3 
percent), inequality in the education level not only has not been reduced, it 
has even moved slightly in the opposite direction (the difference between 
the two quintiles changed from 5.1 to 5.3). The second comment is that the 
level of inequality reached by Mexico makes it one of the most unequal in 
the region.

The socioeconomic condition of the household has certain clear relation 
with the proportion of young people who leave school at early age. Table 
2 shows the ages in which young people left school and which belong to 
the 1971-1975 cohort of urban areas, that is, those that had between 25 
and 29 years in age in 2000, and according to a schooling level of the 
mother.2About 22 percent of the young people whose mother has complete 

2 I have taken the level of education of the mother as approximate indicator of the socioeconomic 
conditions in the household of origin. Following this criterion, I have made a distinction between 
the two large groups: young people whose mothers have complete or less primary education 
(this includes any year at secondary school) and those whose mothers have complete or more 

TABLE 1
ACTIVITY CONDITION BY AGE GROUPS 

BY SCHOOLING OF THE MOTHER. MEXICO, URBAN AREAS, 2000

Complete 
elementary or less

Secondary 
complete

Complete high 
school or higher

15-19 20-24 15-19 20-24 15-19 20-24
Only studies 41.7 13.8 63.6 27.0 73.5 37.7
Studies and works 10.8 10.0 14.8 14.3 15.6 23.2
Only works 28.8 49.4 11.1 40.3 5.9 23.2
Unemployed 5.1 3.9 2.6 5.0 1.7 4.1
House chores 9.1 20.0 5.6 12.1 2.0 9.9
Other 4.5 2.9 2.4 1.3 1.3 1.9
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0
Urban areas with more than 15 000 inhabitants.
Source: own elaboration based on Encuesta Nacional de Juventud 2000.
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GRAPH 2
EDUCATIVE ACCOMPLISHMENT IN SECONDARY IN YOUTHS FROM 

20 TO 24 YEARS, BY INCOME QUINTILES OF THE HOUSEHOLDS, 
MEXICO, COUNTRY TOTAL

NB: only population that completed secondary education is considered, according to Clasifi cación 
Internacional Normalizada de Educación (CINE) of 1997.
Source: taken from Cepal/OIJ 2004.

or less primary education left school before being 15 years old, and another 
46 percent made it between 15 and 19 years in age. That is, seven out 
of each 10 young people left school before reaching 20 years in age. 
Among young people whose mother has complete or more than secondary 
education, the percentages are 4.1 and 31.6 percent, respectively. That is, 
in this group almost seven out of 10 young people continue their education 
after being 19 years old.

This data suggest that the opportunities to have access to secondary 
level education are strongly related to the inequality conditions in the 
households of origin, which at the same time shows a pattern of inter-
generation transmission of advantages and disadvantages. Furthermore, 
these data seem to indicate, as the report from ECLAC and the Ibero-
American Youth Organization (ECLAC and OIJ, 2004) for the whole 
Latin America that despite the signifi cant educational expansion recorded 
in the region, the stressed inequalities in the possibilities of young people 
of different social strata to complete the secondary cycle continued in the 
last 15 years.

than a secondary education. The former group amounts to 64 per cent of the young people 
from 15 to 29 years living in urban areas, and the latter represents the 36 per cent remaining. 
It is worth mentioning that this strategy does not aim at defi ning with precision socioeconomic 
classes. It is used only to establish a general difference in the households of origin with different 
socioeconomic conditions. 
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ENJ allows us to have a fi rst approach to the reasons attributed by 
young people to their school-leaving. Table 3 shows some interesting 
differences in the reasons mentioned, by men and women, and by young 
people with a very early abandoning of school (before being 15 years old) 
and early abandoning of school (between 15 and 19 years). In fact, the 
reasons change in a subtle but very suggestive way between both pairs of 
categories.

Some argue that the lack of resources and the precariousness of the 
income in the households are the essential reasons for young people to 
the forced to abandon their studies (Pieck, 2001). In addition, this point of 
view seems to be consistent with the previous observations regarding an 
inter-generation transmission of inequalities. However, the way in which 
the disadvantage conditions in the households of origin affect or relate 
to school-leaving is more complex than just a direct result of the lack of 
resources. A fi rst sign of this is in table 3, in which we see that although 
the lack of resources is a signifi cant reason, it is so to the same or shorter 
extent than other reasons.

It can be seen in fi rst place that the two main reasons for young people 
to experience a very early abandoning of the school are the lack of interest 
in school (29.7 percent) and the lack of economic resources at home (26.4 
percent); both have as a whole more than half of the answers. In contrast, 
among young people who leave school latter, between 15 and 19 years in 
age, the main reasons displace towards the need to work (24.3 percent) 
and the lack of interest in school (21.4 percent).  The lack of resources 
of the household becomes then a third place. What this changes seem to 

TABLE 2
AGE AT DROPPING SCHOOL, ACCORDING TO SCHOOLING OF THE 

MOTHER. MEXICO, URBAN AREAS (1971-1975 COHORT)

Complete 
elementary or less 

Complete 
secondary or 

higher
Total

Before 15 21.8 4.1 17.0
Between 15 and 19 46.4 31.6 41.4
Between 20 and 24 13.9 24.4 16.8
After 24 
Or still studies 17.9 39.9 23.8
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0
Urban areas with more than de 15 000 inhabitants.
Source: own elaboration based on Encuesta Nacional de Juventud 2000.
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TABLE 3
REASONS TO SCHOOL TO DROP OUT OF SCHOOL, ACCORDING TO 

SEX AND AGE AT DROPPING. MEXICO, AREAS URBANAS, 2000

Both Men Women

-15 15-19 -15 15-19 -15 15-19
No money 26.4 18.8 23.5 18.7 28.5 18.9
I finished my studies 0.8 6.0 1.0 4.1 0.7 7.8
I did not like studying 29.7 21.4 31.1 25.5 28.6 17.4
I failed a subject 2.0 4.3 3.2 6.0 1.1 2.5
I had to work 18.5 24.8 28.5 30.6 11.5 19.0
Pregnancy 0.7 3.3 0.0 2.8 1.2 3.8
Marriage 12.8 15.4 6.4 8.0 17.3 22.8
Other 9.1 6.0 6.3 4.3 11.1 7.8
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0
In “Other” options that did not summed more than 2.5 percent of the answers were included (“my 
partner left me”, “My parents didn’t want”, “I got sick”, “Behavior problems”, “There were no 
schools or were very far”, and “other”). Urban areas with with more than 15 000 inhabitants.
Source: own elaboration based on Encuesta Nacional de Juventud 2000.

suggest is that the economic condition of the household has a signifi cant 
effect on the school-leaving at very early ages (before 15 years in age). 
This occurs especially in the case of women, whereas the need to work and 
the lack of interest in school increase their importance in the abandoning 
in adolescence (between 15 and 19 years), which is the period with the 
highest level of desertion. Although some interpretations could state that 
both reasons are almost equal, my impression is that there is change of 
essence. It is true that both, the lack of resources and the need to work 
relate to the needs and disadvantages in the household of origin. However, 
my impression based on the qualitative information is that the answer “I 
had to work” in fact has a higher semantic association with the lack of 
interest in continuing at school to the extent that both refer to the need of 
meeting individual needs that seem to be incompatible with school and 
require a job. That is, work itself becomes a need for young people, not 
only as a possible additional source of income for the household, but also 
as a source of income for personal expenses, and as a source of identity 
and autonomy.

The second observation refers to the differences set by the gender 
condition. While work has an essential importance in the answers of 
men and signifi cantly lower among women, the opposite occurs with 
the responses that refer to the familiar sphere. As it seen in table 3, “the 
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need to work” is a special strong motivation among men, much more 
than among women. This suggests a higher importance (and at an earlier 
age) of work for men than for women. In contrast, answers related to the 
familial transition become more important among women and they do so 
with signifi cant differences in comparison to men. In fact, one out of each 
fi ve women who leave school before 15 years attribute it to “marriage” or 
to “pregnancy” (only 6.4 percent of the males provides this answer).3 On 
the other hand, among those who leave in the period from 15 to 19 years 
in age, this proportion increases a little more than one out of four, while 
among men it is of only one out of 10. 

Let us see now the contrasts but not in terms of school-leaving, but 
in the transit to the labor market. Half of the young people have their 
fi rst labor experience between their 15 and 19 years in age, this period 
covers the higher school-leaving. The comparison between young people 
who belonged to households of different socioeconomic condition shows 
again certain differences, especially regarding a very early entrance to the 
labor market. While 14.5 percent of the young people whose mothers have 
completed at least the secondary level incorporate to work before being 15 
years old; among those whose mothers have not reached this level, 24.6 
percent has had its fi rst labor experience before that age. However, this 
is not the only piece of data that I would like to highlight. Even if there 
clearly is an earlier transition to the labor market among young people 
of households with a lower socioeconomic status, it is still interesting 
that more than 70 percent of the young people from households in better 
conditions also experience a relatively early entrance to the labor market, 
before being 20 years old. That is, although young people with lower 
socioeconomic origin have a “very early” transition (before being 15 years 
old) in a higher proportion than the rest, in general terms, the entrance to 
the labor market of young people from urban areas tends to occur at an 
early age. We can sense, then, that the key contrast does not simply lie in 
the age of entrance to the labor market, but on the fact that determines if 
this entrance is or not accompanied by school-leaving. Let us analyze this 
aspect in more detail.

A fi rst approach that helps us to contextualize this aspect derives from 
the already mentioned report performed by ECLAC and OIJ (2004). 
According to it, there has been an increase in the proportion of employed 
and unemployed young people who also attended at the same time the 

3 In the case of the young males, it is understood that this answer refers to the pregnancy of their 
partners.
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education system in the last decade. That is, an increasing proportion of 
youth have to meet both, the demands of work and school. In Mexico’s 
case, Camarena estimated that around 32 percent of the young people who 
started to work between 14 and 17 years in age made it when they still were 
at school. In the same way, Giorguli Saucedo (2005) points out that, in the 
case of Mexico, young people with less economic resources who attend 
more frequently the school are those who combine this activity with work. 

This data suggest that a signifi cant proportion of young people combine 
from very early ages the attendance to school with a participation in the 
labor market. Moreover, this fact gives room to a series of questions on the 
effects on the school performance and the quality of the received education. 
On the other hand, it also sets out certain questions on the competence 
between both activities, the value that young people themselves provide to 
each of them in their projects of life and the way in which this subjective 
relationship between school and work evolves throughout time.

While 63.7 percent of the young people from the 1971-1975 cohort 
whose mothers had reached the level of complete secondary or more 
pointed out that they still attended school when they started to work, this 
percentage reduces to 44.5 percent among those whose mother have only 
a complete primary education or less. In other words, 55.5 percent of the 
young people from households of the lowest socioeconomic level had 
already abandoned school when they started to work (or they did it at the 
same time).

TABLE 4
AGE AT FIRST JOB, ACCORDING TO SCHOOLING OF THE MOTHER.

MEXICO, URBAN AREAS, 1971-1975 COHORT

Complete 
elementary or less 

Secondary 
complete or 

higher 
Total

Before 15 24.6 14.5 21.8
Between 15 and 19 48.2 58.3 50.9
Between 20 and 24 16.9 20.6 17.9
After 24 or still 
does not work 10.4 6.6 9.3

Total
100.0
(73.0)

100.0
(27.0)

100.0
(100.0)

Urban areas with more than 15 000 inhabitants.
Source: own elaboration based on Encuesta Nacional de Juventud 2000.
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In order to more carefully explore this relation, I calculated the difference 
in age between the age at which the participation in labor started and the 
age of school-leaving . That is, when the result is 0 both events occurred 
at the same age,4 when the result is positive (+) the labor participation 
occurred after the school abandoning (the number of years which passed 
between the school-leaving and the time they started to work), and when 
the result is negative (-), the labor participation occurred when they were 
still at school (the number of years previous to the school-leaving during 
which they already worked or had experienced the fi rst labor participation. 
5 The sample is represented by young people who have already had a labor 
experience and who have already abandoned school, that is, who may 
answer how old they were when they had their fi rst job and the age at which 
they left school. In order to avoid the problems of partial abandoning of 
school, we only took young people between 26 and 29 years in age, that is, 
from ages in which it is expected for them to have worked some time and 
who have already completed their education.6

The average for this variable that we will call ‘start-to-work and work-
leaving school difference’ is of negative sign in both socioeconomic levels, 
that is, that, in average, young people of both groups start to work while 
they are still at school. However, the difference is signifi cant regarding the 
absolute value of this result. The average obtained for young people of a 
lower socioeconomic level was of -0.56, which could imply that in average, 
they leave school half a year after having started to work. In contrast, 
the average for young people of households with higher socioeconomic 
status was of -2.77, that is, they abandon school almost three years after 
having started to work. In other words, what this indicator suggests is 
that despite the fact that young people have a relatively early entrance to 
the labor market among all young people (and very early among those 

4 We consider this result as an indicator that both events have occurred at the same time, although, 
as it is clear, it is not an complete interpretation because there might be differences of months or 
days (not of years) between one event and another. However, we thought that differences minor 
to one year are not signifi cant for our purposes and they certainly refer to some simultaneousness 
in the events.
5 It is important to point out that a negative result does not mean that they have studied and 
worked at the same time, because it is possible that there has not been any continuity in the labor 
experience; it only refers to the number of years passed since the fi rst job was taken up to the 
moment they left school.
6 From the total sample of young people from 26 to 29 years, 94.4 per cent had already worked 
one time and 82 per cent had already left school. There is certain bias in the percentages and they 
are a result of the interruption that youth who continue studying make at these ages and they were 
eliminated from the analysis because most of them belong to the highest socioeconomic level 
that is, their mothers have complete secondary education or higher. In this regard, the analysis is 
only an indication, and we can expect that if this group was considered when they had left school 
these tendencies would become more stressed.
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most disadvantaged), those of a lower socioeconomic level combine work 
with school during less time, leaving school earlier. The opposite happens 
among those who come from households in better conditions, who tend to 
combine work and school from longer periods or at least to remain longer 
at school, even if they have had a labor experience. 

If we see the percentiles 25, 50 and 75 of the distribution of frequencies 
of this variable, we can see that a series of very suggestive differences 
arise. On the one hand, we can confi rm what we have just mentioned: while 
among young people with less educated mothers, only 25 percent spent 
more than three years since their fi rst labor experience, among children of 
mothers with higher education, 50 percent spent more than two years in 
the same situation. On the other hand, it is equally interesting to analyze 
the other extreme of the distribution. Whereas in the case of young people 
of higher socioeconomic origin only a fourth part spent at least one year 
or more without attending school and even without working. In the case 
of the most disadvantaged young people, the proportion in this situation 
reached the half of the population, that is, 50 percent of these young people 
spent at least one year without having anything to do in any of these two 
activities. Furthermore, that 25 percent was in that status of school or labor 
inactivity, or at school and work at the same time for more than two years.

Graph 3 allows visualizing these details in more detail. The left side 
corresponds to the negative results, that is, the years during which they 
were already at work or they already had a labor experience and they 
continued studying, the line representing young people with mothers with 
higher education level remaining usually above that representing young 
people whose mothers have less education.

An inverse situation occurs in the right side of the graph, where the years 
that pass between the school abandoning and the age when they started to 
work are presented. In this case, the line corresponding to young people 
from low socioeconomic level clearly remains above the line of young 
people of medium and high level. This demonstrates that the proportions 
of young people who experience a period out of school and work are 
always higher in the fi rst group. Camarena had already pointed out that 
“for a signifi cant part of young people, to a greater extent to women, the 
participation in labor not only occurs once school has been left, but a 
considerable amount of time after that happens” (2004: 107). 

What the right side of the graph suggests is that young people from 
households of lower socioeconomic level tend to have, in a higher 
proportion than the rest, periods of “unemployment” or “inaction” between 
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the time they abandon school and that in which they obtain their fi rst job. 
These periods are also signifi cantly large for a signifi cant percentage of 
young people. As I pointed out in the previous paragraph, one out of four 
young people of the households with lower status spend two or more years 
unemployed or “inactive” during this process of transition. Unemployment 
or inactivity can imply a concerning condition of institutional disaffi liation.7

The meanings attributed to work at the beginning of 
the working career
The previous sections have demonstrated that young people from popular 
sectors tend to take part earlier in the labor market, combine less time this 
activity with school and take work as their only occupation, as well as 
the fact that the main reason that they have to abandon school is the need 
to work (even above the lack of resources). All these indicators suggest 
that work represents an alternative route to that from school for these 
young people; mainly among men, but also among women. Several factors 
contribute to make work a competitor of school.

The idea is not to ignore the pressure that the economic needs can 
perform in an early incorporation to the labor market, and in resulting 
school-leaving on the side of these young people. However, it is of interest 
7 A great extent of these young people can be women who after leaving school and before 
integrating to the labor market devoted for some time to house work or were related to an early 
maternity. However, the reclusion in their homes and taking on at an early time these kinds of 
activities is neither less concerning, nor withdraws validity to the suggestion that it is a situation 
of exclusion.

TABLE 5
QUARTILES OF DISTRIBUTION OF FREQUENCIES OF THE 

“BEGINNING OF WORK - SCHOOL ABANDONMENT” VARIABLE IN 
YOUTHS FROM 26 TO 29 YEARS OF AGE, ACCORDING TO 

SCHOOLING OF THE MOTHER. MEXICO, URBAN AREAS, 2000

Schooling of the mother 

Quartiles
Complete elementary 

or less 
Complete secondary 

or higher 
Total

1 (25%) -3 -6 -4
2 (50%) 0 -2 0
3 (75%) 2 0 1
Urban areas with more then 15 000 inhabitants.
Source: own elaboration based on Encuesta Nacional de Juventud 2000.
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GRAPH 3
“BEGINNING OF WORK-DROPPING OUT OF SCHOOL”, 

BY SCHOOLING OF THE MOTHER IN YOUTHS FROM 26 TO  29 YEARS, 
MEXICO, URBAN AREAS, 2000

for us to highlight that this is neither the only nor the main reason. Work 
is important for the economic improvement that the income from children 
can do in the household, they are also important because of the symbolic 
connotations that accompany and intervene in the processes of identity 
construction. Work, regarded as source of income, allows restate the inter-
generation relations of power at the interior of the household, the relations 
with peers (from the same and different gender), the daily activities, the 
capacity of consumption, among many other aspects with identity strength. 
As Pérez Islas and Arteaga have pointed out:

Something to be highlighted is that, and for the profi le of young people of 
our study, both men and women enter in the labor market by their initiative 
and only some of them make it due to familial pressure (to meet the familiar 
expenses). Unlike the adult search for jobs, that from young people have more 
to do with their own youth condition, that is, with the needs that they have 
in a specifi c moment. In addition, they are related, on the one hand, with the 
exploration of their identity in different areas of life (labor, for instance) and, 
on the other, with “those which their present time request” (among those, to 
obtain money to explore the spaces of leisure and others) (Pérez Islas and 
Arteaga, 2001: 378).

Urban areas with more than 15 000 inhabitants.
Source: own elaboration based on Encuesta Nacional de Juventud 2000.
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The need to work, as seen, is related to the income that work can 
provide.  In spite of how trivial this fi rst glance may seem, it tells us some 
other interesting information. The fi rst one is that in labor, income and 
money have the priority above other aspects. The vocation, the work as call 
to the development of an activity is completely absent in the imaginary of 
young people. Even the association of work to a profession, an occupation 
or to a union, as it occurred for the working class, also appears to be a 
displaced idea nowadays. Work is not a source of identity in this regard, 
although it is so in other senses, as we shall see right away. The fi rst idea 
then —which can be derived from an observation as clear as this, that is, 
that the centrality of work is mainly related to the income that it provides— 
is that, in popular sectors, work neither seem to be related to vocation, nor 
constitutes a source of identity in itself.

The centrality and attraction of work lies in the income obtained from 
it. Income that not always and necessarily is important because they solve 
economic problems in the households, which are entrenched in crises and 
extreme poverty. Many of young people who were interviewed stressed 
the need of working to obtain an income, not because the economy of their 
households was critical, but in order to meet their own needs, related both 
to economic and identity aspects. Moreover, they are in both cases related 
to their youth condition. 

In this regard, they are closer to consumption than to production, 
henceforth work acquires signifi cance as source of identity.8 In the case 
of men, the “capacity” of generating income is the essence of the “male 
provider”, strongly related to the identity of adult and masculine (Gutmann, 
1996). The importance of the contribution made by male children to the 
economy of the household, giving a part of their income to their mother, 
transcends its economic dimension; this contribution has different 
implications that are expressed in a reconfi guration of authority, and in the 
possibility of gaining autonomy, independence, and an own space in the 
same way.9 But the need to work to earn money is not only related to this 
monetary contribution to the household of origin. To obtain money is also 
necessary to cover the specifi c needs of the youth condition; needs that also 
have clear differences of gender. While male young people are interested in 

8 Other authors have referred to this same aspect; for instance, Reguillo (2007) mentions the 
“instrumental” nature that work assumes, whereas Weller (2007) speaks of a “functional” sense.
9 However, it is important to highlight the fact that it is work the essential means that allows 
this insertion to the sphere of consumption with its many repercussions. In other social sectors, 
mainly in the medium or high socioeconomic level, young people neither have any confl ict in 
their parents fi nancing their personal needs, nor they see it as a limitation to their spaces of 
autonomy, independence, recognition, etc.
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“inviting” their (potential) girlfriends, to buy alcohol to drink with friends, 
and in the best of the cases to be able to buy a car, female young people 
are interested in buying clothes or cosmetics, or even being able to make 
presents, generally to other members of the family. 

Was that the only reason to leave school? No, and apart from that, I liked 
money... That is, I worked before, I worked and studied. Therefore, when I left 
school I started to work every day and I earned more and then I tried to go to 
school again, but I did not earn as much, I got used to having money. Yes, I 
started to earn more and started to see life in a different way, because you tend 
to earn more and one feels important when one earns more (Emiliano, 18 years 
old, Valle de Chalco).
Did you enjoy more working than studying? I have always liked more working. 
Because that way I feel, how can I say, you earn your own money, invest on 
things that you may lack of, you earn to help and cooperate in your house. In 
fact, I have always liked more money than school, since I was a little girl, that 
is, I always enjoyed more doing another thing than going too much to school. 
Because I never was an excellent student, I never was a recognized student. 
That is why (Karla, 20 years old, Valle de Chalco).
What happens is that I had seasonal jobs, that is, I bought two, three things and I 
left the job, and then I needed things again and I got a job with my grandmother 
or with my uncle and left it. That means you didn’t have trouble fi nding a job? 
No, until I started high school, then I..., let’s say confi rmed myself at work 
because it was now about being in good terms with the friends, all the girls, 
with the girls, right? For them to see me in a good presentation. Yes, to work 
every day, to work, to work (Marcos, 27 years old, Nezahualcoyotl). 

These demands and expectations on the work from young people from 
popular sectors fi nd their counterpart in certain aspects of the structure 
of opportunities that facilitate their joining the labor market. Accordingly, 
I will only mention two aspects: one of them refers to the mechanisms 
to obtain the fi rst work, and the other related to the characteristics of the 
urban context, specifi cally the local labor market. According to data from 
the ENJ from 2000, friends and family are the ways to obtain the fi rst 
job; thus, among those who started to work between 15 and 19 years, 39.2 
percent obtained their work by means of a friend; whereas a relative hired 
another 21.2 percent. Interviews confi rm and complement these data by 
showing that from very early stages; young people from popular sectors 
are part of networks in which different labor opportunities abound in a very 
dynamic way. Friends and family are essential elements of these networks. 
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A short summary of the working careers of Laura and Leo allow us to 
clearly recognize how these young people of popular sectors are exposed 
from very early ages to different labor supply. 

So you started to work once you fi nished secondary school? Yes, well, but 
for a short time, let’s say that half a year only and when... What did you do? 
I started to work in a toyshop. Near here? Yes, near here. I had to cover gift 
boxes, bows, all that. How did you get that job? Because I was looking for one 
and the girl knew my mother, that is, they talked. Were they friends? Yes, they 
were and she told her that she needed a girl to run the business and then she 
said that I was not at school, and if she wanted me. Then I went to see her, and 
yes, she told me I could stay and I started to work with her in her business […] 
In that year I also started to work and joined a sewing workshop, where they 
make clothes, sew and all that. How did you get that job? Because my mother 
has also worked there... and, this, my mother knew... has a cousin who has a 
sewing workshop, then... I was not working by then and I told my mother I 
wanted to work... Did you last one year and a half there? Yes, one year and a 
half. (Laura, 19 years old, Iztapalapa).

Because I was in fourth year [of primary school] and started to work in a 
rickshaw. I asked for permission to my parents. You were in fourth year of 
primary school? Yes. Were you 11 or 12? Yes, around 11 and I told my parents: 
“I want to talk to you because I don’t want to study, I want to work”. “No, you 
have to continue at school”. “But I don’t want to.” And I continued working. 
I fi nished primary school and then I talked to them again. Did you really start 
working while you were in fi fth year? Yes, part time. I started in the evening and 
in the mornings I used to go to school and I started to work since then. Was that 
your fi rst little work? Yes, yes, it was a regular job, I lasted there for about three 
years. In the rickshaw? Yes. And how did you get it? It was just that, suddenly, 
I was with some friends and I saw that rickshaws passed by frequently. “That 
work has to be good” And that was it, I know someone who has rickshaws near 
here... I went and talked to that man. He said: “I need to talk to you parents 
fi rst.” “Don’t worry they have already given me permission.” We didn’t know 
anything about it, neither them nor I. He said: “Ok, in that case, go on, here is 
the rickshaw. Start working now.” […] What did you do when you left that job? 
I went working with my father as a painter. Did you like that job? Yes. How 
long did you last in that job? Well, with my father I lasted about three months. 
Not much. Yes, and I left to take again a rickshaw. I took the rickshaw for two 
weeks and found a job in the private security. How did you get it? Because one 
of my mates at the rickshaw was hired there and found him, one day and I told 
him “you got the job, didn’t you?” (Leo, 18 years old, Iztapalapa).
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These quotations also demonstrate the centrality that local labor 
opportunities acquire; they are frequently found even in the space of the own 
neighborhood. As Estrada Quiroz concludes from a regression analysis, 
the composition of the labor market is a signifi cant and conditioning factor 
in the incorporation of young people: 

... most chances to work appear in a market which is mostly unpaid; this fact 
implies that there is informal work and it is one of the highest possibilities of 
insertion to the labor market for young people, given their scarce qualifi cation 
and experience due to their young age (2005: 237). 

Indeed, a great extent of young people in the survey had their fi rst 
labor experience in workshops, businesses, or activities developed in 
the neighborhoods were they lived. It is not only the presence of these 
activities and micro-businesses, but also their informal nature what favors 
the incorporation of young people to the labor market at early age. The 
ease of entry and the high rotation that are a characteristic of the informal 
sector make it possible for young people without the necessary age, without 
qualifi cations and without experience to fi nd an opportunity to work, a fact 
which in turn goes together with minimal payments that other workers 
would not accept.

That is, the economic and extra-economic expectations and demands, 
essentially in terms of symbols and identity, make the job a means of access 
to the consumption sphere, and they fi nd a favorable context in a socio-
urban environment, characterized by networks of friends and relatives, 
and by an informal and precarious local economy with certain capacity 
to take on workers. It is important to point out that the social capital and 
the informal local economy facilitate obtaining precarious employment at 
early ages and contribute to create a social context in which there is room 
(it becomes normal in a Bourdian sense) for the early incorporation of 
young people to the labor market. 

The consolidation of the inequalities of origin
Transition to adulthood is a critical period and especially vulnerable 

to processes of accumulation of disadvantages that affect in an essential 
way the future conditions of integration (Saraví, 2007). The working 
career during youth is a sample model of this convergence of processes. 
Graph 4 shows the percentage of young people employed in sectors of 
low productivity in Latin America. One can see that as age increases, the 
percentage of young people in these sectors decreases; the same happens 
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as the level of income of their household increase. In the group from 15 to 
19 years in age, 70 percent is employed in sectors of low productiveness; 
whereas this percentage decreases to 45 percent in the group from 25 to 
29 years. That is, these data reinforce what was sustained in the previous 
section when determining the conditions of the fi rst work: at the beginning 
of the working career most of the young people take part in sectors of low 
productivity, frequently characterized by precarious working conditions. 
However, as age increases, many of them leave aside these sectors, 
whereas other seems to remain in them. Now let us see what happens with 
the conditions of origin of these young people. In the quintile number 
one, again 70 percent of the young people are employed in sectors of low 
productivity, but in the richest quintile, this percentage is of only 38.2 
percent. In accordance with the interpretation proposed above, it is possible 
to understand these data arguing that most of the young people from the 
poorest households remain in sectors of low productivity, no matter their 
age; whereas those from more favored households who were in sectors of 
low productivity are the ones who have just started their working career. 
They will leave these sectors soon with their advance in their career and 
age. 

This last hypothesis is not a direct result of the previous data, but is 
consistent with them. The ENJ from 2000, allow us to explore in more 
detail such hypothesis for Mexico, by taking into account age and the 
socioeconomic condition at the same time. 

The following analysis explores what happens with young people from 
different socioeconomic condition at different ages, in order to determine 
possible patterns in the fi rst years of the working career.10

In 2000, little more than two out of three young people (67.4 percent) 
from 15 to 19 years in age who worked did it without any kind of contract. 
Among young people from 25 to 29 years in age, this proportion decreased 
to one out of two (49.3 percent). The case was similar with the benefi ts: 
63 percent of the young people from 15 to 19 years in age worked without 
any kind of benefi ts (not even holidays), whereas in the case young people 
between 25 and 29 years, 43 percent had the same situation. That is, as we 
mentioned above, as age increases, the labor conditions tend to improve, 
but does this occur in a homogeneous way for everyone?
10 It would have been convenient to take only one group of young people (a single cohort) and to 
determine the contrasts according to socioeconomic condition between the fi rst and the last job. 
However, although the ENJ 2000 surveys about both jobs (the fi rst and the last), these questions 
are not always the same. Also, the precision of the information given regarding the fi rst job is 
very doubtful. The analysis that follows and the graphs presented are based on a fi ctitious cohort, 
which allow us to determine certain tendencies and processes.
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Graphs 5 and 6 show that it is not that way when we classify young 
people according to their educational condition11 or the educational level of 
the mother. Now well, following the general tendency, the older the young 
people the higher the decline in the percentage of young people who do 
not have neither a contract nor any benefi t in all the classifi ed sub-groups; 
this decrease occurs at clearly contrasting speeds. The percentage of young 
people without educational difference, who do not have a contract in the 
age group from 15 to 19 years is of 72.9 percent, and decreases to 38.6 
percent in the group from 25 to 29 years; that is, a decrease of almost half. 
Among young people with education difference, the decline between both 
groups of age is of less than 10 percentage points, only from 64 to 55.7 
percent. A similar case occurs with benefi ts. 

If we do not take into account the education of the young worker but 
the level of education achieved by its mother (which is information about 
its conditions of origin), the difference of speeds in the decrease is not 
less important. Among young people whose mothers have more education, 
70.3 percent lacks of a contract at the age between 15 and 19 years; 
the situation is not much different among children of mothers with low 
education, because the percentage is inferior: 66.1 percent. However, when 
we see the group from 25 to 29 years in age, we see that in the highest 
socioeconomic level 40.5 percent do not have a contract, whereas in those 
of low socioeconomic level they are still more than a half (51.8 percent). 
Moreover, the same happens again with the benefi ts.

That is, at relatively early ages (between 15 and 19 years), education 
and household of origin do not account for signifi cant contrasts in the 
conditions of precariousness, at least in those related to the lack of contract, 
the lack of benefi ts, or the low income, all of which seem to remain 
immersed in the common youth condition. However, both variables seem 
to have a signifi cant weight in the working careers. At an age between 25 
and 29 years, the conditions of precariousness prevailing in young people 
with different education levels and from different socioeconomic origins 
have signifi cant contrasts. Young people with educational gap and low 
socioeconomic level seem to remain trapped in a labor market characterized 
by precariousness, whereas for young people with opposite characteristics 
this only seems to be a passing experience. It is then possible to suggest 
that there are inequalities of origin, not only economic, but also in terms 
of social and cultural capital, behind this homogeneous precariousness 
11 We used categories with and without educational gap. I call educational gap to less than 12 
years of formal education between those who have already abandoned school and one level gap 
among those who continue at school.
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GRAPH 4 
YOUTHS EMPLOYED IN LOW-PRODUCTIVITY SECTORS 

BY AGE GROUPS AND HOUSEHOLD PER CAPITA INCOME QUINTILES, 
LATIN AMERICA, 2002

NB: low productivity incomes: self-employed and unquialifi ed non-remunerated people, 
employed in micro-enterprises and domestic maids. 
Fuente: Cepal/OIJ 2004.

that allow most favored young people to have precarious jobs at earlier 
ages in exchange for other possible future virtues. These can be gaining 
experience, the construction of networks or the possibility of continuing at 
school, which will later result in an ascending labor career.

If we analyze what happens in terms of income, we fi nd the same 
tendency: 90 percent of the young people from 15 to 19 years in age, 
who work, receive less than three minimum wages. At 15 or 29 years, 
this percentage is of 59.5 percent. Nevertheless, this decline is not 
homogeneous. In young people with low socioeconomic origin, the change 
is from 92.6 to 66.5 percent, whereas in those of the medium-high level it 
is from 83.9 to 36.7 percent (graph 7). In the opposite way, the percentage 
of those who receive more than fi ve minimum wages per month increases 
in the fi rst group it from 3.9 to 11.7 percent, and in the second from eight 
to 35.3 percent (graph 8). In other words, if at the age between 15 and 
19 years every young worker from medium-high familial origin receives 
less than three minimum wages, there 2.2 young workers from the low 
socioeconomic level in the same situation, by the ages between 25 and 
29 this relation has changed to one out of 4.5. If we take into account 
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GRAPH 5
YOUTHS WORKING WITH NO CONTRACT, BY AGE GROUPS 

ACCORDING TO EDUCATIVE DEFICIENCY, AND SCHOOLING OF THE 
MOTHER, MEXICO, URBAN AREAS, 2000

the education level reached by the same young people, we will see 
that the gap between groups is even larger. For adolescents who work, 
the socioeconomic differences at the interior of the cohort seem not to 
have much effect on the income. Most of them, aside from their level of 
education or the socioeconomic status of their households, receive a very 
low income: 91.6 percent of these young people with educational gap 
earn less than three minimum wages, but among young people without 
educative difference, this percentage is barely lower (87.4 percent). The 
real signifi cant gap between both is in the age between 25 and 29 years; it 
is then that 69.4 percent of the young people with educational gap received 
less than three minimum wages per month, whereas among those with 
more education, only 43 percent receives this amount. Furthermore, if we 
analyze graph 8 we will see that for young people with educational gap it 
is almost impossible to receive an income that is higher to fi ve minimum 
wages (only one out of ten), whereas that 31 percent of the young people 
who have gone beyond this education level receive this amount. The same 
tendencies are seen regarding the qualifi cation of the job position, whose 
analysis and graphs are not presented here due to reasons of space.

Urban areas with more than 15 000 inhabitants.
Source: own elaboration based on Encuesta Nacional de Juventud 2000.
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GRAPH 6
YOUTHS WORKING WITHOUT BENEFITS, BY AGE GROUPS 

ACCORDING TO EDUCATIVE DEFICIENCY, AND SCHOOLING OF THE 
MOTHER, MEXICO, URBAN AREAS, 2000

From enthusiasm to disenchantment
We have seen that at the beginning of the working career, work is seen by 
young people from popular sectors as positive, because it responds to a 
series of identity and symbolic demands. This partially explains the early 
incorporation of young people to the labor market, but it also accounts for 
the rapid deception they tend to have in their labor career. 

So as the starting virtues of work lie in the income they provide, and 
the following expansion of the possibilities of consumption, the rapid 
later disenchantment responds to the dynamics of work, that as seen in the 
previous section, instead of promoting an ascending mobility, only deliver 
disenchantment, precariousness and an increasing disadvantage.

In the ENJ, young people answered about the characteristic that they fi nd 
most rewarding in their job. I have grouped the answers to this question by 
classifying them in three possible categories, according to their relations 
to: a) aspects related to material needs which a job allows to fulfi ll; b) with 
aspects related to the development of a labor career or c) with aspects that 
are not directly related to the job itself, but with work inasmuch as it allows 
or favors extra-labor activities.12

12 The answers grouped in each of the three categories were the following: a) aspects related to 
the need (“the wage”); b) aspects related to the labor career (“that you learn”, “that you acquire 
experience”, ”that you can be promoted”, “that you do what you like”, “that you use what you 
learned at school”), and c) aspects related to the extra-labor activities (“that there is a good 
working environment”, “that you have time to study”, “that you have time to spend with your 
family”).

Urban areas with more then 15 000 inhabitants.
Source: own elaboration based on Encuesta Nacional de Juventud 2000.
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GRAPH 7
YOUTHS WITH LOW INCOMES, BY AGE GROUPS ACCORDING TO 

EDUCATIVE DEFICIENCY, AND SCHOOLING OF THE MOTHER, 
MEXICO, URBAN AREAS, 2000

In general, and taking in to account the totals for each table, the answers 
gathered in each of the three categories hold almost the same relation in the 
three groups of age. Little more than half of the answers prioritize aspects 
related to the labor career; around 30 percent, aspects related to extra-
labor activities, and the rest to aspects related to the needs. However, if 
we analyze and compare the results obtained according to the educational 
level of the young people we fi rstly see that in each of the tables, that is, in 
each group of age, the contrasts in the answers of the young people with 
and without educational gap are signifi cant. In second place, the answers 
in each group of young people experience essential transformations as age 
increase.

In the group with less age (15 to 19 years) the answers from young 
people without educational gap are divided in similar percentages between 
aspects related to the labor career (46.5 percent) and aspects related to 
extra-labor activities (39.3 percent). In the young people at this age 
with educational gap, the gap between both kids of answers increases in 
a substantial way (54.2 and 29.6 percent, respectively). That is, among 
young people who already have certain falling behind at school or who 
have already abandoned it, their expectations seem to be mostly dependent 

Urban areas with more than 15 000 inhabitants. Low income: under three minimum wages a 
month.
Source: own elaboration based on Encuesta Nacional de Juventud 2000.
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GRAPH 8
YOUTHS WITH HIGGH INCOME, BY AGE GROUPS ACCORDING 

TO EDUCATIVE DEFICIENCY, AND SCHOOLING OF THE MOTHER, 
MEXICO, URBANA AREAS, 2000

on the possibilities provided by work in terms of a labor career. On the 
other hand, among those who continue with their studies, the extra-labor 
factors have a higher percentage of answers (mainly the availability of 
time to continue studying). Although both groups work at a relatively early 
age, one can see that what they most enjoy from their work is related to 
their future careers in which work, at this age, has different places.

However, as their age increases, this preferences experience essential 
changes. To such extent is this so, that already in the groups from 20 to 
24 years, and even more in the following one, the category with highest 
percentages in the young people with and without educational gap were 
inverted. In young people from 20 to 24 years, a high proportion of those 
without educational gap estimate the aspects related to the labor career 
(60.1 percent) and this occurs in a more evident way in the group from 25 
to 29 years, in which two out of three young people without educational 
gap provide this kind of answer. In contrast, young people with educational 
gap start to privilege more aspects related to extra-labor activities (33.8 
and 30.9 percent in the groups of age from 20 to 24 years and 25 to 29 
years, respectively). The importance of the wage gains much importance 
among them as it decreases among the most educated.

Urban areas with more than 15 000 inhabitants. High income: more than fi ve minimum wages 
a month.
Source: own elaboration based on Encuesta Nacional de Juventud 2000.
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As age increases, the priority given to work per each group of young 
people inverts. Young people with more continuity and education level at 
lower age appreciate more the opportunities that their jobs can give them 
to perform their extra-labor activities, especially to have time to study. As 
their age increases, and (as expected) they start to conclude their studies, 
the possibilities provided by the job and related to the development of a 
labor career start to be clearly privileged over the extra-labor activities. The 
perceptions and expectations set on work by young people with educational 
gap, in contrast, follow the inverse pattern. The labor career loses in a slow 
way its centrality, and extra-labor aspects start to be estimated (such as 
the labor environment or the time spent with the family) or the salary. 
As we suggested in a previous section, even under similar conditions of 
precariousness at the beginning of the labor career, one can see the effect 
of the inequalities of origin that behind a same precariousness let see the 
different meanings and expectations set on work. 

The interviews performed provide us countless references to this 
reconfi guration of the priorities and estimations in less favored young 
people. At the beginning, scarce at they might be, the income of work 
allowed fulfi lling some of the identity and symbolic demands related to 
the youth condition. However, as age increases, the capacity of creating 
income stops being a novelty, and not only do the needs increase, but 
they also start to be qualitatively different; this produces changes in the 
perceptions on work.

Did you earn enough for your expenses? Yes, that is, I earned enough and 
gave some money to my mother and it was a little bit more, what I earned in 
the toyshop. Then I had enough money. More or less, how much did you earn? 
Well, at the shop I earned... I earned more or less, about 300 pesos per week, 
and here in the sewing workshop I earned 500, 550 per week, it was a bit 
more... Well, now I earn money from what I studied and I work well... I don’t 
know, maybe for me it is... let’s say that since I am single and do not have 
obligations, this is a good job for me because that way, by asking about other 
jobs, they pay less from what I earn and for longer shifts. Sometimes they are 
given 300 per week, and the woman here gives me 400 per week, including 
breakfast and food. I work four hours; not long, that is for me it is a good job, 
neither well nor bad paid. (Laura, 19 years old, Iztapalapa). 

After the fi rst labor experiences, these young people start to also 
perceive the precariousness of their jobs, and the scarce possibilities of 
obtaining better ones. In fact, it is not that they were not conscious about 
that at the beginning, but that this precariousness now is not perceived as 
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a transitory situation, but that their experience starts to show them that it 
will be a leit motive in their working careers. In the interviews performed, 
young people make frequent references to the fact that their jobs do not 
provide them chances to “grow”, “develop” or “make progress”, and this 
moves them to change and look for new jobs, in which they face this same 
frustration again.

Yes, it was a accountancy offi ce. I was there about three months, what happens 
is that I aspired also to something better, I expected... Why did you leave? 
Because I... I felt pressed because I was not much used as an accountancy 
assistant or accountant; I was more a messenger... […] Yes, it came the 
moment in which I needed more money and I was given the chance to work 
somewhere else and I lasted there... I don’t know, more than eight months 
there [workshop from Christmas decoration]. Ah! A lot. Why did you leave it? 
The same, what happens is that one always expects more things... that is what 

TABLE 6
MOST VALUED ASPECT OF CURRENT JOB, ACCORDING TO 

EDUCATIVE DEFICIENCY AND AGE GROUPS. MEXICO, 
URBAN AREAS

Age group: 15 to 19 years of age
Educative 
deficiency Total

With Without

Aspects related to necessity 11.0 12.9 12.2
Aspects related to professional career 46.5 54.2 51.3
Aspects related to extra-labor affairs 39.3 29.6 33.2
Other aspects 3.2 3.3 3.3
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0
Age group: 20 to 24 years of age
Aspects related to necessity 11.0 15.1 13.7
Aspects related to professional career 60.1 48.0 52.3
Aspects related to extra-labor affairs 25.5 33.8 30.7
Other aspects 3.4 3.1 3.3
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0
Age group: 25 to 29 years of age
Aspects related to necessity 8.4 16.4 13.3
Aspects related to professional career 66.1 47.1 54.3
Aspects related to extra-labor affairs 18.9 30.9 26.4
Other aspects 6.6 5.6 6.0
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0
Urban areas with more than 15 000 inhabitants.
Source: own elaboration based on Encuesta Nacional de Juventud 2000.
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has always moved me, then, well, yes I left that place. […]  That means you 
are now having a good moment? One can say yes, I am not very satisfi ed with 
my work [laundry person in a hospital] because I feel that I am not well used 
considering what I know, because they do not exploit me in that aspect telling 
me “do you know computing?”. I feel I am not well used in many aspects 
because I know how to do certain things that many people had to learn there 
(Ramón, 30 years, Iztapalapa).

Work loses its meaning, stops being attractive for the subjects and 
becomes a necessary evil. It is logical then to expect that, with the passing 
of the years, the estimations around work displace from the aspects related 
to the working career at the beginning towards aspects related to the extra-
labor activities. The starting expectations set on work can be very high 
and determined by the enthusiasm, but the frustrating experiences during 
the fi rst years of the working career not only lead to a displacement of the 
estimations regarding work, but also to disenchantment.

Conclusions
For young people from popular sectors, work rapidly becomes a space of 
integration that intensely competes with school. Work acquires primacy, 
and it does so to a certain extent (more apparent than real) on fair grounds. 
The conditions of work at the moment of entering for fi rst time in the labor 
market, in general terms, do not differ in essence in the set of young people. 
In spite of the fact that the starting conditions tend to be similar among all 
of them due to the youth condition itself, a fact experienced by both high 
and low socioeconomic sectors, as working careers pass, the inequalities 
of origin start to increase. Thus, while some young people advance 
towards better labor conditions, others remain trapped in a labor market 
characterized by precariousness, instability, and scarce opportunities of 
ascending social mobility. 

To determine the series of processes that a single image cannot depict 
allow us to support the idea that the presence of youth in the labor market, 
even under similar conditions, has different meanings and implications 
for the different socioeconomic sectors. The generalizations on the youth 
labor market, even those regarding the precariousness of the prevailing 
conditions, shall be taken cautiously and one shall be aware of the fact that 
there is a heterogeneous sea below the surface in which a same situation 
implies different levels of vulnerability and opportunity. In accordance with 
this statement, it is necessary to estimate also if the fi rst labor experience 
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has the same implications for everyone, and to ask if, as a large part of the 
bibliography has pointed out, the fi rst work is determining in the future 
working career. My interpretation of the dynamics of the youth labor 
market, based on the previous analysis, tells me that it is so for some young 
people but not for them as a whole. The fi rst work is not the starting point, 
and although it has autonomy and infl uence on the future conditions, their 
implications are directly related to other conditions and qualities of young 
people. Thus, the conditions of precariousness prevailing in the fi rst work 
can be a simple passing experience for some, without future implications, 
whereas, it can be a link in a long chain of accumulation of disadvantages 
for others. 

Young people from popular sectors face then a gap between their 
expectations and the structure. For many of them, work continues being 
since very early times a socially recognized space of social integration, 
and one that contains certain expectations. These virtues do not lie in the 
work itself, its worth exists mainly as means of access to the sphere of 
consumption. This facts, allow us to understand to a certain degree the 
enthusiasm of the high expectations with which they incorporate to the 
labor market. For young people from popular sectors work, regarded as the 
source of an income, reconfi gures the inter-generation relations of power 
at the interior of the household, shapes the relations with peers of equal or 
different gender, the daily activities, the capacity and kind of consumption, 
and many other aspects that defi ne identity. These differential meanings of 
work contribute to understand the clear difference in meanings provided 
to work at the end of adolescence that occur between a minority that only 
attends school and a broad majority that only studies or remains at home.

After the initial experience, rapidly does the labor market show its 
precariousness and income limitations for young people from popular 
sectors. They soon realize what appears to be an inevitable future, a labor 
career that is broken and stagnated in precariousness. As time passes, a 
new polarization arises between the working careers of young people 
from the more and from the less favored socioeconomic sectors. Both 
start with precarious labor conditions, however, young people from less 
favored sectors appear to be trapped in these precarious and badly paid 
jobs, whereas for those from favored sectors they are just a starting step 
of an ascending labor career. This polarization fi nds echo again in the 
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meanings provided to work, while for the former they are unavoidable and 
they are appreciated by extra-labor opportunities they provide, they are 
for the latter opportunities of development of an ascending labor career. 
The school-to-work transition is a trap that, instead of eliminating the deep 
inequality in the social structure, consolidates and broadens it.
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