
1

34
Social Studies Collection
No. 34

Almudena Moreno Mínguez (coordinator)
Antonio López Peláez
Sagrario Segado Sánchez-Cabezudo

The Transition to Adulthood in Spain
Economic Crisis
and Late Emancipation



WELfArE ProjECTS. ThE SPiriT of ”LA CAixA”.



Social Studies Collection 
No. 34

The Transition to Adulthood in Spain
Economic Crisis and Late Emancipation

Almudena Moreno Mínguez (coordinator)
Antonio López Peláez
Sagrario Segado Sánchez-Cabezudo

With the collaboration of

Alberto Juliá Cano
Enrique Crespo Ballesteros



Publication:

”la Caixa” Welfare Projects

Author:

Almudena Moreno Mínguez (coord.), Antonio López Peláez, Sagrario Segado Sánchez-Cabezudo

Translated by:

Jed Rosenstein

Design and layout:

CEgE

Coordination of publication:

Fellowship Programs and Social Studies

© Almudena Moreno Mínguez, Antonio López Peláez, Sagrario Segado Sánchez-Cabezudo

© ”la Caixa” Welfare Projects, 2012

Av. Diagonal, 621 - 08028 Barcelona



ALMuDENA MoRENo MíNguEz is Professor of Sociology at the 
university of Valladolid, Spain. She has a PhD in sociology from 
the Autonomous university of Barcelona and is the author of 
many publications on young people, family change, welfare 
states and the situation of women. She has been a visiting scholar 
at oxford university, the university of Turin, the university of 
Chicago and the university of gothenburg. Most recently she 
edited the monograph «Family well-being: European perspectives» 
(Social Indicators Research 49, 2012), and she has published 
articles in European Societies, Revista de Educación and Young: 
Nordic Journal of Youth Research, among others. She is the co-
author of the Informe de Juventud [Youth Report] 2008.

Antonio López peLáez is a Full professor of Social Work 
and Social Services in the Department of Social Work, Faculty of 
Law, of the Universidad nacional de educación a Distancia, 
UneD [national Distance education University], the largest 
public university in Spain. He has a phD in philosophy and 
Sociology. His research interests include: analysis of social 
problems of interculturality, methods of social intervention, 
intersections of new technologies and social work. He has been 

visiting scholar at the School of Social Welfare (University of 
California, Berkeley, USA), the University at potsdam (Germany) 
and Americana University in nicaragua. He is the director of 
Comunitania. International Journal of Social Work and Social 
Sciences. He recently served as editor of the monograph «Juventud 
y trabajo social» [Youth and Social Work], (Revista de Estudios de 
Juventud 97, 2012).

SAGrArio SeGADo SánCHez-CABezUDo is an assistant 
professor of Social Work and Social Services at the Universidad 
nacional de educación a Distancia, UneD [national Distance 
education University]. He has a phD in social work and a bachelor’s 
degree in psychology. His research is focused on the analysis of 
social problems in families, youth and childhood and on methods 
of social intervention. He has been a visiting researcher at the 
University of California and the University of potsdam. His recent 
publications include Nuevas tendencias en trabajo social con 
familias: una propuesta para la práctica desde el empowerment [new 
trends in social work with families: a proposal for an empowerment-
based practice] (2011).



TA
BL

E 
o

F 
C

o
N

TE
N

TS

Presentation  7

  Introduction 9
   Background and justification for the study 9
   Hypothesis, objectives and methodology 10
   Structure of the study 13
 
 I.  Theoretical framework: the interpretative context  

of transitions to adulthood 14
  1.1.  Major theoretical paradigms on transitions to adulthood 15
  1.2.  Destandardisation and individualisation: the new situation  

of young people  19
  1.3.  Transitional models in different types of welfare regimes  22
 
 II.  The processes of transition to adulthood in Europe  

from a comparative perspective  26
  2.1.  Attitudinal profiles toward transitions to adulthood:  

a typological analysis  27
  2.2.  Social assessment of transitional markers of entry into adulthood  28
  2.3.  Lifestyles of Europe’s young people  35
  2.4. School to work transitions among young people in Europe  40

 III.  Family and residential transitions  49
  3.1.  Emancipation and residential transitions of young  

people in Spain 49
  3.2.  Determining factors in emancipation paths in times  

of crisis 53
  3.3.  Forming a couple and a family 61
  3.4. Lifestyles and family typologies  66

IV.  School to work transitions and health 71
  4.1.  Young people’s transitions by education level and gender 73
  4.2.  Integration in the labour market, professional careers  

and overqualification 82
  4.3. Young people’s health 87
  4.4.  The importance of education, employment and health  92

 V.  Young people’s transitions, social services and policies  96
  5.1. Social policy and young people’s transitions 99
  5.2.  Young people, participation and failed transitions:  

What is the role of social services? 105
  5.3.  Social services and preventing vulnerability in young  

people 109
  5.4.  From social services to Ngos: a two-way street? 111
  5.5.  The need for youth policies in times of economic crisis 113

  Conclusion  115
   general conclusions 115
   Specific conclusions 117
   Challenges for the 21st century  121
 
  Methodological appendix  124
 
  Bibliography  127
 
  Index of tables and graphs  138
 

TABLE oF CoNTENTS



PR
ES

EN
TA

TI
o

N
 

7

PRESENTATIoN

Youth is the stage in life in which individuals prepare to assume 
the responsibilities of adulthood, define their life projects and 
establish their future priorities and objectives. To accomplish 
these things young people must have opportunities and 
incentives that stimulate and foster their personal development 
and engage them in becoming active participants in the 
improvement of society.

The educational opportunities and personal and consumer 
freedoms of young people today are incomparably greater than 
those of their parents and grandparents. However, uncertainties 
about the future and the diversity of possible life paths have 
turned the transition to adulthood into a complex and potentially 
difficult process.

For example, in recent decades we have seen a significant delay 
in the age at which young people take on the tasks and functions 
traditionally associated with adult life. In Spain, statistics indicate 
that on average young people do not leave their parents’ home 
until they are close to thirty years old. At the same time, as it has 
become more difficult to find a stable job that provides the 

resources needed to become independent, the years dedicated 
to education and training have increased. As a consequence, 
many young couples end up delaying having children until they 
are well into their thirties.

The economic and employment crisis that Spain has been 
suffering since 2008 has increased the difficulty of the transition 
to adulthood, reducing opportunities and increasing insecurity. 
This lack of opportunity can undermine the confidence young 
people need to construct viable projects to achieve independence, 
thus, increasing the risk of social exclusion and conflict with older 
generations.

The authors of this study review the main processes involved in 
the transition to adulthood among Spanish young people. They 
do so from a dual perspective. First, they compare the Spanish 
situation with that of other European countries, distinguishing 
different models and identifying the specificities of the Spanish 
case. Secondly, they analyse the extent to which the economic 
crisis is transforming, or perhaps accentuating, certain tendencies 
in the way young people approach adult responsibilities.
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The authors also analyse youth policies and their effectiveness in 
facilitating the process of insertion of young people into society. 
Their analysis focuses on governments at the local, regional and 
national levels, together with a review of European union policy. 
Finally, they examine ways in which policy can be changed to 
increase its effectiveness.

With this study, the Social Studies Collection of the ”la Caixa” 
Foundation seeks to provide data on the difficulties young people 
face in becoming independent and in carrying out adult roles in 

the family and the labour market, key processes which determine 
not only the well-being of young people, but also the future 
growth and cohesiveness of our society.

jaime Lanaspa Gatnau

Executive Director of ”la Caixa”

 Welfare Projects and Chief Executive officer of the  

”la Caixa” Foundation

Barcelona, July 2012
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Background and justification for the study

In a time of deep transformation, with an economic crisis that has 
hit young people particularly hard, it has become a priority to 
analyse their transition to adulthood. In this period of economic 
instability, young people around the world are calling for change 
in the social model of globalisation and the mechanisms of 
political and institutional representation which have hitherto 
guided the capitalist economic system.

While our objective is not to analyse the well-known 15-M 
movement, which has been led by young people in Spain, it is 
closely related to this. We aim to describe and contextualise the 
economic, employment and family situation of young people 
and to understand how they construct their biographical projects. 
The key analytical contribution of this study is to help us better 
understand the motivations of young people and to interpret the 
actions of a group often stigmatised by public opinion and the 
mass media, unfairly labelled as the ‘neither-nor generation’, 
‘numb generation’, ‘Peter Pan generation’ or ‘lost generation’.

one of the most important changes we go through in life is the 
process of integration into adulthood. Although the meaning 
and stages of this process have changed, there are still clear 
steps in the process to acquire autonomy and take on the 
responsibilities of independence. Today, these changes occur in 
a social environment characterised by individualisation and de-
standardisation. By individualisation, we refer to the progressive 
separation of personal decisions from traditional social norms 
that determined the life trajectories of young people in the past, 
such as leaving the family home, finishing school, entering the 
labour market, forming a relationship and having children (Beck 
and Beck gernsheim, 2003; Meil, 2011). The concept of de-
standardisation refers to the process by which individuals follow 
more complex paths, apart from traditional linear and 
conventional trajectories. This is reflected in the fact that young 
adults may often change their personal and social situation. For 
example, they can drop out of school and go back later, leave 
home and return, have multiple jobs, multiple partners, start a 
family, separate, and create a new one (López Blasco, 2005; 
Machado, 2007).
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Moreover, changes in modern welfare states have also had a clear 
impact on the social, economic and family situation of young 
people. We are in a period of growing economic and employment 
instability, the result of a declining labour market and limited 
public social policies. For young people, the current economic 
crisis has only intensified the economic insecurity and dependence 
that has characterised the situation of youth in Spain for decades, 
thus leading to even greater uncertainty about the future. The 
implications are clear: the trend to delay assuming certain 
responsibilities, such as leaving home, forming a couple and 
family, and finding a stable profession, has been strengthened 
(Kathleen, 2010). 

In this period of economic crisis a comparative analysis of 
individual situations and countries is especially important. A 
principal aim of this study is to present the economic, individual, 
cultural, normative and institutional conditions in which young 
people, caught in a situation of economic crisis, seek to acquire 
autonomy and independence. Through such analysis we hope to 
explain the impact of these conditions on both the subjects 
themselves as well as on policy makers and society at large.

The worsening economic and employment situation of young 
people raises questions about the role of the welfare state, the 
labour market and the family and their impact on residential, 
family and work transitions. Although this is a general trend in 
Europe, not all young people are experiencing this situation in 
the same way. There are important differences by country, sex 
and origin, which have only been partially analysed by previous 
research. 

Hypothesis, objectives and methodology

Based on these preliminary considerations we have chosen to refer 
to school to work and family ‘transitions’, as we believe that young 
people’s lives are shaped by multiple transitional processes with no 
single path to adulthood. In this study we are going to focus on the 
analysis of Spanish young people’s transitions to adulthood in a 
comparative European framework, allowing us to identify 
characteristics that are specific to Spain. our study is based on the 
following hypothesis: The vulnerability that characterises the lives 
of young people in Spain, compounded by the current economic 
crisis and insufficient institutional protection, has had a limited 
impact on young people’s emancipation from the family, which has 
remained stable over time. Why is this the case? We argue that 
before the current crisis the lives of young people in Spain were 
already marked by precarious employment and dependence on 
the family (with the consequent delay in leaving the parental home). 
In other words, the crisis has contributed to consolidating a lifestyle 
already based on dependence on the family and has neutralised a 
slight trend toward earlier emancipation that had begun to emerge.

The theoretical starting point of our research is the following: 
young people live in different institutional, cultural and family 
settings, which decisively influence their transitions to adulthood. 
Factors such as gender, age, education level, employment status 
and origin (autochthonous or immigrant) determine the strategies 
adopted to leave the family home, form a relationship or make 
the school-to-work transition.

Moreover, the cultural distinctiveness of Spanish young people’s 
dependence on the family, in combination with a welfare state 
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that provides little support for young people, explain in part the 
maintenance of a relatively homogeneous pattern of residential 
emancipation among young people in Spain during the last 
twenty years. This, however, has not been an obstacle to the 
emergence of new forms of independence and autonomy, such 
as single-person households headed by young people or 
cohabiting couples. Still, the worsening economic and 
employment situation of this group due to the crisis may be 
changing the paradigm of prolongation of youth ‘by choice’ to 
the paradigm of prolongation of youth ‘by imposition’. For this 
reason we focus in this study (where data permit) on young 
people between 16 and 34 years of age, as we believe that the 
transition to adulthood is taking increasingly longer to complete. 
While for operational analysis we have chosen to define the stage 
of youth/young adulthood in this age range, it is true that the 
concept of youth/young adulthood can be defined in many ways 
and may refer to multiple transitional paths and situations in the 
course of life.

We have chosen a broad theoretical and methodological approach 
that has allowed us to carry out a descriptive and comprehensive 
analysis, combining the impact of cultural, economic and 
institutional factors to explain the different situations Spanish 
young people face from a transversal perspective. The interaction 
of these factors may have unforeseen consequences on the 
opportunities young people have in constructing their adult lives, 
on their expectations and on the ways in which they respond to 
the risks and challenges of modern society.

The research presented here is organised around the analysis of 
the fundamental milestones that make up the stages of transition 

to adulthood from a gender perspective, and can be summarised 
in the following objectives:

1.- To do a comparative analysis of how young Europeans 
understand and assess the main transitional markers (age at 
which one is considered an adult; the age to have a partner and 
children; the age to finish school and begin working): This 
comparative analysis will make it possible to interpret how 
Spanish young people understand transitions to adulthood in 
comparison to their counterparts in other European countries 
and to understand the differences between the transition trends 
of young people in Spain and in other European countries.

2.- To do a comparative analysis of family typologies, differences 
in education levels and employment status and trends related to 
leaving the family home among young people in different 
European countries: This will enable us to explain the factors 
contributing to the late emancipation of Spanish young adults.

3.- To examine the residential transitions of Spanish young people 
as part of the process of integration into adult life: To this end we 
have used an indicator which shows the changes in the percentage 
of emancipated young adults over the last ten years by sex, 
nationality and age group. The ultimate goal has been to interpret 
the influence of factors such as education level and employment 
status on residential emancipation, taking into account the above 
variables.

4- To describe family transitions in regard to couple formation, 
having children and life style in order to explain the particularities 
of family transitions among Spanish young people: The 
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demographic indicators used were types of partnerships (e.g. 
marriage, cohabitation), marriage rates, summary measures of 
fertility, age at first pregnancy and family typologies. We have 
introduced a comparative European perspective when data was 
available.

5.- To analyse the education and employment situation of Spanish 
young people in order to identify the main factors generating the 
vulnerability and precariousness that characterise their 
integration into adulthood, as well as the impact of under- and 
over-qualification. In relation to this, we will also examine the 
state of health of young people through indicators such as the 
self-perceived health and poverty.

6.- As a final objective we provide an overview of youth policies 
in Europe and the role of social services in the context of increasing 
social vulnerability among young people. our purpose is to reveal 
the scant attention paid by social services and government to 
Spanish youth in the context of Eu action lines on youth. This 
institutional framework, which provides only limited and residual 
support to young people, helps to explain – along with the other 
factors identified in this study – the late emancipation of young 
people. 

To achieve these objectives we have used quantitative methods, 
gathering and interpreting secondary data from both national 
and European sources and applying a transversal approach. 
given the characteristics of the sources, we have chosen to do a 
static analysis of transitional milestones, rather than a dynamic 
longitudinal analysis of transitions. It was not our aim to apply a 
longitudinal perspective, following the life course over generations 

by birth cohort, given the comparative European perspective of 
this analysis, the type of sources used and the objectives of our 
research. The indicators and variables were selected based on 
the objectives and are from different European statistical sources 
such as the European Social Survey (ESS), European Labour 
Survey (ELS) and the European union Statistics on Income and 
Living Conditions (Eu-SILC). As for the Spanish data, we used the 
Quality of Life Survey 2004-2009, the Economically Active 
Population Survey and other sources, such as the National Health 
Survey.

Numerous studies have been carried out by the Spanish Youth 
Institute and the Fundación Santa María on the situation of 
Spanish young people in recent decades. However, there is no 
comprehensive source of data on the transitions of young people 
between 16 and 34 years of age in the current period of economic 
crisis, the objective of our study.

The analysis of young people’s transitions to adulthood can be 
approached from different theoretical and methodological 
perspectives. We have chosen to focus on those transitions that 
mark milestones in the life of a young person, such as leaving the 
family home, labour market integration and the formation of a 
couple and a family, within the context of public policies aimed 
at young people. Where data permitted, we have introduced a 
comparative European perspective. Although transitions have 
become somewhat ‘irrelevant’ (gil Calvo, 2009) in the sense of 
Spanish young people’s  lack of expectations for the future, the 
analysis of transitional markers remains a fundamental task for 
understanding the current situation of young people and the 
future that lies ahead.
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Structure of this study

The structure of this study responds to the analytical premises 
described above. The first chapter contextualises and offers a 
critical analysis of the various existing theoretical approaches on 
transitions to adulthood in order to present the interpretive 
framework we have adopted. In the second chapter we do a 
comparative analysis of the expectations and attitudes of young 
Europeans toward the markers that define adulthood, such as 
having a partner, becoming a parent and entering the labour 
market. We also look at family lifestyles and the education and 
employment situation of this group in Europe. In the third chapter 
we focus on analysing patterns of behaviour over time in the 
emancipation of Spanish young people, by age, sex and origin. In 
this chapter we also discuss indicators related to family typologies. 
In short, this chapter contrasts the reality of young people’s lives 
with the attitudes they revealed in the previous chapter. In the 
fourth chapter, we discuss key variables that affect the vulnerability 
of young people in the process of emancipation: education, 
employment, health and poverty. The basic objective is to analyse 
whether there are inequalities based on gender, age and 
nationality, and how these affect young people’s transitions. In 
the fifth chapter we briefly review social policies for young people 
in Europe and in Spain from the perspective of social services. 
The aim is to explore this issue from two perspectives: first, to 
analyse social services priorities and resources, and secondly, to 
evaluate the impact this has on youth policies and social services 
aimed at young people. The ultimate objective is to analyse the 
actual role of such policies and services in transitions to adulthood.

The last chapter presents the major conclusions of this study and 
summarises the challenges young people in Spain face in leaving 
home, finding work and forming a family of their own, particularly 
in a situation of economic crisis, which exacerbates their 
vulnerability and dependence. In this situation, it is necessary to 
reassess social services and policies for young people in the 
Spanish welfare state with a very clear objective: to prevent this 
new generation of citizens from becoming a generation without 
opportunities and, therefore, without the resources or prospects 
for generational replacement to occur.



14

TH
Eo

RE
TI

C
A

L 
FR

A
M

EW
o

RK
: T

H
E 

IN
TE

RP
RE

TA
TI

V
E 

C
o

N
TE

x
T 

o
F 

TR
A

N
SI

TI
o

N
S 

To
 A

D
u

LT
H

o
o

D

I.  THEoRETICAL FRAMEWoRK: THE INTERPRETATIVE CoNTExT  
oF TRANSITIoNS To ADuLTHooD

In our increasingly diverse and cosmopolitan welfare societies, 
which since 2008 have been suffering a severe economic crisis, 
young people face an increasingly complex future. It seems that 
there is no longer one single linear path to follow in their transition 
to adulthood. Both success and failure are being redefined, and 
this transition is taking longer to complete. How do we explain 
this? Is it possible to open up the ‘black box’ and see what is 
happening within the processes that take place in the transition 
to adulthood? How are these processes affecting young people’s 
potential to become participating citizens, have careers and 
develop their life projects? Answering these questions will help 
us to describe and interpret what is happening in our democratic 
societies and to establish social policies to intervene in their 
development. In this chapter, we analyse the most important 
theoretical debates on transitions to adulthood, providing the 
foundation for the examination of the fundamental issues we will 
be analysing in this study.

The rapid social change resulting from the processes of 
individualisation and destandardisation has transformed the 
meaning of the transition to adulthood. one initial effect, observed 

by many researchers, is that the transition to adult life is taking longer 
to complete and is characterised by a plurality of behaviours. 
However, there are significant and sometimes contradictory 
differences in the way this is interpreted in the social sciences. 
Therefore, any analysis of these issues must begin with a review of 
the main areas of research that have attempted to explain the 
meaning of these transitions to adulthood. In addition, as Spain is a 
part of the European union, this must be done from a comparative 
perspective. given the nature of our work, we will focus only on some 
of the most important theories. our approach encompasses the 
institutional context (structure) in which these processes occur and 
considers the socio-historical conditions (economic, cultural, social, 
familial and institutional) and individual circumstances (sex, age, 
education, nationality) in which young people pass into adulthood.

First, we will briefly describe the main theoretical approaches to 
transitions to adulthood. Then we will discuss what we consider 
to be two key processes affecting the lives of young people today: 
individualisation and destandardisation. To conclude this chapter, 
we will analyse the similarities and differences observed in the 
study of youth transitions in several European union countries.
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1.1. MAjor ThEorETiCAL PArAdiGMS on TrAnSiTionS 
To AduLThood

Before considering the theoretical debate, it is necessary to define 
what is meant by ‘transition to adulthood’. In recent years an 
extensive body of literature has been produced on the ambivalent 
meaning of this process, without having reached any consensus 
among the experts. From the perspective of the second 
demographic transition,1 analysts have emphasised the impact 
that changes associated with the meaning of family and 
partnership (i.e. marriage or cohabitation) have had on the 
process of leaving the parental home (goldscheider and 
goldscheider, 1999; Billari and Liefbroer, 2010). From an economic 
perspective, the focus has been on the impact of factors such as 
education, employment status, housing, public policy and 
resources (Becker et al., 2010).

galland (1991) defined the transition to adulthood as the period 
of acquiring residential independence (leaving the parental 
home to form one’s own home), integrating into the labour 
market and acquiring economic independence (finishing studies, 
finding a job and beginning a career), and forming a family 
(forming a couple and having children). According to galland, 
defining transitions to adulthood is not problematic when these 
processes occur in a synchronised and standardised manner. The 
conceptual difficulties arise when these processes become more 
complex and fragmented.

1  Van de Kaa (2002) referred to the ‘second demographic transition’ in the industrialised countries as a process 
characterised by new family patterns associated with changes in values and with the rise of post-materialist and 
post-modern values. This would include family behaviours associated with the increase in divorce, unmarried 
couples living together, children being born outside of marriage, etc. 

Researchers agree that transitions to adulthood, which have 
changed considerably in recent decades, are today characterised 
by their diversity and the lengthening of the emancipation 
process as a whole (Pais, 2003; gil Calvo, 2005; Singly, 2005; 
Requena, 2006). In a globalised context in which social risks have 
increased significantly and become more complex to manage 
and control, transitions to adulthood have become extremely 
heterogeneous (Blossfeld, 2005).

Young people no longer follow the linear sequence of leaving the 
family home, finishing school, finding a job, acquiring economic 
independence and starting a family. Instead, they look for 
alternative ways to acquire their own autonomy and identity 
outside of this sequence. Leaving the parental home takes on 
new meaning for sociology and for young people themselves. 
Becoming independent is not only associated with leaving the 
family home, but rather with multiple interdependent processes.

To analyse the phenomenon of youth emancipation in the field 
of the sociology of youth, several theoretical approaches have 
developed, which are integrated into broader paradigms such as 
functionalism, conflict theories or the analytical approaches of 
authors such as giddens, Beck and Bourdieu. Summarising the 
theoretical perspectives relevant to our research, we will look at 
the traditional debates about transitions to adulthood, three 
theories that can draw together the main research to date, and 
the latest interpretive positions adopted in sociology.

In recent decades, much has been written about young people’s 
transition to adulthood, contributing rigorous analyses on the 
question of why young people in Spain leave the family home 
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later than their European counterparts. This question is particularly 
relevant today, as young people lead a protest movement in 
response to the economic crisis and their lack of future prospects. 
There is growing gap between the world in which they live and 
the institutions in which their future is being decided and which 
label them with terms such as ‘kidults’, ‘lost generation’, ‘neither-
nor generation’, etc.

A common characteristic of young people throughout Europe is 
the delay in emancipation. Research on the causes of the 
prolongation of ‘youth’ has offered different ways to describe 
and explain life trajectories.

In this regard, we would like to highlight two general interpretive 
perspectives. The first explains the delay in emancipation as the 
choice of young people themselves. This delay, which has become 
a common trend across Europe, is related to the new lifestyles that 
young people independently choose, albeit under the influence 
of structural factors such as unemployment, precarious working 
and economic conditions and the cultural influences of gender 
and ethnicity, as well as the availability of social benefits and public 
resources. An interpretation of this trend can be found in Arnett’s 
‘emerging adulthood’ theory (2004). Arnett provides interesting 
international comparative data seeking to confirm the thesis that 
young people’s delayed entry into adult life is a result of choices 
they make, based on leisure and consumption practices and their 
rejection of responsibility. According to Arnett (2004), these 
changes may point to a new period in the lives of young people, 
which he calls emerging adulthood, This period is characterised by 
greater freedom from the social and institutional determinants 
associated with the transition from school to work, forming a life 

with a partner and starting a family. Arnett argues that this is now 
a prolonged phase of the life cycle between adolescence and 
adulthood and is characteristic of developed countries. It applies 
primarily to young adults between 20 and 30 years of age with no 
expectations of having children and assuming responsibilities, 
who are economically and residentially dependent on their 
families and focused on finding their own identities. This theoretical 
framework has led to a new interpretation of transitional processes 
in which individualism and the action of the subject (agency) 
acquire greater importance than the structurally determined 
factors (norms and social roles) that marked young people’s 
transition to adulthood in the recent past.

In contrast to this psychological and individualistic perspective 
that highlights the homogeneity of processes of emancipation, 
other social theorists have emphasised the importance of the 
structural environment in which young people live (e.g. social 
policies, culture, family and socio-economic conditions). This 
environment ultimately determines the life course outcomes of 
this population group and differs according to national context 
(Brannen and Nilsen, 2005; Bynner, 2005; Molgat, 2007). These 
theorists question Arnett’s thesis, arguing that the prolongation 
of young people’s dependence is the result of structural factors 
related to the labour market, the familial and economic situation 
and institutional policies. These factors limit young people’s 
choices and, therefore, their ability to freely choose to leave the 
family home and become independent adults.

Different theoretical positions based on the importance given to 
these factors in analysing this stage of life have developed in 
sociology: an approach that focuses on the life cycle; an approach 
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based on generational position; an approach that takes life paths 
as its key concept, and finally, an institutional approach.

The conceptualisation of this stage of youth or young adulthood 
as a ‘life cycle’ is closely related to functionalist sociology. This 
perspective analyses different transitions to adulthood as a 
process of linear development, characterised by the progressive 
completion of pre-established sequential steps, such as finishing 
school or getting a good job. The analysis presented in this book 
is a response to the limitations of this approach.

The second perspective focuses on the role of generations, 
analysing the conflict between generations of young people and 
older generations. Youth transitions are analysed as milestones, 
ruptures with the world created by older generations. If 
functionalism refers to young people in a ‘static’ manner within a 
system of childhood to adulthood socialisation, the generational 
perspective highlights this population’s ‘dynamic’ and socially 
transformative potential. Young people are the driving force of 
history and carry the promise of future social reform with their 
new forms of cultural production and citizen participation 
(Benedict and Moran, 2007). Their emancipation involves new 
expressions of identity, often driven by lifestyles and pioneering 
consumption practices, which are foreign to members of previous 
generations with whom they have to negotiate norms of co-
existence and economic support. Although in this study we are 
not going to address this perspective, it is illustrative of the new 
scenario in parent-child relationships.

The third theoretical approach analyses individual biographies, 
based on the contributions of symbolic interactionism (Blumer, 

1982). The basic premise of this paradigm is of the social actor, 
who is regarded as historical subject and key protagonist in his or 
her own life, giving meaning to his or her choices, emotions and 
expectations. From this perspective, the main objective is to 
integrate these aspects in defining the paths that make up the 
life of each individual. Youth is defined as a stage of life that goes 
from puberty to full emancipation from family of origin; it involves 
a quest for personal autonomy and the emergence of a more or 
less explicit conflict between the desire for independence and 
the need for security and family protection.

The fourth approach emphasises the institutional dimension of 
the state and examines the influence of public policies in defining 
the processes of emancipation among young people (gallie and 
Paugam, 2001; Wallace and Bendit, 2010; Walther, 2006). In short, 
the trajectory of young people is the result of choices and 
decisions made under the influence of norms, culture and the 
social environment, in addition to individual and family markers, 
such as gender, social class and nationality. In this study, we will 
look at how institutional and individual factors affect the 
behaviour and expectations of young people in the process of 
emancipation. 

1.1.1. Contemporary debates: Between choice and context

In the past twenty years, with the introduction of new conceptual 
tools to explain the behaviour of young people, the classical 
theories that guided sociological theory on the subject have 
been surpassed. This change in perspective has paved the way 
for other analytical criteria more focused on the individualisation 
of transitions (López Blasco and Du Bois-Reymond, 2003). 
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According to these interpretations, institutional and global 
effects are mediated by the impact of cultural and normative 
factors that young people must negotiate in their transitions, all 
within an increasingly uncertain socio-economic context.

This perspective emphasises the importance of subjectivity in 
understanding young people’s transitions. This approach, 
advanced by Walther’s research group (2006), attaches great 
importance to ‘biographical choices’ within the context of specific 
cultural and institutional structures to explain young people’s 
behaviour regarding education, employment and the formation 
of couples and families in different European countries (Walther 
et al., 2009).

Along the same lines, scholars such as Holdsworth and Morgan 
(2005) and Van de Velde (2008) highlight the impact of axiological 
and normative factors on the process of seeking independence 
and autonomy in society today. In addition, youth is no longer 
understood solely as a transition period between adolescence 
and adulthood, nor as a social category to understand generational 
change. Rather, the new condition of youth is considered an 
uncertain stage in the biography of an individual; the boundaries 
separating this period from other stages in the life cycle have 
become increasingly blurred (gil Calvo, 2005).

This theoretical interpretation is coupled with a conceptualisation 
that views the young person as an active subject on his or her 
path to emancipation, rather than as a subject of socialisation. 
This means that every young person is directly responsible for a 
personal project based on his or her preferences and linked to his 

or her individual and contextual circumstances (Furlong et al., 
2006). This approach stresses the micro-macro dialectic regarding 
the relationship between the choices of young people and their 
contexts of emancipation, and also makes it possible to distinguish 
two different perspectives. Some researchers argue that changes 
in the social environment have led to young people having more 
choices, improving their opportunities, as they can multiply their 
experiences thanks to the wide range of options and alternatives 
that exist (Arnett, 2004; Walther et al., 2009). However, others 
refute these arguments pointing to the risks faced by this group 
due to their inability to control the available opportunities and to 
respond adequately to the negative effects caused by social 
change (Bynner, 2005; Brannen and Nilsen 2005 ; Moreno Minguez, 
2012). In both cases, we see that young people have to make their 
transitions within an unstable and uncertain economic context; 
one in which current living conditions are understood to be in 
decline with respect to those of previous generations.

In this sense, factors such as the impact of the economic crisis on 
the labour market and the overall economic situation, the 
reshaping of higher education systems, the redefinition of gender 
roles and the uncertainty generated by the globalisation of 
markets have substantially altered the meaning of transitions to 
adulthood in the Western world. Therefore, as noted by Machado 
Pais (2007), the challenge is in trying to define an object of study 
and a sufficiently multifaceted theoretical approach to reconcile 
the standardised coordinates that characterise conventional 
transitions with the emerging differentiations of individual 
biographies. This is the theoretical approach we take in the 
present study.
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 1.2.  dESTAndArdiSATion And individuALiSATion:  
ThE nEW SiTuATion of younG PEoPLE

The combined processes of social change – individualisation, 
destandardisation and globalisation, for example – are giving new 
meaning to transitions to adulthood. Young people today have no 
clear normative guidelines on how to navigate the path to adulthood. 
In fact, they often have to alter decisions they have made after failures 
in their attempts to achieve residential and economic independence. 
As a result, we believe it is necessary to briefly analyse the importance 
of the processes of destandardisation and individualisation.

1.2.1. Identity, difference and deinstitutionalisation

In analysing the process by which identity is constructed  
– understood as a complex and structured process of differentiation 
from and simultaneous identification with others – we must take 
into account the socio-historical context in which we live. 
According to Mayer (2001), in the last twenty years there have 
been substantive changes in the lives of young people; these 
changes revolve around the processes of deinstitutionalisation, 
differentiation and individualisation, which are explained below:

•   Deinstitutionalisation: The transitions, circumstances and 
events experienced during life, defined in the past by legal and 
social norms, have become more flexible; this has direct 
consequences on young people’s ability to change, reverse or 
continue a pathway to adulthood.

•   Differentiation: Biographical paths are increasingly differentiated 
by the influence of structural factors (e.g. the instability of 

employment and the diversification and lengthening of 
schooling) and by the emergence of new social norms (e.g. non-
traditional family forms and less structured forms of personal 
relationships and communication, encouraged by the use of 
new technologies).

•   Individualisation: The term ‘individualisation’ is used to describe 
the changes in the situation of young people mentioned in the 
previous paragraphs; it specifically refers to the increasing 
control young people have over decision making (Beck and 
Beck gernsheim, 2003; giddens, 1991; Meil, 2011). In the case of 
transitions, this implies greater diversity in individual paths to 
adulthood.

The convergence of these processes has prolonged this stage of 
life and made it increasingly fragile (Skelton, 2004). This has 
obvious and even paradoxical implications for the transition to 
adulthood: on the one hand, young people have greater access 
to education than past generations, but they find themselves 
over or under-qualified for the job market due to the characteristics 
of Spain’s education system, which combines high levels of 
education with high drop out rates. on the other hand, the 
contradictory effects can also be seen at the institutional level, as 
the deinstitutionalisation of the situation of young people is likely 
to be accompanied by the strengthening of policies to promote 
the autonomy and independence of young people and the 
elderly (Ebbinghaus, 2002).

The uncertainties of an increasingly interconnected yet precarious 
world are manifested in the lives of young people in the form of 
widespread risks, which affect the decisions they make about 
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their futures. globalisation promotes the internationalisation of 
markets, increases competitiveness and the massive use of new 
technologies as a means of communication. These changes 
contribute to the destabilisation of traditional normative 
structures (in particular, education and work) that until now had 
served as key markers of young people’s transitions. on the one 
hand, opportunities for improvement in the quality of life have 
multiplied, especially in terms of consumption and material well-
being. on the other hand, access to these opportunities is volatile, 
making it more difficult for young people to make decisions 
about employment, create lasting careers, maintain well-being 
and even assume family responsibilities (Blossfeld and Mills, 
2010).

The logic of an emancipation process based on patterned and 
predictable schemas no longer exists. The linearity of transitions 
has broken down at the same time as instability has increased in 
the traditional pillars of the transition to adulthood: education, 
work and family. New transition paths now join the conventional 
and pre-established ones of the past; complexity and multiplicity 
are increasing (Singly, 2005). The new situation young people 
find themselves in is characterised by greater autonomy, though 
still heir to traditional socialisation processes.

Thus, we can refer to transitions as movement from childhood to 
adulthood and as process of socialisation and social reproduction, 
placing both in an overall biographical context (Pais, 2003). In the 
case of the former, transitions represent the content of young 
people’s paths, the way they carry out their emancipation. The 
latter highlights the stages of socialisation that young people go 
through as a result of their contact with adults and with institutions 

designed for their integration (e.g. the school system, the labour 
market and social policies). Both formulas condition the choices 
that young people will make in their social environment of origin 
and of destination. The tension between having to make choices 
and social determinants defines their social integration and gives 
meaning to the paths they have travelled and have yet to travel. As 
a result, the new sociology of youth is not only concerned with the 
types of decisions that young people can make and act on but also 
with the meaning that they attribute to their path within a given 
social context (Leccardi, 2005). Therefore, their paths become more 
complex and can be referred to as ‘choice biographies’ (Du Bois-
Reymond, 1998) or ‘do-it-yourself biographies’ (López Blasco and 
Du Bois-Reymond, 2003), which are added to and in part replace 
fixed and patterned transition paths.

The transformation of the emancipation process can be 
interpreted from different perspectives. In this study we have 
chosen to focus the analysis from an institutional perspective. In 
this approach, we argue that the cultural, economic and 
institutional context, as well as individual factors such as sex, age, 
education and nationality, has a clear impact on processes of 
emancipation. This perspective allows us to identify differences 
between countries and among Spanish young people. For this 
reason, it is necessary to study the situation of young people who 
come from different social and personal contexts.

In this sense, emancipation from the family home has become a 
highly fragmented and diverse experience for young people 
today. Leaving home does not necessarily coincide with finishing 
school or getting married. Many young people live on their own 
sharing a flat with friends or renting a room, or live with a partner 
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without a long-term commitment, or enter and leave the family 
home depending on personal circumstances and negotiations 
with parents (gil Calvo, 2005; gentile, 2010).

Post-materialist values, such as personal expression and creativity, 
have influenced young people’s preferences when assessing the 
quality of possible employment (Inglehart, 1991): perhaps they 
might reject manual work, which young people of the preceding 
generation were more likely to accept. At the same time, the risks 
associated with socio-economic changes exert pressures that 
young people must reconcile with their freedom of action.

Young people perceive insecurity and instability to be structural 
aspects of the reality in which they live; however, not all of them 
manage to develop their projects in the same way, as the decisions 
they make are not only an expression of their desires, but also 
depend on external influences, social pressures and the resources 
and types of capital available to them. At the same time, they feel 
free to choose their own destiny and consider the risks attached 
to this freedom to be the inevitable side effects of their choices 
(Evans, 2002).

The types of transitions to adulthood are closely related to social 
structure and ascribed elements, such as class, gender or ethnicity.

There are some paths that may not be as reversible as others in 
regard to their positive or negative impact on emancipation 
processes (Casal et al., 2006). Consider, for example, dropping out 
of school without receiving a degree or qualification, substance 
abuse, disability caused by accidents and episodes of depression. 
These negative situations can have negative consequences for 

the rest of a person’s life. Similarly, we can consider the impact of 
positive events, which result in advances or new perspectives: for 
example, getting a scholarship, experience with new technologies 
or travelling and learning foreign languages.

At this point in the twenty-first century, young people are no 
longer limited to assuming pre-determined roles. They make 
decisions about their lives and shape their environment (based 
on their own experiences, whether positive or negative). As a 
result, we find areas of negotiation or mediation between the 
individual and the relational, symbolic, and material spheres of 
their emancipation (Bradley and Devadason, 2008).

Social referents (such as parents, families and peer groups), 
factors such as gender, ethnicity and socio-economic status, as 
well as the social and institutional context (employment, housing 
and services) must also be considered in defining transitions. 
Both the environment and personal situation play a vital role in 
determining the degree of autonomy a young person has in 
carrying out his or her emancipation. In each historical period, 
there are changes in the development of the life cycle, which is 
structured by childhood, youth, family and work life and old age. 
These changes result in a substantial modification of the 
trajectories young people follow, though not in their formal 
aspects, which are still characterised by sequential stages such as 
schooling, starting to work, finding housing and establishing 
one’s own home (Casal et al., 2006). Applying this perspective in 
the study presented in this book, we have tried to analyse the 
structural effects related to public policies and the labour market, 
as well as personal situations defined by sex, age and ethnicity.
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The aim of our research strategy is to take into account certain 
youth lifestyles that are associated with a delay in transitions. 
New challenges in the labour market and the proliferation of 
social networks, forms of consumption and ways of living together 
point to a new conception of autonomy in which young people 
must be decisive actors in consolidating their emancipation in 
concrete social contexts.

At this point, we must also emphasise that the logic of 
destructuration and individualisation – guiding principles that 
seem to define the current socio-historical context as well as 
young people’s trajectories – can be paradoxical, in the sense 
formulated by Axel Honneth: an experience or principle is flawed 
when ‘after failing to realise one’s intention, one is less likely to try 
again in the future’ (Honneth, 2009: 401). The pursuit of personal 
and group fulfilment and one’s own biographical path through 
such strategies (proposed as a social model in our neoliberal 
environment) can produce the opposite: failed paths.

1.3. TrAnSiTionAL ModELS in diffErEnT TyPES of 
WELfArE rEGiMES

The welfare regime in which young people carry out their 
educational, employment, residential and family transitions is 
an example of the ‘context of emancipation’. Following this 
analytical logic, an important part of our research has been to 
incorporate a comparative perspective in order to observe young 
people’s transitions in different European countries. The 
comparative approach allows us to distinguish between different 

structures and trends in the relationship between young people 
and social change, identifying the characteristics that define 
these processes in the Spanish welfare state. From this 
perspective, we first analyse different welfare state models in 
the European union in relation to young people; secondly, we 
present some important characteristics of the Spanish welfare 
state model, and finally, we analyse the new challenges for these 
welfare regimes caused by the economic crisis.

We have adopted Walther’s approach (2006) in defining different 
‘transition regimes’ and grouping the countries in the European 
union according to these regimes. The inclusion of this analytical 
perspective is useful because it allows us to contextualise the 
individual behaviour of young people in different national and 
institutional frameworks. The term ‘regime’ refers to the combined 
effect of the economic, institutional and cultural structures that 
explain the varying patterns of youth emancipation in different 
countries. This conceptualisation has been developed based on 
the theoretical contributions of Esping-Andersen (1993, 2000) 
and gallie and Paugam (2000) on types of welfare states. These 
authors analyse welfare state models differentiating between 
social democratic/universalist regimes (such as in Denmark and 
Sweden, with high protection of the rights of citizens); conservative/
corporatist regimes (France, germany and the Netherlands, 
countries that focus on employment and where coverage depends 
on occupational category); liberal regimes (such as the uK and 
Ireland, where social benefits and employment protection are 
more limited), and Mediterranean regimes (Spain, Italy, Portugal 
and greece, where social protection is rather poor and secondary 
to the assistance each family household provides its members).
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This comparative model includes different dimensions 
summarised in the following indicators: structures of the welfare 
state; education systems; employment policies; youth policies, 
and social, family and gender policies. These indicators have 
enabled researchers to define a typology in which countries can 
be grouped based on commonalities in youth transitions 
(Kaufmann, 2003). This implies that although there are 
institutional differences between countries, there may be similar 
structures on the macro level. Based on these indicators and to 
simplify the analysis, we propose four transition regimes. This 
typology highlights the peculiarities and similarities in transitions 
experienced by young people in the different welfare regimes 
selected for the study.

The Nordic transition regime, which includes Sweden, Denmark 
and Finland, is characterised by a comprehensive educational 
system in which university and vocational education are clearly 
integrated and reflect the individualisation of young people’s 
life courses, as they are flexible enough to guarantee the 
construction of de-standardised paths. Employment policies in 
these countries are aimed at fostering security and individual 
motivation in the workplace. In addition, they also provide a 
wide range of family and gender policies that have contributed 
to the development of the public sector, women’s employment 
and gender equality.

The continental transition regime, which includes germany, 
France and the Netherlands, is characterised by an inclusive and 
selective education system, with a standardised and employment-
oriented curriculum. The dominant expectation among young 
people is to participate in this socialisation scheme in order to 

achieve the desired social and occupational status through the 
academic qualifications obtained. This educational and 
employment policy leads to the differentiation of young people 
into two groups: those who follow the path through the 
education system to employment, and those who do not and, 
thus, end up in need of social assistance. Family, social and 
gender policies favour the formation of households based on 
the figure of the male breadwinner.

The Anglo- Saxon transition regime, which includes the uK and 
Ireland, places particular emphasis on young people’s individual 
responsibility in providing for their own well-being through rapid 
and stable integration into the labour market. This is a stage in 
the life course of young people in which they must achieve 
economic independence as soon as possible. The labour market 
is characterised by great flexibility. The proportion of women 
who are employed is high, but they often work part-time and in 
low-skilled occupations. The risk of exclusion for young people is 
also particularly high due to the virtual absence of social and 
family policies that directly assist them in their transitions.

of particular interest for our research is the Southern European 
transition regime found in Spain, Portugal, Italy and greece, as 
the identification of its characteristics will allow us to make a 
general comparison with other countries. This regime is 
characterised by its lack of youth policies to promote residential 
transitions, its rigid education systems in terms of the educational 
paths available (vocational training and university) and its lack of 
support for school-to-work transitions. This mismatch between 
education and work accentuates young people’s dependence 
on the family as a response to limited institutional support.
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Van de Velde (2008) has analysed European transition models 
and stressed that public policy and the labour market affect the 
construction of personal identity and, therefore, young people’s 
strategies for emancipation. According to Van de Velde, in the 
Spanish model, young people construct their identity through 
the family and understand the transitions to adult life to mean 
‘having their own home, a job and a partner’. This is due in part 
to the welfare state not supporting the emancipation of Spanish 
youth through social policies. According to gaviria (2007), living 
in the parents’ house allows Spanish young people to build a 
common identity based on dependency as a step toward 
acquiring independence and personal autonomy.

The distinctive features of the Mediterranean countries are 
crucial to understand the context of emancipation of Spanish 
young people in a comparative perspective. For example, 
intergenerational solidarity and the lack of co-responsibility 
between men and women in parenting and housework 
characterise the traditional Mediterranean family model. As the 
demographer Reher has explained (1998), this model contrasts 
with the ‘weakened’ role of families in central and northern 
Europe where gender relations and parent-child and other family 
relationships are comparatively less binding on individuals.

The participation of women in paid work has increased 
significantly in Spain, although it still remains behind employment 
rates of men and female employment rates in other European 
countries. This change can be seen in the gradual replacement 
of the male breadwinner family system with the dual earners 
model, especially among households made up of young couples 
(Migliavacca, 2008). The recognition of the importance of 

equality is helping to weaken the cultural foundations of 
patriarchy and is leading to an egalitarian conception of conjugal 
relations, which, over time, is also being incorporated into family 
law and, more gradually, into the daily life of households (Flaquer, 
2004).

growing gender equality has not substantially changed the 
centrality of the family as provider of basic welfare (material, 
symbolic and emotional) and as the primary reference in the 
collective imagination regarding individual practices (family 
members providing for each other’s welfare) in the Mediterranean 
countries. Family members provide financial support and care 
through money transfers, time and the exchange of social capital 
in networks of mutual support (Kohli et al., 2007). These kinds of 
relationships can lead to informal dynamics and clientelism, 
serving as a replacement for the nearly residual state intervention, 
especially in regard to personal assistance and integration into 
the labour market (Naldini, 2003). This is the family context in 
which Spanish young people build their paths to adulthood.

In regard to regulation of the economy, the countries of Southern 
Europe occupy an intermediate position between the corporatist 
model and the liberal model (Moreno Fernández, 2009). This in 
part explains why policies of support for young people have 
been limited in Spain, and why social services aimed at young 
people have also been weak (Moreno Minguez, 2012). Moreover, 
employment policies have had little effect on job creation for 
young people and little effect in exploiting the potential of 
those with high qualifications. Added to this is an economic 
structure characterised by a marked fragmentation between 
large and small businesses, the public and private sectors and 
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between regions with different socio-economic characteristics. 
These differences hinder the formation of strong and stable 
coalitions among specific interest groups, as well as investment 
in protection programmes for all workers (Molina and Rhodes, 
2007).

In each of these regimes different processes of emancipation 
have developed through which each young person responds in 
a specific way to his or her particular situation, such as intra- and 
intergenerational solidarity strategies in the Spanish case (Van 
de Velde, 2005). Approaches to integration in labour markets, 
social transfers and public policy have a direct effect on young 
people in their transition to adult life and in their interaction 
with their surroundings. 

globalisation and new technologies have greatly expanded the 
range of individual and social opportunities for young people 
today. However, market pressures have spread internationally, 
while access to the knowledge society is widening the gap 
between young people who can afford a long and specialised 
education and those who can barely manage to complete 
mandatory schooling (Requena, 2006).

Since September 2008, pressure from markets has jeopardised 
the stability of welfare states. A readjustment in social financing 
is a matter of urgency throughout Europe, requiring a 
reorganisation of the political agenda in terms of the amount of 
benefits, types of intervention and groups of beneficiaries. Some 
countries are increasing the regulation of social benefits to 
reduce public spending. This is especially the case in the countries 
of southern Europe, where stagnating growth and large deficits 

limit any possibility of investment and economic recovery, which 
has very negative repercussions on young people.

The economic crisis has revealed weaknesses in the international 
financial system, and this has important implications for welfare 
and social policies in many countries. Consequently, both the 
effects of the crisis and the measures being taken to find an 
immediate solution to it have obvious implications for the 
emancipation of young people: labour markets and housing 
markets are increasingly inaccessible; unstable employment 
leads to the undervaluation of the human capital of young 
people; social policies are inadequate and fail to replace the lack 
of credit offered by banks, while the pressures on families grow 
as private savings decline and public debt increases.

These tensions adversely affect young Europeans’ emancipation 
strategies. In Spain, the increase in semi-dependency (Moreno 
Minguez, 2008b) is a reliable indicator of the precarious and 
uncertain future faced by the younger generations. Young 
peoples’ postponement of transitions is a defensive strategy to 
avoid economic vulnerability and may be sustainable only in so 
far as it is guaranteed by their families. It is, therefore, important 
to analyse from a transversal perspective how young people are 
dealing with emancipation in specific national contexts but also 
global contexts, in times of crisis and despite the crisis.
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II.  THE PRoCESSES oF TRANSITIoN To ADuLTHooD IN EuRoPE 
FRoM A CoMPARATIVE PERSPECTIVE 

Much has been written on the transition of young Europeans to 
adulthood. over recent decades the traditional markers of this 
transition have lost part of their normative function. Transitions 
have become individualised and diversified, characterised by 
increasingly flexible biographical developments (López Blasco 
and Du Bois-Reymond, 2003; Pais, 2007). The progressive ‘de-
ritualisation’ of transitional processes is reflected in open 
itineraries young people themselves negotiate and define. This 
presents them with new situations of uncertainty, insecurity 
and risk (Leccardi and Ruspini, 2006). Achieving personal 
autonomy is no longer only identified with leaving the family 
home, residential independence and the formation of a family, 
but also with factors such as consumption, the use of new 
technologies, the beginning of sexual relationships and, above 
all, with economic independence. Nevertheless, in international 
comparative studies, leaving home remains a key marker in the 
transition to adulthood.

In addition, education can no longer be thought of as a stage 
prior to integration in the labour market, but as a continuous and 

prolonged process with intermittent withdrawals and returns. 
Career paths are becoming more volatile, discontinuous and 
dependent on the economic context, with the proliferation of 
unstable forms of labour market integration and new formulas 
for promotion and retraining.

In this chapter we look at normative representations1 of the 
events that define the entry into adulthood from a comparative 
perspective, based on data from the 2006 European Social Survey 
(ESS). We then identify the attitudes to the events that have 
traditionally defined the patterns of emancipation and the 
symbolic value that young people give to them. Finally, we 
address residential and family lifestyles of young people and their 
school to work transitions based on the most current European 
data from the 2010 European Labour Survey (ELS).

1  In this chapter we use the concept of ‘norm’ as the moral convention for socially approved behaviour.
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2.1.  ATTiTudinAL ProfiLES ToWArd TrAnSiTionS To 
AduLThood: A TyPoLoGiCAL AnALySiS 

In categorising attitudinal profiles of young people with regard to 
the circumstances that define the transitions to adulthood we have 
used the typology of transition regimes presented in the first chapter. 
This comparative analysis takes as its starting point the study by Pais 
and Ferreira (2010), based on two step cluster analysis,2 applied to the 
responses of individuals interviewed in the different European 
countries participating in the European Social Survey. This technique 
quantifies the importance of key markers in the process of 
emancipation based on the responses of young people. From this 
analysis, four attitudinal profiles emerge regarding the transition to 
adulthood based on indicators such as the age of leaving the parental 
home, starting work, marrying or cohabiting and having children. 
Despite the informational value these profiles have, the limitations 
of this type of classification in reflecting the heterogeneity within 
each country should be taken into account.

In graph 2.1, five countries were selected for comparative analysis 
of attitudinal trends regarding previously defined clusters. Each 
cluster (group of responses) groups the normative patterns of 
respondents in each of the five selected countries. The ‘de-
standardised’ cluster group is characterised by unconventional 
attitudes regarding the traditional markers of transition to 
adulthood. In this group, the symbolic and normative value of 
these markers tends to be mitigated and partly replaced by other 
biographical factors related to the history of each individual (López 

2  This consists in an advanced statistical technique that groups the responses of individuals from different 
countries into previously defined groups based on a series of variables. In short, it establishes a comparative 
typology based on the responses given by respondents to the 2007 European Social Survey.

Blasco and Du Bois-Reymond, 2003). The primary example of this 
cluster is Sweden, where there is a high percentage of de-
standardised attitudes.

The second cluster groups the profiles of individuals with an 
individualistic attitude. These young people place value on all 
circumstances that positively impact on their personal autonomy. 
Hence, they are more concerned about having a full time job, 
considered fundamental to independence, than they are with 
other markers characteristic of transitions, for example, leaving the 
family home.

The third cluster groups essentially familist attitudes. These 
young people attach high symbolic value to markers related to 
the relationship with a partner and family formation. The markers 
related to labour market integration are viewed positively to the 
extent that they promote reconciliation between work and family 
life, rather than individual emancipation.

The fourth and final cluster includes those young people that show 
standardised attitudes toward the entry into adult life. They see 
the traditional markers as sequential and lineal steps. 

graph 2.1 shows a distinct and sometimes contradictory 
distribution of profiles between the selected countries. For 
example, Spain and the Netherlands have a high percentage of 
young persons with de-standardised attitudes, even higher 
than Sweden; but Spain also has a high percentage with 
standardised attitudes (35%). Possibly this is explained by young 
people in Spain being torn between the family-based past of 
their parents’ generation and the more de-standardised present 
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in which they live. Individualistic attitudes are in the most 
common in Sweden and to a lesser extent in the Netherlands 
and France. France, germany and Spain stand out for the high 
percentage of standardised attitudes.

This summary table allows us to identify a general typological 
framework for the markers of the transition to adulthood 
based on young people’s normative and symbolic 
representations. Although in Europe there is no normative 
and symbolic consensus on the events that define transitions 
to adult life, there is a tendency toward the de-standardisation 
of attitudes. These attitudinal patterns, as will be seen in 

chapter 3 in the case of Spain, do not correspond to observed 
behaviours.

In Spain, attitudinal profiles based on the typology presented 
indicate a certain polarisation between standardisation  
– represented by the positive value placed on linear processes of 
entry into adulthood – and relatively de-standardised profiles, a 
clear sign of optimistic expectations about the future. once this 
ambivalence is noted, a more detailed analysis of the normative 
and symbolic representation of these transitional markers is 
necessary, one which pays attention to gender differences.

2.2. SoCiAL ASSESSMEnT of TrAnSiTionAL MArkErS  
of EnTry inTo AduLThood 

In a context of change in which young people in Spain are 
increasingly less dependent on traditional values, paradoxically 
the couple and the family, as well as the prolonged time children 
remain in the home of their parents, become critical factors in 
understanding why Spanish young people have a contradictory 
symbolic representation of transitions. This is why we must 
examine more deeply the attitudes of young people toward the 
age of entry into adult life, the formation of the couple, the family 
and work, among other key elements, in order to understand 
their behaviour with respect to other transitions to adulthood.

Table 2.1 shows the averages ages by country of when young 
people between 16 and 35 consider adulthood to begin.3 The 

3  The original question was: At what age, approximately, would you say (girls or women/boys or men) become 
adults?

GrAPh 2.1: Normative patterns in the transition to adulthood for 
various European countries (percentages)
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Source: European Social Survey, 2007, in Pais and Ferreira (2010).
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average age that men give for entry into adulthood ranges from 
20.0 in Sweden to 18.8 in the uK. For women, the average age is 
relatively higher in all countries. For example, in Spain men think 
that the ideal age for becoming an adult is 20.1 and women 21.4. 
These data suggest a normative representation of the entry into 
adulthood in Spain similar to that of young people in France, and 
one that is ‘later’ in comparison to young people in the uK. 
However, the differences with countries such as Denmark, 
Sweden or Finland, where young people traditionally leave home 
earlier, are not particularly significant. From this data we can 
conclude that the differences between Spain and other European 
countries are minimal regarding the assessment young people 

make of the age to leave the family home. Where there are 
significant differences is in the interval between the average age 
considered appropriate to leave home and the average age when 
young people actually do leave home, this difference being 
particularly high in the Spanish case (Table 2.1).

Based on these data, there is some convergence in Europe on 
the normative patterns of entry into adulthood. Reflecting on 
this leads us to conclude that if these assessments and 
representations do not correspond to the real average age for 
leaving the parental home in Spain, it is primarily for two 
reasons: first, that Spanish young people do not associate the 
age of becoming an adult with the age of leaving the family 
home and secondly, and stemming from the first, Spanish 
young people think that personal autonomy can be achieved 
while still being part of the family. Thus, membership in the 
family group is an indicator of identity for young people in 
Spain (Van de Velde, 2008). To this must also be added the 
psychological component of personal maturity, but there are 
no data available on this.

Regarding gender differences, there are no substantial differences 
between countries. In general, women give a later threshold than 
men for the appropriate age of entry into adulthood. If we 
compare the perceptions of both sexes with the actual ages for 
leaving home, it can be seen that women actually leave home at 
earlier ages than men. These differences in the age ‘considered’ 
to be the age of entry into adulthood and the real age of leaving 
home help us to understand the great diversity found in studying 
the assessments of young people regarding work, family and 
living with a partner from a gender perspective (Moreno Minguez 

TAbLE 2.1: Real emancipation age and age considered ideal 
to become an adult

ExPECTED AgE To 
ABANDoN FAMILY 

HoME 1

REAL AgE To 
ABANDoN  

FAMILY HoME 2

germany 21.4 24.5

Denmark 19.0                *

Spain 21.7 28.8

Finland 20.0 22.5

France 20.8 23.6

Portugal 21.6 29.0

united Kingdom 20.4 24.1

Sweden 19.9                *

Note: 1: The data has been obtained from the European Social Survey and corresponds to the year 2006. 
2: The data has been obtained from Eurostat 2010 and corresponds to the year 2007. 
*: Data is not available.
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and gentile, 2011). Although these representations contradict 
the facts regarding actual emancipation, they are legitimated 
and socially accepted and they point to the potential impact of 
gender roles on patterns of men and women’s emancipation.

Regarding the assessment of the age to form a couple and have 
children, there are no substantive differences by gender among 

young people under 35, or between countries. In the Spanish 
case the ideal age given to initiate living as a couple is 24.2 and to 
get married, 26.7; this is the highest age among all respondents 
in the countries participating in the ESS, but differences between 
countries do not exceed a range of three years.

If we compare this to the data provided by Eurostat on age at first 
marriage (see Table 2.3), we see that attitudes differ from actual 
behaviour in all countries, but especially in Spain, where the 
average age at first marriage in 2009 was 30.2 for women and 
32.4 for men. Regarding the average for all the countries 
considered in the table, Spain has the fourth highest after France. 
In all the countries, the actual age at first marriage is higher than 
the expectations people have regarding the formation of a couple 
(see Table 2.3 and 2.4). The data are signs of certain structural 

TAbLE 2.3: Age at first marriage by sex, 2009

ToTAL MEN WoMEN

germany 30.9 32.4 29.5

Denmark 32.7 33.8 31.5

Spain 31.3 32.4 30.2

France 31.0 32.1 30.0

Italy 31.2 32.6 29.9

Portugal 28.4 29.2 27.6

united Kingdom 31.0 32.2 29.9

Sweden 33.4 34.9 32.0

Source: based on Eurostat (2010) and offices of National Statistics.

TAbLE 2.2: Average age considered ideal to become an adult among 
young people under 35 years of age by sex and country

AgE To BE AN ADuLT

MEN WoMEN ALL

germany 19.5 20.6 20.0
dev. 0.3 dev. 3.8 dev. 3.5

Denmark 19.9 21.6 20.7
dev. 2.9 dev. 3.5 dev. 3.3

Spain 20.1 21.4 20.7
dev. 3.8 dev. 0.4 dev. 0.4

France 20.2 22.0 21.1
dev. 2.9 dev. 4.3 dev. 3.8

Portugal 19.9 20.8 20.4
dev. 3.3 dev. 3.9 dev. 3.7

united Kingdom 18.8 19.0 18.9
dev. 2.6 dev. 3.2 dev. 2.9

Sweden 20.0 20.6 20.3
dev. 3.2 dev. 4.7 dev. 0.4

Total 19.7 20.7 20.2
dev. 3.2 dev. 0.4 dev. 3.6

Source: based on data from the European Social Survey, 2006. 
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determinants young Europeans must overcome, such as economic 
and employment difficulties, which are limiting young people’s 
possibilities of satisfying their expectations regarding forming a 
stable relationship with a partner.

Although there are no significant differences between countries, 
we find a range of approximately six years (depending on the 

country) regarding the difference between the age considered 
ideal for entry into adulthood and the ideal age to form a couple 
and get married. Thus, we find a gap between the age young 
people have established for entry into adulthood and the age to 
form a couple. In the next chapter will be look at the extent to 
which these attitudes actually match young people’s behaviours 
regarding transitional markers.

TAbLE 2.4: Average age considered ideal to form a couple and to marry among young 
people under 35 years of age by sex and country

AgE To MARRY AgE To LIVE IN A CouPLE

MEN WoMEN ALL MEN WoMEN ALL

germany 26.3 26.3 26.3 22.5 22.3 22.4
dev. 3.8 dev. 3.9 dev. 3.9 dev. 3.4 dev. 2.9 dev. 3.2

Denmark 26.6 26.5 26.5 21.6 22.3 22.0
dev. 3.4 dev. 2.7 dev. 3 dev. 2.8 dev. 2.5 dev. 2.7

Spain 26.7 26.6 26.7 24.1 24.4 24.2
dev. 3.7 dev. 3.3 dev. 3.5 dev. 3.5 dev. 3.1 dev. 3.3

France 25.5 25.8 25.6 21.7 22.4 22.1
dev. 3.5 dev. 3.6 dev. 3.5 dev. 2.7 dev. 2.6 dev. 2.7

Portugal 24.9 24.8 24.8 23.7 24.0 23.8
dev. 3.8 dev. 3.5 dev. 3.7 dev. 3.4 dev. 3.7 dev. 3.6

united Kingdom 24.4 25.2 24.8 21.1 21.5 21.3
dev. 4 dev. 4.2 dev. 4.1 dev. 3.6 dev. 3.2 dev. 3.4

Sweden 26.3 26.4 26.3 20.9 21.4 21.2
dev. 5.9 dev. 4 dev. 5.1 dev. 2.7 dev. 2.8 dev. 2.8

Total 25.7 25.9 25.8 22.3 22.6 22.4
dev. 3.9 dev. 3.7 dev. 3.8 dev. 3.4 dev. 3.1 dev. 3.2

Source: based on data from the European Social Survey, 2006.
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In addition to these considerations regarding markers of entry 
into adulthood, the social sciences have also focused on studying 
the transition from school to work. In Spain, this stage is 
regulated institutionally and conditions economic independence 
and, therefore, the residential transitions of young people. The 
rigidity of the Spanish education system has impeded and 
prolonged young people’s transitions into the labour market 
(Eurostat, 2009).

TAbLE 2.6: Average age to enter the labour market and age 
of emancipation

AgE AT FIRST 
JoB

AgE To LEAVE 
HoME

INTERVAL 
(YEARS)

Portugal 17.7 21.6 3.9

germany 17.9 21.4 3.5

Austria 18.2 20.8 2.6

Denmark 18.2 19.0 0.8

Finland 18.3 20.0 1.7

united Kingdom 18.5 20.4 1.9

Spain 18.8 21.7 2.9

Sweden 18.9 19.9 1.0

The Netherlands 19.3 21.7 2.4

Norway 19.4 19.4 0.0

France 19.8 20.8 1.0

Belgium 20.2 22.5 2.3

Ireland 20.2 21.3 1.1

Total 19.0 21.1 2.1

Note: young people were asked the age they considered appropriate for leaving the family home and 
integrating into the labour market. 
Source: Pais and Ferreira (2010), European Social Survey 2006.

The age considered ideal for the birth of the first child is relatively 
high in all countries (table 2.5), but especially in Spain, where it is 
28.3 years of age, the highest in Europe and approximately 2 to 3 
years higher than the rest of the countries considered. These data 
suggest that the effect of the late emancipation of young people 
in Spain is also delaying the formation of the couple and the birth 
of the first child, as numerous studies have shown (Baizán, 2006, 
Bernardi and Requena, 2003; Cabre, 2007, CES, 2002).

TAbLE 2.5: Average age considered ideal to be parents among young 
people under 35 years of age by sex and country

AgE To BE PARENTS

MEN WoMEN ALL

germany 27.0 27.2 27.1
dev. 3.4 dev. 3.3 dev. 3.4

Denmark 26.7 27.1 26.9
dev. 2.8 dev. 2.7 dev. 2.7

Spain 28.3 28.3 28.3
dev. 3.6 dev. 3.3 dev. 3.5

France 26.1 26.6 26.4
dev. 3.2 dev. 3.1 dev. 3.2

Portugal 25.9 26.1 26.0
dev. 3.5 dev. 3.4 dev. 3.5

united Kingdom 25.6 26.0 25.8
dev. 4.4 dev. 4.1 dev. 4.3

Sweden 26.7 27.0 26.9
dev. 3.5 dev. 3.4 dev. 3.5

Total 26.7 27.0 26.8
dev. 3.7 dev. 3.5 dev. 3.6

Source: based on data from the European Social Survey, 2006.
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To get a complete picture we must take into account age at first 
job. The ESS offers this comparative data. If the ideal age that 
young people give for first employment is between 19 and 20 
for many European countries, in Spain it is lower: 18.8. Could this 
difference be due to the high dropout rate in recent years in 
Spain? In countries where education systems are flexible or less 
rigid4 in defining educational itineraries (secondary / vocational 
education and university), such as germany or Portugal, the 
ideal age given for entry into the labour market is lower, since 
quality vocational training generates qualifications based on 
the demands of the production system, thereby promoting 
early integration of qualified young people into the labour 
market. In the case of germany, for example, institutional 
initiative plays an important role, encouraging relatively short 
school and training trajectories and including training 
programmes for disadvantaged young people with lower 
qualifications (Walther et al., 2009).

Entry into the labour market does not immediately translate into 
residential independence. The cases of germany and Portugal 
are quite telling in this respect, as in these countries it takes young 
people an average of four years after getting their first job before 
they become independent (Ferreira and Nunes, 2010). In contrast, 
in the Nordic countries, entry into the labour market and 
residential independence occur at the same time. This is mainly 
due to the existence of an intergenerational cultural pattern of 
residential autonomy in which parents provide economic support 
for their children’s independence (Holdsworth and Morgan, 2005) 
and to generous public policies, such as scholarships and housing 

4  By flexible education systems we mean those models in which there are different education itineraries that 
students can choose from; such is the case in germany.

assistance for students and unemployed youth to support their 
emancipation. In Spain, despite early entry into the labour market, 
leaving the family home is still delayed on average six years after 
the first job (Moreno Minguez, 2008a).

Transitional markers for entry into adulthood carry ‘symbolic’ 
value, which corresponds to the cultural, institutional and 
normative context that we have described in previous sections. 
In Table 2.7 we present a hierarchy of the value or importance 
that young Europeans give specific transitions: leaving the 
parental home, having a job, being in a couple and being a parent. 
The responses are presented for each country.

Logically, residential autonomy is the key marker of entry into 
adulthood in countries where the transition process begins at a 
younger age (Finland, Norway, the Netherlands and Denmark). In 
Spain residential autonomy is not only a categorical and definitive 
marker of entry into adult life, but it also has a symbolic aspect 
that expresses the aspirations of young people to achieve 
independence, once the economic and job stability necessary to 
be independent is attained.

Residential independence for Spanish young people is contingent 
on economic and job stability, while for their European peers 
these factors do not have as great an impact. In Spain there is a 
social and cultural association between economic stability and 
family formation; this is mainly due to the lack of institutional 
support. Thus, the protection of the family and the feeling of 
belonging to the family group alleviate the frustration felt in the 
face of employment and economic difficulties preventing couple 
and family formation.
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Beyond residential autonomy, having a job is a key marker of 
entry into adulthood in countries such as Austria, Belgium, 
Denmark, Spain, France, the uK, Ireland and Sweden. In these 
countries job security comes before couple and family formation, 
as employment represents the path toward economic 
independence that leads to emancipation and, ultimately, the 
formation of a family. This sequence of behaviours, based on the 
importance attributed to them, reflects the hierarchy of values in 
the welfare state, as in countries where public policies encourage 
residential independence, young people value leaving home. In 
contrast, in countries where governments play a minor role in the 
economic support of young people, work and economic stability 
are understood as necessary prerequisites for residential 
independence (Chambaz, 2001; Cicchelli and Martin, 2004; 
Moreno Minguez, 2012).

In this scenario we find some exceptional cases such as that of 
Portugal (Table 2.5), where young people value being a parent 
first, followed by couple formation, having a job and finally, 
residential independence. Ferreira and Nunes (2010) have 
interpreted this as the result of a clear pattern of familism, which 
links the entry into adulthood with the formation of one’s own 
family, identifying this as the key marker of adulthood.

In some countries (germany, Belgium, Spain, Denmark and the 
uK), young people attach greater importance to being parents 
than to having a partner, which may indicate a new trend in 
regard to starting a family; that is, the devaluation of the necessity 
of a stable partnership in order to become a parent and a greater 
value being assigned to the responsibility of being a parent as 
key marker of adulthood.

In Spain, the delay in leaving the family home also leads to a delay 
in the formation of couples and having children; this is related to 
why young people in Spain give greater importance to having 
children as a marker of adulthood than to living in a couple. 
However, for Spanish young people, what really marks entry into 
adulthood is having a job. Regarding parenthood, we can 
highlight the case of germany, where men give more importance 
to having a partner than to having children as a marker of 
adulthood, while for women it is the opposite. In the case of 
Portugal, young men place more importance on having a job 
than on having a partner, while for women having a partner is 
more important than having a job for becoming an adult. 

These results are linked to differences in institutional aid for 
young people. In fact, as is shown in chapter 6, there are more 
policies to support young people in the form of economic support 
– as a percentage of social spending (e.g. grants, support for 
emancipation, housing, etc.) – in countries such as Sweden and 
germany than in Spain. Regarding the role of the family, 
comparative studies have shown that in northern European 
countries, families provide economic assistance to help young 
people achieve residential independence, while in southern 
Europe economic transfers are made within the family home, 
contributing to the delay of emancipation (Iacovou, 2010). In 
short, the data presented here show that economic vulnerability 
and precarious employment affect emancipated youth much 
more in Spain than in countries like Sweden or germany.

In conclusion, we note that the stage of youth is an increasingly 
longer period of life because it is more difficult to obtain economic, 
employment and family stability. The transition to adulthood has 
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diversified and has been deferred. The period of youth and young 
adulthood is now defined as a long exploratory stage to achieve 
different types of autonomy. In Spain this model leads to young 
people being economically and residentially dependent on their 
families but independent in their lifestyles; this has been referred 
to as a form of acquiring independence within the framework of 
family dependency and could be defined as a form of semi-
dependence (Moreno Minguez, 2008).

The institutional context in which these transitions occur may 
well explain these trends, as the Spanish welfare state has 
delegated the responsibility for supporting young people to the 
family, promoting a cultural model of intergenerational support 
within the family. This contributes to young people remaining in 
the family home while studying or seeking employment. 

However, Spain tried to develop policy to support emancipation 
with the creation in 2007 of the Basic Emancipation Income, 
which has been eliminated by the present government. In any 
case, it was more symbolic than real, and its effectiveness was 
limited. Finally, the situation of economic vulnerability and the 
precariousness of employment also contribute to the increasing 
delay in young people’s formation of their own families and their 
stable integration into the labour market.

2.3. LifESTyLES of EuroPE’S younG PEoPLE

The way in which European young people experience autonomy 
or independence varies considerably between countries, despite 
certain convergence in residential patterns and lifestyles, 

TAbLE 2.7: Hierarchy of importance attributed to indicators of entry into adulthood by country (adjusted mean)

FIRST PRIoRITY SECoND PRIoRITY THIRD PRIoRITY FouRTH PRIoRITY

germany have a job (2.87) leave home (2.87) be parents (2.69) have a partner (2.59)

Denmark leave home (3.59) have a job (2.95) be parents (2.68) have a partner (2.38)

Spain have a job (2.52) leave home (2.36) be parents (2.20) have a partner (2.03)

France have a job (3.50) be parents (2.95) leave home (2.92) have a partner (2.61)

Portugal be parents (3.41) have a job (3.22) have a partner (3.16) leave home (2.84)

united Kingdom have a job (3.19) leave home (2.70) be parents (2.19) have a partner (2.19)

Sweden leave home (2.91) have a job (2.34) have a partner (1.71) be parents (1.66)

Total have a job (3.01) leave home (2.79) be parents (2.49) have a partner (2.37)

Scale: not at all important (1), little importance (2), indifferent (3), important (4), very important (5) 
Note: use of adjusted mean for each country and group. 
Source: based on data from the European Social Survey, 2006.
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particularly regarding the delay in achieving autonomy (Billari 
and Liefbroer, 2010). Studies have looked at differences between 
countries both in regard to the age of leaving the parental home 
and the lifestyles adopted by emancipated youth, analysing them 
based on a range of variables, such as family and individual 
resources (Iacovou, 2010 ), age, gender, origin, employment and 
economic situation (Eurostat, 2009, Stone et al., 2010), the support 
provided by welfare states (Moreno Minguez, 2012) and family 
ties/relationships (Reher, 1998, Holdsworth and Morgan, 2005; 
Alesina and giuliano, 2010).

The focus in Spain has been on the impact of economic, 
employment, educational and cultural factors on the lifestyles of 
young people. The Youth Reports of the Youth Institute of Spain 
and the Fundación Santa Maria provide a picture of the situation 
of young people in Spain. These reports reveal that the residential 
patterns and lifestyles of Spanish young people are more associated 
with a familist cultural model than with strictly economic factors. 
Young people in Spain (and in Italy) are more likely to live most of 
their youth and young adulthood in a family (whether with their 
parents or through the formation of their own family), giving 
greater importance to the security of a home than to independence 
(Manacorda and Moretti, 2006). According to the data in the graph 
below, young people in Spain and Italy between 15 and 29 years of 
age attach less importance to independence than Swedes, 
germans and Finns of the same age; this correlates with the high 
percentage of young people living in their parents’ home in Spain 
and Italy.

The lifestyles of Spanish and European young people, in general, 
are marked by the type of home they live in. To delve more 

deeply into this issue, we have used data from the European 
Union Statistics on Income and Living Conditions (Eu-SILC), which 
provides the percentage of young people living in private 
households, but does not consider young people living in 
student residences/housing, shared flats and other public 
accommodations, a fact that could lead to varied interpretations 
of the data. The indicator referenced in this table is the standard 
used by Eurostat to measure the age at which young people 
leave home and their residential situation. This transversal 
indicator, however, does not reveal the inward and outward 
flows in the residential situation of young people (Eurostat, 
2009). It is also necessary to highlight the potential limitations 
of this measurement, as it does not include the effects of the 

GrAPh 2.2: The value of independence: Young people that live with 
their parents

IMPORTANCE GIVEN TO INDEPENDENCE (% OF YOUNG PEOPLE, BOTH SEXES)

YOUNG PEOPLE THAT LIVE WITH THEIR PARENTS, FROM 15 TO 29 YEARS OF AGE (%)

0%

25%

50%
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75%

25 50 75 100
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Finland

Germany

Italy

Spain

Source: based on World Values Survey 2005 data. official Data File, 2009 in Moreno Mínguez (2012).



TH
E 

PR
o

C
ES

SE
S 

o
F 

TR
A

N
SI

TI
o

N
 T

o
 A

D
u

LT
H

o
o

D
 IN

 E
u

Ro
PE

 F
Ro

M
 A

 C
o

M
PA

RA
TI

V
E 

PE
RS

PE
C

TI
V

E 

37

age structure. The data in table 2.8 show significant differences 
by country and gender.

Sweden, followed by France, the Netherlands and germany are 
the countries where young people leave home earlier on 
average, while in Spain and Italy they leave home much later. 
This is the case even for women, although women leave home 
earlier than men. In fact, in Sweden, 50% of women leave home 
by age 21, while in Spain and Italy, women leave home on 
average at 27 and 28 years of age, respectively. These data are 
consistent with the familist culture of semi-dependency 
characteristic of southern European countries and the culture 
of independence or autonomy in countries of the north. Columns 
5 and 6 of table 2.8 refer to the age at which half of young people 
live with a partner and with at least one child. These family 
formation patterns coincide with the patterns regarding leaving 
the parental home in the selected countries.

The formation of couples and families occurs at a relatively early 
age in Sweden (27 for men and 24 for women), while in Spain it is 
much later (31 for men and 28 for women). In Sweden, the 
Netherlands, France and germany, the average age when couples 
and families are formed is about seven to eight years after leaving 
home for men and three to four years after leaving home for 
women, while in southern Europe this occurs much sooner in 
relation to the age when leaving home.

Regarding the average age when 50% of emancipated young 
people live with a partner and have a child, the differences are 
not as great as with the rest of the indicators. In Sweden, 50% of 
men live with a partner and child at 32 years of age, while for 
women the age is 28. In the case of Spain and Italy, this age is 
approximately 36 for men and 32 for women. Therefore, young 
couples in southern European countries not only delay leaving 
the family home but also having their first child. The gap between 

TAbLE 2.8: Age at which 50% of respondents live in diverse family structures, by country and sex

EMANCIPATED  
FRoM PARENTS WITH A PARTNER WITH A CHILD

CouNTRIES MEN WoMEN MEN WoMEN MEN WoMEN

Sweden 20.9 20.3 27.3 23.9 31.8 29.1

The Netherlands 24.1 24.1 28.0 25.4 33.1 30.8

France 23.5 22.1 26.8 24.6 32.0 28.4

germany 25.0 22.3 27.5 25.5 34.2 30.9

Italy 30.1 28.0 33.1 29.4 36.5 32.0

Spain 28.5 27.0 31.1 27.9 35.5 32.0

Source: based on data from the European Labour Survey, 2009.
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In addition to single-person households, many young people live 
with a partner without being married (cohabitation), a practice 
which is much more common in northern European countries 
than southern ones (Kiernan, 1999); in fact, cohabiting has 
become a norm among young people in northern Europe. Table 
2.10 shows the percentage of young men and women who live 
with a partner but are not married, by age group and whether 
they have children or not. It should be noted, however, that the 
percentages for young couples with children is not very accurate, 
as those who have separated and returned to their parents’ home 
are not accounted for. The data reveal a range of findings. First of 
all, they allow us to identify different patterns in terms of 
relationships and the significant deinstitutionalisation of marriage 
in Europe. Secondly, the data once again highlight major 
differences between the countries of northern and southern 
Europe: in Sweden 91% of young people in their twenties are 
cohabiting without children, while in Spain the corresponding 
figure is 52%. Third, the older they are (when in their thirties), the 
lower the percentage of young people cohabiting without 
children and the higher the percentage of young people 
cohabiting with children in all the countries. Fourth, in the 
southern European countries (Spain and Italy), the percentage of 
young people cohabiting with children is relatively low, as the 
majority of young people who have children at this age live in 
their family home. In Spain, this demographic characteristic has 
been confirmed in numerous studies and points to the importance 
of the institution of marriage as the foundation of the family, even 
among young people (Miret, 2010). The data in table 2.10 reveal 
similarities between Spain and Italy and between Sweden and 
the Netherlands, although the institutional contexts in the latter 
two countries differ. For Spain and Italy, cohabitation is not a very 

couple formation and the birth of the first child is around four 
years for the Spanish and five years for the Swedish so that the 
biggest difference between the two countries is with the age of 
leaving the family home.

These data show that in Spain and Italy couple formation occurs 
very shortly after leaving the parental home, while in the rest of 
the countries considered young people spend time in a transitional 
stage of experimentation, for example, living in single-person 
households. Regarding single-person households, there are 
substantial differences between countries, as shown in table 2.9. 
In Sweden, for example, 33% of young men and 23% of young 
women live in single-person households, while in Spain this 
percentage is 3.5% for men and 1.6% for women. Sweden is the 
country with the highest percentage of young people living in 
single-person households.

TAbLE 2.9: Percentage of young people from 18 to 28 years of age 
that live alone in various European countries, by sex

CouNTRIES MEN WoMEN

Sweden 33.1 23.4

The Netherlands 16.5 19.5

France 17.0 14.9

germany 9.4 17.0

Italy 3.9 4.2

Spain 3.5 1.6

Source: based on data from the European Labour Survey, 2009.
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widespread practice, with no significant differences found 
between the two age groups. But it is among those in their 
twenties where differences are observed: the percentage of 
young people cohabiting without children is higher in Spain 
(51%) than in Italy (22%). From this we can deduce that in Spain 
young people who leave home at younger ages mostly opt for 
cohabitation and having children within the relationship, while 
young Italians do so to a lesser extent because they probably opt 
for living alone. Among those in their thirties, there are fewer 
differences between the two countries. In the case of Sweden 
and the Netherlands, the differences are found in cohabiting 
couples ‘with’ and ‘without’ children in the twenty-something 
age group. In this group, 69% of couples with children are 
cohabiting in Sweden, compared with 35% in the Netherlands.

graph 2.3 reveals that there are significant differences between 
Spain and Sweden in the percentage of young people cohabiting, 
both by age and in regard to having children. These differences 
are the expression of the different normative patterns that apply 
in each country with respect to couple formation among young 
people. In any case, the data suggest that in Spain the cohabiting 
relationship has become widespread among younger couples 
without children, while in Sweden it is a widespread practice 
without major differences by age and whether the couple has 
children or not.

TAbLE 2.10: Percentage of unmarried couples (cohabiting) 
in different European countries, by age group and by whether or not 

they have children 

IN THEIR TWENTIES IN THEIR THIRTIES

CouNTRIES
WITHouT 
CHILDREN

WITH 
CHILDREN

WITHouT 
CHILDREN

WITH 
CHILDREN

Sweden 91.1 68.5 81.5 44.0

The Netherlands 85.5 34.2 59.5 24.3

France 78.8 46.8 61.5 30.5

germany 64.4 18.6 41.1 7.3

Italy 22.4 16.8 23.1 7.2

Spain 51.7 29.6 27.4 9.2

Source: based on European Labour Survey data, 2009. GrAPh 2.3: Percentage of unmarried couples (cohabiting) in Spain 
and Sweden by age and children
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School to work transitions in Europe in the last ten years have 
been affected by an increase in labour market flexibility, temporary 
employment, low wages and an increasing gap between 
educational qualifications and employment. The gap between 
qualifications and employment is especially significant in Spain, 
where the percentage of young people who leave school without 
basic qualifications has increased. At the same time unemployment 
is also on the rise among young people with secondary and 
higher education.

It is interesting to look at the differences between countries in 
regard to the employment of young adults between the ages of 
25 and 29 by education level and sex (Table 2.11). Spain, along 
with greece and Italy, has the lowest percentage of young 
people who are employed (both men and women). The higher 
the level of education, the higher the percentage of employment 
in all countries concerned. In Spain, differences by education 
level are particularly significant among women, where only 
52.5% of young women with a primary school education (this 
group includes those who dropped out of school before 
competing compulsory secondary education) are employed, 
compared to 72.5% of women with tertiary education. This 
pattern is the same in all the European countries considered in 
the table. These data indirectly suggest that women who leave 
school with low education levels are likely to choose to form a 
family instead of getting a job (due to their lack of qualifications 
for finding employment), while the majority of university-
educated women opt to enter the labour market, taking 
advantage of the opportunities offered by their level of 
education. These findings were already noted by López Blasco 
in the last Youth Report of Spain’s Youth Institute (INJUVE, 2008).

2.4. SChooL To Work TrAnSiTionS AMonG younG 
PEoPLE in EuroPE

The transition from school to work is a crucial moment in the life 
of a young person. generally this is a complicated stage in life in 
which each young person is faced with many different options 
and important decisions to make: continuing to study or leaving 
school; pursuing higher education or doing vocational training; 
deciding on a career or occupational sector and acquiring the 
skills to take advantage of available employment opportunities. 
The decisions young people make at this time in their lives are 
not only essential to their future employment and professional 
careers but will also have a major impact on other transitions, 
such as leaving the family home and forming a couple and a 
family.

Educational and work experiences are the result of individual 
decisions, but they are also determined by the opportunities and 
limitations inherent in the social context in which each young 
person lives. In Europe, school to work transitions have changed 
dramatically as a result of globalisation, the spread of new 
communication technologies, increased migration, the growing 
participation of women in the labour market and changes in the 
occupational structure (Blossfeld and Mills, 2010). In this time of 
economic crisis, the study of school to work transitions of young 
people is of great importance as unemployment so adversely 
affects younger generations. European institutions and the 
various national and local governments are trying to develop 
educational and employment strategies that respond to the 
demands of young people and improve their economic and 
employment situation.
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The data presented in graph 2.4 show the trends in unemployment 
among young people from 25 to 29 years of age in Spain from 
2000 to 2010 by education level. Regarding those with tertiary 
education, unemployment has increased since 2008 across 
Europe, but especially in Spain. As can be seen, unemployment 
has increased at all education levels, but above all, for those who 

have only completed primary school. Eurostat data reveal that in 
Spain the largest job losses are found among young people with 
the lowest level of education. For example, according to the data 
in graph 2.4, in the 25 to 29 year old age group with only primary 
education completed, unemployment in 2000 was 17% and rose 
to 34% in 2010. The trend in unemployment was similar in all 

TAbLE 2.11: Percentage of economically active persons 25 to 29 years of age that are employed in different European countries 
by education level and sex 

PRIMARY SECoNDARY HIgHER ToTAL

MEN WoMEN MEN WoMEN MEN WoMEN MEN WoMEN

European union (15) 67.0 45.1 78.7 68.5 81.7 79.6 76.9 68.3

Belgium 64.0 39.1 83.6 71.4 86.7 88.0 80.9 74.1

Denmark 68.6 50.7 78.1 75.8 81.2 80.0 76.7 72.9

germany 65.1 42.1 78.3 73.8 89.1 84.7 78.7 72.4

Ireland 41.5 31.5 65.9 65.1 79.8 82.3 68.0 69.9

greece 80.6 38.0 74.8 57.5 71.8 71.7 75.7 60.1

Spain 61.0 52.5 66.8 63.9 71.0 72.5 65.7 64.1

France 65.8 43.9 84.3 68.4 86.2 84.2 81.6 72.2

Italy 68.1 37.4 70.2 55.5 54.4 54.0 66.9 50.8

Luxembourg 86.2 69.4 86.0 75.3 89.6 79.0 87.3 75.9

The Netherlands 78.7 59.9 89.1 82.0 89.8 91.9 87.2 82.6

Austria 67.7 47.7 85.6 80.7 89.5 82.2 84.2 76.7

Portugal 80.0 61.5 75.0 73.1 75.0 82.9 77.4 72.2

Finland 66.6 43.9 79.7 67.9 85.7 79.5 79.6 70.7

Sweden 66.7 43.0 82.7 72.6 81.3 79.8 79.9 72.7

united Kingdom 68.7 40.1 85.1 68.9 89.4 86.3 83.7 71.6

Source: based on data from Eurostat 2011.
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other age groups, meaning that it most severely affected young 
people without qualifications, which explains why many of them 
are returning to formal education.

For women who only completed primary school, the trend has 
been similar to that of men, although unemployment has been 
lower among men. Young women with tertiary education have 
weathered the crisis better than men with the same education 
level. In fact, the percentage of unemployed women with tertiary 
education in the age group 25 to 29 went from 20% in 2000 to 
18% in 2010. In contrast, in the case of men in the same age group, 
the percentage of unemployment increased from 14% to 19% 
(see graphs 2.5 and 2.6).

Regarding young people with tertiary education, unemployment 
has mainly affected those between 25 and 29 years of age (table 
2.12), and its impact has been different in each European country. 
Spain, Italy and greece are the countries that had the highest 

GrAPh 2.4: Trends in unemployment rates among young people 
from 25-29 years of age by education level, Spain
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Source: based on European Labour Survey data, 2011.

GrAPh 2.5: Trends in unemployment rates among young people 
from 25-29 years of age by education level and sex, Spain
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unemployment rate in this age group in 2010, with unemployment 
among men significantly higher than among women at these 
ages. In the 30 to 34 year old group, unemployment was higher 
among women in Spain, greece and Italy. This can be attributed 

to the fact that women at that age are in the process of raising 
children, and with little public assistance for balancing family and 
work – a fact noted in many studies – they opt out of the labour 
market or delay their job search.

To synthesise what has been discussed so far, we can compare 
two countries that have evolved quite differently in terms of 
unemployment among young people: Spain and the Netherlands,5 
where the economic crisis has affected the employment situation 
of young people to a lesser extent (table 2.13). The tables show 
the percentage of unemployed by education level, sex and age 
group in both countries. The first thing that stands out is that 
unemployment among young people in Spain is very high in all 
age groups selected with respect to the Netherlands. In Spain, 
the older and more educated people are, the lower the level of 
unemployment, but it is still very high compared to the 
Netherlands. There are no substantial differences between men 
and women in both countries. These data should give us pause 
regarding the production system and employment policy in 
Spain, which have generated the high unemployment rates 
among young people.

The data show that for both young men and women 
unemployment rates are lower for those with higher education 
than those with primary or secondary education. Thus, despite 
the significant loss of jobs among young people in Spain, 
education does reduce the effects of unemployment; the older 
and better educated one is, the lower the incidence of 
unemployment. The latest data available from the Public 

5  The Netherlands is a paradigmatic example of a country that has avoided high levels of youth unemployment; for 
this reason we have chose it for our comparative analysis with Spain.

GrAPh 2.6: Trends in unemployment rates among young people 
from 30-34 years of age by education level and sex, Spain
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Employment Service6 in 2010 show that 9% of unemployed 
young people between 25 and 29 have a secondary or tertiary 
degree; 13.58% have done mid-level or superior-level 
vocational training, and 8.02% have completed the 

6  The data refer to job seekers who are enrolled in the Public Employment Service.

baccalaureate level of secondary school. unemployment rises 
to 31.3% among those who completed compulsory secondary 
education with a certificate, whereas 27.6% of those with 
compulsory secondary education without a certificate were 
unemployed. Data from the Active Population Survey (EPA) 
and the Public Employment Service are similar, even though 

TAbLE 2.12: Percentage of unemployed with higher education in different European countries, by age and sex

15-64 YEARS oF AgE 25-29 YEARS oF AgE 30-34 YEARS oF AgE

CouNTRIES ToTAL MEN WoMEN ToTAL MEN WoMEN ToTAL

European union (15) 5.5 9.1 9.0 9.0 5.5 6.4 6.0

Belgium 4.5 6.1 6.3 6.2 4.3 4.0 4.1

Denmark 5.0 10.7 8.6 9.5 6.2 4.5 5.3

germany 3.2 – 4.0 4.1 2.9 3.4 3.1

Ireland 7.6 11.4 8.2 9.5 8.0 5.3 6.6

greece 9.8 20.7 21.7 21.3 9.0 15.9 12.5

Spain 11.3 18.4 17.8 18.0 10.6 12.3 11.5

France 5.6 8.1 7.4 7.7 4.7 5.2 4.9

Italy 5.8 17.6 18.3 18.0 7.7 10.0 9.1

Luxembourg 3.8 – – – – – –

The Netherlands 2.8 3.5 – 2.8 2.5 – 2.2

Austria 2.4 – – – – – –

Portugal 7.2 14.4 10.5 11.9 – 8.4 7.2

Finland 4.5 9.0 6.6 7.6 4.1 4.3 4.2

Sweden 4.5 8.2 7.2 7.6 4.4 4.4 4.4

united Kingdom 4.1 5.4 4.2 4.8 3.8 3.1 3.5

Note: for those countries that appear with (–) no data is available. 
Source: based on data from Eurostat 2011. 
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the source of data collection and, therefore, measurement are 
different.

The effects of the economic crisis on unemployment among 
young people are also seen in the expectations many have of 
leaving the country to seek employment. According to the 
Eurobarometer Youth on the Move, carried out in February of 2011 
among 15 to 35 year old youth and young adults in the 27 states 
of the European union, 68% of the Spanish are willing or would 
like to work in another European country, either temporarily 
(36%), or indefinitely (32%) (table 2.14). The high percentage of 
young people willing to leave the country reveals the lack of job 
opportunities due to unemployment and the despair that has 
spread among young people. of the selected countries, Spain is 

at the head of the list in terms of percentage of young people 
who wish to leave the country, followed by Denmark and the uK. 
In contrast, in countries where youth unemployment is lower, as 
is the case of germany and the Netherlands, the desire to leave is 
lower. In fact, 53% and 44% of Dutch and german young people, 
respectively, have no expectation of leaving their country of 
origin. The data also reveal that those with higher education 
levels are more willing to work abroad than those with lower 
ones. Together, these figures can be interpreted in two ways: in 
general terms, the fact that more than half of young Europeans 
are willing to travel (53%) for work is good news for the European 
labour market, as currently labour mobility in the European union 
is only 3%. For Spain, however, the very high percentage of young 
people who wish to leave the country to work represents a 

TAbLE 2.13: Percentage of unemployed by age, education level and sex in Spain and the Netherlands, 2010

MEN WoMEN ToTAL

20-24 25-29 30-34 20-24 25-29 30-34 20-24 25-29 30-34

Spain

Primary E. 44.2 33.8 28.7 44.0 33.6 31.8 44.1 33.8 29.8

Secondary E. 32.9 22.9 19.1 30.6 24.1 22.7 31.7 23.5 20.7

Higher E. 29.3 18.4 10.6 28.1 17.8 12.3 28.5 18.0 11.5

The netherlands

Primary E. 11.2 10.7 7.7 11.7 13.0 8.5 11.4 10.0 12.2

Secondary E. 6.1 3.5 3.6 5.5 4.0 3.8 5.8 3.7 3.7

Higher E. – 3.5 2.5 – 2.5 2.0 5.2 2.8 2.2

Note: For the Netherlands in the 20 to 24 year old age group with higher education there are too few cases. 
Source: based on data from Eurostat 2011.
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potential loss of talent and human capital, which in the long run 
will undoubtedly have a negative impact on Spain’s productive 
structure and economic development.

A final indicator that reflects the failure of school to work 
transitions of Spanish young people is the high percentage of 
those under 24 who leave the formal education system without a 
diploma or certificate qualifying them to enter the labour market. 
graph 2.7 shows the trends for this indicator in Spain and in other 
European countries. In 2010, 28.4% of young people under the 
age of 24 in Spain dropped out of school before finishing the ESo 
(compulsory secondary education). Hence, in 2010 Spain had an 
early dropout rate twice the average of the Eu-27 (14.1%). This 
phenomenon has been studied by Fernandez Enguita et al. (2010) 
and explained as the result of the combination, on the one hand, 

of expectations of employment generated by the economic 
system in a time of growth and, on the other, frustration with the 
lack of expectations generated by the education system itself. 
The peak period when students drop out of school is when they 
approach the end of compulsory schooling, both due to the 
flawed educational experiences they have had and potential 
opportunities to work. Regarding the motivation to remain in 
school or not, it should be noted that the findings have varied 
considerably. The latest data available from the 2005 Survey on 
the Transition from Education/Training to Labour Market Insertion 
of the National Statistics Institute (INE) indicate that most of these 
young people left compulsory secondary education (ESo) 
without obtaining the certificate because they did not want to 
continue studying (70%) and to a lesser extent for other reasons 
such as to pursue other studies, find a job or for economic reasons. 
However, among the reasons for leaving school after ESo, more 
do so because they have work or want to look for work (24.3% 
found a job and 26.9% reported leaving school to look for a job) 
than because they explicitly do not want to continue studying 
(23%). Regarding those who fail to complete post-compulsory 
education, there are important differences in the reasons for 
leaving school between those who opted for the baccalaureate 
and those who chose vocational studies. For the former, the 
reasons included dissatisfaction with the baccalaureate 
programme (25%) and inability to complete the programme 
(30.4); while for vocational training, the reasons were job-related 
(31.3% found a job and 19.9% declared they had attained the 
desired level of education or were looking for a job). 

The data also enable us to verify that there has been a slight 
decrease in the rate of drop-outs, from 31.9% in 2008 to 28.4% in 

TAbLE 2.14: Percentage of young people from 15 to 35 years 
of age that would like to work in another European country,  

by nationality, 2011

YES, FoR A 
SHoRT PERIoD

YES, FoR A 
LoNg PERIoD No DK/NA

Eu 27 28 25 44 3

Denmark 35 31 31 3

France 29 31 37 3

Spain 36 32 29 3

germany 34 20 44 2

The Netherlands 21 23 53 3

united Kingdom 34 22 41 3

Source: based on the Eurobarometer Youth on the Move, nº 319, 2011.
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2010, which could be interpreted as an effect of the economic 
crisis, which has caused young people to go back to school in 
order to pursue new opportunities. The data also show that boys 
are more likely to drop out of school than girls, probably a sign of 
differences in expectations about education. 

The increase in the percentage of young people who are students 
is an indication of the impact of the economic crisis. According 
to INE data, 18% of young people between 16 and 34 were 
enrolled in school in 2007. This percentage has increased since 
that time in response to youth unemployment, standing at 21.3% 
in the first quarter of 2011, which is similar to the enrolment rates 
in 1991 and 1992, when the last economic crisis occurred. overall, 
therefore, there was an increase in the number of students 
between 2007-2011 as well as an increase in school enrolment 
rates among all age groups, for both sexes, and both nationals 
and immigrants. While the number of young people between 16 
and 34 years of age declined from 2007 to 2011 (by approximately 
640,000), there was an actual increase of approximately 200,000 
in the number of students. That is, despite a reduction of 1.4% in 
the population of young people from 16 to 34, there was an 
increase of 2.1% in the annual rate of school enrolment. The 
enrolment rate among the population group aged 16-19 
increased from 64% in 2007 to 76.5% in the first quarter of 2011. 
Something similar can be observed in the 20 to 24 year old age 
group. As mentioned earlier, many of them left school and with 
the crisis have returned.

Numerous studies have also focused on the polarisation in the 
education levels of Spanish young people. This has resulted in a 
clear mismatch between demand for qualified labour and supply, 

GrAPh 2.7: Trends in the percentage of young people under 24 years 
of age that leave school without completing compulsory secondary 

education in different countries of the Eu by sex and year of reference
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which has led, according to analysts such as Ramon garcia (2011), 
to higher unemployment rates among Spanish university 
graduates than their European (Eu15) counterparts. This has led 
to an increase in underemployment and overqualification in 
Spain in the last decade. According Felgueroso et al. (2010), the 
percentage of university graduates in occupations requiring 
lower qualifications than they have has grown to over 30% since 
the early 1990s, which is the highest percentage in the Eu27 and 
ten percentage points higher than the Eu15 average. This 
percentage is even higher among younger cohorts. In 2007, 40% 
of employed young people aged 25 to 29 were overqualified for 
their jobs. Moreover, the oECD (2010) has found that the 
percentage of young people with jobs below their qualifications 
is higher among those with university education than among 
young people with secondary education in all developed 
countries. This not only causes frustration but also prevents 
university students living with their parents from emancipating. 
However, as in the case of university graduates, Spain is at the 
head of the list regarding the percentage of young people who 
have completed the second cycle of secondary education (the 
baccalaureate or basic vocational training) employed in low-
skilled or unskilled jobs: 17% in 2007. Another important figure 
to complete the picture of the problem of over-qualification in 
Spain is the latest data provided by Eurostat (2011). In 2008, 33% 
of men and 29% of women in Spain were overqualified for their 
jobs, while the average in the Eu27 stood at 19% for both men 
and women. According to the latest report of the Fundación 
Tomillo (2012), highly skilled young workers in Spain have a high 
probability of being employed in temporary jobs. In some 
European countries (especially the Mediterranean countries), 
the incidence of temporary employment among young highly 

skilled workers is higher than the average. This job insecurity 
increases the likelihood of young people leaving the country in 
search of opportunity, which would be an irreparable loss of 
human capital for the economy and knowledge society.

In short, this chapter has revealed that the transitions of young 
people in Spain differ substantially from those of their European 
peers, as structural factors such as unemployment, family culture 
and education in Spain significantly affect attitudes and 
expectations toward emancipation. The priority of Spanish young 
people is to get a job so that they can become independent and 
have their own home.

Moreover, phenomena such as over-and under-qualification 
within a context of high unemployment determine attitudes 
toward transitions, especially among young people with 
university education. This, combined with the reproduction of 
familistic cultural stereotypes and the low value young people 
place on independence, partly explains the late emancipation of 
Spanish young people in comparison to other European countries.
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In this chapter we analyse the evolution of patterns of residential 
and familial emancipation among young people in Spain, as well 
as the impact of the economic crisis on these patterns. The 
empirical studies we have reviewed show that the persistence of 
delayed residential emancipation among young people is 
characteristic of the welfare states of southern Europe and of 
Spain, specifically (Moreno Mínguez, 2012). However, there are 
relatively few studies on the consequences the economic crisis is 
having on this population group and specifically in Spain. our 
aim is to provide empirical evidence on the impact of the current 
crisis on the emancipation paths of young people, paying special 
attention to differences by gender, age and nationality.

3.1.  EMAnCiPATion And rESidEnTiAL TrAnSiTionS of 
younG PEoPLE in SPAin

In the previous chapter we saw how young people in Spain and 
in southern European countries in general achieve residential 
autonomy later than young people in other European countries 
(Requena, 2002; 2006; Moreno Mínguez, 2008a; Melo y Miret, 

2010). However, as has been mentioned, studies regarding the 
effect of the economic crisis on achieving autonomy are 
relatively limited. Although patterns of residential transition in 
Spain have not varied substantially in recent decades, changing 
expectations are charting new biographical itineraries (López 
Blasco, 2005). 

The two indicators that we have looked at to analyse the evolution 
of young people’s emancipation are residential autonomy from 
parents and type of household (e.g. living with a partner, living 
alone or sharing an apartment with friends or other family 
members).

Regarding the ‘formation of an independent household’, we can 
conclude that the number of emancipated young people between 
16 and 34 years of age has increased by more than 10 percentage 
points since 1999 (though registering a slight decrease since 
2009, greater among men than among women) (graph 3.2). This 
overall trend is significant and confirms, as has been verified in 
earlier studies (López Blasco, 2008), that there has been a decrease 
in young adults’ dependence on their parents. Thus, despite the 

III. FAMILY AND RESIDENTIAL TRANSITIoNS
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impact of the economic crisis, the number of young people that 
emancipate from their parents’ home has been stable since 2008, 
with only a slight decrease beginning in 2009. Regarding this 
decline, we must emphasise the effect of the economic crisis and 
unemployment on many households headed by young people, 
who, unable to pay their mortgages or rent have had to return to 
the parents’ household. Evidence of this is that in the last four 
years there has been a decline in the percentage of young people 
heading households (based on data from the European Statistics 
on Income and Living Conditions (Eu-SILC) 2005-2009). 

Regarding differences in emancipation by sex and age (graphs 
3.2 and 3.3), we can see that young women are less dependent 

than young men on their parents; in other words, they leave the 
family home sooner. This does not mean that women demand 
greater autonomy, but rather that they follow the ‘traditional 
path’ toward emancipation (becoming part of a couple) at a 
younger age than men. This trend can be explained in part by 
the higher unemployment rate among young men and, in 
addition, by women’s expectations of forming a family at an 
earlier age. In fact, young women leave the family home to form 
a couple and a family despite the economic instability and job 
insecurity they may suffer; this is the case, above all, among 
women with lower education levels (López Blasco, 2008). Men, 
in greater measure, associate leaving the family home with job 

GrAPh 3.1: Trends in the percentage of emancipated young people 
(16 to 34 years of age)
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Note: The data corresponds to the 2nd quarter of eachyear. 
Source: based on data from the EAPS 1999-2011, INE.

GrAPh 3.2: Trends in the percentage of emancipated young people 
(16 to 34 years of age) by nationality and sex
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FA
M

IL
Y

 A
N

D
 R

ES
ID

EN
TI

A
L 

TR
A

N
SI

TI
o

N
S

51

security. As a result, they delay residential transition until their 
economic and employment situation is stable, which makes 
them the primary breadwinners in the new households they 
form after leaving their parents’ home (Melo and Miret, 2010). 
Regarding nationality, graph 3.2 shows that the percentage of 
young immigrants that are emancipated from the parental 
home is much higher than the percentage of autochthonous 
young people; among other reasons, this is because many 
young immigrants are already independent when they arrive in 
Spain (Cachón, 2004). However, the economic crisis has had a 
greater impact on young immigrants than on young people of 
Spanish origin. The percentage of emancipated young 
immigrant men decreased from 74.6% in 2007 to 62.4% in 2011, 
and the percentage of emancipated young immigrant women 
also declined, although by only 2 percentage points. Young 
immigrant women have perhaps been able to better withstand 
the economic crisis because of their employment in the service 
sector (Melo and Miret, 2010).

Regarding the evolution of the number of young emancipated 
adults by age group, we can see that the percentage under 25 
years of age that have left their parents’ home (see graph 3.4) 
has decreased. However, the relative increase from 1999 until 
2007 of emancipated young people in this age group stands out. 
In the latter year, a decline began coinciding with the beginning 
of the economic crisis. According to the hypothesis put forward 
by gentile (2010), this was due to young people who had 
emancipated early, by finding low-skilled jobs in the service 
sector and construction, having to return home after losing 
those jobs in the crisis. Another explanation is that this age group 
has had greater difficulty emancipating as a consequence of the 

crisis and has therefore opted to remain in the parental home 
(gentile, 2010). 

Among young people from 25 to 29 years of age, we see an 
increase in the percentage emancipated in the period considered 
with a slight decline registered in 2011. This indicates that the 
economic crisis has not had as strong an impact on the 
emancipation paths of this group in comparison to those under 
25 years of age. In this sense, in 1999, 37.6% of young people 
between 25 and 29 years of age were emancipated, and in 2011, 
50.2%, a substantial increase (graph 3.3). In the 20 to 24 year old 
age group, an increase also took place, although not as great. 
Regarding young people from 30 to 34 years of age, 23% of those 
in this age group still lived in their parents’ home in 2011, down 
from 27% in 2009; in other words, 73% had emancipated. These 
data suggest that the effects of the crisis on young people leaving 
their parents’ home have not substantially affected the 
emancipation trends among Spanish young people, as late 
emancipation is a result of complex economic and cultural factors.

To examine these processes in greater depth, we present the 
disaggregated data by sex (graphs 3.4 and 3.5). The data confirm 
a trend common in the rest of Europe: a higher percentage of 
young women than men are emancipated for all of the age groups 
considered. This can be seen in graph 3.4, which also shows that 
the percentage of emancipated young men and women has 
increased since 1999. The differences are particularly significant 
in the 20 to 24 year old age group and the 30 to 34 year old age 
group. In this latter group, 83.2% of women were emancipated in 
2011, in comparison to 72% of men. Differences by gender are 
even greater in the 20 to 24 year old age group. There are two key 
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factors behind these differences between men and women. on 
the one hand, family expectations vary considerably between 
men and women, and, on the other, unemployment caused by 
the economic crisis has in general affected young men to a greater 
extent than young women. Especially significant is the fact that 
in the 25 to 34 year old age group, there was a relative decline in 
the percentage of emancipated men from 2009 to 2011, but the 
same thing did not occur among women. An explanation may be 
that at these ages women’s independence is related to their 
forming a family and is therefore not affected by the economic 
crisis. Regarding young immigrants, the decline, starting in 2007, 
in the percentage who are emancipated has occurred among all 

age groups, but it is especially significant among those 20 to 24 
years of age.

Although various sources show that since 2000 the percentage of 
emancipated young people has risen (and at younger ages), there 
has been a slight decrease since 2007 in the number of 
emancipated young people. This seems to indicate that something 
is changing in the emancipation patterns of young people in 
Spain. This trend is perhaps pointing toward a normative change 
in young people’s expectations or toward a change in the meaning 
of autonomy and independence, no longer associated only with 
leaving the family home.

GrAPh 3.3: Trends in the percentage of emancipated young people
by age group
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GrAPh 3.4: Trends in the percentage of emancipated young women 
by age group
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In addition, we can see that women become independent before 
men. This has been confirmed by other studies (Miret, 2010; 
Moreno Mínguez, 2012), although not clearly analysed. Based on 
the data provided by Stone et al. (2010), this difference between 
men and women is associated with gender roles. Women 
emancipate earlier than men because they value forming a family 
more than economic independence, while men delay 
emancipation until they have secure jobs and their economic 
independence assured. The historical practice of women in 
couples being younger than their male partners continues 
(women on average are two years younger than their partners).

In short, residential independence is one stage in a complex 
process of acquiring personal autonomy, which has changed the 
traditional ways of understanding transitions to adulthood. López 
Blasco (2005) refers to these transitions as ‘the framework of 
emancipation itineraries’, Moreno Mínguez (2008a) refers to them 
as ‘reticular transitions’, Leccardi (2010) refers to them as 
‘negotiated transitions’, and Pais (2007) talks about transitions as 
the condition of being ‘between boundaries’. These four authors 
explain that individual decisions are determined by their relative 
independence from the normative context, which gives rise to 
more destandardised tendencies than in the past. Therefore, 
young people remaining in the family home longer may be 
interpreted in different ways: on the one hand, it may be the result 
of a path that favours young people’s dependence on the family 
as a form of identity and belonging (Van de Velde, 2008); on the 
other hand, it can be interpreted as a voluntary and pragmatic 
strategy chosen by young people to improve their education 
level and to cope with the insecurity and structural instability of 
the labour market and economic system (Mills et al., 2005, López 
Blasco, 2008; Simo i Noguera, 2008). 

3.2. dETErMininG fACTorS in EMAnCiPATion PAThS  
in TiMES of CriSiS

In Spain, the delay in residential independence is connected to 
the delay in the formation of partnerships and families. However, 
although this has been a widespread trend among young people 
over the past few decades, we are currently seeing greater 
diversity in the process of residential emancipation. In this section 
we will look at the influence of the following factors on this 

GrAPh 3.5: Trend in the percentage of emancipated young men by 
age group
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process: 1) the lengthening of schooling, 2) growing economic 
and job insecurity, and 3) the increase in immigration.

Descriptive analysis of these factors will enable us to present a 
detailed picture of the delayed residential transitions of young 
people in Spain and the diversity of emancipation paths and their 
association with gender, education, employment situation and 
nationality.

The effect of education on young people’s transitions to 
independence and residential autonomy has multiple dimensions. 
In the Spanish case, we find that young people with higher 
education tend to delay their exit from the family home, above all 
in the case of women, as men show less variability based on 
education level (López Blasco, 2008).

It is clear that education is a determining factor in the emancipation 
of young adults between 20 and 29 years of age (table 3.1). In 
fact, as the level of education increases the percentage of young 
people that are emancipated gradually decreases. Thus, 40.5% of 
young adults between 25 and 29 years of age with higher 
education are emancipated, in contrast to 54.9% of young adults 
in this age group with primary school educations, who began 
working much earlier. In chapter five we examine the 
interpretations and expectations of university students regarding 
the relationship between emancipation and education.

When we look at the data by sex (table 3.2), we confirm what was 
stated earlier: the percentage of women who are emancipated is 
higher than the percentage of men for all age groups. In addition, 
the effect of education level is greater among women than among 

men. For women, as education level increases, the percentage 
that are emancipated decreases in all age groups much more 
sharply than for men. This supports our argument that women 
with low levels of education emancipate earlier to form a couple 
or a family, while women with higher levels of education take 
advantage of remaining in the family home to continue their 
education. As a result of doing so, they delay the formation of 
their own families, as numerous empirical studies have shown 
(López Blasco, 2008; Moreno Mínguez, 2011; Stone, et al., 2010; 
Sweeting et al., 2010).

Employment status is a determining factor in the emancipation 
of young people in the context of an economic crisis that has 
increased economic insecurity for the whole population. Young 
people’s experiences of work, unemployment and economic 

TAbLE 3.1: Percentage of young people emancipated by age group 
and education level

EMANCIPATED YouNg PEoPLE ToTAL

EDuCATIoN LEVEL AgE 20-24 AgE 25-29 AgE 30-34 AgE 20-34

Primary 20.9 54.9 78.2 49.6

Compulsory 
secondary 20.2 56.9 76.6 55.9

Post-compulsory 
secondary 11.0 50.3 80.0 49.6

university degree, 
masters and 
doctorate 10.8 40.5 75.8 52.9

Source: based on data from the EAPS 2011, 2nd quarter.
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insecurity are key factors in shaping their expectations of 
residential independence and their future prospects for 
emancipation and forming their own families (Mills et al., 2005; 
Furlong and Cartmel 2007). During this difficult economic period 
in Spain, the unemployment rate among those under 25 years of 
age has increased notably, reaching 43.5% in the first quarter of 
2011 according to Eurostat data; this is double the European 
average. In the last ten years the financial cost of becoming 
independent has also increased as a consequence of the rising 
cost of housing (both ownership and rental). However, as was 
previously explained, growing unemployment among young 
people does not seem to have had significant impact on 
emancipation patterns in Spain, which have remained stable over 
the past ten years, with only a slight decrease in the percentage 
of emancipated young people occurring since the beginning of 
the crisis (Moreno Mínguez, 2008b).

once we have analysed the emancipated population by age and 
employment status,1 it should be noted that 19% of young people 
between 30 and 34 years of age who are employed live with their 
parents. Thus, although age explains some trends in the transition 
to adulthood of young people in Spain (as age increases so does 
the number of emancipated), it does not explains others. For 
example, the combination of age and employment status does 
not adequately explain the percentage of young people still 
residing with their parents in the higher age groups: in table 3.3, 
which shows the percentages of those that are emancipated by 
age and employment status, we can see that 60.3% of young 
people from 25 to 29 years of age that are inactive and 30.1% of 
those from 30 to 34 years of age that are inactive are not 
emancipated. In addition, among 20 to 24 year olds, 88% of those 

1  The Economically Active Population Survey distinguishes between persons who are active (persons of working 
age who are working or unemployed but want to work), and persons that are inactive (adults not of working age 
(retired) or not looking for employment (students, housewives, etc.)). 

TAbLE 3.2: Percentage of young people emancipated by age group, education level and sex

EMANCIPATED MEN EMANCIPATED WoMEN

EDuCATIoN LEVEL AgE 20-24 AgE 25-29 AgE 30-34 AgE 16-34 AgE 20-24 AgE 25-29 AgE 30-34 AgE 16-34

Primary 14.7 45.3 72.8 29.1 31.4 71.5 86.9 39.8

Compulsory secondary 11.9 48.5 71.5 37.8 32.2 68.2 83.9 46.7

Post-compulsory secondary 7.0 38.8 75.8 40.0 14.8 61.9 84.2 50.1

university degree, masters  
and doctorate 7.0 33.4 67.7 47.9 12.5 45.0 81.8 56.1

Source: based on data from the EAPS 2011, 2nd quarter.
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who are unemployed are not emancipated, while the respective 
figures for those 25 to 29 years of age and 30 to 34 years of age 
are 61% and 33%. These individuals may have seen their 
possibilities to become independent dashed upon not finding 
work. Related to this idea, recent qualitative studies (gentile, 
2010) have shown that among members of these age groups it is 
possible to find young adults that have returned to their parents’ 
home after having lost their work or having lived a stage of their 
life on their own.

These so-called boomerang kids (young people that return to 
their parents’ home) represent a new demographic category that 
we can measure to analyse the effects of the current crisis. We do 
not have any direct estimates of this population, as no database 
has gathered data on this phenomenon; however, we can get an 
indirect picture of it through two indicators: young households 
as a proportion of total households and the percentage of young 
people who were head of household during the period 2008-
2011 in relation to the evolution of the number of young people. 

Table 3.4 shows that from 2008 to 2011 the number of young 
people from 18 to 34 years of age declined, at the same time the 
number of young households also declined (going from 16.4% of 
all households to 14.5%), as did the percentage of young people 
heading households in the 18 to 24 and 30 to 34 year old age 
cohorts. These indicators could be indirectly pointing to a light 
reversal in residential emancipation (a return to the parents’ 
home), although the data is not very significant. It also reveals 
that in the past three years young people are emancipating at a 
lower rate, which fits some of the data presented earlier.

gender is a key variable in interpreting the processes of residential 
transition among young people. In the 25 to 29 year old age 
group, we find that 51.8% of unemployed women and 55.9% of 
inactive women are emancipated, in comparison to 28.6% of 

TAbLE 3.3: Percentage of young people emancipated by age group 
and employment status

EMANCIPATED YouNg PEoPLE

EMPLoYMENT STATuS 20-24 
YEARS

25-29 
YEARS

30-34 
YEARS

Employed 24.8 56.1 81.3

unemployed 12.3 39.4 67.2

Inactive 6.9 39.7 69.9

Source: based on data from the EAPS 2011, 2nd quarter.

TAbLE 3.4: Young people as heads of households and young 
households (18-34 years of age), 2008-2011

YEAR ToTAL 18-24 25-29 30-34

Number of  
young people

2008 2,753,626 234,242 876,146 1,643,237

2011 2,516,738 171,603 791,937 1,553,198

Young households  
as a percentage  
of total 
households

2008 16.4 1.4 5.2 9.8

2011 14.5 1.0 4.6 9.0

Household  
headship rate*

2008 24.3 6.4 24.4 40.5

2011 24.1 5.0 25.3 40.0

Source: oBJoVI, 2008-2011. Consejo de la Juventud de España. 
Note: *the headship rate refers to the percentage of persons that are persons of reference in a home in relation to 
the total population of persons of in the same age group.
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unemployed men and 15.2% of inactive men (table 3.5). It appears 
that inactive and unemployed women opt in greater measure for 
emancipation and forming a family, while young men delay 
emancipation until they are employed, given that economic 
inactivity and unemployment do not mean the same thing for 
men as for women. In chapter 2, we have seen that the majority 
of emancipated women live with a partner or have formed a 
family, while men wait until they have stable employment before 
leaving the family home and forming a couple and their own 
family, thus leaving their parents’ home later in comparison to 
women. To further explore this, we can take into consideration 
the most favourable age to form a couple and a family (25 to 29 
years of age). At this age, 52% of unemployed women and 56% of 
inactive women are emancipated, in comparison to 29% of 
unemployed men and 15% of inactive men. This means that men 
and women in Spain follow different emancipation patterns 
based on their expectations regarding forming a couple and a 
family. It appears that men associate the creation of a family in 
greater measure than women with their employment status. 

Among the effects of the economic crisis on the employment 
situation of young people we have already mentioned the decline 
in working conditions and the increase in unemployment. A 
further indicator has been the increase in temporary work 
contracts since the end of the 1990s. This is a factor that a priori 
should impact on the emancipation of young people. Table 3.6 
shows a relative decline in the percentage of young people with 
temporary contracts living with their parents after 2005 and a 
corresponding increase in the percentage of emancipated young 
people with permanent contracts (more significant for women 
than for men). This paradoxical situation suggests that 
employment precariousness and flexibility have had a positive 
effect on emancipation; however, emancipated young people 
were increasingly being employed in temporary jobs before the 
crisis. And it is precisely these temporary jobs, held mostly by 
young people, which have been destroyed. The result has been 
an increase in the proportion of permanent contracts among the 
young, not because of an increase in permanent contracts, but 
because of the impact of the crisis on temporary employment. In 
the case of young adults of 25 to 34 years of age, the effects of the 
crisis have also been felt, encouraging them to risk emancipating 
even with precarious employment. In short, the lack of stable 
employment and lower salaries since 2007 has not especially 
contributed to delaying the age of emancipation, as the 
precariousness of work and earnings among Spain’s young 
people was already significant before the crisis, as stated in the 
2008 Youth Report, a study carried out by INJuVE, and in the latest 
report of the Fundación Santa María in 2010.

In the analysis of the emancipation patterns of young immigrants 
in Spain by sex and age, we see that the percentage who are 

TAbLE 3.5: Percentage of young people emancipated by age group, 
economic status and sex

EMANCIPATED MEN EMANCIPATED WoMEN

ECoNoMIC 
STATuS

AgE 
20-24

AgE 
25-29

AgE 
30-34

AgE 
20-24

AgE 
25-29

AgE 
30-34

Employed 18.4 50.4 78.0 31.4 62.3 85.0

unemployed 7.9 28.6 58.2 17.7 51.8 77.1

Inactive 2.5 15.2 39.6 11.1 55.9 82.8

Source: based on data from the EAPS 2011, 2nd quarter.
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TAbLE 3.6: Percentage of emancipated and non-emancipated young people with work by age group, type of work contract and sex 
(for the years 2005 and 2011)

2005 2011

CoNTRACT NoT EMANCIPATED EMANCIPATED NoT EMANCIPATED EMANCIPATED

Both sexes Permanent 43.4 56.6 32.6 67.4

Temporary 55.9 44.1 46.1 53.9

Men

16-19 years of age
Permanent 89.4 10.6 86.1 13.9

Temporary 92.2 7.8 97.1 2.9

20-24 years of age
Permanent 82.6 17.4 79.2 20.8

Temporary 79.1 20.9 83.9 16.1

25-29 years of age
Permanent 58.1 41.9 48.8 51.2

Temporary 55.5 44.5 49.4 50.6

30-34 years of age
Permanent 25.4 74.6 20.7 79.3

Temporary 28.2 71.8 23.6 76.4

Total
Permanent 46.9 53.1 36.7 63.3

Temporary 58.9 41.4 50.4 49.6

Women

16-19 years of age
Permanent 70.1 29.9 70.0 30.0

Temporary 80.3 19.7 91.9 8.1

20-24 years of age
Permanent 73.0 27.0 64.2 35.8

Temporary 70.7 29.3 72.0 28.0

25-29 years of age
Permanent 44.7 55.3 36.3 63.7

Temporary 53.2 46.8 40.7 59.3

30-34 years of age
Permanent 20.8 79.2 14.8 85.2

Temporary 24.1 75.9 15.8 84.2

Total
Permanent 39.0 61.0 28.3 71.7

Temporary 52.5 47.5 41.8 58.2

Source: based on data from the EAPS 2005 and 2011, 2nd quarter.
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emancipated is higher for all age groups than the corresponding 
percentage among their Spanish peers (see table 3.7). The 
differences by sex are similar to those found among the Spanish, 
a higher percentage of women being emancipated than men for 
all the age groups considered. Interestingly, a much higher 
percentage of young immigrant women are emancipated than 
young Spanish women. Thus, for example, while only 12.1% of 
Spanish women from 20 to 24 years of age are emancipated, 
54.9% of immigrant women in this age group are. This is due, 
among other reasons, to a high percentage of these young 
women having immigrated to Spain alone. Many immigrant men 
also came alone but a higher percentage come with their families 
or have families in their countries of origin, while a higher 
percentage of women immigrants are single (Parella, 2008). 

To conclude this section, we should note that the factors that 
condition the residential transitions of young people in Spain are 
not merely related to employment, given that a significant 
proportion of young people with employment continue living 
with their parents. We have also shown the important differences 

that exist regarding emancipation patterns based on gender. 
Women leave their parents’ home to form a family, independently 
of their employment status, while men tie their independence in 
greater measure to employment stability. Lastly, we have found 
differences between the transitions of young Spaniards and 
young immigrants, the latter being more likely to leave the 
parental home in all age groups.

In addition to employment problems, another factor adding to 
young people’s difficulties emancipating is access to affordable 
housing. Studies carried out link residential independence in 
Spain to owning a home (Castels and Ferrera, 1996; Bernardi and 
Nazio, 2005; Moreno Mínguez, 2012). According to data from the 
Observatorio Joven de la Vivienda [Youth observatory for Housing] 
(oBJoVI) corresponding to the second quarter of 2011, although 
the average mortgage payment was equivalent to 37.2% of the 
net income of a young household, well below the 50% figure of 
three years earlier (graph 3.5) and the 53.5% figure for a young 
wage-earner, this is not an improvement in comparison to 
previous years. The reason being that only a small number of 
young people have a high enough income to be able to buy their 
first home. To this must be added the fact that the economic 
vulnerability of young households has increased since 2007. 
Based on oBJoVI data (2011), since the second quarter of 2008 
the number of young households without any employed 
members has doubled, and in many regions net income is 
declining even in current Euros (in other words, without taking 
into account increases in the consumer price index). Regarding 
the cost of access to rental housing, the data (also from oBJoVI, 
2011) are similar: in the second quarter of 2011, the rent that a 
young household had to pay was on average equivalent to 33.3% 

TAbLE 3.7: Percentage of emancipated youth by age group, 
nationality and sex

EMANCIPATED MEN EMANCIPATED WoMEN

NATIoNALITY AgE 
20-24

AgE 
25-29

AgE 
30-34

AgE 
20-24

AgE 
25-29

AgE 
30-34

Spanish 6.8 34.5 66.9 12.1 50.3 79.5

Foreign 27.4 72.1 89.7 54.9 86.9 94.3

Source: based on data from the EAPS 2011, 2nd quarter.
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of the household’s net income, and for a young wage-earner it 
was equivalent to 47.9%. Therefore, rental housing is not a real 
alternative to owning a home in terms of facilitating autonomy 
and residential independence.

These data are consistent with the fact that 54.9% of young 
adults from 18 to 34 years of age mention the lack of economic 
resources as the main reason for not living where they would 

like, followed by ‘not having work’ (16.3%), according to data 
from a 2010 CIS-INJuVE survey. In this regard it should be noted 
that 83.7% of the respondents in this survey stated that they 
would like to live in their own home, in contrast to only 10.3% 
who said they would like to live in their parents’ home. However, 
the data show that only 44.8% live in their own home and 44.9% 
live in their parents’ home. Significantly, 42.5% of young adults 
from 25 to 29 years of age and 18.4% of those from 30 to 34 years 
of age still live with their parents. It should be noted that only a 
small percentage of young people share a flat (7.5%), although 
this strategy is on the rise as a means of reaching residential 
autonomy (see table 3.8). 

GrAPh 3.6: Cost of access to housing market for a young person 
and a young household in Spain

Young household Young person
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Note: The cost of owning a home is based on the average market price. The data refers to the relationship 
between the purchasing power of a young person or an existing young household and the initial payment of a 
mortgage equivalent to 80% of the price of the home, with the interest rate of reference in the mortgage market 
for each year of reference published by the Bank of Spain on standard repayment terms for each year as 
included in the Association of Registrars of Property Commercial Real Estate and Spain. Does not include either 
subsidies or tax deductions. 
Source: based on data from oBJoVI, for various years.

TAbLE 3.8: Regular residence in which the young person lives 
for most of the year (percentage)

ToTAL
18 To 19  

YEARS 
oF AgE

20 To 24  
YEARS 

oF AgE

25 To 29  
YEARS 

oF AgE

30 To 34 
YEARS 

oF AgE
In the home of  
their parents 44.9 91.7 70.7 42.5 18.4
In their own home 44.8 1.7 16.2 46.4 73.3
In a shared home 7.5 4.1 9.5 8.1 6.4
In the home of  
other persons 1.4 0.0 1.1 2.2 1.4
other 1.3 2.5 2.2 0.8 0.5
DK/NA 0.1 0.0 0.3 0.0 0.0
Total 100 100 100 100 100
Number of cases (1,453) (121) (358) (457) (517)

Source: based on data from the survey CIS-INJuVE, 148, 2010.



FA
M

IL
Y

 A
N

D
 R

ES
ID

EN
TI

A
L 

TR
A

N
SI

TI
o

N
S

61

The data that we have looked at reveal the serious economic 
difficulties young people face in accessing housing and becoming 
independent. In addition, this produces enormous frustration 
and dissatisfaction, above all, if we take into account that more 
than 80% of young adults would like to live in their own home. As 
a result, the difficulty accessing housing has become one of the 
structural factors that limit residential independence for young 
people in Spain. This is within the framework of a culture in which 
home ownership takes primacy over renting, and with renting 
not an alternative to ownership given its elevated cost (Castles 
and Ferrera, 1996 Moreno Mínguez, 2012). This phenomenon, 
typical of southern European countries, has been widely studied 
by Castles and Ferrera (1996). Home ownership is understood to 
be a good investment in the face of possible future uncertainties 
or risks. This contributed to strengthening property speculation 
during the recent economic boom. The data presented in this 
chapter point to this home owning culture being reproduced 
among the young, who consider housing as a desirable good, but 
one which is largely out of their reach due to their precarious 
economic and employment situation.

3.3. forMinG A CouPLE And A fAMiLy

Two other key elements to understanding the complexity of 
transitions among young people in Spain are the changes that 
have taken place in couple formation and assuming parental 
responsibilities. To analyse these we have looked at the cohabiting 
situation of young people. In the previous chapter, we found that 
no significant differences exist between the expectations that 
Spanish young people have regarding forming a couple and a 

family and those of their European peers. However, the absence 
of differences regarding expectations contrasts with the 
differences observed in actual behaviour.

Reports by the Youth Institute for the years 2000, 2004 and 2008 
confirmed that young people are starting their life in a couple 
later and delaying the birth of their first child. These studies find 
that since 1996, the percentage of men and women from 15 to 29 
years of age that live with a partner without being married has 
increased, while the percentage that are married has decreased. 
In 2009, 74% of young people from 16 to 34 years of age were 
single and 25% were married, although civil status varies based 
on age and sex: the percentage of young people that are married 
increases with age, above all among women.

Regarding young people who are emancipated that live with a 
partner (either married or unmarried - in a so-called domestic 
partnership),2 both the Spanish and Europeans follow very similar 
patterns. However, the percentage of young people that are 
married has declined in Spain since 2008 for all age groups 
between 16 and 34 years of age. Even among young immigrants 
the formation of couples has slowed down, although to a lesser 
extent than among the Spanish. This leads one to conclude that 
the impact of economic conditions on the formation of 
partnerships is not the same for immigrants as it is for the Spanish.

In looking at type of cohabitation relationship, what is striking at 
first is that among those under 24 years of age the marriage rate 

2  It should be emphasised that the Law of stable partnerships considers a domestic partnership to be one in 
which the partners have lived together for two years. We have used the data for 2009 of the EAPS so that it could 
be compared with the latest data available from the Eu-SILC, also from 2009.
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is higher among immigrants, but among those 24 years of age 
and over it is higher among the Spanish. In general, there has 
been a significant decline in the marriage rate since 2002 for all 
young people, but especially among the Spanish (see graphs 3.8 
and 3.9). Regarding gender, Spanish women marry at earlier ages 
than Spanish men, the synthetic marriage index being very similar 
for men and women. In terms of age, among immigrant young 
people there is an equal distribution of marriage by age groups, 

whereas among Spanish young people there are more marriages 
between the ages of 25 and 34. 

The age at first marriage has increased by 2.3 years since 2000 for 
young Spanish nationals and by one year for young immigrants. 
However, there are differences between men and women (table 
3.9). In 2009, the average age at first marriage was 30.6 for women 
and 32.8 for men. The differences between Spanish nationals and 
immigrants are not large.

GrAPh 3.8: Marriage rates for men by age and nationality 
(2002 and 2009)
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Source: based on INE data.

GrAPh 3.7: Percentage of emancipated young people 
from 16 to 34 years of age, by type of domestic partnership and sex
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Source: based on data from EAPS 2004-2009, 2nd quarter.
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Spanish young people begin living with a partner later than their 
European peers and this has an impact on their age at the birth 
of their first child. Based on Eurostat data, in 2009, 51% of the 
children born in the ‘Eu-27’ had parents under 30 years of age, 
while in Spain the figure was 40%.

In 2009, the average age of women in Spain on giving birth to 
their first child was 31. This is the highest average in the ‘Eu-15’ 
(graph 3.10). Regarding difference in age at first birth between 
Spanish mothers and immigrant mothers (graph 3.11), in 2009, 
the average age at first birth among young Spanish women was 

32 and among immigrant women it was 29. Since 1999, the 
average age of mothers at the birth of their first child has increased 
in all European countries.

Birth rates are higher in Denmark and Sweden than in countries 
such as Spain or Italy (graph 3.12); among other factors, this is 
related to the generous family policies to balance work and family 
responsibilities that northern European countries have established 
(Moreno Mínguez, 2007). In other countries, such as the united 
Kingdom, the increase in the birth rate is related to the increase in 
out of wedlock births to young mothers, the increase in single-

GrAPh 3.9: Marriage rates for women by age and nationality 
(2002 and 2009)
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TAbLE 3.9: Average age at first marriage by sex and nationality

1999 2001 2003 2005 2007 2009

both sexes

Both nationalities 29.0 29.4 29.8 30.5 31.0 31.7

Spanish – – 29.8 30.4 30.9 31.6

Foreign – – 31.2 31.6 32.0 32.1

Men

Both nationalities 30.0 30.4 30.9 31.7 32.2 32.8

Spanish – – 30.8 31.6 32.1 32.8

Foreign – – 32.0 32.7 33.3 32.8

Women

Both nationalities 27.9 28.4 28.8 29.4 29.9 30.6

Spanish – – 28.8 29.3 29.8 30.5

Foreign – – 30.6 30.9 31.1 31.6

Note: national breakdown not available for years prior to 2002. 
Source: based on INE data. 
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parent families as a consequence of protectionist social policies 
aimed at single mothers and the high rate of undesired pregnancies 
(Sumaza, 2001). In Spain, this increase is explained by the 
reproductive behaviour of the immigrant population, as the birth 
rate is higher among immigrants than among the Spanish for all 
age groups, with the exception of those from 30 to 34 years of age. 
Spanish young people delay the birth of their first child, while young 
immigrants have their children at younger ages, as the data 

GrAPh 3.11: Trends in the average age of women at time of the birth 
of their first child by nationality (Spanish/Foreign)

20032002

26

27

29

30

31

28

2004 2005 2006

33

32

Both nationalities Spanish Foreign

200920082007

Source: based on INE data.

regarding mother’s age at first birth show (graph 3.13). Young 
people have fewer children than they really desire at this age (Ayuso, 
2010; López Blasco, 2008). Despite having children being a part of 
their future plans, this expectation has not modified their 
reproductive behaviour. In 2008, between 88% and 90% of young 
people between the ages of 15 and 29 had no children, based on 
the latest Youth Report. In graph 3.11, the striking decline in the 
fertility rate beginning in 2008 stands out, its previous upward 

GrAPh 3.10: Trends in the average age of women at time of the birth 
of their first child in different countries of the European union
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Source: based on Eurostat data, 2011.
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trend having ended. This decline may be due, on the one hand, to 
the negative effect of the economic crisis and, on the other, to the 
decline in immigration, which in previous years had contributed to 
the increase in the birth rate.

In short, the family transitions of Spanish young people are 
characterised by a delay in the formation of couples and the 
arrival of children. Despite the birth rate having increased slightly 
because of the effect of immigration, it continues being much 
lower in Spain than in other European countries.

GrAPh 3.13: Trends in birth rate by nationality (Spanish/Foreign) 
and the age of the mother (age groups)
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Lastly, we should emphasise that although marriage rates have 
declined among Spanish young people, marriage continues to 
be a fundamental milestone in the formation of the family and 
the broader context of the socialisation and education of children 
(Ayuso, 2010; Martínez Pastor, 2009; Miret, 2010; Domínguez, 
2011).

GrAPh 3.12: Trends in the total fertility rate in different countries 
of the European union
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Source: based on Eurostat data, 2011. 
Note: Data for germany are available from the year 2000.
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3.4. LifESTyLES And fAMiLy TyPoLoGiES

Although the majority of young people in Spain are unmarried 
and reside with their parents, those that are emancipated follow 
patterns in leaving home that are somewhat different from those 
followed by their peers in the rest of Europe. Thus, in 2009, 77% 
of young people who were emancipated lived with a partner, 
whether married or unmarried (graph 3.5): 56% opting for 
marriage (or a legally recognised domestic partnership) and 21% 
simply cohabiting (without legal recognition of the relationship). 
There has been a slight increase in the percentage cohabiting 
since 2005 (graph 3.14).

The percentage of single-person households among young 
Spanish adults is 9.6%, and that of multi-person households 
(made up of people with no family relationship, for example, 
students that share a flat) is 3.4% (based on data from the 2009 
Economically Active Population Survey, EAPS). It seems that living 
alone or sharing an apartment with others is not a very common 
practice among young people in Spain in comparison to their 
European peers. These two practices are much more common in 
France, England and the Scandinavian countries (Jurado, 2003; 
Holdsworth and Morgan, 2005; gaviria, 2007). Regarding 
differences by gender, a higher percentage of young men live 
alone then young women (table 3.10). Regarding differences by 
nationality, a greater proportion of young immigrants live in 
multi-person households than their Spanish peers.

A higher percentage of young women are married than men 
(table 3.11), supporting the argument that the majority of women 
become emancipated earlier to formalise a relationship with a 

partner and to form a family. With respect to nationality, there are 
no substantial differences between Spanish nationals and 
immigrants, with the exception of the percentage of immigrants 
living in domestic partnerships with legal recognition being 
much higher than the percentage among the Spanish.

The 2009 EAPS reports that the majority of emancipated Spanish 
young people from 16 to 34 years of age live with a partner and 
have children (58.2%), while 39.3% live with a partner without 
children. only 2.5% of emancipated young people head single-
parent homes, although this is a growing phenomenon, above all 
among women (Alemda and Di Nella, 2010). The data from the 

GrAPh 3.14: Trends in the percentage of emancipated young people 
by domestic partnerships
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survey do not reveal substantial differences regarding gender, 
although the percentage of women living with a partner and 
with children is slightly higher than the percentage of men. 
Regarding nationality, a higher percentage of young emancipated 
immigrants are unmarried but live with a partner and with 
children than their Spanish peers. These data confirm the trend 
of greater openness toward new family forms among the young 
(Ayuso, 2010). In any case, the majority of Spanish young people 
live in family homes. Non-family homes represent 13% of the 
total households among emancipated young people according 
to data from the 2009 EAPS and 10.5% according to data from the 
2009 Eu-SILC. 

TAbLE 3.11: Percentage of emancipated young people (16 to 34 years 
of age) by type of relationship, nationality and sex

MARRIED  
oR LIVINg  

IN A CouPLE 
WITH LEgAL 

RECogNITIoN

LIVINg IN 
CouPLE 

WITHouT 
LEgAL 

RECogNITIoN

WITHouT A 
PARTNER ToTAL

Spanish

Man 49.5 22.0 28.5 100

Woman 60.9 22.1 17.0 100

foreign

Man 50.4 17.4 32.1 100

Woman 61.8 14.7 23.5 100

Source: based on ECV data 2009. 

TAbLE 3.10: Percentage of emancipated young people (16 to 34 years 
of age) in single-person households and multi-person households 

(with no family relationship), by nationality and sex

SINgLE-
PERSoN

MuLTI-
PERSoN

HouSEHoLD 
WITH FAMILY 

MEMBER
ToTAL

Spanish

Men 15.2 2.3 82.5 100

Women 6.4 1.6 92.0 100

foreigners

Men 11.1 10.4 78.5 100

Women 4.7 3.2 92.1 100

Source: based on data from EAPS 2009, 2nd trimester.

TAbLE 3.12: Percentage of emancipated young people (16-34 years) 
by type of family home with/without children, nationality and sex

CouPLES 
WITHouT 
CHILDREN

CouPLES  
WITH 

CHILDREN

SINgLE-
PARENT* ToTAL

Spanish

Man 46.3 53.1 0.6 100

Woman 40.1 56.5 3.4 100

foreign

Man 31.1 67.8 1.1 100

Woman 27.7 67.4 4.9 100

Source: based on data from EAPS 2009, 2nd quarter.   
Note : *Single parent home with children/stepchildren/son-in-law/daughter-in-law. 
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To complete this study of family typologies, we should analyse 
the influence of employment status on their evolution. Thus, in 
2004, while 40% of households corresponded to the male 
breadwinner model in which the woman did not work, in 2009 
this percentage had fallen to 28.1% of households (graph 3.15). 
This supports the conclusions obtained by Ayuso (2010: 155), 
that Spanish young people prefer a more balanced and egalitarian 
family model, in keeping with the career expectations of women. 

only in a situation of growing unemployment, which has affected 
young men more than young women, can we explain the fact 
that 17.3% of households are families in which women are the 

main breadwinners. In general, the most widespread model is 
that of two breadwinners: 54.6% of the total households. Since 
2004, there has been an increase in such households and, in 
parallel, a decline in households with a single male breadwinner. 
This trend is explained by the growing participation of women in 
the labour force and by the limited yet emerging advance in 
gender equality (exemplified, for example, in Spain’s 2007 Equality 
Act). In this sense, what stands out is that the percentage of 
households whose main breadwinner is a woman has increased 
by six percentage points since 2004, primarily since the economic 
crisis. This shows, indirectly, that young women are bearing up 
better under the economic crisis than young men, as women are 
employed in sectors, such as services, that have better resisted 
the crisis.

To conclude this chapter we present a table comparing some of 
the available indicators for Spain’s autonomous regions. This 
table reveals a certain heterogeneity in regional behaviour. What 
initially stands out is that the regions with the highest proportion 
of young people (18 to 34 years of age) are Andalusia, Ceuta and 
Melilla and Murcia. The percentage of the population in this age 
group in these regions is 3 to 4 percentage points higher than the 
percentage found in the Basque Country or Asturias, the regions 
with the lowest percentage of young people. The rate of 
emancipation and percentage of young people heading 
households also differs by region. The Balearic Islands, Navarre 
and La Rioja have the highest proportion of young people heading 
households, in addition to the highest emancipation rates. 
Emancipation rates seem to be related to the weight of the 
immigrant population, as they are higher where there is a higher 
proportion of young immigrants as a percentage of the total 

GrAPh 3.15: Trends in the type of breadwinner in households 
formed by young emancipated couples
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TAbLE 3.13: Characteristics of the population of young people from 18 to 34 years of age in Spain by Autonomous Region

% YouNg PERSoNS / 
ToTAL PoPuLATIoN

HouSEHoLD  
HEADSHIP RATE

RATE oF 
EMANCIPATIoN

% YouNg IMMIgRANTS 
/ YouNg PoPuLATIoN

uNEMPLoYMENT 
RATE

Spain 22.7 24.1 45.4 6.9 28.4

Andalusia 24.3 23.1 42.9 4.4 37.7

Aragon 21.1 21.7 45.9 8.6 26.0

Asturias 19.9 19.9 38.6 5.3 25.4

Balearic Islands 24.3 27.6 51.5 6.5 26.5

Canary Islands 24.3 23.3 41.0 7.6 38.5

Cantabria 21.7 21.6 43.3 6.0 20.9

Castile- 
La Mancha 23.7 23.4 45.5 6.8 30.4

Castile and Leon 20.6 23.8 42.4 4.9 22.9

Catalonia 22.1 25.5 48.4 8.9 24.1

Ceuta and Melilla 22.9 25.8 49.9 6.7 31.0

Valencian Community 23.1 25.7 45.1 2.9 31.7

Extremadura 21.5 25.2 42.5 4.9 24.5

galicia 21.5 29.1 51.1 7.5 22.7

Madrid 23.0 23.0 45.7 11.1 22.3

Murcia 25.2 21.0 44.5 6.0 32.3

Navarre 21.1 28.6 49.0 8.0 18.1

Basque Country 19.5 26.6 45.4 5.5 18.0

La Rioja 24.1 17.0 36.1 0.0 39.4

Source: Youth observatory on Housing, based on data from the EAPS, 2011, 2nd quarter. 
Notes:  
Household headship rate: the headship rate refers to the percentage of persons that are persons of reference in a home in relation to the total population of persons of that same age.  
Rate of emancipation: Percentage of persons that live outside of their home of origin in relation to the total population of persons of that same age.  
unemployment rate: Percentage of the population unemployed in relation to the total active population of that same age.
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population of young adults (this is the case in Aragon, Catalonia, 
Madrid, Navarre and La Rioja). The highest unemployment rates 
among young people are found in Andalusia, Castilla-La Mancha, 
Ceuta and Melilla, the Canary Islands, Murcia, Extremadura and 
Valencia, while the lowest rates are in Navarre, Madrid, the Basque 
Country and Castilla and Leon (table 3.13).
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IV. SCHooL To WoRK TRANSITIoNS AND HEALTH

In society today, we feel recognised, integrated and connected to 
others through our integration in the labour market (Castel, 1997) 
and our resulting capacity to consume (Alonso, 2007). As a result, 
analysis of youth transitions has to consider the labour market 
(Price et al., 2011) as a frame of reference in which young people 
are included (they are already employed) or excluded (they are 
not working yet). Educational programmes and the competencies 
that young people must develop are defined in relation to work. 
In this context, young people prepare themselves to achieve their 
future goals; at the same time they encounter a productive system 
and selection criteria that both constrain and reinforce 
opportunities. Moreover, young people live in a society that 
demands services 24 hours a day, which puts particular stress on 
them. This can be seen in the higher levels of workplace and 
traffic accidents young people suffer during the working day in 
comparison to the rest of the working population (López Peláez 
and Segado, 2009). Young people did not create this reality, 
although their use of social networks does reinforce this model of 
working round the clock. They also have no choice other than to 

participate in the Spanish employment system, which is 
characterised by temporary work contracts, low wages, and 
subcontracting. In Spain, young people are the population group 
most affected by these employment conditions. 

Starting from this perspective, we can identify certain variables 
that are important in analysing successful and failed transitions: 
education level, the economy, family, institutional support, 
employment and health. With each of these variables we can 
differentiate the factors that strengthen the ability to fulfil personal 
goals and those that lead to individual and social vulnerability 
(table 4.1). Many of these factors are analysed in this study and also 
in the literature on work, education, housing, social participation 
and public policy (Comas, 2011).

In this chapter we discuss three specific areas in which young 
people may experience vulnerability in their paths to emancipation. 
We will explore in greater depth certain aspects of school to work 
transitions already introduced in previous chapters, but in this 
chapter we will also look at young people’s health, emphasising 
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the physical and psychological risks that affect them in this stage 
of life. We start from the assumption laid out in the introduction 
that the increase in social vulnerability of young people in Spain 
is linked to the structure of the labour market.

Currently, flexibility is associated with many aspects of working 
life, such as the work timetable, the organisation of work tasks and 
precariousness of contracts. Workers with temporary jobs continue 
to report greater exposure to occupational risks in comparison to 
workers with permanent contracts. In addition, work has extended 
to 24 hours a day, with day, night or rotating shifts; within the 
latter, there are variations such as the split shift, shifts from 6 to 12 
hours, irregular rotating shifts and intensive shifts of very long 
hours (López Peláez and Pinilla, 2006). Within this framework, 
young people perceive their exposure to occupational risks as 
‘normal’, giving this little importance or attention.

Health is an essential part of life. Young people’s behaviour 
regarding care of their bodies and their health, as well as their 

TAbLE 4.1: Protective factors and risk factors in young people’s 
transitions 

VARIABLES PRoTECTIVE FACToRS RISK FACToRS

Education Compulsory schooling
Secondary or higher 
education
High qualifications

Without education
Low qualifications
Education and training 
inadequate  
for the job market
overqualifications

Employment Fixed and stable 
employment
Well-paid employment

 Lack of previous work 
experience
Precarious employment
Irregular employment 
that does not permit 
one to cover personal 
expenses 
Absence of social security 
coverage

Economic Income from 
employment
unemployment 
benefits
Income provided by 
family network

Absence of 
unemployment benefits
Low wages
Lack of family economic 
support

Familial Support of parents 
and/or partner

 Weak or lacking family 
ties
Isolation

Institutional  use of resources of 
public institutions: 
economic benefits,  
social services, housing

 Lack of knowledge and 
disconnection  
from the benefits and 
assistance  
of public institutions 

(Continue)

Health Proactive learning 
strategies
Adequate education 
regarding matters of 
health
Ability to face 
the demands 
of multiskilling 
employment

 Inability to develop 
an adequate learning 
process
Lack of education
Low self-esteem

Source: López Peláez and Segado (2009).
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behaviour in interactions with others, must be redefined taking 
into account the workplace, the healthy or unhealthy habits of 
this heterogeneous group, as well as their consumption of 
substances such as alcohol and tobacco. In addition, data indicate 
there has been a decline in young people’s mental health in 
recent years (Sweeting et al., 2010).

given the perspective of this study, we take the variable of gender 
as a reference point in our analysis of these issues. We will look at 
inequalities between men and women in analysing the 
relationship between education level, access to the labour market 
and the building of professional careers.

4.1. younG PEoPLE’S TrAnSiTionS by EduCATion LEvEL 
And GEndEr

Youth as a category is socially constructed and historically 
determined (Bendit et al., 2009). The researcher should be alert 
to the changing nature of this concept, which is constructed not 
only through the social structure in which it develops, but also 
through the experiences of young people over time. Therefore, 
in analysing the reality of young people we must take into 
account the institutional and cultural framework. In the end, 
these ideas deeply affect the objective data that we use to 
quantify their lives and describe their transitions and biographies 
(Casal et al., 2006). 

Following this line of research, our approach departs from the 
vision of young people as a monolithic social group which can be 
represented by a series of characteristics or pre-established and 

stable meanings. The process of emancipation is connected to the 
result of young people’s interactions in specific contexts – the 
educational and family spheres, for example – as well as with the 
groups that comprise their closest relationships, in terms of 
belonging or reference, both in local settings and at the national 
level. The development of friendships, the possibility of obtaining 
the future one desires, achieving respect as an adult, strengthening 
autonomy and defining one’s own identity depend on these 
relational spheres.

The instability of this intricate and complex social construction 
means that there are often inconsistencies. For example, in Spain 
the legal voting age is 18; however, the legal age to have an 
abortion without parental consent is 16. In explaining such 
contradictions, we could call on a more humanist vision that 
emphasises the perspective of the young citizen, including an 
awareness of the beliefs, values and the unique path of each 
individual. The concept of the young citizen offers us an 
understanding of how certain normative issues – in this case 
related to health – facilitate and, simultaneously, limit transitions 
of young people (Wearing, 2011). The capacity of institutions to 
adopt this perspective is also necessary if we are to develop an 
inclusive practice regarding young people’s transitions to 
adulthood and the fulfilment of their social and individual rights 
(White and Wyn, 2005).

Inclusion becomes even more difficult if we take into account the 
decrease in the number and percentage of young people in our 
‘ageing societies’. Based on data from the 2008 Youth Report, 
young people (from 15 to 29 years of age) made up 22.7% of the 
population in Spain in 2000, while in 2007 they comprised only 
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19.7% of the population. In addition, it is increasingly difficult for 
young people to gain access to a series of basic rights, such as 
employment and housing. According to the above report from 
the Spanish Youth Institute, 50.8% of young people who were 
working had temporary contracts, and unemployment was 
higher among those from a lower socio-economic status. The 
most recent data available from the Economically Active 
Population Survey (EAPS), corresponding to 2011, show that 
37.5% of young people have temporary jobs (38% for women 
and 37.1% for men); this is a significant decline in comparison to 
2008 and is due to the destruction of jobs in these types of 
occupations among young people. In addition, this lack of access 
to employment and housing leads to a delay in residential 
transition and greater exposure to the risk of poverty (Marí-Klose 
and Marí-Klose, 2009). This increasing risk of poverty is seen 
throughout Europe, where 29.2% of young people from 16 to 24 
years of age are, according to recent Eurostat data, at risk of 
poverty and social exclusion (Eurostat, 2010). Iacovou and Aassve 
(2007) found a greater risk of exposure to poverty among young 
people than among other age groups in the countries they 
studied. In the Spanish case, the youth/young adult population 
at risk of poverty and social exclusion has grown significantly 
since 2008, increasing from 25.8% of all young people from 16 to 
24 years of age to 30.6% in 2010, the most significant increase 
among the countries studied (graph 4.1).

The complexity of the processes of transition among Spanish 
young people has increased the risk of poverty and social 
exclusion. Recent data from Eurostat (2010) reveal that young 
people in Spain and Italy are at the greatest risk of poverty and 
exclusion (30.6% and 31.6% of young people, respectively) among 

the countries examined. The percentage of young people at risk 
in Spain has been on the rise since 2007 (see graph 4.1). 

This trend is the result of social, familial, relational and personal 
factors, which are predictors of the level of risk of suffering social 
exclusion (table 4.2).

The factors predictive of a high risk of social exclusion often result 
in the most severe form of exclusion: poverty. We are referring a 
series of interacting factors: malnutrition; the lack of adequate 
housing, education and work; under-consumption; the feeling of 
‘being an outsider’ on a personal, interpersonal and group level; 

GrAPh 4.1: Young people from 16 to 24 years of age at risk of 
poverty and social exclusion (as a percentage of the total population)
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the absence of civic participation and a general lack of inclusion 
at all levels of society. Each of these factors reinforces the others, 
and in this way a vicious circle is established. If it is said that 
‘inclusion encourages inclusion’ (Segado Sánchez-Cabezudo and 
Acebes, 2012), then we might say that exclusion encourages 
exclusion.

However, looking at the data, the percentage of Spanish young 
people that are below the poverty threshold can be interpreted 

in different ways. If the comparison is with all the other countries 
of the world, the percentage is relatively low (Marí-Klose, 2010), 
but if we compare it to the most developed countries of the 
European union, the percentage is relatively high (graph 4.2). 
often high risk does not lead to poverty, above all because of 
the emancipation patterns that young people follow. In an 
essentially familist country, the family protects young people 
and provides a buffer, protecting young people from falling 
below the poverty threshold and partially hiding the 

TAbLE 4.2: Risks of social exclusion

VuLNERABILITY AND RISK FACToRS FoR SoCIAL ExCLuSIoN oF YouNg PEoPLE 

SoCIAL FACToRS FAMILY RELATIoNAL FACToRS PERSoNAL FACToRS

MEDIuM RISK HIgH RISK MEDIuM RISK HIgH RISK MEDIuM RISK HIgH RISK

•  unstable, poorly 
paid work

•  No home of one’s 
own/ or rental, 
residing in the 
parental home

•  Low level of 
education and/or 
skills

•  Difficulties 
integrating in 
social welfare 
programmes

•  Without work
•  No home of one’s 
own/ or rental, and 
not residing in the 
parental home

•  Low level of 
education and/or 
skills

•  Difficulties accessing 
social welfare 
programmes

•  Illiteracy

•  Weak family ties
•  Conflictive family 
circumstances

•  Weak circle of friends 
and friendship 
network

•  on the margins of 
social integration

•  Inexistent or 
conflictive family ties

•  Circle of friends and 
friendship network 
inexistent 

•  Social exclusion

•  unstable personality
• Belonging to an ethnic 
or cultural minority

• Poor physical health
• Addictions: alcoholism, 
drug addiction, 
gambling

• Learning disabilities
• Lack of social skills
• Low self-esteem. 
Passive attitude, 
resignation, pessimism, 
low motivation.

• unstable personality
• Belonging to an 
ethnic or cultural 
minority

• Poor physical health
• Addictions: 
alcoholism, drug 
addiction, gambling

• Learning disabilities
• Lack of social skills
• Low self-esteem.  
Passive attitude, 
resignation, 
pessimism, low 
motivation.

Source: Sánchez Morales and Sotomayor (2009:158-159).  
Note: The high risk factors are the same as the medium risk factors but with a level of severity that risks social exclusion. 
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precariousness of their situation (López Peláez, 2005; Parisi, 
2006).

In graph 4.2 we can see that in the Spanish case, starting at 25 
years of age, there are essentially no great differences regarding 
poverty and social exclusion among young people who are 
emancipated and those who are not, though below that age the 
risk of poverty is greater for those who are emancipated. This 
means that young people who emancipate at earlier ages are 
exposed to greater insecurity as they no longer have the cushion 

of family support. With age, these differences are reduced 
precisely because young people delay emancipation until they 
attain a certain economic and job stability. By sex, we see that the 
risk of poverty is higher among younger emancipated women. In 
addition, the risk of poverty is higher for women than men in all 
age groups, for both emancipated and non emancipated women. 

As we saw in chapter 3, emancipation patterns for young people 
in Spain are characterised, above all, by young people remaining 
in the parental home until they are older (Moreno Mínguez, 2008). 
This factor, along with the increase in households of couples with 
‘double incomes’ and the postponement of parenthood (Marí-
Klose, 2010), has contributed to cushioning the effects of the 
crisis on young people in Spain; nevertheless, there has been a 
steady rise in poverty among young people since 2008.

The delay in emancipation clearly protects young people from 
the possibility of social exclusion. In the rest of this chapter we 
will examine three key factors within the broader economic and 
social panorama that contribute to this delay in emancipation: 1) 
a lack of educational qualifications or the lack of correspondence 
between qualifications and employment (overqualification); 2) 
the extremely high level of unemployment and the high percentage 
of temporary jobs; 3) the general good health and longer life 
expectancy of the population, which can lead young people to 
accept delaying their independence because they feel like they 
have plenty of time.

As we pointed out in the first chapter, the complexity of transition 
processes (Pagnossin and Armi, 2011) and the high risk of exclusion 
result in a lack of choice and increasing vulnerability to the adverse 

GrAPh 4.2: Percentage of young people below the poverty 
threshold, emancipated and non emancipated, by age group and sex
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effects of labour market flexibility (López Blasco, 2008). In addition 
to the problems resulting from structural economic conditions, 
there are other problems that emerge from the current configuration 
of social relations in which new technologies play a fundamental 
role (Leavey et al., 2011). In short, being young in Spain today is a 
challenge; life paths are less predictable and are constructed in a 
much more individualised way than in the past (Kemshall, 2009).

Introducing the perspective of gender means that we must 
analyse whether there is any additional difficulty associated with 
the transition to adulthood specifically related to being a man 
or a woman. From our perspective, the issue of gender and how 
it affects transitions can be looked at in two ways: First, from the 
perspective of the actual construction and integration of gender 
ideology by young people, both personally and with respect to 
their peers; secondly, from the perspective of the social role 
that the relationship between the sexes is given in their social 
milieu and in their biographical projects for autonomy and 
independence.

Examining the processes involved in the construction of gender 
in young people, both at present and over time, provides us with 
an understanding of key aspects of the emancipation process for 
young people today. In this regard, longitudinal studies have 
demonstrated that the higher the level of education, the greater 
acceptance there is of gender equality (Cunningham et al., 2005; 
Checkoway, 2011). 

However, education is not the only important factor. Entry into 
the labour market also involves exposure to new ideas regarding 

gender. For young women in particular, having a job increases 
their self-confidence and their ability to fulfil their expectations 
of economic independence. It also provides them with new 
role models that they can employ in family and workplace 
negotiations (Klein, 1984; Davis, 2007; Coltrane y Collins, 2001). 
Nevertheless, women continue to face more obstacles in 
entering the labour market than men. From a macro social 
perspective, even though women represent at least half of the 
global population, the literature in the social sciences on 
emancipation processes and discrimination has repeatedly 
shown that they are marginalised and disadvantaged. In 
addition, social research on the dynamics that favour or reverse 
such conditions (in rigorous studies such as those of Wiklund 
et al., 2010; Bertocchi, 2011) has shown that a group that faces 
discrimination or that has little power is able to gain it when a 
group with power decides to give it to them, due to the impact 
of actions or circumstances that shape the decision making 
process of the group with power.

If we apply this argument to the issue of gender, we could 
formulate the following hypothesis: men play an active role in 
the transfer of power to women. This argument, along with the 
existence of a gender gap that leaves women devoid of power 
in Spain and across the planet, shows that the transition to 
gender equality is far from complete.

The World Economic Forum in its 2011 Report on the global 
gender gap (Hausmann, et al., 2011) studied gender discrimination 
in 135 countries using indicators for education, health, the 
economy and access to political power in terms of the ability to 
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participate in the public sphere.1 The best situation for women 
from the perspective of gender was in Iceland, and the worst in 
Yemen. Spain occupies 12th place on this scale of 135 countries. 
The findings of the report show that women are more concerned 
about social issues and are poorer than men.

From our perspective, the gender gap is reproduced and 
sustained in our culture and society in part due to social policies 
that, despite advances, have in general neglected women, 
young people and children. These social policies need to be 
revised and completely revamped (Crespo and Moretón, 2011; 
Moreno Mínguez, 2007; 2012). For example, in Spain social 
spending on young people is, along with Italy and Portugal, the 
lowest in Europe (see table 5.7). In addition, social spending on 
family childcare services and maternity services is also the 
lowest in Europe (oECD, 2010). Therefore, in the case of women, 
two elements come together that affect their potential 
vulnerability: being young and being a woman. This explains 
why young women are a vulnerable group and at greater risk 
than others of suffering social exclusion and poverty (Report on 
the global gender gap, 2011).

4.1.1.  The paradox of school failure and high education levels

Fundamental to the stage of youth is education and socialisation. 
In ideal conditions, education provides young people with 
information, skills and competencies through a learning process 
that should encourage critical thinking. In this process, young 
people are active agents, and learning is itself a process of direct 

1  See the analysis of this in chapter five.

social participation (Niemeyer, 2007). Education is more than the 
simple acquisition of theoretical and practical knowledge, as out 
of it emerges a sense of belonging and the desire for individual 
self-realisation. This type of education breaks down the barriers 
between formal and informal education; it mixes them and 
articulates them in what is referred to as holistic education 
(Fletcher et al., 2009).

Education should lead students to an understanding of society 
and to their development as citizens.2 unfortunately, educational 
institutions do not always achieve this objective. Despite universal 
education in Spain, statistics show that adolescents from families 
of low socio-economic status are not as likely to complete 
compulsory education and are more likely to attain poorer results 
than students from families of higher socio-economic status 
(Simon, 2003; Pérez and Cabrera, 2009). The data reveal the failures 
of Spain’s education system, identifying it as a source of 
vulnerability and exclusion for young people. The data also show 
that young people who are more involved in the institutions or 
communities that affect them have higher levels of income, 
education and socio-economic status than those who are not 
(Navarrete, 2007). The challenge is posed: education is a priority 
because it is a path to integration and well-being, and therefore, 
its absence is a clear indicator of social and individual vulnerability. 
The first question we must ask, then, is what is the education level 
of young people in Spain and what kinds of differences do we find 
in this population, in particular between men and women. Young 
people in Spain today have a higher level of education than 

2  We refer to the attainment of competencies and skills, as well as access to the right to participate and engage 
in social processes and the social system (Niemeyer, 2008: 85).
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previous generations (EAPS, 2010), as there has been a significant 
increase in the number of young people that complete secondary 
school and university (graphs 4.3 and 4.4) in comparison to earlier 
generations.

Comparing education trends for young men and women in Spain 
from 2000 to 2010 (based on data from the 2010 EAPS), we find 

significant differences regarding education level by gender. 
Currently, young women reach higher education levels than their 
male peers. In the group from 16 to 19 years of age, the percentage 
of women that have finished secondary school is higher (graph 
4.5). Among young people from 20 to 24 years of age, the 

GrAPh 4.3: Level of education completed: men by age groups

0%

60%

TOTAL FROM 16 TO 19 
YEARS OLD

FROM 20 TO 24
YEARS OLD

FROM 25 TO 29
YEARS OLD

FROM 30 TO 34
YEARS OLD

MORE THAN 35
YEARS OLD

Compulsory 
secondary school

PrimaryIlliterate 2nd stage 
secondary school

Higher 
education

50%

40%

30%

20%

10%

AGE GROUPS
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GrAPh 4.4: Level of education completed: women by age groups 
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proportion of women that have finished secondary school and 
university (graph 4.6) is higher, while in the group from 25 to 29 
years of age, a higher percentage of women have university 
degrees (graph 4.7). These data demonstrate that there is no 
gender gap in Spain in education. The data also show that Spain 
currently has the best educated young people in its history.

Despite the high levels of education in Spain, we find ourselves 
before a paradoxical situation, as the school dropout rate among 
young people from 18 to 24 years of age is also very high, as we 
have seen in chapter 3 (graph 4.8), especially in certain regions in 
the south and in the regions of Ceuta and Melilla (41%) and the 
Balearic Islands (37%). The national dropout rate is 28%.

GrAPh 4.5: Level of education completed: men and women, 
16 to 19 years of age 
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GrAPh 4.6: Level of education completed: men and women, 
20 to 24 years of age 

0%

70%

2000

50%

40%

30%

20%

10%

2005 2010 2000 2005 2010

60%

MEN WOMEN

Compulsory stage 
of secondary 

PrimaryIlliterate 2nd stage of 
secondary 

Higher 
education

Source: based on data from the EAPS 2000, 2005 and 2010.



SC
H

o
o

L 
To

 W
o

RK
 T

RA
N

SI
TI

o
N

S 
A

N
D

 H
EA

LT
H

81

In addition, in comparison to other European countries, we see 
that Spain has one of the highest dropout rates; only Malta and 
Portugal having ones (graph 4.9). Thus, we have the paradox of 

having attained high levels of education along with a high 
percentage of students that drop out.

GrAPh 4.7: Level of education completed: men and women, 
25 to 29 years of age 
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GrAPh 4.8: Early school leaving by autonomous regions. Percentage 
of the population from 18 to 24 years of age that has not completed  

the second stage of secondary education and is not participating  
in any type of education or training (2010)
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4.2. inTEGrATion in ThE LAbour MArkET, 
ProfESSionAL CArEErS And ovErquALifiCATion

Analysis of the labour market is central to the study of young 
people’s transitions to adulthood. The reality we find is not new: 
the decline in the population of young people in Spain 
(consequence of the decline in the birth-rate that began in 1975) 

and the growing difficulty of integrating this population are 
closely linked to their precarious situation. Research in Europe 
underlines the importance of education level in maintaining 
employment. Young people with a high level of education are 
two to three times less likely to suffer unemployment than those 
with low levels of education (Quintini and Martin, 2006; Biagi and 
Lucifora, 2008).

However, having formal qualifications does not guarantee 
success in finding a job. The Eurydice report (Eurostat, 2005) 
reveals the problem of overqualification in Spain, where only 
40% of young people with university degrees find work 
commensurate with their academic qualifications (the figures 
are even higher for those graduating with degrees in the 
humanities and the social sciences – 56% and 47% respectively) 
(garcía-Montalvo and Peiró, 2008). Based on 2008 data from the 
Observatorio de Inserción Laboral de los Jóvenes [observatory of 
the Insertion of Young People in the Labour Market], of the 
Instituto Valenciano de Investigaciones Económicas [Valencian 
Institute for Economic Research], seven out of ten overqualified 
young employees will continue to be so in their next jobs. After 
five years of work experience, 25% of young people continue to 
be overqualified. Although this situation can be interpreted as 
a period of transition toward work more commensurate with 
their education level, it also highlights that processes of career 
advancement are slow even among young people who have 
finished secondary school and university, especially with the 
current economic crisis. The high incidence of temporary hiring 
increases instability for young people in the transition into 
employment. This means that many young people often work 
more than one job for which they are overqualified, and this 

GrAPh 4.9: Early school leaving by countries of the Eu. Percentage of 
the population from 18 to 24 years of age that has not completed  
the second stage of secondary education and is not participating  

in any type of education or training
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goes on throughout the stages of transition to adulthood 
(Bashshur et al., 2011). Temporary workers have been the most 
affected by the recent economic recession, as it has resulted in 
a massive destruction of temporary jobs (Fundación Tomillo, 
2012). The concentration of temporary employment among the 
youngest workers (15 to 24 years of age) has significantly 
increased youth unemployment and rates of inactivity. 
According to the 2010 European Labour Survey, temporary jobs 
make up approximately 14% of all jobs in the Eu-27. The weight 
of temporary employment varies among the different countries 
of the Eu, in function of existing labour laws (table 4.3). In the 
Spanish case, there has been a significant growth in these types 
of contracts, which have gone from approximately 15% of total 
employment in 1987 to approximately 25% in 2011. Based on 
data from the Economically Active Population Survey, in the 
case of Spanish young people between 20 and 29 years, these 
jobs accounted for 46.6% of total employment in 2011. While 
the percentage of temporary workers decreases with age (from 
more than 40% of young people under 25 years of age to less 
than 15% in those who are 30 years of age in 2010), this type of 
employment also tends to be widespread between 25 and 39 
years of age, representing nearly 30% of workers in Spain, Poland 
and Portugal (European Labour Survey, 2010).

Therefore, the model of an orderly linear career in one company 
and one sector has to a great extent become a thing of the past. 
Although this model has been internalised by the young 
population as a whole, even those young people with permanent 
employment contracts are willing to change jobs and in fact do 
so frequently. They must learn new skills and gain new 
qualifications in order to be competitive in the labour market.

In addition to contractual flexibility, employment is significantly 
affected by stratification based on factors such as gender, 
community of origin and educational path (Mortimer, 2009). This 

TAbLE 4.3: Temporary workers (as % of total employed by age 
group), 1987- 2010 

15 To 24 YEARS  
oF AgE

15 To 64 YEARS  
oF AgE

1987 2010 1987 2010

Eu-27 42.1 13.9

Eu-15 43.1 14.0

germany 36.8 57.2 11.6 14.7

Austria 37.0 9.3

Belgium 17.4 30.4 5.6 8.1

Denmark 30.9 21.1 11.1 8.5

Spain 36.2 58.6 15.6 25.0

Finland 43.0 15.4

France 30.0 54.9 7.1 14.9

greece 30.3 30.4 16.5 12.4

Ireland 16.6 30.4 8.6 9.3

Italy 11.8 46.7 5.3 12.8

Luxembourg 10.2 36.5 3.5 7.1

The Netherlands 21.3 48.3 9.3 18.3

Portugal 37.4 55.6 16.8 23.0

The united  
Kingdom 11.3 13.7 6.2 6.0

Sweden 57.1 15.4

Source: based on data from Eurostat, various years.
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stratification has a major impact on the career development of 
young people, even those with strong ambitions. 

given that the population of young people is not a homogeneous 
group, we have to differentiate between the precariousness that 
affects this population in integrating into the labour market and 
in their professional careers and the insecurity of employment.

In this population group it is the youngest and those with the 
least education that tend to experience greater insecurity in 
employment during the transition process. It is commonly 
assumed that the more varied work experiences a young person 
has, the greater the likelihood he/she will have of getting a better 
job. However, research shows that young people are often 
trapped in a vicious cycle of low-paid temporary jobs and 

GrAPh 4.10: unemployment rate for young men 
by age group

1996

0%

10%

30%

40%

50%

70%

20%

From 25 to 29 years oldFrom 16 to 19 years old

From 30 to 34 years old

From 20 to 24 years old

Total

60%

1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011, 1TIII

Source: based on data from the EAPS, various years.

GrAPh 4.11: unemployment rate for young women 
by age groups
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intermittent non-voluntary unemployment (McDonald, 2009). In 
addition, low qualifications lead to more work-related accidents 
in this sector of the population (López Peláez and Segado, 2009). 
It is also possible, however, to find successful careers – linked to 
qualifications for which there is greater demand in the labour 
market – in specialised employment niches, which are highly 
selective and competitive (Toharia et al., 2008).

From a longitudinal perspective, young workers are in a worse 
situation today than they were in the crisis of the early 1990s, 
which finally began to ease in 1997. In graph 4.10 we can see that 

unemployment among young men is higher in the current crisis 
than it was in the crisis of the 1990s: in 2011 unemployment 
reached almost 30% among those 25 to 29 years of age, and 
nearly 43% among those from 20 to 24 years of age. 

This high unemployment is due primarily to the enormous impact 
of the crisis in the construction sector, which in recent years 
primarily employed young men. The decline in this sector meant 
an equal decline in the employment rate of young men. In contrast, 
in graph 4.11 we can see that the unemployment rate among 
young women is slightly lower now than in the previous crisis. 

GrAPh 4.12: Employment status of young men by age group
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GrAPh 4.13: Employment status of young women by age group
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Looking at the most current data from the 2011 EAPS report, 
young people are the population group most affected by the 
economic crisis, with significant differences in comparison with 
the total population. only in the later stage of young adulthood 
do we begin to see their employment status and professional 
careers stabilise (graphs 4.12 and 4.13).

The most notable differences between men and women are 
found in the group from 25 to 29 years of age. The percentage 

of economically inactive women is higher (17%) than 
economically inactive men (10%). This difference can be 
explained by the lack of policies to help balance work and family 
life in the Spanish welfare state (Flaquer, 2004). A high percentage 
of women take care of children, the elderly, the ill and disabled, 
while the percentage of men dedicated to these tasks is 
insignificant (graphs 4.14 and 4.15). In other words, women 
continue to take on the responsibilities of providing care and 
support to a much greater degree than men.

GrAPh 4.14: Persons who are inactive by reasons given for not 
looking for work (men)
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GrAPh 4.15: Persons who are inactive by reasons given for not 
looking for work (women)
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4.3. younG PEoPLE’S hEALTh

We saw in the introduction to this chapter that health is an 
important variable to analyse risk factors impacting on the 
present and future well-being of young people. However, with 
few exceptions (Pérez et al., 2009), little research has been done 
on the health situation of this group in Spain. Youth is a transition 
stage in which the period of risk associated with childhood (and 
vulnerability related to health) is left behind. This stage is 
characterised by optimal health and an underestimation of risk. 
However, this vision of youth as a period of optimal health must 
be qualified by the following observations (Furlong, 2009): 1) 
there is growing evidence that the health of young people is 
related to family structure (Layard and Dunn, 2009), educational 
attainment and economic position (income); 2) this is a period in 
which many individuals experiment with behaviours that, if 
maintained over time, would be harmful to their health: 
consumption of tobacco, drugs, alcohol, unsafe sex (Miles, 2000; 
Piko, 2006).

Social inequality and economic circumstances have a deep 
impact on young people’s health. It is a complex task to identify 
the elements that are part of the connection between transitions 
to adulthood, the structural framework within which young 
people develop their daily lives and certain behaviours that have 
an impact on health, particularly in these times of rapid economic 
and social change.

The initial years of youth are a period of particular importance in 
relation to the rest of life. This is a period dedicated to constructing 
identity and choosing cultural preferences and lifestyle, 

regardless of whether such choices are healthy. Consumption 
patterns and leisure activities are some of the fundamental 
elements around which young people construct their personal 
identities (Pavis et al, 1998).

Empirical evidence from many western countries shows a slow 
but progressive deterioration in recent decades of certain 
aspects of young people’s health, with an increase in chronic 
illnesses (for example, asthma), obesity and psychological 
problems of differing degrees of severity (Rutter and Smith, 
1995; Furlong, 2009).

The increase in psychological problems among young people 
has been confirmed in a number of interesting and important 
studies. For example, in 2010 Sweeting et al. repeated a study 
done 23 years before (1987), called Twenty-07 (Der, 1998). They 
used a sample of 3,929 young people of the same age, from the 
same year in school and the same geographical location. After 
studying certain key aspects of social change that took place 
during these 23 years, from 1987 to 2010, they identified a series 
of potential factors that could have contributed to a decline in 
the mental health of these young people during this time, 
including economic, familial, educational, values and lifestyle 
factors. The results show that economic factors barely contributed 
to this decline in mental health, while the change in values and 
lifestyle were the cause of a small proportion of the change. The 
factors that were shown to contribute most to this change were 
family dynamics (among other things, conflicts with parents and 
worries related to other relationships in the home) and educational 
factors (concerns related to education, such as academic 
performance and dropping out).
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The health of young people in Spain has been affected by several 
factors. one of them is the change in child raising patterns caused 
when parents separate, although health can improve once the 
crisis triggered by the separation has passed (Espinar Fellmann, 
2009). Another factor is violent behaviour among young people, 
which affects their own health as well as that of those around them. 
This arises from a combination of issues related to the family, 
education, and socio-economic and personal circumstances 
(Benito de la Iglesia, 2009). In this context, the increase in depression 
among adolescents is of growing concern (garcia Alonso, 2009). 

In order to assess the health status of young people we have 
asked: how do young people perceive their own health? In 
general, according to 2009 data from the European Statistics on 
Income and Living Conditions (Eu-SILC), young people perceive 
their health to be ‘very good’ (graphs 4.16 and 4.17), with little 
difference between men and women.

Looking at data from the Spanish National Health Survey over 
the last two decades, we can see some variations over time among 
the population from 16 to 24 years of age (graphs 4.18 and 4.19), 

GrAPh 4.16: Self-perception of health status among men 
in the last twelve months, by age group
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Source: based on data from the Eu-SILC, 2009.

GrAPh 4.17: Self-perception of health status among women 
in the last twelve months, by age group
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although the vast majority of both young men and women 
reported having good health.

There is a correlation between health and employment status. 
Young people between 16 and 24 years of age who are employed 
report having better health than those who are unemployed. This 
is also the case for the following age group for which there is data: 
25 to 44 years of age (Table 4.4). unfortunately, the data cannot 
be broken down into smaller age groups to further analyse these 
differences in self-perceptions of health.

Along with the statements of young people we have objective 
measures of health-related risk behaviour. If we compare 
self-perceptions with this data, we find that the results are 
mutually supportive. For example, a continual decline over 
the years in the consumption of tobacco can be observed 
(graph 4.20 and 4.21).

There has also been a decrease in the number of young people 
who say they do not drink alcohol (see graphs 4.22 and 4.23), 
although with a distinct pattern of consumption from tobacco, as 

GrAPh 4.18: Self-perception of health status among men 16 
to 24 years of age in the last twelve months
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Source: based on data from the National Health Survey, various years.

GrAPh 4.19: Self-perception of health status among women 16 to 24 
years of age in the last twelve months
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Source: based on data from the National Health Survey, various years.



SC
H

o
o

L 
To

 W
o

RK
 T

RA
N

SI
TI

o
N

S 
A

N
D

 H
EA

LT
H

90

the percentage of young people who do not drink alcohol 
increased between 2001 and 2003, only to decline in 2006.

However, some doubts can be raised regarding this perception of 
good health (graph 4.24 and 4.25), as the rate of obesity has been 
on the rise over the twenty years considered in the Spanish 
National Health Survey (1987 to 2006).

Along with the subjective perception of well-being young 
people describe, there is the objective reality of increased life 
expectancy in our advanced societies. Although self-perception 
of health and life expectancy are independent factors, a certain 

association between the considerable increase in life expectancy 
and the self-perception of well-being can be established. In 
Spain, the life expectancy of young people has increased 
significantly (graph 4.26): in 1960 the life expectancy of a boy of 
15 was 72 years of age; in 2007 this had increased to 78. The 
situation for women is even better, as the life expectancy of a 15 
year old girl in 1960 was 75 and had increased to 85 in 2007. In 
short, the perceptions of young people are quite optimistic, 
although their state of health has declined somewhat, 
fundamentally because of practices associated with consumer 
society, such as the consumption of toxic substances and 
overeating.

TAbLE 4.4: Positive evaluation of self-perceived health by age and employment status (%)

AgE STATuS 1987 1993 1995 1997 2001 2003 2006

16-24 years of age

Employed 85.79 85.00 83.02 82.13 84.99 85.05 84.52

unemployed 80.43 82.40 81.07 77.32 83.92 79.64 79.29

inactive 86.74 86.01 83.54 87.31 89.68 89.18 90.95

25-44 years of age

Employed 83.03 83.99 83.42 84.24 85.18 84.09 81.05

unemployed 75.45 75.40 77.87 76.78 77.06 75.06 71.88

inactive 74.34 74.36 69.41 74.70 72.79 68.70 67.69

45-64 years of age

Employed 68.44 69.82 70.38 67.98 74.27 71.19 67.35

unemployed 61.28 63.98 51.82 59.29 53.20 52.26 52.93

inactive 45.60 50.28 47.53 50.00 52.58 48.63 47.78

65 and older

Employed 64.47 60.29 – – 63.23 51.68 59.78

unemployed – – – – – – –

inactive 38.09 40.32 38.20 41.80 40.69 37.80 39.43
Source: based on data from the National Health Survey, various years. 
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The relative good health of young people in Spain is directly 
correlated with the percentage of suicides, as we can see in graph 
4.27. In fact, Spain, along with greece has the lowest suicide rate 
among young people, well below the European average. The 
most recent data available for Europe correspond to 2008, so we 
are unable to analyse the comparative impact of the crisis on 
suicide among young people. In any case, the data show that the 
well-being of young people is higher in Spain than in other 
European countries, such as in Sweden or France, where suicide 
rates are much higher. The data also show that as age increases, 
so does the suicide rate, except in the case of Sweden, where the 
highest rate is in the group of 20 to 24 year olds.

Regarding trends in suicide rates since 2000 (graph 4.28), we can 
see that the suicide rate has remained almost constant and has 
even decreased in the group of 30 to 34 year olds, which appears 
to show that the worsening of objective conditions for young 
people as a consequence of the economic crisis has not had a 
direct impact on suicide, perhaps due to the material and 
emotional support that families provide young people in Spain. 
The data in graph 4.28 also show that the suicide rate is higher at 
higher ages, a fact that could be due to the greater weight of 
these age groups in the population. What also stands out is that 
the suicide rate is lower among young people than among the 
overall population.

GrAPh 4.20: Percentage of young people 16 to 24 years of age 
who say they smoke, by sex
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Source: based on data from the National Health Survey, various years.

GrAPh 4.21: Percentage of population who say they smoke, 
by age groups
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In short, as Namkee et al. (2012) have pointed out, the subjective 
well-being of young people is different from that of other age 
groups because of the distinct circumstances that occur in this 
stage of the life cycle. Among these circumstances, family support 
and the act of becoming independent stand out. Living 
independently has a significant effect on well-being, as young 
people that live on their own report the highest levels of satisfaction 
with life (Namkee et al., 2012: 427).  Therefore, independence and 
family support are important elements to take into consideration 
in analysing the subjective well-being of young people in relation 
to health, employment and economic situation.

4.4. ThE iMPorTAnCE of EduCATion, EMPLoyMEnT  
And hEALTh

In this chapter we have analysed three essential factors in the 
transition to adulthood in detail: education level, employment 
status and certain indicators of health status. Through our analysis 
of these factors, we have drawn the following conclusions.

The first is that young people in Spain are at a high risk of 
social exclusion, including the most acute form of exclusion 
– poverty. A highly familist social orientation protects them 

GrAPh 4.22: Percentage of young people 16 to 24 years of age who 
say they do not drink alcohol, by sex

Women Men

2006/0720032001199719931987
0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

Source: based on data from the National Health Survey, various years. 
Note: The source does not gather data on those who say they consume alcohol.

GrAPh 4.23: Percentage of young people who say they do not drink 
alcohol, by age groups 
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Source: based on data from the National Health Survey, various years. 
Note: The source does not gather data on those who say they consume alcohol.
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and to some degree hides the precariousness and exclusion 
they face.

Regarding education level, we have seen that young women 
have higher levels of education than young men; however, young 
people today of both sexes have the highest levels of education 
in Spain’s history. This hides a paradox: education levels are at 
their highest, but at the same time, there is a very high dropout 
rate. This leads to a number of questions: How much weight does 
the design of the education system have in retaining students? (If 
significant, it seems likely that the dropout rate could be reduced.) 
Is the Spanish education system elitist, aimed at young people 

who come from a protective family environment that facilitates 
the educational process? Is it the background students come 
from which ultimately strengthens or inhibits their educational 
development? These are open issues which merit further research 
through studies that focus on the Spanish education system. 

However, although the current population of young people in 
Spain is the most highly educated historically, we have seen how 
they face important problems resulting from a labour market 
characterised by temporary employment, intermittent 
unemployment, occupational risk, the disappearance of linear 
careers and the mismatch between qualifications and jobs.

GrAPh 4.24: Percentage of young people 20 to 24 years of age with 
body mass index above 30kg/m2
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Source: based on data from the National Health Survey, various years.

GrAPh 4.25: Percentage of population with body mass index above 
30kg/m2, by age group
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Both the overqualification of the well-prepared, as well as the lack of 
qualifications of those who are less prepared (in other words, young 
people situated at the two extremes regarding education levels), 
exemplify this mismatch between education and labour market 
insertion, which is one of the causes of the social vulnerability of this 
population. The most qualified have difficulties finding employment 
to match their education, moving from one low-skilled job to another 
(except in a small percentage of cases), while the under-qualified 
enter into a dynamic of precarious employment alternating with 
periods of unemployment. Although those with university degrees 
are able to avoid long periods of unemployment and jobs in low-skill 
sectors, they cannot avoid a spiral of precariousness that compromises 
their possibility of capitalising on their education.

To briefly summarise, between 1996 and 2011, we find significant 
differences between young men and women regarding 
employment status. The unemployment rate is higher among 
young men than the rest of the population. For the age group 

GrAPh 4.26: Life expectancy at 15 years of age
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Source: based on data from the National Health Survey, various years.

GrAPh 4.27: Suicide rate for every 100,000 inhabitants by age group 
and country, 2008
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In addition, it should be stressed that there are more economically 
inactive women than men, above all in the group from 25 to 29 
years of age. This can be explained by the fact that women 
continue to be more likely to take on domestic responsibilities 
than men (Moreno Mínguez and gentile, 2011).

Regarding health, young people, and particularly those with low 
qualifications, suffer a higher percentage of workplace accidents. 
Despite the job-related risks, the health of young people in Spain 
is very good; they ‘feel good’ and ‘are well’ (Eu-SILC, 2009), with 
some exceptions, revealed by the increase in obesity. In addition, 
they live in times when life expectancy continues to increase, 
which reinforces their positive feelings about their own health.

In conclusion, what must be underscored is the high level of 
unemployment among young people, which, as has been shown 
in this chapter, is beyond the control of this population group. 
Young people today are better educated, are willing to work in 
jobs that do not match their qualifications and report having 
good health. But they need structural opportunities that will 
substantially change the context in which there lives are 
developing; without such opportunities, all their efforts will 
continue to be poorly rewarded.

between 16 and 19, this can be explained by the fact that the 
majority is still in school. unemployment data for those between 
20 and 24 years of age, however, are alarming (43% unemployment 
for men and 41% for women), which lends support to the 
argument that young people should stay in school longer, 
something that has become much more common today. Faced 
with the lack of jobs, young people continue their education, 
hoping that higher qualifications will finally lead to full economic 
integration. Beginning in the period between 30 and 34 years of 
age, the majority of young people find greater employment 
stability and the possibility of gradually building a stable career. 

GrAPh 4.28: Suicide rate for every 100,000 inhabitants by age group, 
Spain, 2000-2009
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agents and anti-discrimination and gender awareness. Table 5.1 
provides by way of introduction a brief description of the 
philosophy behind policies aimed at young people in the 
countries for which data were available. The table was created 
based on information from a number of European reports.

•  Secondly, the intensive use of new technologies and social 
networking by young people (tables 5.2 and 5.3) – members of a 
digitally fluent generation – and their collective mobilisation (as 
in the 15 M movement), which is linked to their negative 
assessment of political parties, trade unions and representative 
institutions (table 5.4): Therefore, if policies and social services for 
youth and young adults are to be really effective in reaching them, 
they must be adapted to the digital environment.

•  Thirdly, when we refer to the current generations of young 
people, who connect with each other and are mobilised through 
the Internet, the available data show that in the area of social 
services this group is of little importance as such: the reference 
category of young people represented only 1.18% of the total 
recipients of social services in Spain in 2009 (table 5.5).

In analysing young people’s transitions into adulthood, we must 
take into account the context – the set of constraints and 
opportunities – framing their paths in life. Therefore, a priority of 
this study has been to examine the policy and institutional contexts 
in which transitions occur. Among these institutional contexts, one 
key area stands out: social policies and, specifically, programmes 
for youth and young adults that are designed and implemented 
through social service administrations at the local, regional and 
state levels. We will discuss three important issues, based on 
availability of data: 

•  First, social policies from a comparative European perspective: 
The proposals formulated in the document, European union 
Youth Strategy 2010-2018 (Council of the European union, 
2009), contrast with the diversity of institutions, policies and 
programmes being developed in each country (table 5.1.). 
According to Quintana (2011: 18-21), the guidelines in this 
document are too general since they do not clearly define the 
content and meaning of public policies for young adults  and 
only establish broad principles for policy implementation, such 
as the need for a transversal approach, co-operation between 

V.  YouNg PEoPLE’S TRANSITIoNS, SoCIAL SERVICES  
AND PoLICIES 
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TAbLE 5.1: Youth policies in Spain, France, germany, the Netherlands, Sweden and the united Kingdom 

INSTITuTIoN RESPoNSIBLE  
FoR YouTH PoLICIES SPHERE oF ACTIoN PRIoRITIES PLAN oF ACTIoN

Spain
 INJuVE (Institute of Youth), 
Ministry of Health, Social Policy 
and Equality

National, regional and 
local

Employment, training, 
advising, exchange

Local, regional and national 
plans

France
Department of Youth and Civic 
Society dependent on Education, 
Youth and Civic Society

National, regional and 
local

Training, employment, 
participation, health

green book about youth, 
transversal policies in all 
ministries

germany Federal Ministry of Family, 
Women and Youth

Federal states (Länder) 
and local

Volunteering, social 
services

Federal level. Federal states have 
independent in their policies

The Netherlands
Employment Ministry Preventive policy (local 

administration) and care 
policy (provinces)

Family support, 
education, free time, 
health

National strategy and local 
co-ordination

Sweden

Dependent on various ministries 
in co-ordination with the 
Ministery of Education and 
Science

National and local Participation,  
well-being

National strategy for youth 
policies 2009 (transversal)

united Kingdom
Department of Education National and local Assistance, education, 

employment and 
protection

Strategy for youth and children 
(2006-2016)

Source: based on «Assessing practices for using indicators in fields related to youth» Final Report of the European Commission, Dg Education and Culture, C4431 / February 2011.

TAbLE 5.2: Trends in Internet consumption among young people 
14 to 24 years of age 

2007 2008 2009 2010 2011

Internet consumption (%) 78.5% 72.5% 77.5% 81.4% 84.9%

% Growth in the last five years: 8.2

Source: based on the Estudio general de Medios [general Media Study], 2007-2011.

TAbLE 5.3: Access to social networks in the last month among young 
people 14 to 24 years of age

2007 2008 2009 2010 2011

Access to Internet services 
in the last month. Social 
networks

– – – 46.4% 63.0%

note: % growth in the last year: 35.8

Source: based on the Estudio general de Medios [general Media Study], 2007-2011.
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In analysing how policies for programmes and services are 
developed, we have found a very low representation of young 
people both in terms of participation in policy formation and 
as beneficiaries of these social services. It is clearly necessary 
to redefine programmes in order to respond to the demands 
and needs of young people and to facilitate their transitions in 
the context of growing economic and job insecurity. The key 
to all of this is young people’s participation. Policies must be 
designed that take into account the characteristics of young 
people’s transitions as well as their heterogeneity and digital 
fluency (López Peláez, 2010). In this chapter we want to 
examine this issue from two perspectives. First, we will discuss 
the priorities of social policy from a comparative European 
perspective and the importance of policies aimed at youth 

and young adults. Secondly, we will examine data on the 
beneficiaries of social services, which show that youth and 
young adults, as sector of reference, have little relevance as 
beneficiaries.

TAbLE 5.5: Number of users of social services by sector 
of reference

SECToR oF REFERENCE uSERS %

01 Family 543,704 24.08%

02 Childhoods 131,608 5.83%

03 youth 26,750 1.18%

04 Women 89,838 3.98%

05 Elderly 849,711 37.63%

06 Persons with disability 292,996 12.97%

07 Prisoners and former prisoners 3,979 0.18%

08 Ethnic minorities 34,770 1.54%

09 Homeless and marginalised 10,703 0.47%

10 Addicts (alcoholics and drug addicts) 13,573 0.60%

11 Refugees and asylum seekers 590 0.03%

12 Migrants 16,677 0.74%

13 Needs due to catostrophic risks 1,317 0.06%

14 Mentally ill persons 8,418 0.37%

15 Terminally ill persons 1,318 0.06%

16 other groups in need 62,436 2.76%

17 Immigrants 169,868 7.52%

Total 2,258,256 100.00%

Source: based on Ministery of Health, Social Policy and Equality (SIuSS, 2009-2010).

TAbLE 5.4: Trust of young people 15 to 29 years of age in institutions, 
scale from 0 to 10

Ngos 6.8

Military 6.2

Police and ‘guardia Civil’ 6.2

Judicial powers 5.7

Monarchy 4.5

unions 4.5

government 3.6

Financial entities 3.5

Catholic Church 3.1

Politicians 2.8

Source: based on the opinion Poll INJuVE, 160, 2011.
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5.1. SoCiAL PoLiCy And younG PEoPLE’S TrAnSiTionS

In the European union, social policy proposals aimed at young 
people are explicit in insisting on their participation as a 
prerequisite for successfully addressing the challenges affecting 
them: unemployment, school failure, poverty, low levels of 
participation in public life, and health problems (Council of the 
Eu, 2009). In Spain we find a paradoxical situation: the lack of 
participation of young people at the institutional level (through 
associations, political parties, trade unions) coupled with an 
intensive use of social networks (table 5.3) and a high level of 
mobilisation through, for example, the 15 M movement, which 
has had a great impact on the public agenda. As will be discussed 
below, one of the main challenges to face regarding policies 
aimed at young people in the European union, and specifically in 
Spain, is the relatively low importance these policies have within 
the welfare state. 

When analysing social policies and their relationship to young 
people’s transitions to adulthood, we must address three issues: 
first, the importance of social policies; secondly, the European 
context, and lastly, the evaluation of some of the policy measures 
that have been taken in this field in recent years, such as the basic 
emancipation allowance in Spain. 

5.1.1. Social services and young people

From our perspective, research on two of the basic dimensions 
characterising the lives of young people – transitions to work and 
family transitions – should be supplemented with an analysis of 
public programmes and services for young people for two 

reasons: First, to understand the model of social integration such 
programmes are designed to bring about (which will enable us to 
analyse the importance of young people in our welfare societies), 
and  secondly, because social services are the final safeguard 
against social exclusion (López Peláez, 2010). 

In trying to understand failed transitions among young people, 
we must question the role of social services, as well as young 
people’s own discourses about social services. The level of use of 
available social services can be interpreted in terms of the degree 
of adaptation of these social services to the needs of young 
people and their actual real situations of risk, but also in terms of 
the information (or lack of information) young people have on 
these programmes and resources. 

It is necessary to analyse the institutions that exist in our societies 
(how they function) and the extent to which they permit our 
rights to become real capabilities (Sen, 2000). As has been 
rigorously argued by Comas (2011), it is a priority to rethink and 
reorient public policies aimed at young people, based on both 
their objective and subjective needs. Young people need to be 
recognised as valid subjects (Honneth, 2009) in our democratic 
societies. This requires encouraging them in their paths, giving 
them a voice and designing social policies that take into account 
their need to become fully participating citizens. And this must 
all take place in a context in which ideal transitions (acquiring 
steady employment and independence from the family home) 
are becoming increasingly difficult. To some extent, the issue of 
vulnerability must be emphasised in analysing both the context 
in which young people’s lives are unfolding and their individual 
life paths. 
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We could argue that the welfare state has been a collective 
response to ensure our freedom and well-being and to reduce 
the levels of vulnerability in the population, providing care, 
social protection and legal rights and guaranteeing political 
participation and civic engagement. In an advanced democracy 
such as Spain, policies for young people should aim to increase 
their skills and abilities, foster their entry into adult life both 
individually and as a group and, ultimately, reduce the levels of 
current and future vulnerability (Lorenzo and Lopez, 2012). 
Although vulnerability is always experienced personally, it is 
inherently social and linked to our socio-economic and cultural 
context (Bendit et al., 2009).

In this regard, the 2011 protests of the 15M movement, part of a 
global network of protests, have highlighted two issues. First, the 
problems faced by young people (and not only young people), 
have become chronic. Although these problems are on the 
agenda of different governments, solutions have not been found, 
and young people remain caught in a vicious circle: high levels of 
unemployment, precarious contracts, low wages, downward 
mobility and lack of future prospects. The majority of Spain’s 
population strongly identifies with this movement because, 
regardless of whether they agree with its specific slogans or 
platforms, they understand and share the plight of young people.

Secondly, online and offline actions have highlighted the ability 
of young people, who are digital natives (table 5.2), to act in a co-
ordinated manner and become part of the public agenda. Current 
generations of twenty and thirty something year olds have 
experienced what Nussbaum (2001) calls ‘affiliation capability’: 
being able to live for and in relation to others; to recognise and 

show concern for others; to engage in social interaction, ….Being 
able to be treated as a dignified being whose worth is equal to 
that of others. 

Not all young people have participated in the 15M movement, 
but almost all are intensive users of social networks and find in 
these a relational environment that enhances their capacity to 
share information and develop strategies for action. Through 
social networks, young people are breaking with the myth of 
individualism that defines us as isolated individuals in Darwinian 
competition. Their experiences as users of social networks lead 
them to question a world dominated by the rules of the market. 
Instead, they are connecting with each other, and through their 
communication and organising have now become part of the 
political and media agenda. Their actions are raising awareness 
of the situation of vulnerability they face in the labour market 
and in other social and institutional spheres (Moreno Minguez, 
2012; Taibo, 2011). 

5.1.2. Policies aimed at young people in the European union

According to Wallace and Bendit (2009), comparative analysis of 
youth policy in Europe faces numerous methodological 
problems, most notably the great differences in policies between 
countries and within countries, where we find a high degree of 
decentralisation (Quintana, 2011). In this regard, Quintana’s work 
is of particular interest as he has tried to establish a workable set 
of indicators to define the type of public policies developed in 
four European cities. In fact, we have no comparative study of 
European youth policy, given the difficulty of such an empirical 
exercise, as the available studies focus on specific countries or 
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cities (Bradley and Van Hoof, 2005; Leccardi and Ruspini, 2006; 
Comas, 2011; Quintana, 2011). In an attempt to establish a 
comparative framework within which to interpret the diversity 
of European youth policies, Wallace and Bendit (2009) have 
proposed a descriptive typology of youth policies based on the 
comparative models of Esping-Andersen (2000), gallie and 
Paugam (2000) and Walther (2006), which are summarised in 
table 5.6 and discussed below.

As can be seen in Table 5.6, in the universalist model of youth 
policy, governments of the countries of northern Europe offer all 
types of financial assistance to promote the autonomy of young 
people. This is consistent with the diversity of family models in 
these countries. In them, social and public policy is central, 
although there is also a high level of public participation through 
different social organisations. This means there is a high degree 
of participation among young people, who play an active role in 
designing social policies affecting them, even in the absence of a 
specific sector or ministry dedicated to young people. 

The community-based policy model is typical of the liberal regime 
countries (Ireland and the uK). In these countries, civil society 
(religious and voluntary organisations) is responsible for youth 
policy. The local sphere and local communities play a key role in 
social and youth policies. Youth policies do not target young 
people as a whole, but are conceptualised as an intervention for 
troubled and excluded groups of young people, as well as for 
ethnic minorities.

The so-called protective youth policy model corresponds to the 
corporatist welfare regime defined by Esping-Andersen. This 

group includes Austria, Belgium, France, germany, Luxembourg 
and the Netherlands. In these countries, youth policies are 
managed through youth institutes which are dependent on the 
corresponding ministries. The nature of the policies is somewhat 
paternalistic, and their main purpose is to support and promote 
educational and employment options for young people so that 
they can successfully complete their educations and integrate 
into the labour market. In general, policies are decentralised and 
dependent on federal regions, with certain powers centralised. In 
addition, civil society and other organisations are heavily involved 
in providing social services to young people, although these 
organisations are not fully incorporated in state institutions as 
instruments for providing welfare.

The centralised youth policy model corresponds to the 
Mediterranean welfare regimes found in greece, Portugal, Spain 
and Italy, which Walther (2006) and gallie and Paugam (2000) refer 
to as ‘sub-protectionist’. In these welfare state regimes social and 
youth policies are limited and have only recently been introduced 
in response to European initiatives and demands.  These states 
have begun in the last decade to establish social policies targeting 
young people, providing support that had previously been the 
domain of the private family sphere. These countries are also 
characterised by the low level of involvement of civil society in 
youth policies due to a lack of this tradition. However, despite the 
limited participation of young people in associations and 
organisations in these countries, a shift in strategy towards co-
operation and participation is beginning to develop in response to 
the economic crisis, as evidenced by the 15M movement. The late 
development of youth policies in these countries also means that 
in the future there are going to be more striking changes than will 
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be seen in European countries with stronger and more developed 
traditions in this area.

on the practical level of youth policies, we can distinguish three 
administrative spheres: Eu policies and programmes; national 
policies and programmes, and policies and programmes 
developed by regional and local governments. From a 
comparative perspective there is no single definition of what 
constitutes youth policies. The term covers policies related to 
education, housing, emancipation, etc. In short, youth policies 
refer to policy measures and social services that affect young 

people and that are developed by different administrations  
– national, regional and local. From a comparative perspective 
we can look at four spheres in youth policies which allow us to 
analyse differences between countries:  First, institutions 
responsible for youth policy in each country; secondly, their 
areas of activity; third, their priorities, and finally, their action 
plans. As can be seen in table 5.1 (page 138), the priorities and 
the scope of activity differ from country to country, which 
means it is difficult to carry out a comparative analysis (for 
example, youth policy in the Spanish case is not only the 
responsibility of the Ministry of Health, Social Policy and 

TAbLE 5.6: Typology of youth policies in Europe

MoDEL oF YouTH 
PoLICIES CouNTRIES DoMINANT IMAgE  

oF  YouTH oBJECTIVES PRoBLEMS FoCuS oF ACTIoN

uNIVERSALIST

Denmark, Finland, 
Norway, Sweden

Youth as resource Autonomy, 
independence, 
social and political 
participation

Youth participation Youth as a group

CoMMuNITY BASED
Ireland and the 
united Kingdom

Youth as a problem Prevention of 
social problems, 
participation

Excluded youth and 
youth participation

Excluded youth and 
with problems

PRoTECTIVE

Austria, Belgium, 
France, germany, 
Luxembourg, The 
Netherlands

Vulnerable youth, 
youth as resource and 
youth as a problem

Integration, 
prevention of social 
problems, political 
participation

Youth participation 
and social exclusion 
of youth

Youth as a group, 
vulnerable youth

CENTRALIST

greece, Italy, Portugal 
and Spain

Youth as a problem 
and youth as resource

Autonomy, 
independence, 
integration and 
political participation

Longterm social 
exclusion of youth

Concrete groups of 
youth

Source: based on Wallace and Bendit (2009: 153).
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Equality, but also that of the corresponding bodies in the 
autonomous regions). 

An initial conclusion, based on available data, is that we do not 
have a descriptive map of policies targeting young people that 
have been developed by the various administrations in a European 
comparative framework. (one of the conclusions of this research 
is precisely the urgency of carrying out such a comparative study.) 
What we do have are guidelines from European institutions that 
serve as a guiding framework for national youth policies. Some 
examples of these European initiatives include ‘Youth on the 
Move’, which seeks to address the challenges faced by young 
people, or the 2010 resolution on ‘New Skills for New Jobs: The 
Way Forward’ (15.276/10 and 10.841/10) and more specifically, 
the 2009 resolution of the Council of Europe, which established 
the general framework for co-operation between states in the 
area of youth policy for the period 2010 - 2018.

The European union has developed policies to encourage mobility, 
participation and volunteering among young people, with the aim 
of building a European citizenship based on the recognition of the 
other as citizen. For example, in the ‘Youth’ programme (2000-
2006), aimed at encouraging mobility and non-formal education 
among 15 to 25 year olds, Action 2, entitled ‘European Voluntary 
Service’, has as an objective that young people between 18 and 25 
years of age participate in volunteer projects abroad. Action 3, 
‘Youth initiatives’, aims to provide teenagers and young adults up 
to age 25 with help in carrying out a project locally, providing the 
opportunity to put into practice the experience and knowledge 
gained during their European Voluntary Service. These objectives 
have been adopted by the ‘Youth in Action 2007-2013’ programme, 

encouraging active citizenship and cooperation among young 
people. 

Especially important is the emphasis on participation in democratic 
life and exchanges (action 1, ‘Youth for Europe’) and the European 
voluntary service, which aims to foster youth solidarity and active 
commitment. Action 5 aims to facilitate communication between 
young people and policy makers by fostering structured dialogue 
between them, encouraging cooperation with international 
organisations and promoting measures to create a better 
understanding of youth (‘support for youth policy co-operation’). 
However, while European institutions have put forward a 
comprehensive set of proposals and recommendations, with 
extensive research done on social policy and youth, there has been 
very little research published from a comparative perspective on 
the use of public resources and the programmes being carried out 
by social service units within countries in the European union. 

5.1.3. Social policies, social spending and the participation  
of young people

When we analyse the percentage of social spending specifically 
aimed at young people in relation to total social spending in 
different European countries, a common characteristic emerges: 
investment in social policies for young people is not proportionate 
with the percentage they represent in the population. (Yet, in an 
ageing continent, support for young people is certainly a strategic 
need to ensure Europe’s future). As shown in table 5.7, spending 
on social policies for young people (active labour market policies, 
housing assistance and other social policies) comprises a very 
small percentage of total social spending.
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In the Spanish context, we must highlight the importance of the 
emancipation allowance for young people while it was in effect 
(regulated by Royal Decree 1472/2007, of 2 November, amended 
by Royal Decree 366/2009 of 20 March and discontinued in 
2012). The intended recipients were young people between 22 
and 30 years of age, the age range when most young people 
face both the transition to residential independence and to work 
(table 5.8).

TAbLE 5.7: Social spending on youth (percentage of total social 
spending) (2008)

CouNTRY % oF ToTAL SoCIAL ExPENDITuRE

The united Kingdom 6.6

Denmark 6.5

The Netherlands 5.1

Ireland 4.4

Sweden 4.4

France 3.9

germany 3.8

Finland 3.4

Belgium 3.1

Spain 2.9

Luxembourg 2.6

greece 2.3

Austria 2.1

Portugal 1.5

Italy 1.3

Source: based on aggregate oECD data, 2009 (Moreno Mínguez, 2012). 
Note: The figures include employment policies, housing assistance and other social policies aimed at youth.

TAbLE 5.8: Emancipation allowance. Number of recipients, 2008-2011

MEN WoMEN ToTAL ANNuAL 
VARIATIoN

2008 27,919 35,247 63,166 42%

2009 73,338 94,134 167,472 165%

2010 115,983 150,968 266,951 59%

2011* 130,528 170,776 301,254 13%

Note: *the data for the year 2011 corresponds to payments ordered until the 30th of June of that year. 
Source: Youth observatory on Housing, 2011.

To access this benefit the young person had to have a job, a rental 
contract and equity of less than €108,182.18. Its purpose was, 
therefore, to support the residential transition of young people 
already integrated into the labour market and who wished to 
establish their own home or had already done so, through a 
subsidy that could last up to four years. When we analysed the 
views of young people on this measure, we found that most were 
not very satisfied or dissatisfied, as the programme did not 
address underlying problems: unemployment, job instability and 
the high cost of renting or purchasing a home (table 5.9).

Young people should  be able to turn to social services not only 
to find out about the benefits they are entitled to, but also to find 
specialised help to deal with any type of risk they face (such as 
those related to health, education and employment). Yet what 
we have observed in recent years is in fact a gradual distancing 
between young people and social services (López Peláez, 2012).

The interaction between social service professionals and young 
people is changing as a result of technological and organisational 



Yo
u

N
g

 P
Eo

PL
E’

S 
TR

A
N

SI
TI

o
N

S,
 S

o
C

IA
L 

SE
R

V
IC

ES
 A

N
D

 P
o

LI
C

IE
S 

105

transformations. The new social networks, social interaction 
through the Internet and what has been labelled ‘extended 
sociability’ (Fresno, 2011) have changed the organisational 
capacity of young people, participation models and the kinds of 
problems and opportunities they encounter. Access to information 
through the Internet and a redefinition of social services have led 
to the emergence of ‘digital social work’ (López Peláez 2010). 
Young people have been among the main actors in this far-
reaching change. Interaction through the Internet, an increase in 
the types of benefits or services that can only be accessed through 
the Internet, as well as the characteristics of digital natives call for 
a greater presence of social services on the Internet to respond to 

the demands of young people. The failure to adapt to the digital 
environment will lead to an increased separation of young people 
from social services, which means that young people will not 
access the professionals available to support them in their 
transition to adulthood.

5.2. younG PEoPLE, PArTiCiPATion And fAiLEd 
TrAnSiTionS: WhAT iS ThE roLE of SoCiAL SErviCES?

The professional activities carried out by social workers and other 
specialised professionals in providing social services are a 
cornerstone of the welfare state (Featherstone, 2011). one of the 
most important developments in Western democracies in the 
second half of the twentieth century was the recognition of a 
basic principle: the viability of a democracy is based on the viability 
of the life trajectories of its citizens. As a result, it is necessary to 
structurally guarantee adequate levels of education, health, 
participation and autonomy (greve, 2011). Youth policies in the 
European union highlight the importance of young people’s 
participation and the need to address their situation structurally 
in order to promote their welfare through their full social inclusion. 
However, if we analyse the interaction between young people 
and specific programmes and activities for them, we can see to 
what extent proposed guidelines are put into practice. 

5.2.1. users, resource allocation and reference sectors in the 
social services

In every municipality in Spain there are youth centres and social 
intervention programmes for young people.  At all levels of state 

TAbLE 5.9: Evaluation of the administration of public policy regarding 
the emancipation allowance by age (%)

VERY/
QuITE 

SATISFIED

LITTLE/ 
NoT 

SATISFIED

DoES  
NoT uSE

DoES NoT 
KNoW  

ABouT THIS 
SERVICE

ToTAL

18 to 24 26.8 47.7 5.4 9.4 783

25 to 34 21.8 46.4 7.6 9.8 1,647

35 to 44 23.8 40.0 8.3 10.8 1,602

44 to 54 19.8 42.9 7.4 11.5 1,290

55 to 64 19.6 39.1 8.7 13.3 1,004

65 and 
above 16.3 23.3 12.0 19.5 1,596

Total 20.6 39.0 8.5 12.4 7,924

Source: based on  data from survey 2.813 Calidad de los Servicios Públicos, Centro de Investigaciones 
Sociológicas [Quality of Public Services, the Centre for Sociological Research], 2009 in Moreno Mínguez (2012).



Yo
u

N
g

 P
Eo

PL
E’

S 
TR

A
N

SI
TI

o
N

S,
 S

o
C

IA
L 

SE
R

V
IC

ES
 A

N
D

 P
o

LI
C

IE
S 

106

administration – from central to regional and local – policies 
targeting young people are very important in theory. But what 
happens in practice? Do young people turn to social services?  
We can analyse the profiles of users of general social services 
from the latest data available from the Social Services user 
Information System (SIuSS). The data that define the profile or 
characteristics of users are sex, age, education level, nationality, 
social service reference sector, disability, whether they are 
economically active or not and housing conditions. Young people 
are one of the reference sectors (sector 03). The SIuSS data show 
the percentage of users who are young people (table 5.10) and 
their number by reference sector (table 5.5, page 140). In both 
tables, we find that the proportion of individuals from this 
population group using social services is low. Table 5.10 shows 
that 18 to 30 year olds account for only 11.01% of the users of 
these services. In each intervention, social service professionals 

must evaluate the user’s specific needs. of note is the higher 
incidence of interventions with older people (37.63%), families 
(24.08%), and persons with disabilities (12.97%). 

The available data on interventions by allocated resources and 
reference sector during the years 2007, 2008 and 2009 show us 
the main actions carried out regarding young people. This 
provides a picture of young users of social services and their 
problems: the majority of interventions are aimed at providing 
assistance in the home, promoting labour market integration 
and addressing school failure (table 5.11).  Based on the data in 
table 5.11, in the three years examined, there has been an increase 
in actions associated with: the regularisation of employment 
(7.04% in 2007 to 10.20% in 2009), minimum income (from 2.85% 
in 2007 to 5.06% in 2009), emergency assistance (from 2.31% in 
2007 to 4.05% in 2009), subsistence assistance (from 3.58% in 
2008 to 5.28% in 2009) and unemployment benefits (from 2.58% 
to 3.32%). As evidenced by these types of interventions, we are in 
a period of great vulnerability in which interventions are designed 
to ensure minimum subsistence, provide emergency aid, a 
minimum income and assist young people in their integration 
into the labour market.

5.2.2. Participation of young people in social services

The involvement of the beneficiary is key to establishing a model of 
interaction based on citizenship, rather than one which simply 
defines the user as the passive recipient of benefits or services 
decided on without his/her participation (Carr, 2004). From a 
perspective based specifically on citizenship, with reference to the 
key role each person plays in the management of his or her own life, 

TAbLE 5.10: Number of users of social services by age (2009)

AgE gRouPS uSERS %

0-3 years old 55,331 3.44

4-5 years old 25,468 1.59

6-17 years old 137,633 8.57

18-30 years old 176,916 11.01

31-64 years old 533,022 33.19

65-74 years old 198,854 12.38

75 and above 478,940 29.82

Total 1,606,164 100.00

Source: Ministery of Health, Social Policy and Equality (SIuSS, 2009-2010).
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the participation of users makes it clearer which benefits and 
services are most needed and how they should be managed. The 
logic of this model implies redefining the role of social worker, as 
recognising the ability of citizens to evaluate their own lives and the 
services provided to them requires changes in the way they are 

carried out. Formally, participation is insisted on repeatedly in social 
service regulations; this includes participation in planning, 
development, monitoring and evaluating social services and social 
service professionals. This is considered a basic principle in various 
regional laws regulating social services in Spain (Vilà, 2010). 

TAbLE 5.11: Main interventions for resources applied in the youth sector (2007-2008-2009)

2007 2008 2009

Nº % Nº % Nº %

Regularisation of employment actions 767 7.04 650 6.79 1,354 10.20

Regularisation of education actions 757 6.95 664 6.94 763 5.75

Services for families and children 477 4.38 349 3.65 456 3.44

Social, leisure and free time programmes 449 4.12 312 3.26 333 2.51

Support of family structure  
and relational dynamics 387 3.55 388 4.05 480 3.62

Social and educational support 366 3.36 438 4.58 596 4.49

Education system assistance 599 5.49 292 3.05 412 3.10

Social, leisure and free time activities 313 2.87 316 3.30  

Social wage 311 2.85 298 3.11 671 5.06

general Information 300 2.75 338 3.53 427 3.22

Social insertion actions 286 2.62  320 2.41

Emergency support 252 2.31 283 2.96 537 4.05

Specific social insertion actions 251 2.30   

Housing system  576 6.02 347 2.61

Subsistence coverage  343 3.58 700 5.28

Employment system benefits  247 2.58 441 3.32

Specific programe of social insertion   333 2.51

Source: Ministery of Health, Social Policy and Equality (SIuSS, 2009-2010).
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However, few reports have analysed the views of young people 
in the field of social services, nor has much research been done 
on quality standards in social services in general (Medina Tonero, 
2000). Since 2007, the European Commission has launched an 
initiative to develop a quality framework in the field of social 
services in which user participation plays a key role. This means 
that on the one hand, we have an increase in initiatives that 
encourage the participation of young people at the European 
union level; and on the other hand, within the framework of 
legislation in Spain, we find services that have been developed 
based on the concept of a passive user – mere recipients of 
already designed resources – and that do not reflect the needs 
of young people. Thus, paradoxically, we find that in the area of 
social services, the culture of participation (as citizens in an 
advanced democracy) does not involve active participation in 
the design of social policies. In our opinion, it is precisely here 
where we find a digital divide in social services: young people 
who are digital natives cannot find areas for participation and 
service delivery in their own milieu, the Internet, because our 
social service units are based on a design and operation that is 
basically non-digital.

In this context, the institutional response by social services to the 
failed transitions of young people has been very limited (Walther 
et al., 2009) for three reasons:

•   First, because the material and professional resources available 
have been mainly concentrated in community based social 
services and primary care. This has resulted in a lower operating 
capacity for specialised social services, above all those which 
include services aimed at young people. Therefore, the 

proportion of youth social service users declined slightly 
between 2007 and 2009 (Table 5.12); at the same time fewer 
programmes were designed for them. In turning to social 

TAbLE 5.12: Evolution in the number of users of social services by 
sector of reference 2007-2009

uSERS (%)

SECToR oF REFERENCE 2007 2008 2009

01 Family 23.68 23.65 24.08 

02 Children 6.19 5.91 5.83 

03 youth 1.29 1.16 1.18 

04 Women 4.28 4.08 3.98 

05 Elderly 38.59 38.13 37.63 

06 Persons with disabilities 13.02 13.45 12.97 

07 Prisoner and former prisoners 0.17 0.17 0.18 

08 Ethnic minorities 1.59 1.54 1.54 

09 Homeless and marginalised 0.57 0.52 0.47 

10 Addicts (alcoholics and drug 
addicts) 0.74 0.66 0.60 

11 Refugees and asylum seekers 0.03 0.03 0.03 

12 Migrants 0.89 0.80 0.74 

13 Needs due to catastrophic risks 0.06 0.05 0.06 

14 Mentally ill persons 0.37 0.38 0.37 

15 Terminally ill persons 0.06 0.06 0.06 

16 other groups in need 2.55 2.51 2.76 

17 Immigrants 5.92 6.89 7.52 

Total 100.00 100.00 100.00

Source: Ministery of Health, Social Policy and Equality (SIuSS, 2009-2010).
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5.3. SoCiAL SErviCES And PrEvEnTinG vuLnErAbiLiTy 
in younG PEoPLE

While it is true that young people themselves are the principal 
actors in their failed transitions, the likelihood of success or failure 
– however this is defined – is also related to public policy. In fact, 
from its inception, the welfare state has been designed as an 
instrument to support the development of citizenship, gradually 
turning rights into actual capacities that may be freely exercised. 
This involves promoting what is considered a normalised 
integration, such as through policies that encourage the integration 
of young people into the labour market and residential 
independence. This also involves establishing policies and having 

TAbLE 5.13: Evaluation of the functioning of social services aimed 
at youth, by age (%)

VERY/ 
QuITE 

SATISFIED

LITTLE/ 
NoT 

SATISFIED

DoES NoT 
uSE 

DoES NoT 
KNoW 
THESE 

SERVICES

ToTAL 
CASES

18 to 24 33.5 51.0 3.7 2.6 (783)

25 to 34 30.0 51.7 4.9 3.3 (1,647)

35 to 44 27.5 47.7 6.9 4.9 (1,602)

44 to 54 26.3 49.2 5.6 3.7 (1,290)

55 to 64 23.4 46.9 7.8 4.7 (1,004)

65 and more 23.8 31.1 11.5 7.6 (1,596)

Total 26.7 25.5 9.9 7.5 (7,924)

Source: based on data from survey 2.813 Calidad de los Servicios Públicos, Centro de Investigaciones 
Sociológicas [Quality of Public Services, Centre for Sociological Research], 2009 in Moreno Mínguez (2012).

services, young people, like all users, expect professional 
treatment and value the specific guidance of social workers in 
obtaining the assistance requested. In this sense, offering online 
services to interact with young people and consider their needs 
and demands, as well as to offer them the possibility of evaluating 
the services provided may promote more and better interaction 
between social workers and young people.

•  Secondly, because of the negative view young people have 
about social services (Table 5.13). To change their perceptions, 
young people must become involved. It is vital to assess the new 
challenges young people face in their transitions (related to the 
Internet, access to resources, the role of institutions, and the 
treatment of new pathologies). It is also important to consider 
the design of social intervention programmes with specific 
groups of young people, taking into account the educational 
and employment problems they face, in addition to their 
patterns of interaction as digital natives.

•  Thirdly, the heterogeneity of young people and their life 
situations requires more and better studies on the 
methodology behind social intervention. In other words, 
research is needed (such as that from the so-called 
empowerment perspective (Segado Sanchez-Cabezudo, 
2011)) that takes as its starting point young people’s social 
situation, aspirations and capacity to develop sustainable 
biographical projects. To do this, there is a need for greater 
specialisation among social workers, more flexible programmes 
and more flexibility in the allocation of resources. In particular, 
young people must be involved in the design, development 
and evaluation of these programmes.



Yo
u

N
g

 P
Eo

PL
E’

S 
TR

A
N

SI
TI

o
N

S,
 S

o
C

IA
L 

SE
R

V
IC

ES
 A

N
D

 P
o

LI
C

IE
S 

110

the institutional resources to cope with failed transitions, fostering 
the wide range of possible transitions based on the preferences 
and priorities of each young person. It is essential to promote the 
transition to adult life as the outcome of a process, but we must 
also support young people by responding to their weaknesses, 
disorientation and all the stress that may arise from experiences of 
failure, rejection and powerlessness, which culminate in what we 
call failed paths. 

How we define failure or success depends on the context and the 
prevailing social model or those alternative models that young 
people may follow. In social life, rather than two models, the ethical 
and what Krugman (2008) has referred to as ‘non-ethos’, there are, 
in fact, various competing ethos, and we need to understand which 
of these underlies social services for young people.

In this regard, there are three characteristics that stand out in 
social service programmes aimed specifically at youth transitions: 

•  Above all, in the field of social services the primary concept of 
social integration is that based on finding employment and 
attaining independence from the family. The young person 
integrates through immersion in the adult world with its rules, 
types of relationships and expectations. Social work professionals 
follow an integration model based on preventing risks (such as 
substance abuse, family violence, school failure, unemployment) 
rather than on helping young people learn to create their 
identity and manage their own life paths. Furthermore, given 
the difficulties involved in school to work, residential and family 
transitions, social workers tend to be in favour of young people 
remaining longer in the family home (except in cases of domestic 

violence). This protectionist mentality is in conflict with the 
desire for independence of those young people who turn to 
social services. In short, social services are bureaucratic (focusing 
on the allocation of resources and benefits) and expansive 
(seeking to offer the highest possible level of social benefits). 
Such a context does not help young people to recognise 
themselves as adults, nor their being recognised as adults (Vidal 
Fernandez, 2009).

•  Secondly, the complexity of youth trajectories and the internal 
and external factors involved in designing programmes for 
young people must be taken into account. Social work is often 
focused on negative behaviours in young people (such as 
delinquency, deviancy, and school failure) and finding solutions 
to problems (such as returning to school, to an acceptable 
lifestyle or to acceptable consumption). Young people’s 
discourses about themselves and their abilities are not 
considered; thus, social intervention is often designed simply to 
prevent disruptive anti-social behaviours. In contrast to this 
tendency, there are other types of intervention programmes 
developing, which take into account the young person’s specific 
problems. These programmes seek to reach those young people 
who cannot be served by the generic orientation of most social 
service programmes (Van Ewijk, 2010). Adding the subjective 
perspective of the young person in an intervention plan would 
lead to greater operational efficiency in programmes (as 
programme design would be based on a comprehensive 
perspective that takes into account each case). 

•  Thirdly, as with Spain’s welfare state, social services, both in social 
intervention programmes and in the provision of resources, have 
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primarily targeted one particular group – the population over 65 
years of age. Young people and youth policies have been relegated 
to a secondary place. The welfare character of social services and 
the focus on the elderly are mutually reinforcing. In this model, 
young people are by and large not recognised, and the resources 
available for them do not compare to those available for the 
elderly.  In the Spanish welfare state model, support for youth is 
provided by family solidarity. The family is primarily responsible 
for the socialisation of young people (Moreno Minguez, 2007) 
and for providing the resources and support they need, based on 
a dynamic of intergenerational solidarity. In this context of 
institutional subsidiarity regarding the protection that occurs 
between members of a household, the state is responsible for 
providing compulsory education, universal health care and basic 
protection services, as well as influencing the structure of the 
labour market. 

The Spanish state passed the legislation popularly known as the 
Dependency Law in an attempt to cope with the increased 
longevity of the elderly population and the problems resulting 
from their loss of personal autonomy.  However, the high rates of 
unemployment among young people, the increased length of 
time they must remain in the parental home and the falling birth 
rate have not led to any comparable legislation aimed at young 
people. on this point, comparisons with other European union 
countries highlight two core issues: first, greater investment in 
the elderly does not have to come at the price of a lower investment 
on youth (Börsch -Supan, 2007), and secondly, the average social 
expenditure on young people (table 5.6) is much lower in Spain, 
Italy and Portugal than in Denmark or Sweden (Chiuri and Del 
Boca, 2008; Moreno Minguez, 2012). This asymmetry could be 

explained by the reduced visibility of young people as a group in 
more familistic countries, which leads these countries to provide 
fewer resources, regardless of how much is devoted to the elderly. 
At the same time, the greater social and political visibility of the 
elderly could explain increased social spending on the elderly. In 
any case, to the degree that young people must rely solely on 
their parents as their only source of social protection, social 
services become invisible.

5.4. froM SoCiAL SErviCES To nGoS: A TWo-WAy 
STrEET?

The invisibility of young people in the political agenda clearly 
does not mean that their problems do not exist. To give an 
illustrative example from the research projects on social 
intervention methods conducted in the province of Segovia since 
2006,1 focused on the work of the Social Action Centres, CEAS), 
young people as a population group are not very significant, 
quantitatively or qualitatively, in terms of social service provision. 
This is in part due to the fact that the category ‘youth/young 
adult’ is less important in resource allocation. In the System for 
users of Social Services (SAuS) of the regional government of 
Castile and Leon, the category ‘youth/young adult’ is one of 18 
available reference sectors. Individuals can only be recorded as 
users in one of these sectors, and in recording users of social 
services, priority is not given to ‘youth/young adult’ but to other 
categories such as ‘woman’, ‘family’ or ‘ethnic minority’. In Castile 

1  Research project ‘Social work and social intervention methods in the province of Segovia’ (2006-2010), Re-
search director: Antonio López Peláez., funded by the Caja de Ahorros de Segovia and the universidad Nacional 
de Educación a Distancia, Segovia.
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and Leon in 2006, users of social services were most often placed 
in the following categories, with the following percentages: 
48.4% correspond to the category ‘elderly’; 19.8% to ‘family’; 7.9% to 
‘disabled’ and 4.7% ‘other categories’, which includes young people. 
These data, which changed little in the subsequent years (see table 
5.12), are consistent with the data in Spain’s other autonomous 
regions and cities. Youth/young adult is a reference sector in which 
very few interventions are carried out, which in turn means that 
youth/young adults make very few demands on social services.

In the familistic welfare state model in the countries of southern 
Europe, the family acts as the main structure preventing social 
exclusion. However, the apparent well-being of young people 
should not serve as a smokescreen hiding the lack of resources 
provided for them. The same could be said of social services; 
although there is a set of interventions targeting young people, 
the fact remains that the social service system is fundamentally 
an assistance-driven model, which does not prepare young 
people for entry into the labour market and emancipation or for 
their cultural and personal development. Young people’s needs 
remain unmet. Just as the family operates as a safety net, a 
multitude of Ngos and foundations are carrying out numerous 
projects of social intervention aimed at young people. However, 
just as with social services, young people as a vulnerable group 
are also of secondary importance within the so-called third sector, 
as available resources are most often focused on other vulnerable 
groups. For example, in the Spanish Red Cross employment plan 
developed for vulnerable groups during 2009 and 2010 (table 
5.14), young people ranked fourth among the participants in 
employment initiatives in 2009 and fell to last place (among the 
nine groups established by the Red Cross) in 2010. 

Social workers in public institutions are often overwhelmed by a 
bureaucratised model of social service provision which consumes 
much of their time. one of the important issues raised at social 
work conferences is the need to strengthen real social intervention, 
going beyond providing advice and information about the 
benefits available (Sanchez-Cabezudo Mowing, 2011). This 
unfortunate trend seems to have been consolidated, as seen in 
Law 16/2010 of December 20, regarding the Social Services of 
Castile and León, which redefines the social worker as a 
professional focused on providing certain benefits and services. 
The social worker has to manage a systematised and 
comprehensive catalogue of previously established benefits in 
which user ‘participation’ has become little more than rhetoric. 
Social workers spend a large part of their work day on individualised 

TAbLE 5.14: Participants in the initiatives of the Employment Plan for 
Vulnerable Collectives of the Spanish Red Cross, 2009-2010

gRouPS 2009 2010

Immigrants 38,070 40,694

Applicants in situations of 
poverty and social exclusion 882 869

Persons with disabilities 592 851

Drug addicts 1,309 1,227

Young people 2,001 510

Women in situations of difficulty 7,121 8,941

Inmates 606 592

others 11,981 23,187

Total Participants 53,261 64,520

Source: Red Cross, Spain, Annual report on social vulnerability.
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assistance and benefits management, such as evaluating 
dependency or eligibility for pensions. These are markedly 
assistance type benefits, allocated primarily to the elderly. In 
short, the bureaucratic management of tasks and the lack of 
importance of  the category of ‘youth/young adult’ in benefits 
management systems have resulted in a distance between social 
workers and the general public, and particularly young people.

Both within civil society and institutions themselves, this process 
of a ‘bureaucratic drift’ in the professional activity of social workers, 
together with the low visibility of young people as a group, has led 
to the emergence of two issues, which are related to the underlying 
theme of this study: first, how to deal with the vulnerability of 
young people and the possibility of failing in their transitions to 
adulthood and secondly, how to deal with the increasing gap 
between young people and social services, related to the low use 
young people make of already scarce resources. An associated 
problem is that government is increasingly outsourcing social 
services to private organisations. one of the most common 
strategies in local and county/provincial governments is to call for 
bids from Ngos and foundations to develop intervention projects, 
which means government in part abandoning the sphere of direct 
social intervention. one consequence of this outsourcing strategy 
is the lack of fiscal sustainability of many of these projects, which 
require multi-year funding. Many programmes can come to an 
abrupt standstill based on the limited funds that are available. In 
addition, not having the support of a public institution that 
responds to the will of citizens (such as a municipal government), 
intervention projects tend to be designed based on possible 
subsidies, and not on the needs of citizens or the technical feasibility 
of the proposed social intervention. 

5.5. ThE nEEd for youTh PoLiCiES in TiMES of 
EConoMiC CriSiS

Research on the failed transitions of young people in the European 
union must take into consideration the current crisis. And it must 
address one area in particular: policies that address the 
vulnerability of young people. In this sense, the findings we have 
laid out demonstrate the importance of the objectives set by the 
European union in this area in the 2009 council resolution on a 
renewed framework for European cooperation in the youth field (Eu 
Council, 2009). This document identifies four major areas for 
action: education and training; employment and entrepreneurship; 
health and welfare, and participation. In each of these areas, goals 
are set and a series of initiatives are established that can be carried 
out by member states and the Commission in their respective 
areas of competence. In the area of participation, the aim is to 
encourage the civic engagement of young people by incorporating 
them into the process of defining, implementing and evaluating 
each of the initiatives undertaken. To do this, as we have seen 
when analysing the relationship between young people and 
public institutions, such participation must be planned in advance, 
taking into consideration young people’s digital fluency and the 
characteristics of the labour market, housing market and social 
services.

From the perspective of this study, what is important is that young 
people who are in situations of vulnerability can turn to social 
services – through the hospital that serves them, the school they 
attend or in the municipality where they reside. There, they can 
receive advice, referral to the appropriate specialists or be 
integrated into existing programmes. The data we have analysed 
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highlight two crucial issues: First of all, the systems of participation 
for young people must become more visible through the use of 
the digital environment; secondly, our welfare state does not 
consider young people to the extent that it should, even in this 
time of economic crisis, and this translates into social policies and 
resource allocation more geared to groups of adults (the 
unemployed) and elderly people (those who are not self-
sufficient). Perhaps the participation of young people in 
democratic institutions and the design of social policies could 
bring about a change in course in social policies, as suggested by 
the European union. The goal is clear: reduce failed transitions 
and balance the attention given to disadvantaged groups (from 
a new perspective of intergenerational solidarity).
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GEnErAL ConCLuSionS

Studies have shown that there is no single concept that 
accurately describes the stage of life we most often refer to as 
youth or young adulthood, as young people make up a very 
heterogeneous population group. The same occurs, as we have 
seen, with the concept ‘transition’, as it is more accurate to speak 
of different ‘transitions’, which refer to different dimensions 
(such as finding employment or achieving residential 
independence) of young people’s paths toward adulthood. For 
this reason we have referred to ‘transition’ and ‘transitions’ 
indistinctly, always having this clarification in mind. In addition, 
there is a third issue which emerges in our analysis: the 
stigmatisation that young people often suffer from (‘they aren’t 
independent because they don’t want to be’, ‘they don’t have 
children because they’re selfish’, ‘they don’t do anything and 
they don’t want to work’) hides a very complex reality. In short, 
the fact that young people find themselves immersed in a 
context characterised by increasing economic and job insecurity 
has an affect on school to work, residential and familial 
transitions. 

In this study, we have analysed the current state of the transition 
processes of young people in Spain from a comparative 
transversal approach. To do this we have carried out a detailed 
analysis of the most relevant statistical data available on the 
residential, educational, employment, economic and familial 
situations of young people. In addition, this study would be 
incomplete if we did not also consider social policies and social 
services aimed at young people, essential for social cohesion in 
our welfare society. 

In this study we have opted for a macro level theoretical perspective, 
analysing the processes of individualisation and destandardisation 
that are changing the meaning of transitions to adulthood. This 
approach permits us, based on the available data, to identify the 
structural factors that impact on transitional markers (residential 
independence, formation of families, educational and employment 
transitions) in the context of an economic crisis. From this research 
strategy we are able to draw three broad conclusions.

First, the economic crisis has worsened the already very difficult 
employment situation of young people in Spain, but it has not 
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altered in a significant manner their patterns of emancipation. 
one possible explanation for this is the following: emancipation 
patterns have not significantly changed because even during the 
periods of economic boom young people were already in a 
difficult situation, characterised by high rates of temporary 
employment, low salaries and the highest unemployment rates 
among the active population. In short, Spain’s young people have 
been suffering declining employment prospects and lengthening 
of the emancipation process for decades. The pattern of 
adaptation is clear: wait until past thirty years of age to become 
independent, to have children, to find stable employment in a 
competitive and precarious job market. From a comparative 
perspective we have seen that the behavioural pattern of Spain’s 
young people is becoming common in the rest of Europe. Based 
on comparative data from Eurostat, we find that young Europeans 
have delayed leaving the family home in the last decade. An initial 
possible conclusion is the following: the deregulation and 
flexibilisation of the labour market in other countries in the 
European union, the difficulties in finding a well-paid job and 
difficulties in finding housing are responsible for the spread of 
the Spanish pattern of delayed residential independence to the 
rest of Europe. In this regard, this study shows that youth 
unemployment is a common problem in many European 
countries. However, there are differences in unemployment rates, 
working conditions, family situations, the strategies adopted by 
young people and the policies designed to generate employment. 
The effects of the crisis are increasing the risks of poverty and 
social exclusion among young people in Europe and especially in 
Spain. Hence, the importance of this study, as it analyses the 
difficulties and challenges that young people in Spain face in 
comparison to their European peers. It is precisely this type of 

study that is demanded by international bodies such as the oECD, 
the European Commission and the International Labour 
organisation.

Secondly, both young people with low educational qualifications 
and those with very high educational qualifications experience 
greater difficulty in integrating into the labour market and greater 
precariousness. For this reason, we have argued that it is not 
possible to talk about the population of young people as a 
homogeneous group. Indicative of this is that between 2000 and 
2011 unemployment increased the most among young people 
with primary school education and those with university degrees. 
Hence, polices aimed at young people must be designed taking 
into account the heterogeneity of this population group. The data 
show both the weaknesses of Spain’s labour market (which does 
not offer enough jobs commensurate with candidates’ qualifications, 
particularly at the highest and lowest levels) and the structural 
imbalance between the cycles of the education system (compulsory 
and post-compulsory) and the productive fabric of the country. In 
this context, health is also an important variable to take into 
account.  Young people, because of their physical fitness and age, 
tend to underestimate physical and psychological risks in the 
workplace; in addition they report having better health than the 
rest of the population.

Third, young people are a group that is perceived in an implicitly 
paradoxical manner by society. They are always defined as ‘part of 
the problem’, yet the institutional and policy solutions to deal with 
society’s problems are aimed at other groups such as the elderly. 
This means those problems which specifically affect young people 
are never adequately resolved. This is what we have demonstrated 
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in our analysis of the growing distance between young people and 
social services. Policies are designed to promote the participation 
of young people, but young people create their own spaces for 
participation through virtual networks and they do not participate 
in the programmes designed for them by social services. This 
invisibility has its obvious consequences: the disengagement of 
young people from these institutions. European policy makers’ 
concern about young people’s participation does not address the 
reality of the relationship between young people and public 
institutions. The decline of the labour market, young people’s 
invisibility in institutions and the lack of prospects for emancipation 
and finding stable employment form a potentially explosive 
situation, as the recent protest movement led by young people 
reveals. As a result, the protests that have coalesced around the 
15-M movement have found a lot of sympathy among the Spanish 
population, despite many not being in agreement with the 
movement’s theoretical approach. We could say that the data on 
young people’s transitions to adulthood provided in this study 
give us a snapshot of this population group: insecure, practically 
invisible in the institutional sphere and at continuous risk. Based 
on these considerations, we summarise in what follows the main 
results obtained in our study.

SPECifiC ConCLuSionS

The transitions of young people in Spain: A comparative 
perspective

The main characteristic that differentiates young people in Spain 
from their European peers is their late exit from the family home. 

This tendency has been steady over time and has not varied 
substantially with the economic crisis, which points to the 
acceptance of the cultural practice of family dependency. The 
data reveal that the percentage of emancipated young people 
from 16 to 34 years of age went from 44.8% in 2007 to 44.1% in 
2011, only a slight decline, particularly if we compare it with the 
percentage in 2005: 40.7. However, we still do not have data to 
know whether the worsening of families’ economic conditions 
will permit this pattern of family solidarity and dependence in 
Spain to continue.  Delayed emancipation is increasing in other 
European countries, though with substantial differences: for 
example, only 24% of young people in Finland from 15 to 29 
years of age live with their parents, in comparison to 55% in 
Spain. Young people from northern European countries leave 
home earlier and follow residential paths that are not always 
based on living in a couple or forming a family, while the majority 
of young people in Spain delay leaving home until forming a 
couple and having children. In fact, 33.1% of young men and 
23.4% of young women in Sweden live alone after emancipation, 
in comparison to only 3.5% of young men and 1.6% of young 
women in Spain. Cohabiting is also a widespread practice among 
Swedish young people of 30 years of age without children 
(81.5%), but not among the Spanish (27.4%). A common 
characteristic of European countries, but more accentuated in 
Spain, is the earlier emancipation of women: on average they 
emancipate two years earlier than men. From the analysis carried 
out, it follows that in the case of Spanish women these differences 
are associated with the formation of a family at younger ages 
than among men. Thus, in 2009 56.5% of women between 16 
and 34 years of age lived in a couple with children and 53.1% of 
men of the same age.
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The data also show that there is little difference between Spain 
and other European countries in what is considered the ideal age 
for leaving the family home. However, there are great differences 
in the intervals between the actual age of leaving home and this 
so-called ideal age; this interval is particularly high in the Spanish 
case (almost 8 years).

The data referring to school to work transitions for young people 
in Europe reveal the extent to which the economic crisis has 
affected young people in Spain, especially the indicators referring 
to unemployment and temporary employment. Thus, in 2011, 
28.01% of young people from 25 to 29 years of age and 44.45% 
of those from 20 to 24 were unemployed. To this must be added 
the high percentage of temporary employment (58.6% of young 
people between 15 and 24 years of age that are employed had 
temporary employment in 2010, compared to only 21.1% of 
young people of the same age in Denmark) and the high dropout 
rates from school. However, the information we have gathered 
does not permit us to categorically state that the crisis has had a 
clear impact on residential and familial transition. In fact, the 
trends remained the same until 2008, when there was a slight 
decrease in the figures compared to the previous years. These 
trends refer to the delay in the age of forming a couple and the 
birth of the first child, as well as a slight delay in leaving home.

Late emancipation and economic crisis

In short, specific analysis of the Spanish case confirms that young 
people delay leaving the family home because of lack of 
opportunities. They find themselves without options and, 
therefore, we might say that ‘chosen family dependence’ has 

been replaced by ‘imposed family dependence’ resulting from 
the adverse economic situation.  The data from the 2010 
Eurobarometer reveal that 71% of young people are open to 
leaving the country for a period of time. 

This study has also revealed that sex, education, employment 
status and nationality are key variables in the different processes 
of transition to adulthood.  The data analysed confirm that the 
higher the education level is, the less likelihood of being 
emancipated, above all for women: only 40.5% of young people 
with university degrees between 25 and 29 years of age are 
emancipated, in comparison to 54.9% of those with only primary 
school education. In addition, although being employed favours 
emancipation, data from the 2011 Economically Active Population 
Survey (EAPS) shows that 18.7% of employed young people from 
30 to 34 years of age and 43.9% of those 25 to 29 years of age still 
live with their parents. Regarding gender, the high percentage of 
emancipated women that are inactive in comparison to men 
stands out: 24.7% versus 5.9%, respectively.  This may indicate 
that a significant percentage of women emancipate only to 
become economically dependent on their partners.

Regarding nationality, we have seen that a higher proportion of 
young immigrants (both men and women) are emancipated than 
their Spanish peers. This is true for all age groups and independent 
of education level or employment status. 

Education and employment status

These are two closely connected indicators. Regarding school to 
work transitions, the data point to education level, employment 
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and health as variables that explain the success or failure of young 
people’s paths. Young people in Spain have higher education 
levels than ever before, in particular women, as they have higher 
levels of education than men on average. Regarding the 
relationship between education and employment, we have found 
that young people that are at the two extremes in terms of 
education levels (in other words, those with university degrees 
and those that never finished compulsory education) suffer the 
negative consequences of labour market instability to a greater 
extent. The higher the education level, the higher the employment 
rate of young people in all the European countries compared. 
Thus, unemployment has most adversely affected young people 
without qualifications.  In fact in 2000, unemployment among 
young people from 25 to 29 years of age who had only completed 
primary school was 17%, while in 2010 it had reached 34%. The 
data from our study also show that young women with university 
degrees have withstood unemployment better than men with 
the same level of education.

The 2011 data on unemployment among young people 25 to 29 
years of age (approximately 28%) exemplifies the devastating 
effect of the crisis on patterns of labour market integration. In 
addition, both for men and women, a certain mismatch can be 
seen between education and employability, accentuated by the 
economic stagnation we are currently experiencing, although 
this phenomenon was already evident in periods of economic 
growth. According to the most recent data available from Eurostat 
(2011), in 2008 33% of men and 29% of women in Spain were 
overqualified for the jobs they held, while the average for the Eu-
27 countries was around 19% for both men and for women. In 
addition, there was a higher percentage of women in the 25 to 29 

year old age group who were economically inactive (17%) than 
men (10%). This is primarily due to the fact that women continue 
to assume responsibility for care within families.

Regarding types of employment contracts, temporary employment 
is a constant among Spanish young people. In recent years there 
has been a significant increase in temporary contracts in Spain: in 
1987 they represented about 15% of total employment, whereas in 
2011 approximately 25% of contracts were temporary. According 
to data from the EAPS, among Spanish young people between 20 
and 29, temporary jobs accounted for 46.6% of total employment 
in 2011. In addition, EAPS data (2011) also show that most job losses 
among young people have occurred in temporary employment. 

State of health and poverty

The indicators analysed, based on data from the European 
Statistics on Income and Living Conditions (Eu-SILC) (2004-2009) 
and Spain’s National Health Survey (1960-2007), show that young 
people do not have serious health problems. This can be seen in 
regard to a number of habits such as smoking and alcohol 
consumption. While there are factors that do undermine health, 
as evidenced by the growing rate of overweight, this does not 
seem to have a significant impact on the physical and mental 
state of young people, who generally perceive their health as 
‘good’. Another indicator of the good mental health of Spanish 
young people is their low rate of suicide compared to their peers 
in other European countries.

However, the effects of the crisis, high unemployment and 
precariousness are indeed significantly affecting the economic 
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situation among Spanish youth. According to Eurostat data, the 
percentage of young people aged 15 to 24 at risk of poverty and 
social exclusion has increased in recent years from 25.8% in 2008 
to 30.6% in 2010. However, this percentage is similar to that found 
for young people in the rest of Europe and is due to the protection 
provided by the family in Spain.

Youth policies, public participation and social services

This study discusses certain issues regarding Eu youth policy 
and its priorities as raised in the document ‘Council Resolution 
of 27 November 2009 on a renewed framework for European co-
operation in the Youth field 2010-2018’ published in the official 
Journal of the European union of 19 December 2009. Social 
policy proposals aimed at young people argue that they must 
participate if our societies are to address the main challenges 
that affect them. Available data highlight the paradoxical 
situation that occurs today among Spanish young people: lack 
of participation in all institutional spheres (associations, political 
parties, unions, etc.) is coupled with intensive use of social 
networking and mobilisation on the Internet and in the streets 
(as seen in the 15-M movement, which has achieved great public 
visibility). one of the main goals of youth policies in the European 
union, and specifically in Spain, is to increase the institutional 
importance of young people within the welfare state. Social 
spending as a percentage of gDP spent on young people in 
Spain is the lowest in Europe: 2.9%, in comparison, for example, 
to 6.5% in Denmark.

Social services is a key area in which youth policies must be 
developed –at the local, regional and state levels. It is in the area 

of social services where policy guidelines are turned into specific 
intervention programmes. But this is also where we can see the 
ineffectiveness of programmes for young people as well as the 
lack of understanding of their needs. In order to respond to these 
problems young people must participate in designing policies 
that take into account the characteristics of their transitions, their 
heterogeneity as a social group and, specifically, their condition 
as digital natives. 

There is little participation of young people in social services 
despite the fact that they are one of the groups hardest hit by the 
crisis and despite their high participation in digital social networks. 
The data in this regard are revealing: in 2011, 63% of those 
between 14 and 25 had accessed social networks; this represents 
an increase of 35.8% over the previous year, while the category of 
‘youth/young adult’ represented only 1.18% of users of social 
services in 2009. There is an urgent need to bring social services 
and government to young people by developing digital 
mechanisms that make government services more visible and 
transparent in order to increase their participation. In addition, 
young people’s distrust of public institutions and politicians must 
also be considered (for example, on a scale of 1 to 10 regarding 
trust in social institutions, politicians receive a score of 2.8 from 
young people). Young people also judge the management of 
public services negatively (with 51% of young adults aged 18 to 
24 and 57.7% of those between 25 and 34 stating they are not 
very satisfied or not at all satisfied with it).

An obvious conclusion that can be drawn from the available data 
is that we do not have a comparative overview of youth policies 
among the countries of the European union. Thus, one of the 
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conclusions of this research is the urgency of carrying out such a 
comparative analysis in the coming years.

In short, in light of these data and given the lack of a white paper 
on youth, which failed to pass in the previous Parliament, the 
document related to the EU Strategy for Youth (2010-2018) 
considers several challenges which young people will face in the 
coming decades in relation to employment (i.e. education and 
training and achieving residential and family autonomy), which 
can serve as a reference for developing a white paper in the 
future. With this in mind, the results of our research will no doubt 
contribute to understanding the current situation of young 
people and help in the development of social policies.

ChALLEnGES for ThE 21ST CEnTury

Knowledge of the current situation of Spanish young people and 
the economic, social and cultural context in which they live is an 
essential tool to develop interpretative guidelines and an 
intervention map that starts from a basic principle: to understand 
their demands in order to create social policies appropriate to 
their needs. In the immediate future, such a programme must 
consider the multiple contexts in which transitions are occurring.

The late residential emancipation of Spanish young people in 
comparison to their European peers could worsen if policies to 
promote the acquisition of personal autonomy are not 
implemented. There must be more and better opportunities for 
residential transition (e.g. rental housing and government 
subsidised housing). There are no comparative data on this for 

Europe, although the data provided in this study show that social 
spending (including spending on housing) in Spain is very limited 
compared with other European countries (even more so since 
the recent abolition of the basic emancipation allowance). The 
consequence of the delay in the transition to adulthood can be 
seen, as we have shown in this study, in the delay in the formation 
of new households, with direct demographic impact on the birth 
rate, an ageing population and generational replacement. We 
have also found a striking mismatch between education and the 
employment situation of young people, both in terms of 
overqualification and underqualification. Moreover, young 
people in Spain have seen their expectations and prospects 
frustrated by the effects of unemployment, a situation that can 
directly impact on their health and well-being. Therefore, public 
policy aimed at furthering the education, employability and 
independence of young people is a vital necessity and must be 
seen as an investment in the future, not as optional expense.

As a result, the empirical evidence presented in this study of the 
transitions of young people in Spain within a comparative 
European framework raises several challenges for institutional 
intervention and research in the future:

1. To encourage a process of emancipation and residential 
independence similar to that of other European countries, a low-
interest credit fund for young people to promote business and 
professional initiatives should be created. Low cost rental housing 
should be made available to young people through a process of 
public mediation between landlords and tenants. Another 
initiative would be to increase public housing for rent and to 
establish subsidised mortgages for young people. Finally, the 
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basic emancipation allowance should be continued or replaced 
with similar support for those young people with a certain level 
of income who wish to leave home, despite their precarious 
employment situation. 

2. To mitigate the effects of youth unemployment, one option 
would be to opt for the ‘flexicurity’ model of Denmark and the 
Netherlands, where unemployment is very low. ‘Flexicurity’ is the 
term used to describe a labour model characterised by three 
factors: (1) flexibility in the labour market, (2) social security and 
(3) an active employment policy based on the rights and 
obligations of the unemployed. This model is also sometimes 
called the ‘golden Triangle’ and consists of a mechanism for 
regulating employment that combines the possibility of changing 
jobs with high worker protection so that the transition from one 
job to another can take place with certain minimum guarantees 
of stability and continuity. The labour reform approved in Spain 
in February this year does not seem to apply this strategy to create 
employment, as it has opted for flexibility, reducing the protections 
for workers. In fact, this labour reform is in line with labour market 
reforms implemented in other European countries based on 
alternatives such as the mini-jobs or apprenticeship contracts 
established in germany. However, the extrapolation of these 
types of solutions to the Spanish case, with a corporate culture 
very different from that of germany and with the high level of 
precariousness employment among young people, could lead to 
the creation of even more precarious jobs and, therefore, worsen 
the situation of this young people. 

3. To combat early school leaving it would be advisable to adapt 
the objectives of secondary education to the motivations and 

interests of current generations of students, engaged in a global 
society in which the use of new technologies is vital. This would 
require increasing financial resources for information and 
communication technologies (ICTs), carrying out a reform of 
vocational training and secondary schools to promote lifelong 
learning and mobility at all educational levels through the 
implementation of the European Qualifications Framework (EQF).

4. Regarding the negative effect of overqualification, the supply 
of vocational certificates and university degrees must be adapted 
to the labour market. Businesses must increase investment in 
innovation in a framework of transversal competencies and 
quality jobs to encourage the incorporation of new graduates 
into the labour market. At the same time, the demand for highly 
skilled young workers must be supported with employment 
subsidies and tax incentives, support for research activities and 
knowledge and innovation sectors.

5. Regarding education, flexible learning paths and the acquisition 
of transferable skills should be promoted. This would serve to 
facilitate school to work transitions by providing the skills, 
competencies and qualifications appropriate to live in a complex 
global environment. This means strengthening professional 
profiles by adapting them to the discontinuity and variability of 
the labour market and the cyclical instability of Spain’s economy 
in European and global settings.

6. To invest in human capital at all levels of education, including 
early childhood education. By human capital we mean both general 
education for incorporation into the labour market as well as 
comprehensive training in skills needed for young people to be 
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prepared to handle the uncertainty and constant change 
characterising their life paths.

7. Entrepreneurship in times of crisis is a way of taking advantage 
of the ideas of young people and stimulating the labour market. 
In this regard, governments and international agencies should 
support the entrepreneurial initiatives of young people through 
funding, advice, monitoring and reducing red tape. We should 
also consider including a subject related to entrepreneurship in 
the educational curriculum.

8. Implement youth policies aimed at preventing poverty and 
social exclusion among the most disadvantaged groups, since 
these groups do not feel adequately represented or addressed in 
social services networks.

9. Strengthen policies to encourage the participation of young 
people in different institutional settings (at the national, regional 
and local levels) through the appropriation of financing for these 
purposes. In short, this means giving voice to youth and young 
adult organisations so that they feel involved in decision-making 
in public life.

10. Encourage gender mainstreaming policies to facilitate the 
reconciliation of work and family and, hence, family formation 
among young people. Measures should also contribute to shared 
responsibility in housework and parenting and encourage the 
hiring of young women with children or with expectations of 
forming a family. Furthermore, these policies should help to 
promote the participation of young women in different social 
spheres and in decision making.

In light of the empirical evidence on the condition of young 
people, we subscribe to the idea put forward by giddens et al. 
(2006): The European union and its member states must co-
operate to develop a viable European social model that 
accommodates the actions required to promote the integration 
and participation of young people in all spheres of public life, 
with particular attention to the critical transitional periods when 
they define their attitudes as well as their future individual and 
the social goals. A society cannot ignore its young people if it 
wants to lay the foundation for a new economic and social model 
that is inclusive and equitable.
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METHoDoLogICAL APPENDIx

ChAPTEr 2 METhodoLoGy

The methodology used in this chapter is based on measuring the 
attitudes of young people toward the different markers of entry 
into adulthood through survey data from a transversal perspective. 
The data is from the 2006 European Social Survey, which contains 
responses to a series of questions relating to the transitions of 
young people. This methodology made it possible to compare 
the attitudes of young people in different European countries. 
This survey does not collect data regarding other attitudes related 
to the entry into adulthood, such as toward marriage and 
cohabitation.

The European Social Survey (ESS), conducted in 25 countries and 
funded by the Sixth Framework Programme of the European 
Commission and the European Science Foundation, is a strict 
random probability sample, with a minimum response rate of 
70%. In this book we used the data gathered in the third wave of 
2006 related to the organisation of the life course in Europe. In 
this survey persons aged 15 and over living in private households 

were interviewed, regardless of nationality, citizenship, language 
or legal status, including a total of 43,000 cases.

The indicators used regarding the attitudes of young people to 
the major milestones in the transition to adulthood were based 
on the responses young people between 15 and 35 years of age 
gave to the following questions in the survey:

•  In your opinion, what is the ideal age for a young person to start 
living with a partner?

•  In your opinion, what is the ideal age for a young person to get 
married?

•  In your opinion, what is the ideal age to become a parent?

•  At what age would you say a person becomes an adult?

•  To be considered an adult, how important are each of the 
following indicators?
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•  Having a job, leaving home, having a partner or spouse, becoming 
a parent: Not at all important, not important, neither important 
nor unimportant, important, very important.

Moreover, the methodology used in this chapter has attempted 
to measure the effects of the economic crisis on the transition 
from education to employment from a cross-country perspective, 
based on indicators such as the educational level and employment 
status of young Europeans, with data from the European Labour 
Survey from several years.

ChAPTEr 3 METhodoLoGy

In chapter 3 we used a quantitative and cross-sectional 
methodology to analyse the process of residential emancipation 
of young people between 15 and 34 years of age in Spain by sex, 
age and nationality. To do this, we used microdata from the 
European Statistics on Income and Living Conditions (Eu-SILC) and 
Spain’s Economically Active Population Survey (EAPS).

The Eu-SILC is an annual survey of households, whose predecessor 
was The European Community Household Panel (ECHP), which 
was carried out from 1994-2001. The Eu-SILC is part of a series of 
harmonised statistical operations for the countries of the 
European union. The overall objective of the Eu-SILC is the 
systematic production of Community statistics on income and 
living conditions, including cross-sectional and longitudinal data. 
The research population (target population) consists of those 

over 16 years of age who are members of private households. The 
sample is 16,000 dwellings distributed in 2,000 census tracts.

The EAPS is an ongoing and quarterly survey targeting families 
that has been conducted by Spain’s National Statistics Institute 
since 1964. Its main purpose is to obtain data on the labour force 
and employment status (employed, unemployed), as well as on 
the population outside the labour market (inactive). The initial 
sample is 65,000 households per quarter, although in practice 
approximately 60,000 households are effectively surveyed; this is 
the equivalent of about 180,000 people. Both households and 
individuals are the units of analysis.

The indicators used in this chapter from secondary sources are 
those related to residential emancipation, household types and 
living situation. To complete this analysis we have used data on 
fertility and marriage rates from the Natural Population Movement, 
and in the case of the comparative European analysis, Eurostat 
sources.

ChAPTEr 4 METhodoLoGy

The methodology used in this chapter is based on the 
triangulation of three key variables we used to study the 
transition processes of young people in our country: education, 
employment and health. In this chapter we reviewed the most 
current theoretical framework, citing the most important recent 
studies. We also used data from the most important secondary 
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sources on the topic: the EAPS (NSI, 2000-2011); data from the 
Ministry of Education, Culture and Sport 2012; the National 
Statistics Institute’s Living Conditions Survey, LCS (NSI, 2009) 
and the National Health Survey (1960-2007).

The indicators used in relation to these study variables were 
education, employment, health and poverty.

ChAPTEr 5 METhodoLoGy

To analyse youth policies from the perspective of the European 
union, we used the following documents:

•  Youth Strategy 2010-2018. Council of the European unión (2009).

•  Assessing practices for using indicators in fields related to youth.
Final Report for the European Commission, Dg Education and 
Culture, C4431 / February 2011.

The main source of quantitative data on social services and youth 
is the Social Services user Information System (SIuSS) 1 of Spain’s 
Ministry of Health, Social Policy and Equality. It contains data 
collected by fifteen autonomous communities and cities  
– Andalusia, Aragon, Asturias, the Balearic Islands, Cantabria, 
Castile and Leon, Ceuta, Valencia, Extremadura, galicia, La Rioja, 
Madrid, Melilla, Murcia, Navarre – regarding the activity of general 
social services for the year 2009 (latest data available). The SIuSS 
collects data on users of primary care social services. This data is 

1  The authors would like to thank the SIuSS of the Ministry of Health, Social Services and Equality for providing 
access to the relevant data.

based on family records and facilitates the management of social 
services by frontline social workers. This database makes it 
possible to evaluate the management of benefits and services, 
and also to obtain statistical information on four levels (uTS 
(social work units), CSS (local social service centres), autonomous 
regions and the Ministry). We have also used the database of the 
Center for Sociological Research (CIS) and data from the 
observatorio Joven de la Vivienda and the oECD.

The indicators used in this chapter refer to social spending on 
young people, the basic emancipation allowance and its 
evaluation, number of users of social services and the resources 
available in the youth reference sector and the participation of 
young people.
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