
 

 

WP1- Youth Transitions, Youth Policy and Participation 

(Portugal) 

 

 

1. Youth Transitions 

 

In Portugal, today– and perhaps this situation may be generalised to other 

countries, even though it may be important to contrast some specificity – young people 

make up numerous scripts for the future but, many times, the future does not allow to 

be directed by any of them. Youth policies also attempt to plan the future, but 

unpredictable realities generate uncertainty, which, most of the times invalidates those 

plans. Young people unfold in possible characters from many scripts, but the imagined 

future is like a maze garden with crossroads. As it is described by Jorge Luís Borges in 

Ficções, like nets withholding several possibilities. And these possibilities, instead of 

being pre-determined turn into several different ways, as we become aware of their 

reality1.  

  

 

1.1. Unemployment 

 

In Portugal young people carry the greatest burden of unemployment. However, 

youth unemployment (15 to 29 years olds) as a proportion of total unemployment has 

been falling: whereas young people represented 72% of total unemployment in 1980, this 

figure fell to 64% in 1985, 56% in 1990 and 47% in 1995. The decrease in youth 

unemployment is to a large extent due to the growing numbers of young people absorbed 

by the education system (attendance at secondary school, for example, rose by more than 

30% from 1985 to 1995). 

 At the same time the difficulties faced by young people in finding their first job 

have increased during the last decade. In 1995, 91% of Portuguese citizens seeking their 

first job were aged between 15 and 29 (Employment Survey). And although youth 
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unemployment now represents a smaller proportion of total unemployment, the jobless 

rate for young people has risen: from 2.9% in 1970 (Population Census) to 7.2% in 1996 

(Employment Survey). The situation is worst amongst the youngest (those aged under 20), 

of whom 25% were found to be unemployed in 1996. 

Whereas in 1985 76% of unemployed young people (aged 15 to 29) had only 

completed 6 years of education (less than the compulsory minimum of 9 years), the 

figures for 1996 show unemployment to be affecting the whole range of young people, 

regardless of academic qualifications: graduate unemployment had risen to 7.3% (or 9.2% 

in the case of women graduates). 

How can we explain the difficulties Portuguese youth face, regardless of their 

academic qualifications, when it’s time to enter the labour market? For one part it can be 

explained by the labour market’s lack of flexibility. Recent research analysing the 20-29 

year-old age group suggests that strict employment protection legislation (EPL) can 

increase the burden of unemployment that is borne by youth: “An examination of the 

relationship between the strictness of employment protection legislation and the incidence 

of long term unemployment among unemployed 15-19 year-olds suggests a modestly 

strong relationship between the two. Where EPL is strict, higher proportions of 

unemployed teenagers seem to remain unemployed for six months or more (…).  Strict 

EPL is likely not to be a “youth friendly” institution for several reasons: it reduces 

unemployment outflows and increases unemployment duration, so that new labour market 

entrants have to wait longer to get a job; and it might reduce the youth employment to 

population ratio and might increase the youth unemployment rate”.2. Certainly, the 

incidence of long term teenage unemployment can be reduced, even where EPL is 

relatively high, by appropriate transition programmes. And this is the challenge faced by 

employment policies directed at Portuguese youth.  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                                                                                                                                        
1 Empirical evidence of this situation can be found in José Machado Pais, Ganchos, Tachos e Biscates. 
Jovens, Trabalho Precário e Futuro, Ambar, Porto, 2001.  
2 From Initial Education to Working Life. Making Transitions Work, OECD, Paris, 2000, p. 41.  
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Of the young unemployed people surveyed in 1997 the majority had left their jobs 

involuntarily: in almost 70% of cases the young people were unemployed because their 

contracts had expired (46%), because they were dismissed (15%) or because the company 

where they worked had closed down (4%). The way young people find jobs has also 

changed over the last decade. In 1987 almost one in three found work through family ties 

or connections; by 1997 only 17% found their jobs through the family. It is increasingly 

normal for young people to reply to newspaper advertisements or to use the services of 

employment centres in order to find work; this, combined with the decline in traditional 

forms of finding work, again reflects the modernisation of the Portuguese economy.  

 

 

1. 2.  Education  

 

The social changes that occurred in Portugal over the last three decades have 

echoed strongly on the social offer and demand of academic qualifications. The 

increase of compulsory education, the broadening of the educational system and all 

educational levels, and new policies of democratisation regarding the access to 

education after April 25Th 1974, expressed themselves on the growing mobilisation of 
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young people as to the prolongation of their school careers3. The attendance rate of 

secondary education rose by more than 30% between 1985 and 1995. And in higher 

education, the number of students increased almost five-fold between 1970 and 1990. 

Furthermore, the school network has widened to all school levels throughout the 

Portuguese territory. 

Between 1987 and 1997, there has been a very significant increasing in the 

number of young people claiming the status of student, instead of housewife or 

unemployed. According to the last Portuguese Youth Survey (1997), the age binding 

between 18 and 20 years appears to be a turning point to active life, establishing one of 

the major cleavages in the youth universe, separating students from those who do not 

study anymore. 

This cleavage expresses expectations and strategies of investment in education 

clearly differentiated. On one hand, for the school steadies, the greatest goal is to 

achieve a post-secondary diploma. On the other hand, for the school leavers, the 

continuance in the educational system was in general reduced to the minimum time of 

compulsory schooling or even less. Both groups, by the time they leave school, carry 

school titles with very different exchange values in the labour market, situation that 

could structure significantly different directions in their future social and professional 

trajectories. 

In fact, the end of the student status places young people before the labour 

market in very distinctive conditions in what concerns their qualifications. For some of 

them, the moment to leave school represents an investment in a long educational 

trajectory, qualified with the attainment of a diploma. For others, that moment can 

concluded only with compulsory education or even in a situation of unqualified school 

dropout, «one of the most extreme phenomenon of social exclusion» (Benavente, 

1994: 11). 

A considerable proportion of Portuguese young people still drop out of school 

with no qualifications and end up unemployed. Figures from the latest Portuguese Youth 

Survey (1997) show that more than 20% of young people leaving school do so without 

completing compulsory minimum education. This figure illustrates the old-fashioned 

structure of employment in Portugal, where young people are traditionally brought into 

employment at a very early age. Although there is now less child labour than there was, it 
                                                           
3Alexandra Lemos Silva e outros, Jovens em Portugal. Análise Longitudinal de Fontes Estatísticas (1960-1997), 
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still exists and resists the tide of modernisation. In a Portuguese Youth Survey conducted 

ten years ago (1987), we found that 50% of those aged between 15 and 17 had started to 

work before the age of 15; in 1997 we still found 27% who had begun to work before 

reaching the same age. 

By increasing compulsory education, the government also intended to fight child 

labour. The Decree Law # 46/86 approved in July 24th 1986 have increased the 

compulsory school period from 6 to 9 years, and have determined that attendance to 

school is compulsory until the minimum age of 15 years. However, the measure suffers 

from a profound legal ambiguity that certainly contributes to the reproduction of 

unqualified school leavers. The accomplishment of compulsory education is defined on 

the basis of two criteria that can not be equivalent: age - 15 years - or the conclusion of 

the 1st cycle of basic education. This situation expresses itself on the fact that students 

can accomplish compulsory education when they approve from the 9th year, or when 

they turn 15 years of age, and then they are given the «right» to leave school, no matter 

which year they attend.  

Aiming to fight academic failure, some programs were created, namely, 

Programa Interministerial de Promoção do Sucesso Educativo (Inter-Ministerial 

Program to Promote Academic Success) in 1987, or the Programa Educação para 

Todos - Acesso com Sucesso (Program Education for All - Access with Success), in 

1991. However, these programs apparently did not reach the proposed goal, what it is 

due, partly, to an inadequacy of the educational measures and system towards the 

social reality of some social sectors, which in turn can lead to academic failure and 

consequently to school drop-out. In fact, around 90.000 Portuguese young people 

dropout from school every year before reaching the compulsory minimum4. Data from 

the last Portuguese Youth Survey shows that academic failure is a general trend 

between the Portuguese young people: more than 60% of them were confronted with 

situation more than once.  

The unqualified school dropout5 is far from being eradicated from the Portuguese 

education scenery. On the other hand, the education rate of young people aged between 

15 and 29 is still among the lowest of European Union countries, reaching 34% in 

                                                                                                                                                                        
Celta, Oeiras, 1999. 
4 A. L. Silva e outros, Jovens em Portugal… 
5 In other words, school dropout regarding those who leave school before reaching the minimum compulsory 
education. 
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19936. If leaving school with low qualifications is a generalised propensity in the 

Portuguese national scenery, that reality aims to gain more serious proportions in 

certain regions of the country. In fact, we can notice a stronger tendency to school 

dropout with lower qualifications in the regions of the Coast and Interior North. On the 

counterpart, it is in the regions of Lisbon and Oporto that the larger percentage values 

for education at university level can be found. 

The young people’s attitudes towards dropout also present a regional 

differentiation. In the Coast and Interior North we find the larger amount of young 

people for whom the decision to leave school corresponds to a definitive closing of a 

cycle in their school career. They don’t mind to leave school and, even for those who 

would have liked to proceed studying, they are not considering to do so. It should be 

noticed that it is also in this group that the lowest levels of school qualifications can be 

found. 

Young people living on the Coast and Interior North are those that in a more 

explicit way state that do not mind to leave school. This leads us to admit the 

hypothesis that, generally, those young people are satisfied with the level of school 

qualifications they accomplished. It is precisely on these regions that the presence of a 

model of peripheral development could be identified. The model can be defined by the 

capacity to produce demographic potential that can be used as cheap labour force, 

framed within an employment structure where low levels of school and professional 

qualifications demanded prevail. 

Data from the latest Portuguese Youth Survey (1997) show that 64% of the young 

people surveyed (aged 15 to 19) had failed the year at least once. At the same time, 21% 

of those leaving education do so without completing the compulsory minimum of nine 

years. This shows that democratisation of access to the education system has not 

necessarily resulted in democratisation of success. Indeed, more than 50% of those 

leaving school do so having completed no more than the nine years compulsory 

minimum. 

 The reasons most often cited (in the 1997 survey) for academic failure are difficult 

subjects (27%), lack of interest in school work (26%), and truancy (26% say they often 

skipped classes). The young people worst affected by academic under-attainment are 

those whose parents have the lowest academic qualifications: 77% of young people who 
                                                           
6 In 1960 that rate was of 6.6%, and it increased by 29% until 1991. OCDE, Education at a Glance OCDE 

 6 



have failed a year are the children of parents who completed no more than the 1st cycle of 

basic education (less than the compulsory minimum). Also amongst the worst affected are 

those from the more traditional sectors of society, namely from the peasant and rural 

working class (failure rates of more than 70%). These are the sectors of society where 

families are tied to small-scale farms and, in order to survive, need to send members of 

the family out to work. This prevents children from this background from emancipating 

themselves through the education system. The need for survival on these small family 

farms means that the children continue to "keep away from school". 

At the same time, the democratisation of Portugal has resulted in a wave of social 

mobility and considerable growth of the middle classes. This has led to increase 

educational aspirations amongst young people in upwardly mobile families. Of those 

surveyed in 1997, 67% said they expected to complete a degree course. Ten years ago 

(1987), only 20% of young people shared the same aspiration. It is likely that this trend 

will in future cause identity dissonance, in view of the clear conflict between inherited 

identities (starting positions), projected identities (expected positions), and threatened 

positions (likely future positions). 

 Finally, from 1987 to 1997 there has been an increase in the number of young 

people claiming the status of student, instead of that of housewife or unemployed. Over 

the course of the last decade there has been more than a 20% increase in the number of 

young people who left school and failed to find work and who now say they would have 

liked to continue in education. In other words, the education system looks increasingly 

like a parking lot for the potentially unemployed. 

 

 

1.3. School to work transitions: some paradoxes and policy interventions 

 

Young Portuguese people with higher academic qualifications, namely those 

who have completed secondary education, are precisely those who - in terms of the 

European Community - are most affected by unemployment due to failure to enter the 

employment market when such unemployment would be expected to mostly affect 

young people with lower academic qualifications. 

                                                                                                                                                                        
Indicators, OCDE, Paris, 1996. 
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 In effect, the southern European countries constitute one of the groups of 

countries, which, in terms of the OECD, register the highest levels of unemployment 

amongst those who have higher qualifications7. Portugal and Greece are, in fact, the 

only countries in the European Community in which the percentage of unemployed 

“young adults” between the ages of 25 and 35 who have basic education does not 

exceed the percentage of unemployed who, with the same age, have full secondary 

education 8. 

What can be the meaning of this quite considerable segment of young 

Portuguese people who, notwithstanding their low academic qualifications, seem to be 

more successful at avoiding unemployment than many young people with higher levels 

of academic qualifications? What is the outcome of the fact that young people with 

lower academic qualifications are those who, apparently, best manage to avoid 

unemployment. Why? 

 There is probably a more selective search for employment amongst those who 

are academically better qualified and this, as a result, is reflected in an increase in 

unemployment. In other words, in a context where there is pressure on the employment 

market, the higher the academic qualifications, the lesser the chances of 

underemployment and the greater those of unemployment. In fact, those who have 

higher qualifications also have the best chances, economic resources or family support 

which give them greater ease in adopting strategies for resisting disqualified and 

temporary situations of integration into working life. 

 In compensation, for young people with low academic qualifications - and, as it 

is known, the young people of Portugal are amongst those with the lowest levels of 

education in the European Community - the problem of unemployment has a sui 

generis solution. In the above-mentioned survey of 1997, the young people were 

asked: if you were unemployed what choices would you make? “wait until you got a 

job which corresponded to your aspirations” or “take the first opportunity of 

employment and earn some money”? Over 80 % of the young people with little 

education chose the second option. In other words, faced with unemployment, the least 

educated young people - who are also those from more humble backgrounds - are those 

who tend to “take the first employment opportunity and earn some money”. For these 

                                                           
7 OCDE, Perspectivas del Empleo, 1994,,1994, p. 76. 
8 Study Group on Education and Training (Report), Accomplishing Europe Trough Education and Training, 
European Commission (Education Training Youth), 1996. 
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young people, the problem of unemployment seems, for a large part, to be solved 

through underemployment. 

 When the capacity to put up with unemployment is great, underemployment is 

reduced at the cost of unemployment. This case regarding some of the young people 

interviewed who, faced with (real or imaginary) unemployment would choose to “wait 

until they could get a job, which corresponded, to their aspirations”. For these young 

people - who are well qualified and better supported by their families - unemployment 

is not necessarily a condition, which underlies or leads to social uncertainty but rather 

corresponds to a “waiting interval” which comes before integration in regular 

employment. Under these circumstances these are cases of unemployment amongst 

young people involved in prospection and they are determined by the fact that they are 

looking for jobs which are compatible with their aspirations. When this compatibility is 

not guaranteed, the option is unemployment or otherwise underemployment. 

 Therefore, what is the meaning of the low rates of unemployment in Portugal 

when compared to those of most of the member countries of the European 

Community? They most probably reflect a level of underdevelopment, a considerable 

pressure on segments which are disqualified from the employment market by the 

young who, as soon as they leave school - and young Portuguese people continue to be 

very early school leavers - feel the (social) responsibility to start working. And as the 

opportunities for stable work are not within everyone’s reach, they take any 

opportunity to start working. In fact, the less specialised segments of the employment 

market are precisely those which feel the greatest pressure from clandestine labour, 

namely from African immigrants. 

 The models for integration into working life do not cease to follow national 

traditions9. There are traditions based on a training model (as is the case in Germany 

and the United Kingdom with the Youth Training Scheme); there are traditions based 

on a generalised school system of which France and Sweden are good examples; 

finally, there are traditions which involve the early integration of little qualified young 

people into the employment market as is the case of Portugal. In this last case, the low 

levels of unemployment which have been sustained have only been possible on 

account of the high levels of underemployment. 

                                                           
9Jacques Freyssinet, «Les modes d’insertion professionelle des jeunes: trajectoires nationales face à la crise», 
Problèmes Economiques, 1991, pp. 1-8. 
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 Those young people with little schooling who live in the outlying regions of 

Portugal where the economy invokes the intensive usage of a work force at low costs 

already avoid unemployment through underemployment. This situation reveals the 

continued existence of a traditional model in which the families themselves call for an 

early integration of young people into the employment market10. Hence the plague of 

child employment in Portugal. 

 In this traditional model, the lesser the family’s economic resources, the greater 

the probability that the young shall have to make an early entrance into the 

employment market11. On the other hand, some production units, also caught in this 

traditional model, base their production strategies on the existence of a “secondary”, 

generally juvenile employment market with low wages, insufficient working 

conditions, small possibilities of professional promotion, etc.  

Confined to this “secondary” employment market, the young people involved 

therein reproduce the social conditions they inherited, subscribing to a model of 

unstable employment with successive job changes and a combination of intermittent 

modalities of employment and unemployment, etc. However, in this model there is also 

an apparent containment of employment: through underemployment. 

 Based on this scenario, maybe we can start to face the mystery of those young 

people who have disappeared from unemployment statistics12. In effect, policies to 

fight unemployment thrive from the necessity to determine how many people are 

unemployed; however, one of the major problems of the labour market is hidden 

unemployment – hidden because usually, it does not figure on statistics, because it is 

disguised as illegal work. In Portugal, over 50% of unemployed people aged 20 to 24 

are unemployed for a period of 6 months or even more13. In fact, young people are the 

greatest victims of labour market tensions. The first jobs young people find are, many 

times, temporary or part-time jobs14. Among some young people there is also an 

                                                           
10 Tamara Hareven,  Family Time  and Industrial Time: The Relationship Between the Family and Work in a New 
England Industrial Community, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 1992. 
11M. P.  Horan e G. H. Peggy, «Children’s Work and Schooling in the Late Nineteenth-Century Family Economy», 
American Sociological Review, 56, 1991, pp. 583-596. 
12 J.M.Pais, Ganchos ... 
13 O Blanchad e P. Portugal, “What hides behind an unemployment rate: comparing Portuguese and U. S. 
unemployment; htpp://web.mit.edu/blanchar/www/articles.html. 
14 In 1996 a study by OCDE, involving 15 countries, showed that half of the jobs held by young people aged 16 to 
24 and with compulsory education, were temporary jobs, 30% of them part-time jobs. OCDE, Employment Outlook, 
1998. 
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exclusion unemployment that can not be defined, only, by a lack of integration in the 

labour market but it must also be defined by a great state of social disintegration15. 

According to the criteria defined by the International Labour Office, 

unemployed people are those who state (in the moment they are inquired) not to have 

worked more than one hour during a certain referred period of time, usually the day or 

week previous to the inquiry. This definition seems unequivocal but in reality it hides 

some ambiguities. Going further, we could say that official statistics have the capacity 

to mysteriously make disappear from unemployment registrations many unemployed 

young people.  

 For example, how are students registered? In many countries, as it happens in 

Portugal, if a young person is studying as a way of being occupied or to improve their 

chances of finding a job is registered as a student and not as being unemployed. 

Another example, a young person maybe available to work, may have send his/her 

curriculum to some companies or answer to newspaper adds; he/she may be feeling 

unemployed, however, that may not be enough to be considered unemployed by 

unemployment statistics if, when inquired, he/she’s been waiting for results for a few 

days. 

So, the question is, how do statistics treat those placed in the margins of the 

labour market. Unemployment statistics do not consider those who are unemployed 

and who, because they feel discouraged have for the moment stop to look for a job. 

According to the criteria of unemployment official statistics, the status of the 

unemployed is not easily achieved. If it were, unemployment rates would rise 

enormously! In other words, the unemployment rate expressed by statistics is the result 

of artificial juggling and does not correspond to real unemployment. For statistics 

experts – experts in making disappear the unemployed off unemployment statistics – it 

is not enough to be without a job or employment to be considered unemployed; nor is 

it enough to be available to work in a job, whether it is paid or not; it is necessary that 

in the week in which the person was inquired, that unemployed person has actively 

searched for a job or had actively done something to find a job, whether it is paid or 

not.  If an unemployed young person – but not registered as such in unemployment 

statistics – finally finds a job, that young person can live a paradoxical situation: that of 

having found a job without being considered “unemployed”!  

                                                           
15 S. Wuhl, Les Exclus Face à l’Emploi, Syros-Alternatives, Paris, 1992. 
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 By the exposed above it would be preferable for official statistics to work with 

the category of “Non employed”16 instead of the “unemployed” one. For as long as the 

unemployment rate is given by the quotient of unemployed population in relation to 

active population, the rate of “non employed” would be given by the quotient of those 

excluded from the educational system and the labour market (without considering 

those who are retired) by the total of those who are neither a student or retired. In the 

case of young Portuguese people, aged 15 to 29, and over the last few years, “non 

employment” rates doubles unemployment rates when estimated by official criteria. 

This way, in 2000, whereas youth unemployment rate is 6.4%, the rate of “non 

employed” youth is 16.5%. When we compare these data to the last 25 years, we find 

that youth unemployment rate is dropping relatively more than the “non employment” 

rates. Why? Because, once juvenile unemployment rate is estimated by reference to the 

percentage of active young people (aged 15 to 29) and because young active 

population is decreasing due to the increase of academic trajectories, it is natural that – 

it is a corollary of mathematics proportions – youth unemployment rate decreases. This 

decreasing is, in effect, caused by an increased scholarization of young people.  

We’ve seen that in Portugal, there is an increasing clandestine and precarious 

labour market that affects mostly young people. It is in this scenario that the 

phenomenon of child labour appears. How can the persistence of a phenomenon – 

child labour – that is an indicator of economic underdevelopment, be explained in a 

country (Portugal) that has been doing a remarkable effort of modernisation, over the 

last three decades? 

Because it is illegal, it is not easy to quantify child labour in Portugal. 

However, according to a Survey of which the results were revealed in 1999, what 

everyone already knew was disclosed: in spite of government concerns to control child 

labour, the phenomenon persists - 43 thousand young people aged less than sixteen 

admit to be engaged in a regular labouring activity, notwithstanding the fact that only 

18 thousand adults acknowledge to have underage children working.  Possibly, these 

numbers do not come up to reality, by a long shot. Union confederations estimate that 

around 80 thousand Portuguese children are illegal workers, whereas Anti-Slavery 

                                                           
16 The category “non employment” have been thoughourely discussed recently. See the polemical article by Guy 
Laroque and Bernard Salanié, “Une décomposition du non-emploi en France”, Economie et Statistique, nº 331, 2000 
(http://www.insee.fr/fr/ffc/docs_ffc/ES331C.pdf). 
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International supported that child labour affects around 250 thousand Portuguese 

children17. 

 The survey recently revealed confirms that the most industrialised regions in 

the north of Portugal (Porto and Braga) are the ones where the plague of child labour is 

most widely spread. On the other hand, the most affected sectors are - besides 

agriculture - clothing, footwear, building construction, furniture and textile industries. 

These sectors are the ones that bear more and higher risks for the health and work 

safety, beyond the fact that they can be distinguished by an excessive time load. 

 The companies where labour inspection detected more cases of child labour, 

among the few that could be detected, are also located in the north of Portugal (Porto 

and Braga). Last year, only 191 cases of illegal employment of underage children were 

exposed. And, nevertheless, «surprise» inspections performed on the factories 

increased by 70%18. In other words, child labour inspectors are powerless in their task 

to expose what everyone knows to exist. 

 Can it be that we are in presence of an inadequate functioning of the General 

Inspection for Labour? Probably, if this organism could have more means available, 

perhaps better results could be obtained. Furthermore, more relevance and visibility 

should be given to the General Inspection for Labour. But the greatest problem, 

however, is that everyone keeps for themselves what they know for a fact. Intrinsically, 

child labour inscribes in a vigorous sector of the Portuguese economy: the one that 

concerns informal economy. This is a kind of «tolerated economy» - as it happens in 

the case of prostitution, for example. Tolerated, not only in the sense that it lives on the 

shadow of the «official» economy, but also in the sense of its functionality - because it 

weakens social conflicts, it disguises unemployment, it disengages the State of its 

welfare duties, etc. 

 For those reasons the task of the General Inspection for Labour is not an easy 

one. Inspectors are recurrently regulated by the parents and by the employers, that 

illegally provide children with jobs. Recently they exposed a footwear factory in the 

north of Portugal (Felgueiras), that controlled the movements of the inspectors using a 

camouflaged video camera placed at the entrance of the factory. This control allows 

children to hide in vans or containers, whenever an inspector arrived at the factory and 

                                                           
17 Público, January 29th, 1999 
18 Público, 29th January, 1999. 
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at the same time child labour could be concealed. On the other hand, whenever (rarely) 

the employers are caught, they pay very small fines, that can be set at 120 euros19  

 No one doubts that authorities are well aware of the seriousness of the 

phenomenon in question. This can be proven by the efforts being done within the 

commissions created to banish child labour. In 1991 (Law by Decree n. 396/91, 

October 16th) the basic normative frame that regulates underage labour was adjusted 

and, among other measures, it discourages those under 15 years old and who did not 

finish compulsory education, to work. On the other hand, the reiteration of the 

employers on the exploitation of child labour is now considered a crime of qualified 

disobedience20. But child labour continues to extort many children from school, and 

that way children become deprived of finishing compulsory education.    

 Work at home is one of the most effective ways to disguise child labour. As it 

is exceedingly accepted, «the resort to work at home allows companies to reduce costs 

(arrangements, social duties and treasury duties) and to adapt production to the volume 

of demand, especially to that with a seasonal character»21. All of these advantages 

become stressed, to the advantage of the employers, when the work at home is 

clandestine. 

 For each new Minister of Labour, new measures are created to fight child 

labour. In July 1998 the Conselho Nacional Contra a Exploração do Trabalho Infantil - 

CNETI (National Council Against Child Labour) was created and it joined the Plano 

de Eliminação da Exploração do Trabalho Infantil - PEETI (Plan for the Eradication of 

the Exploitation of Child Labour). Before these measures, however, there existed 

already the Comissão Nacional de Combate ao Trabalho Infantil - CNCTI - (National 

Committee to Fight Child Labour). In the National Council Against Child Labour 

(CNETI) several institutions are represented and, by one way or another, they claim to 

fight against child labour: National Confederation for Action on Child Labour, High 

Commissioner for the Promotion of Equality and Family, Institute for Child Support, 

Institute for the Development and Inspection of Labour Conditions, Associations of 

Parents, and Union and Patronal Confederations. But all of these institutions and «good 

will» are not enough to put an end to child labour. 

                                                           
19 Público, 7th December 1998. 
20 Expresso, 16th January 1999. 
21 Isabel Faria Vaz, As Formas Atípicas de Emprego e a Flexibilidade do Mercado de Trabalho, Ministério para a 
Qualificação e Emprego, Colecção «Estudos», Série D, «Emprego, Formação e Reabilitação Profissional», Lisboa, 
1997, p. 15. 
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 The failure of institutional policies in what concerns child labour does not 

exactly express a state of «unconsciousness» on behalf of the Portuguese government, 

as to what concerns such a serious problem. Powerless to solve this internal problem, 

they do not prevent themselves to demonstrate, at an international level, all their 

concerns about the phenomena of child labour. Recently, the Portuguese Government 

joined the Programa Internacional para a Eliminação do Trabalho Infantil - IPEC - 

(International Program for the Eradication of Child Labour), an instrument of the 

International Labour Organisation (OIT) aimed to banish underage exploitation. 

Portugal joined this program as a donor country, directing sums to the Portuguese 

speaking African Countries22. But why is it that in Portugal all the measures adopted so 

far turned out to be powerless to control child labour?    

Back to the issue question. Why does school fail in what concerns these young 

people? On the one hand because institutional explanations for academic failure - 

around innate abilities, like stupidity - are not very attractive to engage in convincing 

pedagogic reforms.  On the other hand, because these young people think, in their own 

way, that a possible function of the educational system concerns reproduction of 

inequalities. In fact, «dreams of employment» that some of this working-class young 

people interviewed by us, dreamed of when they were very young children (drivers, 

locksmiths, mechanics, sheet metal workers) did not divert much from the real jobs 

they came to have23. Indeed, with or without education, many of these young people 

know what the future holds for them. 

 In presence of the outlined frame, one can ask: does it make sense to extend 

compulsory education24 for everyone, if not everyone can accomplish it successfully? 

How to fight the great academic failure that affects many Portuguese students? Several 

attempts have been made. In 1987 the Programa Interministerial de Promoção do 

Sucesso Educativo - PIPSE - (Inter-Ministerial Program to Promote Academic 

Success) was created to fight academic failure. Measures to support training of 

teachers and children (providing food and transportation) were taken. In 1991 the 

Programa Educação para Todos - Acesso com Sucesso (Program Education for All - 

Access with Success) was created. However, academic failure seems to resist all the 

measures and programs outlined to fight it. There is, however, a path that has its 
                                                           
22 Público, 29th January 1999. 
23 Id.Ibid., p.251. 
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followers. To let children attend school until they are 15 years old and to bestow them 

a diploma of presence. They get a diploma but, unfortunately, no profit. 

 This doesn’t seem to be, however, the best way to fight academic failure, since 

it only disguises it. On the other hand, to keep classes composed of unmotivated and 

uninterested students can lead those students that are a little more interested to become 

unmotivated as well, and this is done through a dragging effect. And teachers end up 

unmotivated, too. These are, surely, the roots of «functional illiteracy» in Portugal. 

 It is an illiteracy that, nevertheless raise in formal education, is expressed by 

reading, writing and calculation difficulties. These difficulties are rooted in incomplete 

apprenticeships and unsettled knowledge. This illiteracy is joined by  «another concept 

that expresses the inability to use writing, reading and calculation skills (taught and 

learned)»25. 

 A recent study shows that most of the Portuguese people (surveyed in 1994) 

have low or very low levels of literacy. Among those who were surveyed and unable to 

proceed to words and expressions associations that can be found in forms or, still, to 

connect two simple operations, 35% of them were young people (from 15 to 24 years 

old), and of these more than 10% had secondary or university attendance26. From here, 

maybe we can understand the meaning of the data on education recently published by 

OCDE (Education at a Glance), that presents Portugal as one of this organisation’s 

member countries with the least success rate among university students. Only 49% of 

Portuguese students finished the course they chose when the average of 20 of the 29 

countries in OCDE, is of 78%27. 

 Be as it may, it looks clear that child labour in Portugal is a structural 

phenomenon, that is rooted in traditional productive structures, and persists to resist 

modernisation. For that reason, child labour is resisting every type of political 

interventions outlined to fight it. The educational system, as it is established, doesn’t 

seem to help either. School looses, clearly, in favour of the factory and work in the 

fields. Children - and above all their parents - hardly admit that school is useful to 

them.  

 
                                                                                                                                                                        
24 Compulsory education was extended in 1986 from 6 to 9 years (Lei de Bases do Sistema Educativo, Lei nº 46 de 
24 de Junho de 1986). 
25 Ana Benavente (Coordenadora), A Literacia em Portugal. Resultados de uma Pesquisa Extensiva e Monográfica. 
Fundação Calouste Gulbenkian, Lisboa, 1996, p.4. 
26 Id. Ibid., pp.122-123. 
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2.Youth Policy 

 

Given the described circumstances, in Portugal youth policies must consider the 

country’s strong duality and asymmetries. Even though the wave of modernisation and 

development as a result of the admission of Portugal in the EC, there still persists 

visible marks of economic underdevelopment: in agriculture still prevails the 

ownership of a small piece of land that produces just enough to survive, in the fishing 

sector workmanship is predominant and unable competition in a strong market; in 

industry small enterprises concentrate predominantly on traditional sectors such as: 

cork, furniture, clothing, textile, shoes, and building construction.28.  

 Regional asymmetries emphasise the poverty of rural regions. North and 

Interior of Portugal continue to resist modernisation. The same way, ethnic groups 

appear weakened, and namely Africans and gypsies, and not forgetting the recent wave 

of immigrants from Eastern Europe. Ethnic minorities in Portugal are formed of very 

young people: 84% are under 40 years, and 42% under 1529. According to a Survey 

revealed in 199130, the most part of young people from ethnic minorities who have 

dropped out of school (54%) did so without completing compulsory education. On the 

other hand, of all young people with legal age to work, (over 14 years old), 7 out of 10 

also did not complete compulsory education. So, some Portuguese young people find 

themselves to be in situations of social risk.  

In Portugal, youth policies have fallen upon young people transitions, in a 

perspective that values social integration, that is to say, in search for measures that lead 

the most socially excluded to an effective social participation and to enjoy citizenship 

rights, namely to have a job. In the case of rural young people, it means to encourage 

integration in the labour market, through endogenous resources like self-employment, 

creation of small enterprises, and the revitalisation of traditional activities since the 

local employment market is very narrow.  

                                                                                                                                                                        
27 Expresso, 28th November 1998. 
28 Luís Capucha (Coordenador), Grupos Desfavorecidos face ao Emprego. Tipologias e Quadro Básico de Medidas 
Recomendáveis, Observatório do Empregfo e Formação Profissional, Lisboa, 1988, p. 15. 
29 L. Capucha, Grupos Desfavorecidos face ao Emprego... p. 49. 
30 Alfredo Bruto da Costa e Manuel Pimenta (Coordenação), Minorias Étnicas Pobres em Liboa, Departamento de 
Pesquisa, CRS, Lisboa, , 1991, citado por L. Capucha, Grupos Desfavorecidos face ao Emprego... p. 49. 
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 Youth employment policies are defined in the National Employment plan 

which “gives priority to the fight against unemployment, to the improvement of their 

situation in terms of employability and transition from school to active life, as a means 

of resolving or lessening the consequences which arise from the problems affecting the 

young population group”31. 

 A special initiative launched in 1998 – INSERJOVEM – “plans for the 

registration in job centres throughout the country of all the young people out of work 

or looking for their first job”. Amongst several different measures, part of the 

Employment Policy in the fight against unemployment and for the insertion in active 

life is the Programme for the Integration of young people in Active Life. The aim is “ 

to provide young people with professional and school guidance, as well as qualified 

training, secondary or higher training, to complement the compulsory schooling of 9 

years, facilitating their first contact with the work place and providing them with 

professional experience”32 

 Very recently the “Programa Escolhas” (“Programme Choices” was created 

(Council of Ministers’ Resolution n. º 4/2001, January 9th.). The aim of this program is 

to prevent criminality as well as the integration of young people in risk trajectories, 

young people who live in more vulnerable residential quarters of Lisbon, Porto and 

Setúbal. On one hand, this program aims to avoid the progressive social disaffiliation 

of these young people as a consequence of running away from their families, school 

and other socialisation institutions, which can be reflected in their involvement in 

crimes. And, on the other hand, it aims to promote their integration in life in society. 

However, more than the valorisation of new integration projects, “Programa Escolhas” 

essentially makes an effort so that “police, justice, social security, health, education, 

autarchy and civil society entities can reach these young people and offer them answers 

whether it involves schools, professional or personal training and entertainment, in 

order to avoid their commitment to criminal practice”. 

Programa Escolhas, targets especially young people aged 12 to 18, and it 

emphasises the problem of youth trajectories and their objective contexts. So, from the 

assemblage of factors favouring risk trajectories, it gives special attention to the fast 

urbanisation, to national or foreign migratory flows (namely from Africa and Eastern 

Europe) towards the periphery of major cities to cultural differences, to the 
                                                           
31 Policy Programmes and Initiatives in Portugal, SEJ/GAEP, Lisbon, 2000, p. 31.  
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precariousness of public spaces and housing, and to family dysfunction and negligent 

and inadequate parenting.  

The consideration of objective contexts of young people trajectories makes it 

possible to understand the multiple causality of factors that favour exclusion processes 

and vulnerability situations. This happens namely when it is emphasised that risk 

trajectories are strongly associated to children and young people with specific 

characteristics: a) with problematic social, cultural and family capital; b) with weak 

connections to what the formal school system has to offer; c) with an absence or severe 

lack of a firm and pedagogical adequacy from the parents; d) with identities being built 

as rebels and emphasising their marginal conditions. In order to face this situation it is 

important to give these young people real possibilities of participation.  

 

 

3. Participation 

 

What are the principal meanings of participation? On the level of political 

speeches, stands out the need to assume inclusive policies that qualify at a personal, 

scholar and professional level and reinforce these young people’s capacity to resist to 

risk trajectories.  

 For example, in the above cited Programa Escolhas it is expected the 

participation of young urban mediators whom, in co-operation with specialised 

technical teams, will promote the rebuilding of a relationship between young people at 

risk and the school, professional training, sports, and social entertainment. This is done 

in articulation with educational services, employment and professional training 

services, social security, social re-integration, health and youth services. In this 

manner, “it will become dynamic the creation of informal or formal groups of young 

people will become dynamic and they will participate in the construction of answers in 

these residential quarters/schools, creating amongst young people dynamics of 

integration and self-regulation of their behaviours” (Counsel of Ministers Resolution n. 

º 4/2001, January 9 Th.).  

 Programa Escolhas promotes a youth integrated policy, with the participation of 

many institutions. So the Ministry of Education and the Institute for Employment and 

                                                                                                                                                                        
32 Id. Ibid., p. 33. 
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Professional Training is responsible for the conception and development of individual 

educational and professional training plans. These plans are designed in a way to help 

school trajectories of children and young people from intervention areas, with 

academic failure or school dropout.  Police (Polícia de Segurança Pública) and 

Nacional Guard (Guarda Nacional Republicana), points out possible intervention 

situations in co-operation with the Ministry of Education and as a part of the 

“Programa Escola Segura” (Program Safe School). In each police station there is an 

officer, with specific training, which does the accompaniment of the Programa 

Escolhas. Internal Affairs Ministry provides specialised training to security agents for 

this purpose. Local teams of the Instituto de Reinserção Social (Institute for Social Re-

Integration) provides technicians to work the social integration of young people. The 

Ministry of Health provides technicians to develop actions of prevention concerning 

teenagers’ health. Autarchies and local communities appoint representatives to 

neighbourhood teams. The Ministry for Science and Technology makes a contribution 

with actions in the scope of the Programa Ciência Viva e Portugal Digital (Program 

Live Science and Program Digital Portugal). The Portuguese Institute for Youth and 

the Portuguese Institute for Drugs and Addiction train young urban mediators and 

animators that form the technical teams of each residential area project. The 

Portuguese Institute for Youth will create a young volunteers force to work in the 

Program, obliging themselves to dynamise young people associations and clubs, 

entertainment as well as cultural and sports activities, in a way to increase the 

promotion of young people’s rights and self-regulation of conflicts, namely amongst 

“pears”. 

Considering that the autonomisation of young people ways of life is associated 

with economic independence, participation is considered essentially – even though not 

exclusively - by entry and continuance conditions in the labour market.  

At the employment level, several projects are in progress under the cover of the 

so-called “Employment Social Market” (Counsel of Ministers Resolution n. º 104/96, 

September 9th.). We can cite as examples: school workshops, integration enterprises, 

protective employment and occupational programs. Since 1998 the “Redes Regionais 

de Emprego” (Local Employment Net) appeared. They try to make a territorial 

application of employment and training policies, based on the assumption of a 

valuation of local resources.  
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On the level of the above-cited Programa Escolhas, it deserves relevance the 

intervention of young urban mediators. In Portugal, social mediation has been 

progressing in some projects, namely within the scope of Santa Casa da Misericórdia 

de Lisboa, which is using cultural mediators to support gypsy communities. Cultural 

mediators have also been used in the areas of education and health.33. 

From a general point of view, we verify on the level of political intentions “an 

integrated effort to promote a new generation of Portuguese citizens, more active and 

taking part in civic, social and political life”. Several measures have been lounged to 

support different juvenile movements and organisations. However, many young people 

stay aside from these measures. In this sense, all the measures that try to reach young 

people less keen on participation and juvenile associativism deserve to be mentioned. It 

is the case of the Programa Iniciativa (Initiative Programme), created in 1996: “it aims 

to support informal youth groups or non-profit oriented entities that are not registered 

in the National Register of Youth Associations but that develop activities with the 

purpose of covering matters of social interest for young people. These supports may 

take the form of Protocols (application to a set of projects) or Precise Initiatives 

(application to a single project).  

                                                           
33 Mediador, Ed. Associação Cultural Moinho da Juventude, Maio de 1998. 
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