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ABSTRACT

This article considers the transformative potential of conditional cash trans-
fers to address intergenerational poverty. Drawing on empirical evidence col-
lected through qualitative research in the northeast of Brazil, it traces no-
tions of intergenerational change and continuity amongst young recipients
of the Bolsa Família programme (BFP) and their families. It argues that the
BFP has contributed to raising expectations and aspirations of social mo-
bility, through a policy narrative that explicitly links education to poverty
reduction alongside some relatively limited but nonetheless significant inter-
generational changes in material conditions and access to education. How-
ever, rising aspirations have not been matched by a concomitant expansion
of opportunities available to poor young people in education and the labour
market. The article thus highlights the contradictions that arise between pol-
icy narratives, the aspirations these narratives engender, and the realities of
young people’s everyday lives.

INTRODUCTION

‘I will go much further than my parents, I will seek something better’.1

Alessandro, a 16-year-old young man living in a favela in Recife in the
northeastern Brazilian state of Pernambuco, is a recipient of Brazil’s Bolsa
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1. Alessandro, age 16; interview 13 May 2014.

Development and Change 53(3): 600–622. DOI: 10.1111/dech.12706
© 2022 The Authors. Development and Change published by John Wiley & Sons Ltd on behalf
of International Institute of Social Studies.
This is an open access article under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution License,
which permits use, distribution and reproduction in any medium, provided the original work is
properly cited.

https://orcid.org/0000-0002-7236-4298
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


Young People’s Aspirations in Brazil’s Bolsa Família 601

Família programme (BFP), the country’s flagship antipoverty programme
and one of the world’s first conditional cash transfers (CCTs). His comments
reflect some of the core ideas behind CCTs: that the BFP will provide his
pathway out of poverty; that access to schooling will enable access to better
jobs and unprecedented intergenerational social mobility, lifting him and
his family out of poverty. This article explores the issue of intergenerational
social mobility in the context of the BFP. It shows the contradictions created
for young people between the aspirations of social mobility fostered by a
policy narrative linking education and poverty reduction, and the relatively
limited opportunities to realize such aspirations.

CCTs have been rapidly adopted as key pillars of social policy across the
global South, particularly in Latin America, where they have been lauded
as ‘islands of success’ in the region’s social protection systems (Valencia
Lomelí, 2008). Central to their appeal is their dual-pronged approach to
addressing poverty: in the short term, they aim to provide income support
through the cash transfer and, in the long term, they aim to break the in-
tergenerational cycle of poverty through investments in children’s human
capital, ensured through education conditionalities. Much of the enthusi-
asm for CCTs has hinged on this second aim and the innovation it rep-
resents over traditional forms of social assistance. Improved school enrol-
ment and attendance rates have been widely attributed to CCTs, and quickly
came to be understood as evidence of their ability to address intergener-
ational poverty (ibid.). In Brazil, at least under previous Workers’ Party
administrations, CCTs were placed at the centre of wider efforts at so-
cial incorporation and the expansion of social rights.2 Yet, there has been
very little attempt to examine CCTs’ intergenerational dimensions. Under-
standing whether and how intergenerational change is occurring is crit-
ical to assessing whether the celebration of improvements to such educa-
tional indicators is justified and whether these improvements, while ne-
cessary, are sufficient to improve young people’s labour market and life
trajectories.

The relatively recent emergence of CCTs means that quantitative analy-
ses of intergenerational impacts remain unfeasible in many contexts. Much
of the existing literature has thus taken short-term quantitative measures
— such as school enrolment and attendance rates — as proxies for human
capital development, assumed to indicate better employment outcomes and
intergenerational pathways out of poverty. There is, however, increasing ac-
knowledgement that these assumptions may be premature (Sandberg, 2016)
and that the education–employment–poverty nexus implied in CCTs may
not be quite so straightforward (Jones, 2016).

Compared to the emphasis on macro-level quantitative research, there has
been limited attention to the micro-level impacts of CCTs through direct

2. With the ousting of the Workers’ Party in 2016, it can be argued that this is no longer so
clearly the case.
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engagement with beneficiaries to understand how they experience cash
transfers. The exception to this is the growing qualitative literature that
uses a critical lens to examine the claims of women’s empowerment through
CCTs, which shows the unequal, exclusionary and gendered impacts (see,
for instance, Cookson, 2016; Molyneux, 2006). Where qualitative research
has engaged with CCT recipients, the focus has tended to be much more on
adult rather than young recipients, and on the material rather than aspira-
tional or ideational dimensions of cash transfers. With a few notable excep-
tions — such as Streuli (2010) on children’s experiences of poverty in the
Peruvian Juntos programme, and Pires (2014) on how children in Brazil’s
BFP come to bear responsibility for their family’s economic survival —
there has been little attempt to engage with young people. At the same time,
there is a growing literature that argues that aspirations are a key factor
in understanding young people’s lives, and especially educational trajecto-
ries and pathways out of poverty (Copestake and Camfield, 2010; Morrow,
2013b). Given the links that CCTs draw between educational investments
and intergenerational poverty reduction, understanding how young recipi-
ents experience CCTs, including how these programmes may shape their as-
pirations of social mobility, is arguably quite important to unpacking CCTs’
longer-term implications for poverty.

This article contributes to filling some of these gaps through a qualita-
tive approach that engages directly with young people and their families to
explore not only the material but importantly also the aspirational dimen-
sions of intergenerational change in the context of Brazil’s BFP. It shows
that the policy narrative at the heart of the BFP has fed the aspirations of
many young people and their families for intergenerational change, particu-
larly for the employment opportunities and life trajectories that expanded
access to education will hold. While the programme has secured some im-
portant material changes from an intergenerational perspective, particularly
expanded access to education, it is not clear that these changes provide the
basis for pathways out of poverty or for the expected degree of social mo-
bility. Without a significant redistribution of educational and employment
opportunities, such raised expectations of intergenerational change and so-
cial mobility create a tension between young people’s lived realities and their
aspirations for a better future.

The next section describes the methods employed by this study, and
is followed by an examination of the existing literature on education in
development, young people’s aspirations and CCTs. The empirical find-
ings are then discussed, showing how the BFP feeds into aspirations of
social mobility amongst young people, but without a concomitant redis-
tribution of opportunities in education and the labour market to enable
them to realize such aspirations. The final section discusses the impli-
cations of the findings for young recipients and their families, and for
policy.



Young People’s Aspirations in Brazil’s Bolsa Família 603

METHODOLOGY

Brazil’s Bolsa Família Programme

Originating in municipal-level policy initiatives in the mid-1990s, the BFP
was scaled up to the national level in 2001 and expanded under the name
Bolsa Família in 2003. The programme now covers approximately a quarter
of the population of Brazil, with both fixed and variable, as well as condi-
tional and unconditional, benefits. The best-known part of the programme
is the benefit with conditions attached to young people’s school enrolment
and attendance, requiring a minimum rate of 85 per cent school attendance
for children aged 6 to 15 years old, and 75 per cent for young people aged
16 and 17. Given the relatively recent adoption of many CCTs, the BFP
is one of the few programmes whose implementation period now affords a
longer-term view. It also provides a particularly interesting opportunity to
explore the relationship between poverty reduction and education, given the
implicit link that the policy model makes between them. Given the limited
quantitative data available which track beneficiaries over time, as well as the
study’s aim of exploring the social meaning of experiences of the BFP and
intergenerational change, a qualitative approach was adopted.

Methods

The article draws on fieldwork conducted in Brazil’s northeast, in the
municipalities of Recife and Jaboatão dos Guararapes in the state of Per-
nambuco, between March 2014 and January 2016. The sample was drawn
from a 2008 questionnaire conducted for a separate municipal-level impact
evaluation of the BFP.3 The sample includes families from the original study
with young people in the relevant age range (16 to 22 years old in 2014–16)
to consider longer-term schooling and labour market trajectories.4

This sampling strategy offered a unique opportunity, given the limitations
of existing data, to explore the longer-run trajectories of families receiving
BFP benefits. Despite the advantages, the sampling strategy also had some
limitations. Finding families six to seven years on from the original study
proved exceptionally challenging and meant restricting the sample to those
who were not geographically mobile. It is possible that this contributes to
a more negative picture of households’ and young people’s trajectories by
excluding those who might have been able to move to more affluent areas.

3. The original impact evaluation was conducted by Professor Lena Lavinas at the Federal
University of Rio de Janeiro in conjunction with local researchers at the Federal University
of Pernambuco; Professor Lavinas kindly shared her data for the purposes of this study.

4. The sample is limited by the inclusion of only urban sites, and a slight gender bias in favour
of young women, because of young people’s availability from employment to participate in
the study.
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It is equally possible that some of those who have been excluded from the
sample experienced a deterioration in living standards, which could have
also prompted a move. Given that the findings reported here suggest that
the BFP has had a limited impact on families’ social mobility, however, it
seems unlikely that the benefit would have facilitated transformative change
for many of the households excluded from the sample. It is also possi-
ble that the timing of the data collection (which overlapped with the re-
cession years of 2015–16 in Brazil) contributed to more negative views of
young people’s lives and job prospects. At the same time, the current con-
text of the COVID-19 pandemic is widely understood to have disproportion-
ately impacted young people’s labour market opportunities and possibly life
prospects. Those years of recession may in fact have had, in relative terms,
much less of a negative influence on young people’s opportunities than they
may face going forward, highlighting the need to build on this research to
understand how young people’s education and employment trajectories will
have been impacted by the pandemic.5 It is nonetheless important to note
that the findings cannot be considered representative of the BFP as a whole.
Beyond these limitations, the sample size was necessarily small given the
in-depth and qualitative nature of the methods. The concern here, however,
was much more with saturation and analytical, rather than statistical, gen-
eralizability. The findings therefore offer a starting point thinking about the
long-term implications of CCTs and about intergenerational poverty reduc-
tion, which would otherwise not be possible with current data.

Participants lived across various informal settlements in metropolitan
Recife and Jaboatão dos Guararapes. Public service provision, such as
sanitation and utilities, was limited, with households typically accessing
such services through informal means, but access to healthcare centres and
schools was quite good. Most participants lived in housing shared with ex-
tended family. Overall, families described an improving if still highly pre-
carious living situation. Even so, participants remained clearly marginalized
from everyday life in the city. For instance, many participants noted that they
had never been to the beach, despite Recife’s coastal location, or to the city
centre. This marginalization seemed to stem from a combination of a lack
of time and resources, sometimes illiteracy, and a general sense of a lack of
connection to and place within the city.

Data were collected through questionnaire-based interviews with care-
givers/heads of households (N = 23) of current and former recipient fam-
ilies, applied across two time periods (2008, as part of the original impact
evaluation study conducted by Professor Lavinas and colleagues, and 2014–
16, carried out by myself along with several research assistants), as well as
through semi-structured interviews with young people aged 16 to 22 years
old from these same families (N = 24), again carried out between 2014

5. It seems likely that the disjuncture between aspirations and lived realities, reflected in the
findings presented here, will only be exacerbated by the pandemic.
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Table 1. Research Participants

Young
person

(N = 24) Gender Age BFP recipient
School

enrolment
Age–grade

gap

Caregiver
interviewed

(N = 23)

1 Adriana F 19 Former Yes None Mother
2 Alessandro M 16 Current Yes None Mother
3 Anderson M 18 Current No None Mother
4 Camila F 17 Former Yes 1-2yrs Mother
5 Cláudia F 16 Current Yes 1-2yrs Mother
6 Davi M 17 Current Yes 2-3yrs Mother
7 Gabriel M 17 Former No 3-4yrs Mother
8 Gisele F 19 Former No 2-3yrs Mother
9 Iara F 18 Current Yes 1-2yrs Mother
10 João M 19 Former No 2-3yrs Mother
11 José Antonio M 20 Former No 3-4yrs Grandmother
12 Juliana F 20 Former No 3-4yrs Mother
13 Leandro M 17 Current Yes None Mother
14 Lídia F 22 Never No None Grandmother
15 Lucas M 19 Former Yes 3-4yrs Grandmother
16 Luiza F 18 Former Yes 2-3yrs Grandmother
17 Mayara F 19 Former No 3-4yrs Sister
18 Natália F 19 Former No 5-6yrs Mother
19 Nívia F 18 Former Yes 1-2yrs Mother
20 Noemi F 17 Current Yes 2-3yrs Mother
21 Rebeca F 16 Current Yes None Mother
22 Rodrigo M 18 Former Yes 4-5yrs Grandmother
23 Sofía F 17 Current Yes 4-5yrs Mother
24 Vanesa F 20 Former No None Mother

Male: 9
Female:
15

Average
age: 18

Current: 9
Former: 14

Non-
beneficiaries:
1

Currently
enrolled:
14
Not
enrolled:
10

Average:
2.46
years

Mothers: 18
Grandmothers:

4*Sisters: 1

Notes: All names have been anonymized
∗One grandmother was caregiver for two young people; total number of caregivers therefore = 23.

and 2016 by myself and the research assistants. Details of the sample are
provided in Table 1.

The questionnaires explored living conditions, education, employment,
access to social protection and, in the more recent questionnaire, notions of
intergenerational change for participant families. While the use of the ques-
tionnaires allowed a comparative historical view of families’ conditions, in
practice, the time spent with caregivers in conducting the 2014–16 ques-
tionnaire encompassed a much wider range of conversation than the closed
format questions, with participants often elaborating on many more aspects
of their lives.

The semi-structured interviews with young people, which constituted the
core method of data collection for this project, explored many of the same
themes, although with more attention to experiences of schooling and labour
market participation, views of intergenerational change and aspirations for
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the future. The findings presented in this article rely primarily on data from
the open-ended interviews with young people and their caregivers, with the
questionnaire data (from both time periods) used to detail and triangulate
data from interviews.

The themes guiding both interviews and the questionnaire emerged from
a conceptual framework theorizing the logic of long-term poverty reduction
in the CCT policy model. The questionnaire data were analysed in SPSS
alongside the 2008 dataset. The interviews with young people were coded
in NVivo based on a coding frame developed from the conceptual frame-
work and analysed thematically. Both questionnaire and interview data were
supplemented with data from field diaries. Once the interview data were
coded, a third iteration of the analysis proceeded by grouping the coded
text in tables organized thematically to allow for systematic verification of
emerging patterns and findings. The analysis combined both narrative and
thematic approaches. The data presented here are structured thematically,
with biographical narratives providing the contextual and relational dimen-
sions to the thematic analysis. While the quotes and narratives presented
here often draw on the responses of individual participants, they are used as
particularly salient examples that illustrate broader patterns in the data.

DEVELOPMENT AGENDAS AND THE FRAMING OF EDUCATION AS KEY
TO POVERTY REDUCTION

Since the 1990s, as the inadequacy of economic growth as the dominant
development strategy and the persistence of high levels of poverty and in-
equality have become increasingly evident, education has been placed at the
core of global poverty reduction efforts (Tarabini, 2010) and global devel-
opment frameworks,6 emerging as a ‘nearly uncontested development strat-
egy’ (Datzberger, 2018: 124). These ‘globalizing solutions’ (Crivello and
Morrow, 2019: 999) draw ‘a direct, causal relationship between education
and poverty, with the understanding that increasing one will generate a de-
crease in the other almost automatically, and that the aggregate result will
have positive repercussions on economic growth and national development’
(Tarabini, 2008: 417). Such education as/for development discourses impli-
citly and explicitly link schooling to employment and thus pinpoint educa-
tion as the route to moving out of poverty and to social mobility (Ansell,
2014).

This global agenda defines not only what should be achieved but, in
many cases, also how it should be achieved; namely, through explicitly
pro-poor policies that target state resources to those who are most in need
(Tarabini, 2008). The targeted social protection programmes that emerged

6. For instance, UNESCO and UNICEF’s Education for All programme, and targets within the
United Nations’ Millennium Development Goals and Sustainable Development Goals.
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Figure 1. The CCT Model for Long-term Poverty Reduction

CCTs Schooling Human 
Capital Employment Poverty 

Reduction

Source: Author’s own design

under this New Poverty Agenda thus focused on human capital development
(see Mahon, 2010; Molyneux, 2006); investment in children’s human cap-
ital came to be seen as key to poverty reduction. CCTs embody the logic
of this new model of education for poverty reduction. They are based
in a particular understanding of poverty as stemming from low human
capital, which creates poverty traps and reproduces poverty across gen-
erations. This in turn directly informs their design and goals as policy
instruments (Valásquez Leyer, 2020): they aim to provide the resources
(cash) and the incentives (educational conditionalities) to facilitate hu-
man capital development amongst poor children, with the aim of inter-
rupting the intergenerational cycle of poverty (Roelen, 2014). The implicit
logic of CCT programmes is illustrated in Figure 1.

Through conditionality, CCTs require the uptake of education on the as-
sumption that increased access to education will lead poor young people to
acquire the human capital necessary to improve their employment outcomes
(Saad-Filho, 2015). In turn, young people’s enhanced productivity and earn-
ings are expected to allow them to pull themselves and their families out of
poverty over the long run. While there are important variations across CCT
programmes in the emphasis placed on human capital deficits as a driver of
poverty and on the purpose and enforcement of conditionalities (Peck and
Theodore, 2015), CCTs nonetheless link education and poverty. They draw
on and reinforce discourses of education as/for development, positioning
education as the key to securing better jobs, to moving out of poverty, to
accessing social mobility. Although the Brazilian BFP has taken a less puni-
tive approach to conditionalities than many other CCTs, enforcement may
be less important than the narrative that the policy constructs in the minds
of recipients about the link between education and poverty reduction.

The relatively recent implementation of many cash transfers has thus far
precluded research on beneficiaries’ longer-term educational and life tra-
jectories to assess the extent to which this policy model holds true for
young beneficiaries and how they are navigating this education–employment
nexus. Yet, looking beyond CCTs, the broader narrative about the role of
education for poverty reduction is not clearly borne out in practice. There is
evidence that schooling may not be helping the poor (Datzberger, 2018), that
access to education may be insufficient to guarantee human capital accumu-
lation, that much greater attention to education quality is required (Han-
lon et al., 2010), and that access to jobs is often more a matter of social
rather than human capital (Jones and Chant, 2009). Structural constraints,
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socio-economic disadvantage and entrenched social inequalities may mean
that education is not always so readily translated into secure employment
(Jeffrey, 2010; Jeffrey et al., 2004). Increasing attention has been paid to how
youth may navigate such uncertain futures in the context of economic ad-
versity and a lack of jobs. While some scholars have emphasized the impact
of the tenuous relationship between education and employment on young
people’s life trajectories and transitions to social adulthood (Jeffrey and Mc-
Dowell, 2004; Johnson-Hanks, 2002; Morrow 2013a; Vigh 2009), others
have argued that youth under- and unemployment present a security risk,
increasing the likelihood of crime, violence and social unrest (Urdal, 2012).
Although they offer very different interpretations of the consequences of a
disjuncture between education and employment, both arguments point to the
importance of the education–employment nexus in broader narratives about
escaping poverty and accessing social mobility in the minds of young people
and policy makers.

The policy narrative at the heart of CCTs, that sees education as the key to
escaping poverty, is not only about material intergenerational change; it also
has a clear aspirational dimension. Schooling is meant both to generate the
necessary skills for the labour market, and to create ‘aspirational subjects’,
to increase young people’s ‘capacity to aspire’ (Appadurai, 2004). Education
is understood to empower, to bestow dignity through ‘becoming somebody’
of social significance, and to generate intergenerational change by ‘becom-
ing different’ to one’s parents (Crivello, 2011). Recent attention to the links
between schooling and aspirations has generated debate as to whether as-
pirations present a barrier to moving out of poverty and how policy should
intervene. Some suggest that the poor lack the capability to aspire and to
contest the conditions of their poverty; policy should therefore aim to raise
the aspirations of the poor, in an effort to raise educational achievement and
the likelihood of moving out of poverty (Wrench et al., 2012). Yet, there is
plenty of evidence of very high expectations and aspirations linked to educa-
tion amongst poor young people and their families (Morrow, 2013b; Tafere,
2014). With the rapid expansion of access to schooling across the globe in
line with this education-focused development agenda, policy makers, par-
ents and children alike have ‘developed a faith in education’ (Tafere, 2014:
18). These (educational and employment) aspirations tend to be both rela-
tional and interdependent, with young people’s aspirations shared by their
families, such that there can be a ‘huge burden of expectation … placed on
children acquiring ever more qualifications as an anticipated route out of
poverty’ (Morrow, 2013b: 258). Yet, education may not be so clearly trans-
formative in social reproduction as the global education agenda (and CCTs)
might imagine. Raised expectations about the payoffs of schooling may be
hard to realize due to structural constraints in the education system and/or
labour market (or elsewhere), which may prevent young people from per-
forming expected roles in social reproduction (Ansell, 2014).

Despite the growing attention to the importance of aspirations in young
people’s lives and how they engage with education, there has been little
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attempt to examine their interaction with CCTs. The linear and individu-
alized nature of how the CCT policy model frames the processes of change
and intergenerational poverty reduction shapes the way that change is ex-
perienced by young people. As shown in Figure 1, CCTs conceptualize
young people’s lives and their engagement with schooling and the labour
market as linear and sequential: as they move from childhood to youth
to adulthood, they move — in parallel — from school to the labour mar-
ket. This echoes much of the academic and policy literature as well as
broader global discourses that frame ‘successful childhoods’ and ‘transi-
tions to social adulthood’ around the completion of the basic education cycle
and subsequent entry into (professional) employment, based on a life-
stages model (Boyden and Dercon, 2012), such that schooling and work
are viewed as the ‘main means of transitioning to a materially success-
ful adulthood’ (Camfield, 2011: 670). The design of CCTs implicitly re-
ifies this view, through conditionalities attached to schooling, cash meant
to compensate for the opportunity cost of young people’s labour market
participation, and sanctions and removal of benefits where the model is
contravened. This has obvious implications for the material dimensions of
long-term, intergenerational poverty reduction, but also — perhaps less
obvious but nonetheless important — it has implications in the narra-
tive it creates about when and how young people should be engaged in
schooling versus the labour market. This policy narrative in turn engenders
particular expectations of young people’s schooling and of their labour mar-
ket trajectories and outcomes, and influences their aspirations of social
mobility.

Concomitantly, the policy model establishes who bears responsibility for
realizing these aspirations of social mobility. The process of moving out of
poverty, of accessing social mobility, is understood to be contingent on the
efforts and merits of individual young people and their families to make
the ‘right’ investments in schooling that they will then be able to deploy in
the labour market to secure better jobs and lift themselves out of poverty.
The CCT policy model thus locates the roots of poverty in the ‘personal
characteristics and circumstances of individuals and households’ (Devereux
and McGregor, 2014: 297); the persistence of poverty across generations
stems from the failure of poor parents to invest in their children’s education,
and thus the solution lies at the individual level, to incentivize behavioural
changes to address this. This logic is emblematic of a broader shift in the
conceptualization of poverty under the neoliberal development agenda, with
its focus on ‘co-management’, ‘co-responsibility’ and ‘self-help’ aiming to
empower the individual, to build their capabilities, in a highly individualistic
understanding of the pathways out of poverty (Molyneux, 2008). In the con-
text of CCTs, the realization of aspirations of social mobility, of intergener-
ational change, is then most readily understood as resting on the shoulders
of individual young people, adding to the huge burden of expectation to fa-
cilitate social mobility for themselves and their families. The discussion that
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follows illustrates how the BFP policy narrative feeds into such expectations
about the promise of education.

THE PROMISE OF EDUCATION

If broader discourses have increasingly linked education to poverty reduc-
tion agendas, this linkage has rarely been made more explicitly in policy
than in CCTs. The logic of intergenerational poverty reduction in CCTs and
in the BFP hinges on this education–employment–poverty reduction nexus.
Yet, this is not limited to an abstract discussion of policy design. Rather, the
narrative at the heart of the BFP (and CCTs more generally) about educa-
tion as the key to getting better jobs and to moving out of poverty has been
internalized by young beneficiaries and their families, helping to raise their
aspirations of social mobility.

Young people and their families consistently place a high value on edu-
cation, and while this appears to have little to do with the enforcement of
educational conditionalities, policy narratives around schooling as key to
escaping poverty seem to have contributed to reifying this linkage in the
minds of young people. These narratives have shaped the value young bene-
ficiaries and their families place on schooling in terms of the promise it
holds: schooling is understood as the key to social mobility, to better access
to the labour market, to a better future, and to social status, as shown in the
examples from conversations with our young participants.

These days, to get a job, you have to have completed secondary school. I think that there are
no jobs without having an education. (Juliana, age 20, interview 16 December 2014)

It’s essential that you have a university [education] because without it, your life is over,
especially for those born into families of humble means. You have to have it, or … it won’t
be okay. (José Antonio, age 20, interview 14 April 2014)

In the world we live in, if you haven’t gone to school, you won’t get anywhere. Even garbage
collectors have to have completed secondary school. (João, age 19, interview 10 May 2014)

Not only does schooling hold the promise of social mobility, but the link
between education and employment opportunities is understood as almost
automatic. When asked what plans they had upon finishing school, what
kinds of jobs they aspired to, how they might achieve those goals and what
obstacles they might face along the way, young people showed that they ex-
pected education to have a direct and immediate payoff in the labour market.

You have to study to be able to achieve something better. So just [completing my diploma]
will help me. … I am sure [my diploma] will open a lot of doors. … I will graduate, I will
get a job. I will be able to leave here [the neighbourhood], because I don’t plan to stay here.
To live in a better place with my family. (Adriana, age 19, interview 18 October 2014)

[You] finish school, do the [professional training] course. If you do the course right, you have
a job [afterwards]. (Rodrigo, age 18, interview 19 May 2014)
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Embedded in how young people understand the education–employment
nexus is the desire to ‘become somebody’ (Crivello, 2011). The perception
of the social respect and value bestowed by schooling was a consistent theme
across our conversations with young people, exemplified in the refrain ‘Sem
o estudo, a gente não é nada’ (‘without going to school, we are nothing’),
which was repeated in nearly every interview. The common desire to ‘be
somebody’ of social significance was often evoked in young people’s ex-
pressed desire to be ‘a professional’ or ‘a manager’. While such aspirations
remained vague, these positions were seen as middle class, ‘respectable’,
white collar jobs. Others aspired to popular, typically ‘respectable’ middle
class careers that appeared to hold the promise of social mobility, such as
doctor or lawyer. They contrasted their ambitions with their parents’ lives,
embracing the notion of ‘becoming different’ (Crivello, 2011) to their par-
ents.

I will go much further than my parents. I will seek something better. … [I] will always aim
for the best for my life: a good job, a good salary, always with the goal of improving my life.
(Alessandro, age 16, interview 13 May 2014)

I will have [a] university [education], I will have a job. My mother doesn’t have [a job]. So I
will have much more. (Rebeca, age 16, interview 15 September 2014)

[I will have a better life] by finding a job, if I dedicate myself to school. … I won’t suffer
as much [as my mother], in the kitchen in [other] families’ houses [i.e., working as a maid].
(Natália, age 19, interview 9 September 2014)

Thus, education held the promise of better jobs and in turn a better life for
young people than their parents and grandparents had, of becoming different
to previous generations. Indeed, the promise of this better life was regularly
juxtaposed against the experiences of previous generations, underscoring
the intergenerational change implied in such aspirations for young people’s
futures.

GREAT EXPECTATIONS … UNFULFILLED?

In some sense, these expectations of a better life are justified. They are
grounded in some relatively small but nonetheless important material
changes in the lives of BFP recipients, notably in terms of basic needs and in
access to education. As has been shown elsewhere (Cecchini and Madriaga,
2011), the BFP has meant that families are better able to meet their im-
mediate needs, allowing them access to a greater variety of foods, clothing,
medicine, school supplies.7 This is a particularly stark improvement in inter-
generational perspective, as our young participants often noted:

7. Although the benefit remains limited in terms of facilitating more transformative changes,
such as buying land or a house, or expanding or starting a business.
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It helps a lot. It is the milk for a lot of children around here. That they have this grant, it is
the daily bread of many people. (Alessandro, age 16, interview 13 May 2014)

Even with the difficulties, we never starved like she [grandmother] did, we never went thirsty.
(Lucas, age 19, interview 21 April 2014)

Perhaps less well established, and worthy of further research, is the social
and psychological significance of this change. This was often evident in
subtle ways in our interviews. For instance, alluding to how important the
benefit was for her family, Clarice, a grandmother of two young participants,
referred to the BFP as dinheiro sagrado (sacred money).

Alongside this, young people have gained expanded access to education
compared to previous generations, and their educational attainment levels
have increased. Amongst our participants, whereas caregivers had, on aver-
age, completed seven years of schooling, our young interviewees had com-
pleted an average of 10 years. And compared to just 36 per cent of care-
givers, 71 per cent of young people had completed some upper secondary
school. Higher educational attainment has helped ensure improved basic lit-
eracy and numeracy for young people, albeit not at a level that would be
considered sufficient in national and international assessments. This inter-
generational change in functional literacy represents a crucial gain for young
people in their confidence and self-worth, as well as their capacity to engage
in society. The confidence and dignity acquired from formal schooling, from
‘being educated’, are important not only for employment purposes but also
for the independence these skills confer in everyday life. Participants noted
the limitations that older generations felt in their everyday lives from being
functionally illiterate — in going to the store, the bank, negotiating gov-
ernment bureaucracies — and contrasted this with the independence and
dignity that young people have gained through schooling.

While these changes are undoubtedly important for young people’s every-
day lives and their sense of self, evidence from Programme for International
Student Assessment (PISA) exams and the national School Census suggest
substantial problems with the quality of schooling that they are receiving. At
a national level, PISA results indicate that less than half of students in Brazil
achieve baseline proficiency levels in reading, maths and science at age 15
(OECD, 2012). Similarly, School Census data show that, in the schools at-
tended by our young participants, close to 90 per cent of students are con-
sidered to have insufficient maths skills, and between 58 and 94 per cent of
students have insufficient literacy skills by the ninth year of the basic educa-
tion cycle (QEdu, 2015). Thus, whereas the main obstacle to schooling for
previous generations was access, the major problem now is one of quality,
as several of our young participants noted.

In the past, in [our parents’/grandparents’] era, it didn’t matter whether the teaching was poor
— just having a school was already something really good. … Today, there are schools. The
problem is that the teaching is poor. But at least there are schools. (José Antonio, age 20,
interview 14 April 2014)
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It’s much more modern today. My mum talks about in the past she didn’t have workbooks,
she would go to school with bits of scrap paper to write notes on. (João, age 19, interview 10
May 2014)

Despite intergenerational changes to educational attainment levels, slow
progression and completion of schooling remain problematic. Amongst our
young participants, substantial age–grade gaps were the norm. Only about
one-third of those aged 18 and above had completed the basic education
cycle and, of the remainder, only just over half were enrolled in school, indi-
cating that many who had not yet completed the basic education cycle were
unlikely to do so. This may reflect wider problems of educational attain-
ment: School Census data show an average age–grade gap of 26.3 per cent
for the lower two schooling cycles, and 38.1 per cent for the upper secondary
cycle (QEdu, 2014), suggesting that timely progression and completion of
the basic education cycle are a problem across the public education system.
While these issues may not be unique to BFP recipients, they do highlight
the structural inequalities and problems of quality that pervade the education
system into which BFP recipients are inserted.

Despite improvements in access to education, the social processes that
shape young people’s early trajectories out of school have barely changed.
Early pregnancy and entry into the labour market remain the main reasons
that young people leave school prior to completion of the basic education
cycle, just as they were for their parents and grandparents, suggesting lit-
tle change in the broader structural disadvantages faced by different gener-
ations, and offering limited prospects of changed longer-term life trajecto-
ries for young beneficiaries (see Jones, 2017).

While the increase in educational attainment in intergenerational perspec-
tive may have coincided with the expansion of the BFP, it is not clear that
it is solely a result of the programme or its educational conditionalities.8

Rather, much of this change may be attributable to an expansion of edu-
cational access linked to a broader focus on access to basic education in
international development agendas. This was reflected in both caregivers’
and young people’s accounts of their schooling. Caregivers universally ar-
ticulated the importance of young people attending school, particularly in
relation to securing a better future and greater opportunities than they had
themselves, and noted that the BFP and its conditionalities have not altered
either the value they place on young people’s schooling or their school at-
tendance patterns. We see this clearly in this conversation with one young
former recipient, João (age 19, interview 10 May 2014):

Researcher: So did you attend school a lot when you were studying? Or did you tend to miss
classes?

8. Indeed, a high degree of educational mobility across generations has been noted in Brazil
more generally, particularly where parents had lower levels of education (Garcias and Kas-
souf, 2021).



614 Hayley Jones

Table 2. Types of Jobs Held by Caregivers and Young People (2014–15)

Employment of caregiver (includes interviewee
and spouse where relevant) Employment of young people

Job
Number of

cases Job
Number of

cases

Assistant mason (odd jobs) 1 Assistant mason (odd jobs) 1
Mason 2 Construction (odd jobs) 1
Hairstylist 1 Hairstylist/party decorating 1
Cashier 1 Customer service 1
Babysitter (home-based) 2 Babysitter (home-based) 3
Maid/cleaner 6 Cleaner 1
Cook (home-based) 2 Military 1
Laundry/ironing (home-based) 1 Distributing pamphlets on street 1
Woodworker 1 Staff at events hall 1
Mechanic 1 Staff at supermarket 1
Painter 1 Painter/tyre repair (in auto shop) 1
Receptionist 1 Assistant to secretary 1
Shop owner/vendor (home-based) 2 Beauty product vendor

(home-based)
1

Server 1 Server 1
Security guard 1 Sales assistant 2

Street/itinerant vendor 1

João: No, I attended every day. My mum wouldn’t let me miss school.

Researcher: Was her concern with your schooling? Or with not losing the [BFP] benefit?

João: No, it was a concern for my schooling. Even today she still is [concerned with it].

Although there have been clear improvements in access to education across
generations, it is not clear that this enhanced access has ensured improve-
ments in human capital accumulation. Moreover, the pressures shaping
young people’s early trajectories out of school mirror the experiences of
their caregivers. Thus, it remains unclear whether intergenerational changes
in access to education will produce the improved employment and life tra-
jectories that young people aspire to.

The main dimension along which expanded educational access matters
for BFP recipients’ aspirations of social mobility is young people’s labour
market outcomes. Expectations of the payoffs of schooling as promised in
the CCT policy narrative translate into aspirations of middle class, white
collar, professional jobs. While other studies have noted the importance of
the education–employment nexus in the context of CCTs (Hanlon et al.,
2010), young people’s engagement with the labour market has yet to receive
much attention in the literature on CCTs. Yet, if intergenerational change is
notable, though limited, in young people’s schooling, such change is not
(yet) evident in their patterns of labour market incorporation. Our inter-
views with both caregivers and young people showed very similar patterns
of employment, often precarious and informal, as shown in Table 2. Our
young participants also had similar levels of labour participation to their
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caregivers, and indeed were often an important, and sometimes the only, in-
come earner within the household. Young people often worked alongside at-
tending school, facilitated by a multi-shift school schedule. Others, at least
in part due to the challenges of balancing school and work, had opted to
leave school prior to completion in favour of labour market participation.

Young people were more likely than their parents/grandparents to be em-
ployed in the informal sector, and in particularly precarious employment sit-
uations. For many young people, employment consisted of fazer bico (doing
odd jobs), such that their incomes were precarious and variable. Caregivers
reported informal if somewhat less precarious employment, such as shop
owner, painter, mason, mechanic. While there has been a notable process of
formalization in the Brazilian labour market since the 2000s, the fact that
educational attainment appears highly linked to formality (Mello and San-
tos, 2009) suggests that the problems with (timely) completion of schooling
amongst our participants puts them at a distinct disadvantage in securing for-
mal sector employment. Geographical marginalization within the city may
also play an important role in shaping the availability of ‘good’ (and formal)
jobs to our young participants, an issue that, while beyond the scope of this
article, merits further research.

Beyond stability of income and employment, however, young people
stressed the importance of dignity in what constitutes a ‘good’ job, in terms
of the employer/employee relationship as well as the status and respect
that jobs garner from society. There is thus value in ‘having a profession’
not only in terms of the financial implications, but also in terms of the
perceived social respectability of a job. Both young people and their par-
ents/grandparents saw education as the key to securing those ‘good’ jobs,
reflecting the implicit linearity of the CCT policy model. This linearity
has clearly been internalized by young people and their families, such that
school completion is understood to ensure better labour market outcomes,
that young people’s trajectories should progress from schooling towards the
labour market. This was illustrated by one of our young participants, Mayara
(age 19, interview 20 January 2015), who explained that ‘good jobs require
you to have studied, to have finished school’. Yet, young people’s schooling
and labour market experiences are much more complex, marked by parallel
engagement with both, and movement in and out of schooling and the labour
market. Despite a strong belief in education as the key to good jobs, young
people consistently explained that social networks (rather than education)
were key to getting a job.

You have to know someone to get a job these days because it is very difficult. I have already
left my CV in a lot of places, but I don’t have a job yet. Someone has to refer you. You have
to have a lot of contacts. You know someone and they say ‘hey, someone needs that person’,
and then they refer you. (Iara, age 18, interview 14 August 2015)

Social networks are very important. Around here we have a habit of saying ‘he who has
connections, has everything’. For example, I did a short internship with the municipality …
because I have a colleague at secondary school who works there. I managed to get it through
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her. She recommended me. And I’m trying to do this again. I’m talking to everyone I know,
trying to expand my contacts to be able to get a good job. (José Antonio, age 20, interview
14 April 2014)

The link between improved educational access, human capital accumula-
tion and labour market opportunities that the CCT policy model anticipates
thus seems uncertain. Gains in educational attainment are not being read-
ily translated into improved labour market trajectories for young people.
Rather, intergenerational occupational mobility seems limited, despite ed-
ucational mobility, in Brazil as a whole (Garcias and Kassouf, 2021). The
continuity between young people’s patterns of labour market incorporation
and those of previous generations, and the reliance on social networks for
access to the labour market, particularly in the context of relative social and
geographical marginalization, may represent significant challenges to the
aim of intergenerational poverty reduction.

There is thus a tension between young people’s raised expectations of
social mobility, fed by the promise of education as the key to poverty reduc-
tion, and the reality of the — to date — very limited changes in education
and employment. The rather expansive promises of education implicit in
the BFP, alongside the relatively modest changes in certain material con-
ditions, create a powerful message, which feeds aspirations of intergenera-
tional change, but which may do little to facilitate a redistribution of oppor-
tunities towards the poor.

UNINTENDED CONSEQUENCES

The fallacy of this policy narrative around the education–employment–
poverty nexus, and the implications for how and when young people should
engage with education and the labour market, have important consequences
both for young people and their families. While the link between education
and social mobility promised in the BFP does not seem to hold true in many
young people’s lives, the expectation that it should remains, and can incite
considerable shame when young people are not able to live up to this expec-
tation. Where education is seen as key to gaining access to a ‘better life’,
there is a degree of shame associated with not having completed the ba-
sic education cycle, even when young people had made the choice to leave
school prior to completion, and even when they held a job.

I’m a bit ashamed, because I could be the same as them [friends] or better. I could have
finished school like them and started working in something else. (Lucas, age 19, interview
21 April 2014)

I think it was my own lack of merit to have stopped going to school, to have dropped out
mid-way through to go work. I should have persevered a bit more, I should have studied a bit
more, even with the poor teaching. (José Antonio, age 20, interview 14 April 2014)
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With increased access to education, the shame associated with incomplete
schooling appears to have increased for young people compared to previous
generations, as the perception that social mobility is within reach intensifies
the pressure to take advantage of the supposed opportunities that increased
educational access offers. In the context of a policy model that sees the
process of moving out of poverty as highly individualized and contingent
on individuals’ efforts in completing their schooling, a failure to translate
educational gains into the expected social mobility is most readily under-
stood — by recipients or by policy makers — as an individual rather than
a structural failure. Despite the individualized logic of poverty reduction in
the CCT policy model, the aspirations of young people and their families
for the social mobility that education promises are grounded in intergen-
erational mutuality and interdependence. Our conversation with one young
participant, Anderson, and his mother very clearly demonstrates the pres-
sures this creates for young beneficiaries.

Anderson, aged 18 (interview 16 September 2014), lives with his mother
in a favela in a small one-room house in the hills above the city of Re-
cife. Unlike most of our interviewees, he has completed secondary school
and, since then, has been working at odds jobs in construction to support
himself and his mother. He aspires to more regular work and eventually to
further education. Anderson enjoys living in his community and explains
that it is familiar, it is where he grew up, where he has friends, and he has
no desire to leave. At the same time, he acknowledges that the community
can be dangerous. His mother interjects to explain how the violence in their
community has impacted their lives, recounting how her eldest son and sev-
eral other family members were killed or subjected to police violence and
imprisoned. Throughout our conversation, both Anderson and his mother
repeatedly refer to how much she has suffered, both from living in poverty
and her experiences of violence. This has been central in shaping Ander-
son’s aspirations and her expectations of him. He aspires to work for the
Military Police so that he can change the pattern of interaction between the
police and the community to make it safer, and so that he can give his family
a better life.

When asked about how he imagines his future, Anderson’s mother in-
terjects, illustrating families’ expectations of the payoffs of their children’s
schooling, and in turn the pressures young people face to provide a better
life for their families.

[We will have] a big house, with a pool where I can swim. I love pools and the beach. A car,
a motorcycle for you, son. To have a house on the beach. … Every day to go walking at the
edge of the beach, the sun warming you, to dive into the water, to come home and swing in
a hammock. (Interview 16 September 2014)

His mother’s aspirations contrast with his own: Anderson says he personally
only wishes for a good job and a car. His aspirations to a better life are in
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part driven by a sense of interdependence, a need to provide for his mother,
to compensate for her struggles and suffering.

We always talk about my mother’s past, the suffering that she has endured. [T]hese things
— to relax and have fun — they’re for my mother. For me, it’s working, so that I can buy a
car and that’s it. I mirror myself in her, in wanting to be someone, to give her a better life.
(Anderson, aged 18, interview 16 September 2014)

Aspirations of intergenerational change do not simply represent individ-
ual young people’s hopes for a better future, but rather reflect intergener-
ational mutuality and interdependence. From a policy perspective, young
people become the mechanism through which families are to be lifted out of
poverty. From families’ perspectives, young people become responsible not
only for the reproduction of economic survival, but also for the aspired-to
social mobility of multiple generations. In the absence of a significant re-
distribution of educational and employment opportunities, not only are the
anticipated impacts on intergenerational poverty unlikely to materialize, but
a huge burden of expectation and responsibility is being placed on young
people to translate greater access to education into social mobility for mul-
tiple generations.

CONCLUSIONS

Broader development agendas and policy narratives that place education as
the key to poverty reduction, implicit in the CCT/BFP policy model, com-
bined with some small, if important, changes in material conditions and ac-
cess to schooling, appear to have contributed to raising the hopes of young
people and their families, who now expect the payoffs of schooling to in-
clude access to better jobs and increased social mobility. However, the actual
changes the BFP has secured for recipient families are relatively modest and
seem inconsistent with both the policy goal and the recipients’ aspirations of
intergenerational poverty reduction. There is thus a disjuncture in the BFP
between the high value the policy model places on formal schooling as the
key to poverty reduction, and the structural barriers (such as poor-quality
education, socio-economic disadvantage and a segmented labour market)
that limit opportunities to escape poverty. The implicit assumption of a lin-
ear trajectory from schooling to the labour market in the policy model, and
the understanding that completing the basic education cycle will improve
access to good jobs and social mobility, have clearly been internalized by
young people and their families. Yet, it is not at all evident that young people
are realizing, or are being sufficiently equipped to realize, these aspirations.

It could be argued that this is simply expecting too much of the BFP. CCTs
do not explicitly address labour market outcomes (although they do make
assumptions about them), and problems of weak labour markets and poor-
quality education are broader issues than CCTs alone can address. Indeed,
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the story here is perhaps as much about the connection between education
and poverty reduction as it is about CCTs; aspirations of a better life may
rest on expanded educational access in general, rather than on the BFP. And
yet, CCTs and the BFP make this connection between education and poverty
reduction implicitly through educational conditionalities, a notion not lost
on young people and their families.

There thus seems to be a contradiction within the BFP, and the CCT policy
model itself. On the one hand, whether intentionally or not, it feeds expecta-
tions of young people and their families regarding the payoffs of education
and raises their aspirations of social mobility. On the other hand, the BFP is
insufficient to address the structural barriers that underpin much of the re-
production of poverty across generations, or to produce this social mobility.
Without a significant redistribution of opportunities for improved educa-
tional and employment trajectories, the BFP faces a critical tension between
the lived realities of young people’s lives and their expectations and aspira-
tions for a better future.

In this context, the individualized nature of the policy narrative may
be creating unanticipated problems both for young people and for policy
makers. Young beneficiaries become the key mechanism and carry sole
responsibility for lifting themselves and their families out of poverty.
When they are unable to do so, they bear the shame of failing to deliver
the expected social mobility. From a policy perspective, this individ-
ualized logic leaves little space for policy innovation to address some
of the structural constraints that shape young people’s lives. It also
poses a very practical policy dilemma: if the anticipated gains from
schooling investments do not materialize for young people, there may
be a declining belief and investment in schooling, undermining the
BFP itself. The findings here thus pose an ethical dilemma for pol-
icy makers: we must ask if it is right to perpetuate a narrative of edu-
cation as the key to social mobility, even implicitly, through a policy that
does not seem to be doing much to enable young people to access such
social mobility.

The imperative to address this disjuncture between lived realities and as-
pirations indicates the need for much more careful examination of the ‘edu-
cation for poverty reduction’ agenda and the policy responses and narra-
tives that flow from it, including CCTs. Much more critical engagement
with this narrative and more attention to the contextual factors that shape
the education–employment nexus are needed. The BFP might not be solely
responsible for establishing the link between education and ‘good jobs’ or
for awakening the aspirations of social mobility amongst its beneficiaries,
but the findings here suggest the need for greater caution in how policy
narratives (in the BFP and beyond) establish a link between education and
poverty reduction and how those narratives are conveyed to and internalized
by recipients. In this sense, educational conditionalities may reify this link
and may warrant rethinking.
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The findings also underscore the need for greater attention to the con-
text in which CCTs are implemented — including the quality of social ser-
vice provision, and the state of the labour market — and the need for a
broader policy framework that would start to address some of the multi-
faceted and structural aspects that contribute to the reproduction of poverty
across generations. At the very least, it is clear that the celebrated improve-
ments to education in Brazil and across Latin America, which are largely at-
tributed to CCTs, may be more complex than they first appear and, while no
doubt necessary, are not yet sufficient to effect the intended intergenerational
change.
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