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Preface 

 

The following research on teenage pregnancies in the favelas and other poor areas of Sao Paulo is 

part of the International Project of the RSM Erasmus University and has been collectively perfomed 

by Babett Häntze, Marika Roodzant and Karina Vos. The research topic that we have chosen 

personally affects us and our wish is to contribute through this research, at least a little bit, in 

reducing the number of teenage pregnancies in Sao Paulo, Brazil.  

The research has been made possible thanks to the many interactions and advices of our teacher, 

Dr. Ben Wempe. Ben helped us but also left us sometimes with blanks and question marks, knowing 

we would have the capacity to find the answers by ourselves. We want to thank Ben, as well as 

Jolanda Quak, coordinator and also ‘soundboard’, for their great support during this wonderful 

learning experience in Brazil. It was a trip we will never forget! 

We also want to thank Jaap van der Haar, who introduced us to Casa do Zezinho. We always had 

confidence that through Jaap we could do our research at Zezinho. Without him, our research would 

have been very difficult or even impossible.  

Our thanks go also to the FGV University in Sao Paulo, who brought us in contact with Casa Vovó 

Ilza. All the way during our research we experienced great support from FGV. In particular we want 

to thank Professoressa Isabela Curado, Rubens, Wellington, Paula and Bruna! 

Finally we want to thank the organizations Case do Zezinho and Casa Vovó Ilza, especially Tia, 

Saulo, Viviane, Carol, Samara, Silvia, Marina, Marcia and Gabriela, all co-workers and youngsters, 

for their warm welcomes and honest answers to our questions.  

Thank you all! Obrigado………! 

 

Rotterdam, 12 June 2016 

 

 

 

 

 “We must teach our children to dream with their eyes open” 

 (Harry Edwards, sociologist, 1942-now) 
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1. Introduction 

 

 

The  phenomenon of teenage pregnancies is a worldwide problem. In Brazil, as research shows, one 

out of ten adolescents gets pregnant before reaching the age of fifteen. In extremely low income 

areas, such as the favelas of Sao Paulo, even 26% of women between the ages of 15 and 19 have 

children (Peres, Rutherford, Borgesa, Galanoa, Hudes and Hearst, 2006). Adolescent pregnancies can 

lead to health risks, a lower chance to complete school and a higher risk of dependence on welfare. 

There are different reasons why teenagers become pregnant in the favelas and other poor areas of 

Sao Paulo, Brazil. The main causes are, however, poverty and income inequality. Often the mothers 

and grandmothers of these girls also had children at a young age, so a cycle of young maternity and 

poverty is continuing from generation to generation.  

The objective of this study is to obtain a better understanding of the underlying causes of teenage 

pregnancies, especially in the favelas and other poor areas of Sao Paulo and to find out how 

initiatives, taken by governmental and non-governmental institutions, are contributing to the 

prevention of teenage pregnancies. This way achieve knowledge on how these institutions are trying 

to break the cycle of young maternity and poverty. The following research focuses in particular on 

the projects of Casa do Zezinho and Casa Vovó Ilza, on how their projects aim at the prevention of 

teenage pregnancies, the care of teenage mothers and how they are providing a better future for 

young people by way of education.  

The research started in the Netherlands with an interview of the research team and Jaap van der 

Haar from MacroMicro, a crowdfunding platform, who led the team towards Casa do Zezinho in Sao 

Paulo. Jaap ter Haar already funded one of the programs at Casa do Zezinho, regarding the 

prevention of teenage pregnancies and is currently trying to raise money for continuing the program. 

The team started their research in the Netherlands, by studying relevant literature, followed by 

empirical research on site in Sao Paulo, Brazil. The FGV University in Sao Paulo brought the research 

team in contact with Casa Vovó Ilza, another non-governmental organization. Casa Vovó Ilza provides 

teenage mothers and their baby’s a place to live in a protected environment, as long as necessary, 

and supports them in achieving an independent life with their child(ren). Education plays an 

important role here. The phenomenon of teenage pregnancies has thus been studied from two 

perspectives; prevention and care.  

In this report, first the context and the problem are described. After this, the underlying causes for 

teenage pregnancies are being researched, followed by a description of the measures taken by the 

Brazilian government. Next, a description of the empirical research is provided, followed by an 

elaboration of the approach and method of the study. Thick descriptions are subsequently taking the 

reader of the report along in the understanding of the research results. Conclusions, 

recommendations and discussion can be found at the end of this report.   
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2. Problem exploration and research question 

 

2.1 Problem exploration 

 

Poverty is a worldwide problem. World leaders have gathered at the level of the United Nations to 

form a broad shared vision to fight poverty. The result has been translated into eight Millennium 

Development Goals (MDGs) that have served for the past 15 years as an overarching framework for 

the whole world. That vision was translated into eight MDGs (Millennium Development Goals Report, 

2015). The main MDGs are summarized below: 

 

1. Erase extreme poverty and hunger; 

2. Primary schooling for every child; 

3. Promote equal rights between men and women and the empowerment of women; 

4. Reduce child mortality; 

5. Improve maternal health; 

6. Combat against HIV / AIDS and other viruses and diseases; 

7. Achieve environmental sustainability; 

8. Create a global partnership for development. 

 

This also has dominated the agenda of Brazil the last 15 years according to the UNDP Monitor, and 

not without success. Of the eight MDGs, five have been reached, including the reduction of extreme 

poverty. Brazil has removed over the last 10 years more than 36 million people out of extremely poor 

circumstances by creating employment and introducing minimum wages. The incomes of the poorest 

segments of the population doubled in comparison to the wealthy population (Working Paper, 2015). 

Despite of these successes, figures indicate that 22.6% of the Brazilian population still live far below 

the poverty line (Fix, Arantes and Tanaka, n.d.).  

 

Studies show that poverty and income inequality are closely linked to early motherhood. In 

extremely low income areas of Sao Paulo for example 26% of women between the ages of 15 and 19 

have children (Peres et al., 2006). This study demonstrated the relationship between poverty and 

teenage pregnancy in the favelas of Sao Paolo. Children of teenage mothers usually grow up in the 

same situation of poverty as their mothers and have themselves an increased risk on teen 

pregnancies as well. This way teenage pregnancies sustain the cycle of poverty from generation to 

generation. The report  ‘Millennium Development Goals 2015’ of the United Nations shows that 

women are more vulnerable to poverty than men. Factors such as unequal access to paid 

employment, lower incomes and lack of social protection plays a major role. The association of 

teenage pregnancies with an infinite loop of poverty is also confirmed by Coley and Chase-Landsdale 

(1998) who state that, in an environment with high poverty, young women have an increased risk on 

unplanned pregnancies and becoming a teenage mother. The lower the income of young women and 

the more inequality, the lower their perception of economic success (Kaerny and Levine, 2011). If a 

young woman sees that she has a chance of achieving economic success by delaying pregnancy, the 

opportunity is bigger she makes this choice. On the other hand, if the young woman sees that even if 

she postpones her pregnancy, the prospects for economic success are minimal, she will likely prefer 
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to have a baby in the current period. Poor social conditions lead to an increase in adolescent 

pregnancies that lead to worse social conditions again (Kaerny and Levine, 2011). 

 

One of the measures taken by Brazil in 2003 to battle extreme poverty is the project “Bolsa Familia”. 

The project cost the government 5.5 billion Reals per year (Meló, 2008) but it has proved to be very 

effective. With a card of the national bank Brazilian families were able to withdraw monthly 

amounts, only if they could prove that their children between the ages of seven to fifteen years had 

attended 85% of their school classes. The program reached 11.2 million households in 2006 (Lindert, 

n.d.). The program has increased the number of school enrollments by 5.5 % and decreased the 

number of dropouts (children that do not finish school). It is estimated that an additional year of 

schooling increases the wages by 11%. This represents an increase of 16-17% of the incomes of the 

poorest people, who constitute a third part of the population, and represents approximately an 1.5% 

increase in wages of the entire population, or 0.8% of GDP (Glewwe and Kassouf, 2012). Despite of 

these measures, one out of ten schoolchildren in Brazil is pregnant before reaching the age of fifteen 

and about 75% of the teenage mothers leave school prematurely (Silva, Guerra and Sperling, 2013). 

The percentage of teenage pregnancies in Brazil has barely decreased in the past ten years (Silva et 

al., 2013). During the period 1998 to 2008 the number of pregnancies of girls between the ages of 

ten and fourteen even increased from 16,000 to 22,000.  

 

Several governmental and non-governmental institutions aim at the prevention of teenage 

pregnancies or they provide care for teenage mothers. How do these projects help battle the 

underlying problem of poverty and income inequality? And what is needed to create a better future 

and reduce the number of teenage pregnancies? One of the projects for research on teenage 

pregnancies is Casa Vovó Ilza (herafter “Vovó Ilza”), a home in Sao Paulo for girls between eleven 

and eighteen years old that are pregnant or accompanied by their children. Vovó Ilza has been 

suggested as a research object by the FGV-EAESP University in Sao Paulo. The other object of 

research is Casa do Zezinho (hereafter “Zezinho”), a non-governmental institution in Sao Paulo that 

occupies with children and young adults from the favelas and other poor areas. In cooperation with 

Zezinho, initiator Jaap van der Haar, coming from the Netherlands, launched a project in 2014 that 

aims at the prevention of teenage pregnancies. Jaap van der Haar is the person that introduced the 

research group to Zezinho. Vovó Ilza , Zezinho and Jaap van der Haar will be consulted and informed 

about the outcomes during and after the research. The results will be used by Jaap van der Haar to 

raise awareness in the Netherlands of the number of teenage pregnancies in Sao Paulo, aiming to 

reduce them. The MacroMicro platform, of which Jaap van der Haar is treasurer and chairman of the 

board, is used to fund projects like these by crowdfunding. After the research is completed all 

institutions and people involved will receive a copy of the final report.  

 

2.2 Objective and research question 

 

The objective of this research is to investigate, based on the review of existing literature and field 

research, in which way projects in Sao Paulo are involved with the prevention of teenage 

pregnancies, the care of teenage mothers and how these projects add to a better future for the 

target group. This research aims to look in particular at a series of projects initiated by Vovó Ilza and 

Zezinho. The results of the research will indicate which measures are contributing to an 

improvement of the future of the target group and what is additionally needed to increase the 

contribution of these projects to reducing teenage pregnancies. 
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This leads to the central research question:  

 

"How is the phenomenon of teenage pregnancies dealt with in de favelas and other poor areas of 

Sao Paulo, Brazil?" 

 

The central question is divided into the following sub-questions: 

 

1. What are the underlying causes for teenage pregnancies? 

2. Which measures are taken by the government to prevent teenage pregnancies? 

3. In which way are projects in Sao Paulo involved with the prevention of teenage pregnancies, 

the care of teenage mothers and how does these projects add to a better future for the 

target group? 

4. What improvements can help existing projects to prevent early pregnancies? 

 

 

  



Page 8 of 47 

 

3. Literature research  

 

The following chapter contains the literature research, aiming to answer the following sub questions: 

what is the relationship between poverty, favelas and teenage pregnancies, which underlying causes 

play a role in the phenomenon of teenage pregnancies, what measures are taken by the government 

to prevent teenage pregnancies, what is needed for young people to prevent the pregnancies and 

what measures could be added to the existing ones. 

 

3.1  The underlying causes for teenage pregnancies  

 

3.1.1 Living in the favelas 

 

Peres et al. (2006) have researched, as already mentioned, the relationship between poverty and 

teenage pregnancies in Brazil. Their research took place among participants from the extremely poor 

city areas, the favelas, of Sao Paulo. Favelas, or slums, are often described as a list of features such as 

poverty, self-built homes, poor infrastructure and illegality (Gilbert and Gulger, 1982). The 

appearance of favelas is largely attributed to the stream of workers that were attracted by the urban 

and industrial growth of the nineteenth century. They settled in so-called corticos; cheap, small, 

crowded and unsanitary housing blocks that were adjacent to the areas of the middle and upper 

class people (Carter, 2005). While the favelas expanded in other cities, they were relatively 

unimportant in Sao Paulo until the 70's. The explosive growth between 1970 and 1993, during which 

the favela population in Sao Paulo doubled, was mainly caused by a huge translocation of people 

from the corticos in the center to other parts of the city (Lloyd-Sherlock, 1997). Low wages, rising 

unemployment and increased housing prices and rents made it impossible for many people to afford 

a house in the city center. As a result, favela clusters arose everywhere in the city where there was 

undeveloped and unprotected land. The improvement of the infrastructure and the start of 

cooperative construction of houses for favelados (favela residents) attracted even more people. In 

1993, the total population of the favelas in Sao Paulo was estimated at 1.9 million (19.8% of the 

urban population), of which 51% men and 49% women. 34.8% of them were between the ages of 25 

and 59. The largest group favelados (62.9%) consisted of people up to 24 years, of which 40.3% was 

below 14 years old (Fix et al., n.d.). Most inhabitants of the favelas live in extremely poor 

circumstances; a substantial part earn less than the minimum wages (Fandação Instituto de 

Pesquisas Econômica, 1994). For a long time the Brazilian government has not taken any action to 

improve these living circumstances. On the contrary, it considered the favelas and their inhabitants 

as illegal and invisible and deprived them of schooling, health care and employment (De Carvalho, 

2007). As long as the government does not take any action to remove the invisibility of the favelados, 

they will stay trapped in their 'outlaw' status and have no chance to make any changes in their lives 

(De Carvalho, 2007). This also applies to the young women of the favelas, that are stuck in the loop of 

poverty which often leads to unplanned pregnancies.  

 

3.1.2 Lack of parental support and stability 

 

In the favelas, it is often the case that young people are raised by different kinds of parents, such as a 

biological mother and a stepfather, grandparents, adoptive parents, uncles and aunts, etc. Many of 

these blended families live together under one roof and share a history of losing relatives by violence 



Page 9 of 47 

 

(De Carvalho, 2007). According to research by Peres et al. (2006) more than half of the young favela 

residents live with one parent or no parents. The lack of parental influence may lead to risky 

behavior of youth, resulting in criminal or violent behavior, drug abuse and sexual risks. Coley and 

Chase-Lansdale (1998) suggest that adolescents who lack emotional support and stability, indulge in 

early sex and motherhood to find emotional closeness herein. As a result, the phenomenon of 

unplanned pregnancies among young women with limited or absence of parental influence can lead, 

according to Peres et al. (2006), to an increase of 63%. 

 

3.1.3 Social status and identity  

 

According to Heilbron and Cabral (2011) there is another underlying reason for teenage pregnancies, 

apart from sexual promiscuity. Their research focuses on sexual and reproductive behavior of 

Brazilian women between the ages of 18 and 24. Where women from the middle and upper classes 

of society often regard motherhood as to be experienced after the professional and financial goals 

have been achieved, in lower classes young motherhood is, because of the lack of these perspectives, 

considered as a sign of social status (Heilbron and Cabral, 2011). This is also confirmed by Dorresteijn 

(2014). His research shows that 96,2% of the poorest group of women under 20 believe that 

pregnancy contributes to their self-esteem. For this particular group motherhood is an attractive 

social status, as opposed to good education and future opportunities. Also according to Kearny and 

Levine (2011) young women with a low socio-economic development status are more likely to have 

early pregnancies. Teenage pregnancies are therefore accepted behavior in poor environments and 

this behavior is imitated from generation to generation (Heilbron and Cabral, 2011). Many young 

women have mothers themselves who gave birth before their 20th birthdays. Because of the lack of 

work young women rapidly join the households of their own families. The traditional division 

between men and women, where being a mother is considered to be the symbol of female identity, 

is maintained this way. De Carvalho (2007) states that teenage motherhood, in an environment of 

inequality and suffering such as the favelas, is seen as a way to be visible and socially active and is 

not considered a social or health problem. In a situation that is characterized by instability and 

uncertainty a child gives the teenagers something that is permanent. Caring for and being together in 

a relationship that will last forever, for them only seems to be found in a child (De Carvalho, 2007). 

Thus the child becomes a symbol of their own identity and  serves as a way to deal with uncertainty 

and loneliness (De Carvalho, 2007), that is characteristic for life in the favelas. 

 

3.1.4 Limited sexual education and use of contraception 

 

In 2009, the National Congress of Brazil added sexual education to the National Curriculum 

Parameters. Due to this, sexual education was supposed to become part of the general education in 

all Brazilian schools (Da Silvia, 2013). Research has shown that sexual education does not change 

decisions about sexual activity but the exposure to sexual education changes the general attitude 

related to contraception of adolescents. In this connection it is essential to note that sexuality is not 

used as synonym for sex or being sexually active, but as an inherent part of personal development. 

Like families, schools also play an important role in this process. According to Saito (1998) schools 

should involve the families through parental-teacher conferences, where there is room for 

acceptance of different values and life stories and no moral judgements are made. The parameters 

from the curriculum initially brought little change because teachers were not prepared on giving 

sexual education. Subsequently, teachers were additionally trained but the actions and ideas were 
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attacked by religious groups which have a significant political clout on all decision-levels. Discussions 

arose to "let sleeping dogs lie"; meaning that adolescents who do not show sexual interest should 

not receive sexual education. Teachers were faced with parents who did not want these subjects to 

be discussed at school, also arguing that instruction on the use of condoms would be pornographic 

(Da Silvia, 2013). Sexual education remains an important subject, especially because one out of five 

young women in Brazil who use no contraception becomes pregnant at the first sexual intercourse. 

This is especially true for young people from lower social classes and with little schooling, who 

according to Dorresteijn (2014) make the least use of contraceptives. In addition to using 

contraceptives to avoid pregnancy at a young age, abortion is also a measure to prevent this. 

Abortion, however, is illegal in Brazil except when the mother's life is in danger, if the pregnancy is a 

result of rape and in case of anencephaly (open skull). The illegality, however, makes further research 

difficult. Research indicates that pregnancies in families from middle and upper social segments end 

more often with an abortion (Heilborn and Cabral, 2011; Menezes, Aquino and Da Silvia, 2006) than 

in families of low social segments. This indicates the relationship between socio-economic status and 

adolescent pregnancies, further discussed below . 

 

3.1.5 Income inequality  

 

Results of the research conducted by Filho and Kawachi (2015) show a consistent and positive 

association between income inequality and adolescent fertility. Brazil has one of the highest 

adolescent fertility rates in the world and experienced over the past decade a rare combination of 

increasing income per capita and reducing income inequality that may have an influence on future 

desirable pathways. The survey was conducted among 5,565 municipalities in Brazil and concerned a 

total of 6,049,684 births, of which 20,6% of births by women aged between fifteen and nineteen. The 

study showed that significant income inequality over the period 2000-2010 had been a determinant 

for adolescent fertility in Brazil. The result that changes in income inequality are consistently 

associated with changes in adolescent fertility is also confirmed by research, based on the model of   

“economic despair” (Kearney and Levine, 2014). This model is strongly influenced by the existing 

ethnographic and sociological literature on this subject, stating that despair and hopelessness play an 

important role in young pregnancies among the poor. Inspired by this Kearney and Levine (2014) 

have developed a model to provide empirical evidence for the role of income inequality in early, non-

marital pregnancies among those living at the bottom of the income pyramid. They state that the 

economic model of despair also makes a major contribution to literature in economics, the so-called 

“risky behavior”(drop-out behavior). The model is based on the idea that young girls make decisions 

about their behavior and sexual activity, use of contraceptives and abortion, partly based on their 

own perception of their chances of success in the future. When a poor young woman sees her socio-

economic success is unattainable, she is more likely to embrace motherhood in her present situation 

since there are few alternatives when having a baby is postponed. If there is more hope for economic 

progress, it is more desirable to postpone motherhood and invest in human and social capital. This is 

also evident from research by Dorresteijn (2014). Women from more privileged and more educated 

social groups focus only on personal and professional achievement. This group of women has 

increased between 1996 and 2006 from 4.8% to 6.7% and they start having children from the age of 

30.  
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3.2 Measures taken by the government to prevent teenage pregnancies 

 

3.2.1 Sexual education  

 

As already mentioned, the incorporation of sexual education into the National Curriculum 

Parameters actively improves the awareness and use of contraceptives (Da Silvia, 2013). The higher 

the age of first sexual activity, the bigger the use of contraceptives and this increases with a higher 

subject awareness and general education level (Heilborn and Cabral, 2011). In addition to the 

educational level, family income also has an impact on the phenomenon of teenage pregnancy 

(Heilborn and Cabral, 2011). All resumed, in order to prevent unplanned teenage pregnancies, the 

Brazilian government is aiming at the improvement of education to create awareness of the 

consequences of sexual behavior on one hand and the improvement of health care related to 

pregnancy and childbirth on the other hand.  

 

3.2.2 Bolsa Familia  

 

As explained in the problem exploration, one of the measures taken by Brazil to battle extreme 

poverty is the project “Bolsa Familia”. Glewwe and Kassouf (2012) examined the impact of Brazil's 

Bolsa Escola program, later called the Bolsa Familia program, on Brazilian children’s education 

outcomes. It is the largest program in the world  that provides cash payments to poor households, if 

their children (ages 6 to 15) are enrolled in school. The impact of this conditional cash transfer is 

difficult to estimate because not all figures are recorded. The estimated impact is measured based on 

school censuses. These show that enrollments have increased by 5,5% and school dropouts have 

decreased. About a third of the Brazilian children participate in the Bolsa program. A problem for 

policymakers is to decide whether the benefits of Bolsa outweigh the costs, as the program cost the 

state of Brazil Reals 5.5 billion per year (Meló, 2008). According to Glewwe and Kassouf (2012) 

estimates, based on registrations, suggest that this is not the case. The long term effect seems to 

lead to an 18% increase in the number of registrations but more schools, teachers and school 

supplies are needed, which leads to higher costs. Other benefits of Bolsa Familia are the 

improvement of health and the reduction of income inequality. This impact is difficult to measure, 

however. Another reason why the costs exceed the benefits is that an 18% increase in school 

enrollment among participants means that 82% of the participants would have enrolled in school 

without the program. This means that 82% of the funds would not affect the registrations at school. 

However, through the income that households receive it can be seen as a transfer to reduce income 

inequality. Overall, this study gives rise to the question whether Bolsa has reached the households 

that do not register their children without the program. The answer to this question needs to be 

investigated further in the future. 

 

3.2.3 Health care 

 

Brazil has a complex health care system which is separated in a private and a public sector. This 

separation allows the higher income groups (about 25% of the population) to receive the best 

possible care. The remaining part of the population has to make use of the public health services, to 

which every citizen has a right to free access but where there is a lack of basic materials, as well as 

insufficient opportunities for diagnoses (Dorresteijn, 2014). Violence is widely spread in Brazil and 
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also the ageing of the population and poor sanitation are obstructing the improvement of the 

general health conditions. To increase the health situation, the Brazilian Ministry of Health included 

in 2013 the introduction of sustainable sanitation for the period 2011 to 2013 in its strategic 

planning. There are two objectives: (1) promoting an integrated approach to mother and child health 

care and developing a network of medical centers for pregnancy, support with childbirth and 

newborn babies, pregnancy tests and tests for syphilis and HIV; and (2) the introduction of a new and 

open management model with results-oriented management, social participation and a stable 

financial situation (Dorresteijn, 2014).  

 

In Brazil, free access to male condoms has been established in 1994 in the course of HIV/AIDS 

prevention measures. The Department of STD (sexually transmitted diseases), AIDS and Viral 

Hepatitis, which is a part of the National Health System, is coordinating the country wide distribution 

and information (Ministry of Health Brazil, Department of STD, AIDS and Viral Hepatitis). Despite the 

efforts, based on surveys from 1998 and 2005, a relation has been found  with regard to the use of 

condoms between adolescence associated to their sexual debut and their age. Youth aged between 

fifteen and sixteen years old, particularly those who started sexual activities before the age of 

fourteen, showed a decreased use of condoms. An increased use was found for those aged between 

sixteen and nineteen years old (Dourado, 2015). This research suggests that especially for youngsters 

sexual information is highly important and that awareness and sustainable education on this subject 

are still lagging. Furthermore, the emergency contraceptives had been made part of the 

governmental Family Planning Guidelines since 1996, with the aim to increase the variation of 

contraceptives offered to the public. Figueiredo et al. researched in 2012 the position of the Sao 

Paulo area with regard to the distribution of emergency contraceptives to adolescents via Municipal 

Health Offices (Figueiredo, Bastos and Telles, 2012). The research concluded that due to selectivity of 

doctors and nurses, adolescents may have no or no easy access to emergency birth control methods, 

since rarely offered at Basic Adolescent Health Care Services. It is noted that the outlined selectivity 

has become common practice and works therefore against the governmental Family Planning 

Guidelines. Lack of awareness related to federal laws and norms, absence of broad knowledge of the 

emergency contraceptives which may be communicated as dangerous or abortive as well as 

prejudice towards adolescents sexual practices have been named as reasons for the selectivity of 

health care professionals. Due to this the purchases of emergency contraceptives outside of the 

Municipal Health Offices, as well as the risk of incorrect use is increasing (Figueiredo et al, 2012, 

Bentancor and Clarke, 2014). The success of Brazilian efforts, to widely and easily introduce the 

“morning after" pill, is heavily dependent on the individuals' education and their personal attitude.   

 

 

3.3 Findings literature 

 

Summarizing the literature research, it can be stated that for young women growing up in favelas, an 

environment where poverty and violence are part of daily life, having a child can be seen as a way to 

fill in a lack of prospects. Often adolescents grow up in these poor areas without having stable 

relationships with their parents or families and are therefore often missing emotional support and 

stability. Many young women have mothers that also gave birth to a child before reaching the age of 

20. As a result, the young girls see this as a normal path of life and this way keep the cycle of poverty 

maintained. Teenage pregnancies are highly correlated with poverty. Despite of the efforts of Brazil 

to improve the quality of life of the inhabitants in general and adding sexual education for 
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youngsters, the occurrence of teenage pregnancies is not declining. All of the above findings will be 

further investigated during the field research in Sao Paulo, Brazil. 
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4. Methodology 

 

The aim of this study is to research how the phenomenon of teenage pregnancies is dealt with in the 

favelas and other poor areas of Sao Paulo, Brazil. For this reason, an inductive qualitative case study 

has been performed.  

 

4.1 Research design and research object 

 

Various empirical studies, discussed in the previous chapter, concern the causes and measures 

already taken with regard to the phenomenon of teenage pregnancies and consist mainly of 

quantitative research. The research method, used in this study to provide an answer to the research 

question: 'How is dealt with the phenomenon of teenage pregnancies in the favelas and other poor 

areas of Sao Paulo, Brazil' is based on the naturalism (phenomenological paradigm) and consists of a 

qualitative approach, opting for an inductive research strategy based on ethnographic research. The 

research strategy is focused on two projects that approach the phenomenon of teenage pregnancies 

from two different perspectives. Casa do Zezinho is the first project that focuses on the prevention 

of teenage pregnancies, for both boys and girls, with the aim of a reduction in the number of teenage 

pregnancies. The other project is Casa Vovó Ilza, where young mothers, often victims of violence, 

sexual abuse, prostitution and drug abuse, participate to cope with their experiences of early 

motherhood that will make a constructive contribution to the harmony between mother and child, in 

order to prevent recurrence of bad experiences and help them achieve an independent life.  

 

On the basis of the studied theory and other literature, questions are defined that are used in semi-

structured (group) interviews. These interviews are held among the founders of these projects, their 

employees and teenagers who participate(d) in the projects Zezinho and Vovó Ilza. In addition to 

conducting interviews, qualitative research is done by observing and participating in these projects, 

making it possible to collect meaningful information that is context-dependent. The researchers are 

the main research tools here for observations, based on their own perceptions, trying to understand 

what is happening. It is important to watch the development of the totality of every situation and 

develop ideas through induction from evidence. By observing, interviewing and participating in these 

projects by different researchers, the research design will form itself and will provide different 

realities that do justice to the phenomenon of  teenage pregnancies. The phenomenon is context-

dependent and the success of the research is depending on the degree in which a better 

understanding of the phenomenon of teenage pregnancies is obtained. An important factor for the 

choice of research strategy is the double hermeneutic, since the researchers’ interpretations of the 

behavior of people could differ from the self-interpretation of the respondents. Furthermore, there is 

a risk that the researchers have little regard for meaningful non-verbal information and have a lack of 

knowledge and / or understanding about the context of conversations (roles, interaction). Finally, 

qualitative research provides a lot of data and the selection of data and the translation of the 

interviews could undermine the research. This issue must be dealt with carefully. It is therefore 

important to look for contraindications and capture as much verbal and non-verbal information as 

possible.  
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4.2 Method of data collecting 

 

Within qualitative research different methods of data collection are possible (Easterby-Smith, Thorpe 

and Jackson, 2012). For this study secondary sources, semi-structured (group) interviews and 

observation are used. Relevant documents including annual reports and programs are used as 

secondary sources in all phases of the research. Data collection took place on the basis of discussions 

and interviews with relevant actors and experts in the field and through open observations that 

together form the basis of the primary data collection. During a two-day visit to Zezinho, on the first 

day (31 May) a tour was organized through Zezinho. The founder of Zezinho, Mrs. Tia Dag, her 

husband and several employees have been asked in interviews about the underlying causes of 

teenage pregnancies and how they perceive the relationship between poverty, favelas (and other 

poor areas) and teenage pregnancies. On the first day a visit was made to the house where the 

projects for the prevention of teenage pregnancies take place. To observe where the participants are 

situated and what the process of Zezinho is, offers the opportunity to examine the situation both 

verbally and non-verbally more thoroughly (Philipsen and Vernooy-Ties, 2004). During the second 

visit at Zezinho, on 3 June, two group interviews were separately held with seven girls and twenty-

seven boys, who are participants of the projects. Questions relating to their background and their 

perspectives will indicate the contribution that the participation in these projects supplies. It also 

enables to get a closer look at the underlying motivation of teenagers to participate in projects aimed 

at the prevention of teenage pregnancies. Interviews also took place during the visit to Vovó Ilza on 1 

June with Mrs. Marcia, the founder of Vovó Ilza, Gabriella, the administrative assistant and a teenage 

mother of 17 years old that has a child of 1,5 years. While conducting the interviews they were 

digitally recorded and processed with the permission of the interviewees. In the elaboration of the 

interviews names and private details of the participants of the projects have been processed 

anonymously. Because most of the interviewees only speak Portuguese, local interpreters have  been 

used, that have directly translated the interviews in English. Based on the results of the interviews, 

conversations and observations it is expected that the phenomenon of teenage pregnancies has a 

profound relationship with the culture of Brazil. It is a huge challenge for the young people of the 

favelas and other poor areas of Sao Paulo to reach a successful future through good education and 

finding a job. Therefore, the cycle of poverty, leading to teenage pregnancy, will not be easily broken. 

 

4.3 Method of data-analysis 

 

The interview reports are based on the literal English translations by the interpreters, that are 

directly written down. The writings are verified by the sound recordings made during the interviews. 

The interviews are digitally processed and included in the appendices of this report. The observations 

during the interviews are included in this report by thick descriptions. As a result, the reader of the 

report is taken along in the understanding of the results by capturing from the context meaningful 

and detailed information of what has happened. This involves all senses that are related to the 

research such as sound and pictures, to convey the context as much as possible. This contributes to 

the credibility of the findings. In order to increase the credibility of the research, use was made of a 

number of techniques that fit a naturalistic study (Erlandson, 1993). Use has been made of  

“triangulation”, by studying various sources in the literature relating to the research question and 

two different projects, allowing us to explore the phenomenon of teenage pregnancies on the basis 

of two different perceptions. Several methods have been used in this study as different sources of 

data (surveys, annual reports, websites, newspaper articles), semi-structured (group) interviews and 
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observations. Through ”referential adequacy materials” background information and context is, 

when possible, collected to give better support to the interpretation of the data analysis. By “peer 

debriefing” the research team divided tasks and recorded and shared the findings. The results are 

verified by posing critical questions to each other and to the guides and interpreters that have the 

role to be critical towards the research. On the basis of the received feedback jointly is determined 

what is needed to adjust. “Member checking” is not applied due to the deadline for finalizing and 

presenting the report immediately after the field research. 
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5. Results  

 

5.1 First visit to Casa do Zezinho, 31 May 2016 

 

The research group gathers at 07.30 A.M. in the hotel lobby and leave for the subway that takes 

them to Zezinho. Zezinho lies in an unsafe neighborhood and the journey is not without risks, so 

Wellington accompanies us from the University FGV. He is Brazilian, used to travel and also our 

interpreter for today. Ben Wempe, our research supervisor, accompanies us as well to observe how 

we do our research. We hop on the subway and change three times to finally arrive at our 

destination. Despite of all the preparations we lose each other two times, due to the huge crowds in 

the subway. Luckily, after two platform stops, we are complete again and relieved. According to 

Wellington it is important to stay together as a group, because it is not safe. As the journey 

progresses, we note that the atmosphere of the area is starting to look increasingly grim. The houses 

are painted less colorful and poverty becomes more and more visible. After we reach the area where 

Zezinho is situated we have to walk one more mile. We wait at a crosswalk and see a young girl with 

a baby in her arms. Ben asks us how old we think the mother is; Marika and Karina estimate her 

around 16 or 17 years old. The baby does not look very healthy, according to the researchers. We see 

teary eyes with dark circles underneath and a sad expression on its face. Marika smiles at the 

mother, she smiles back. We walk on and see an old man sitting on his chair in a shop. He asks 

Wellington and Marika if all is well. Wellington explains us that he is asking this out of good 

intentions, because we look like outsiders who do not live in this neighborhood. We continue our 

walk and get an impressive view on the favelas, so much poverty! Suddenly a colorful yellow building 

appears; "Casa do Zezinho”. The logo is surrounded by a rainbow. We later find out that the rainbow 

represents a self-developed educational methodology by Tia Dag, the founder of Zezinho. This 

methodology focuses on the development of children through various projects regarding sports, 

music, art, etc.  

We are welcomed by two employees telling us that Nani, with whom we have an appointment, is not 

present, she is on holiday. Another group of employees will replace her and so we are introduced to 

Viviane, Sylvia, Carol and Samara. In the meantime we notice a lot of children running around, 

playing behind the safe fences that surround the building. The house feels warm and welcoming and 

has lots of colorful spaces. There are many beautiful drawings on the walls made by the children that 

are daily cared for here. We are seated in a small, sober room where there is coffee and water and a 

huge scale filled with buns. Wellington and Ben sit down on a purple couch, that is placed against the 

wall. A small spot on the couch is taken by Viviane. The rest of the group; the employees, Karina, 

Babett and Marika, sit at a round table. The room is filled with wardrobes and there is a big pile of 

clothes in one corner. Everything fits in but it is tight. The ambience of the room reflects the context 

of a social enterprise where resources are scarce. The window is open, we hear children screaming 

and playing outside. We interrupt the barely started interview shortly to ask if it is okay to record the 

conversation. This is not a problem. During the interview, it is mainly Viviane that speaks. She grew 

up here and is a volunteer from her 17th. When her father deceased she remained in Zezinho for her 

own safety. From her 19th she got a paid job and thanks to Zezinho she studied at the university. She 

now coordinates projects and wants to give the opportunities that Zezinho gave her, to other 

children in need. This appears to be the strength of Zezinho. Participants from disadvantaged 

neighborhoods and extreme poverty learn how to give meaning to their lives by sport, art, music, 
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education and help other children, through their own learning experiences, to also give more 

perspective to their lives.  They understand the children better than anyone else. Dreams are 

important for kids, so the first question that employees of Zezinho ask new children is what their 

dreams are. Working on these dreams gives them hope, perspectives and willpower. Education is the 

key factor to build a good future. We ask if they know Bolsa Familia and if they think it contributes to 

education. Viviane immediately makes a gesture of waving it away and gives her opinion about it: 

"Yes, we know Bolsa Familia and we talk with the families about the opportunities of Bolsa. But they 

get little money for the children and often families do not need that support. They do not leave the 

house for a job and do not want to improve the situation. Other families who urgently need the 

support do not get it because they do not fulfill the requirements, are not able to apply or do not 

know how to apply for it.” Carol, Silvia en Samara nod in agreement. During the questions the scale 

of sandwiches remains untouched. Only Samara takes a sandwich. We wait until it is offered, but just 

the bottles of water are. At a certain moment a photographer of Zezinho enters. He manages to also 

fit in the small room and takes a couple of pictures. The question of Marika to Viviane, if the degree 

of confidence in the future leads to postponement of pregnancy, is not clearly answered. Marika 

therefore repeats the question and Viviane answers: "When the kids come to us, we first ask them 

what their dreams are. It is so woven into the culture that it is normal to get pregnant at a young age. 

Prevention/sexual education is very important, also at school. I think that girls certainly delay 

pregnancy when they see a perspective in their lives". In Brazilian families the idea dominates that 

women are the ones responsible for their pregnancy or child. Therefore prevention is so important, 

also at school, for both girls ánd boys. To learn boys to also take responsibility is an element that is 

difficult to change within the Brazilian culture. After this we are told about the effects of poverty, 

visible also at Zezinho. Due to the economic crisis, the number of families that appeal to them is 

increasing. Zezinho can only feed 40 of the 800 families that are in need of a daily meal. Some have 

absolutely nothing. All staff members are looking very sad now. It is very difficult to say 'no' when 

you know that people are in such extreme need. Taking a bun from the scale, that is still untouched 

on the table, is becoming increasingly difficult. Everyone thinks the same, as it appears later; it feels 

ungrateful not to take one but on the other hand, we all know that would rather give them to the 

people instead of ourselves. Viviane says that they visit the families to see what is really needed and 

they are trying to get more partnerships and feed more families. Sylvia leaves the room. The sound 

of screaming children increases as the windows are open and the children are playing outside. One 

moment later, the sound of screaming children moves to inside, as it is starting to rain. Viviane says 

that it is a plus to see the number of teenage mothers declining. Zezinho used to support an average 

of five teenage mothers per year, now it is an average of two per year. Then, because of the time, 

Viviane indicates that they want to show us around. We take a few pictures of the employees of 

Zezinho and the research group in the small room. We leave our bags  and go to the first class room, 

where children of 9 and 10 years are sitting around tables. A few boys raise their hoods and look 

down. Other boys and girls are looking curiously and some even smile and wave. There is a lot of 

screaming. The rooms are very colorful, all are painted in one of the rainbow colors. In each class 

room there are 40 to 50 children, often mixed groups. In another room more children are painting 

and drawing. The drawings are often combined in one large wall piece, hanging in the class rooms or 

in the hallways. It is amazing to see how colorful and cheerful these drawings are. Hanging on the 

walls they are even transformed into art. We are accompanied to a room for the youngest children, 

until the age of 6. Here we see about 70 children. There are flowers on the wall with self-portraits of 

the kids and their names. Again, there is a mix of boys and girls. Another room is for children up to 14 
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years. Again, very cheerful drawings of stars with names. They are making music here. The children 

are not present, they are outside doing sports. The woman who teaches here has also been a 

participant and Viviane proudly tells us she has educated her. The hallway is full of drawings again. In 

the next room therapeutic workshops for children 8 and 9 years take place. These are often children 

who are very busy. They calm down by doing yoga and meditation. We walk along the hallway and 

see a huge row of children and a man standing in the doorway, keeping an eye on the row. The kids 

stand in line, patiently waiting for their hot meal, jointly eaten in the main hall. A bit further two 

small children, probably six or seven years old, are eating a slice of melon over a trash can. Karina 

takes a quick picture and asks Viviane, who leads us around, how many men are working here. It 

turns out that of the total of 150 employees, 60% are women. 

We walk towards the gate of Zezinho, outside we see a van from Zezinho. We cross the street and 

walk together with Viviane, Carol and Samara into a small street. Here we have a good view of one of 

the five huge favelas that surround Zezinho. We notice a police car and see that the houses nearby 

all have bars. Still, they look like fairly decent homes. We cross the street and walk to the house 

where the Zezinho project to prevent teenage pregnancies is organized. A string of children walk by, 

hand in hand. Once we enter the building we meet Marina; an elderly woman with a very friendly 

expression on her face. She is a psychologist and works with families and children who are often 

rejected by their parents. Karina asks how one talks to a child at the age of 9, 10 or 11 about the 

prevention of pregnancy. Marina says that it is all about relationships. She continues to tell us that 

young mothers often are abandoned once their child is born. They become depressed and start 

cutting themselves out of guilt over what happened. Marina just spoke to a girl of 11 that was 

abused by both parents and rejected. She cuts herself in the wrists and face. Young girls who are 

rejected by their parents are often girls who have early sexual experiences, they are potentials for 

young pregnancies. It is very important that these children receive attention and friendship. Marina 

shows us the room where she has her one on one conversations with the children. It is a somewhat 

gloomy and sober room with a desk, a chair, some tables, a bench and some fluffy toys. A few 

drawings from the children on the wall. Marina tells us about the girls, that are around 11 and 12 

years old. She says that one girl was abused and rejected by her parents and cuts herself in the arms. 

Something she sees a lot among these children. The girl already had sex and there is a high risk of 

violence and early motherhood. Marina shows us a drawing of the girl. We see a house without a 

foundation with a very thin roof; so (symbolically) there is no basis and no protective roof. Marina 

works on these things, so the girl can build up trust and will eventually make different drawings. We 

also notice a sun, flowers and a tree drawn on the same pictures, which makes us believe the girl also 

has dreams! A bit further in the building there is an open area with a bar and some tables. Families 

can wait here when they have an appointment. It is surrounded by plants and we see the nice colors 

again. Each Saturday, more than 150 people from the area come here for support.  

We walk back to the main house and hear that Tia Dag has arrived, the president of Zezinho. She and 

her husband Saulo would like to meet us. We climb the stairs to the top floor of the building, where 

Tia’s office is located. All corridors and staircases are painted in the colors of the rainbow. There are 

many pots and plants and a few skinny kittens running around. In a glimpse we see a pool where  

children swim as part of therapeutic activities. Entering the office, we are warmly welcomed by Tia 

and Saulo. Tia gives us a kiss and a hug. We sit down at a large table and after our introduction 

Wellington ask Tia to tell us about the history of Zezinho. It has been a challenge, we can see that 

from her facial expression. 30 years ago she started taking children from the favelas into her home. 
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At the time a violent gang was 'cleaning up' the favelas and killing many children. The names of the 

children they wanted to kill were written on the walls of the favelas. Tia took these children into the 

safety of her home. The house soon became too small, so they decided to build this house (the 

Zezinho main building) where they initially lived themselves as well but eventually moved out of, so 

that more children could get a place in the house. By doing research in the favelas first, they 

discovered the needs of the children. Subsequently they founded the house on the basis of four 

elements; philosophy, spirituality, science and art. The children often have nothing to live for. Giving 

more meaning to their lives by letting them do something they are good at, gives them a goal and 

teaches them to fight for this goal. According to Tia, education is the most important factor to 

prevent teenage pregnancies. When she started her projects, she let a boy and a girl practice 

pregnancy with a fake belly. Once the (fake) baby was born she had the boy and the girl practice 

caring for and feeding it, including the sleeping and crying that comes along. The teens soon 

admitted that they did not want this. "Ok, said Tia, then think first before you want a baby!" If a girl 

has a baby at a young age, she feels like she is the queen of the favelas. But usually the man quickly 

leaves the girl and she has to take care of the child by herself. Saulo tells us that the guy often gets 

involved with a new woman, who sometimes already has children. A stepfather often does not 

accept his stepchildren and treats them badly, because they are not his. And he often wants to have 

a new child. This way the (step)children are neglected or on the streets and the problem is 

maintained. Tia and Saulo then show us a book with beautiful photographs of children who have 

been participants at Zezinho. One photo shows several young people and on the right a young 

pregnant girl. These young people painted the same picture afterwards and it is striking to see that 

the pregnant girl had been given a central spot in the painting. We are shown more books, all with 

fine drawings, photographs and stories coming along. The books clearly show how Zezinho weaves 

art into her programs. It is touching to see the problems of the kids reflected in the pictures. The 

ambitions of Tia to expand Zezinho and thus be able to help more children are so apparent when 

reading the stories in the book. The programs of Zezinho are successful, this has already been proven 

by several studies. The biggest challenge for Tia however, to accomplish her dreams, is to find 

additional funding. When the interview is finished, we invite Tia, Saulo and the staff members to the 

presentation of our project at the FGV. Tia looks up when she hears the name FGV and immediately 

indicates that she wants to be there for sure. At the request of Saulo we sing a Dutch song (‘long will 

they live’) and all laugh about it. Some pictures are taken, after which we say goodbye to everybody 

with a kiss on the cheek and a heartfelt hug. We may keep the beautiful book as a gift for life. Ben 

wants to pay for it, but Tia declines. And what Tia says, happens, we notice. She is a very strong, 

passionate and involved woman who knows what she wants. We leave the room and go to the place 

where the children eat their lunches, sitting down or even standing up. We feel a bit uncomfortable 

not having to stand in line. They all get a big plate of food, nobody is whining about things they do 

not like and everything is very structured. We take place at the table, finish our plates and hand out 

gifts that are warmly received. We then pick up our stuff and say goodbye to the staff. One of them 

drive us to the metro station, where we start the trip back to the hotel. On the way back we spot 

three teenage mothers and a pregnant girl. 

5.2 Visit to Casa Vovó Ilza, 2 June 2016 

 

It’s Thursday, 2 June. Today a visit to Casa Vovó Ilza is on the program. The research group gathers 

this time  at 10 A.M. in the lobby. Because there will be interviews with teenage mothers and 
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sensitive questions will be asked,  Paula is coming along today as female interpreter. On the way to 

the metro we pass an open field under the museum building, where there is a permanent group of 

homeless people. Marika, Babett and Karina turn their heads left to see if they spot the small child 

from the night before again, that was sitting between a young homeless couple, apparently teens. 

And indeed, the baby is sitting on a rug next to the wall, between the meager possessions of its 

parents. A few meters further a group of neatly dressed schoolchildren is sitting in a circle, playing a 

game with (presumably) their teacher. The posh children and the homeless child are in extreme 

contrast to each other. A contrast that keeps on repeating itself on the road; smartly dressed people, 

moving along the main road and tramps sleeping under blankets or attempting to sell something, 

such as brightly colored slippers or an umbrella. We dive into the subway station. Three of the four 

researchers go through the gate and after a struggle with the card also Karina gets through. The 

metro station is called Paraiso; paradise. Paula tells us the anecdote that residents of Sao Paulo 

compare the metro line with a marriage; it starts at Paraiso (station) and it ends at Consultation 

(station). Still laughing we set foot into the subway. At this time, the metro is quiet and we sit down 

on a bench. Immediately the eye of Karina and Babett falls on a young mother (estimated 22 years), 

sitting on the adjacent bench, with a child of about 5 years old. The child has burn marks on the side 

of her face. We step out of the metro and see the woman and the child running away towards 

another subway. Paula talks about the TV screens hanging throughout the metro, on which a 

campaign is announced that was launched a year ago aiming to prevent harassment against women 

in the subway. All over the metro and at the stations of Sao Paulo there are cameras (3000 in total). 

When a woman is sexually harassed, she can report this to the metro police that directly transmits 

the description of the perpetrator to a guard at another station and the offender can be arrested on 

the spot. According to Paula the system helps against sexual violence but there is still room for 

improvement. She does not elaborate about it and we walk quietly towards the exit of the subway 

station. Even Paula does not know where to go now and we cross the road. A man is pointing Paula, 

friendly smiling, the way. The neighborhood looks accessible and friendly. The four women walk on. 

Suddenly the friendly street view is disturbed by a huge dark vacant building, completely covered 

with barb wire and graffiti. Graffiti painting sometimes are true work of arts in Sao Paulo, many times 

reflecting the turbulent political situation of the country or the extremely poor situation of (a huge 

part) of the inhabitants. We leave the building behind us while Paula tells us that this is a good, 

traditional neighborhood with many families and children. Left and right there are lovely houses, a 

shop selling gas bottles and a hidden dance club. Across the street there are a couple of white high 

rises in between green bushes and trees. We walk through a calm and sunlit street towards Vovó Ilza; 

the shelter for teenage mothers.  

 

Vovó Ilza is a beautiful stately white building, surrounded by white fences. Beauty seems to be 

shielded by barriers here. The windows on the first floor also have bars. Everything indicates that the 

residents of this building need protection. After ringing the bell a couple of times a woman 

approaches from behind the fence. Paula explains the reason for our visit and the woman (Jenna) 

opens the gate. We enter and are seated in one of the two living rooms. The house is clean, neat and 

stylishly arranged. There are beautiful paintings on the walls. Suddenly Marcia enters, the president 

of Vovó Ilza; a trendy dressed woman, in her appearance somewhat serious and reserved. After her 

friendly welcome we are taken into the other living room were a young girl is sitting on the couch 

watching television, a little baby in her arms. Marcia greats her warmly, talks briefly and the girl 

leaves with the baby in her arms. Marcia tells us the history of Vovó Ilza. They started circa 25 years 
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ago to work on the streets of Sao Paulo, offering music classes to children and opening a street 

library. First they did an ethnographic research about the culture on the street, which is very 

different: another language, different body language, in fact a complete other world. By this research 

they learned how to deal with the kids;  be open, listen actively, stay calm and talk in a very sensitive 

way. Marcia speaks lot about violence and cases of abuse at the kids' homes and on the streets. “In 

the current days, sexual abuse is very much present. For example, the 16 years old girl that was raped 

in the favelas of Rio de Janeiro in May by around 30 men. They forced her to take drugs and she 

became  unconscious. And they taped the rape. But rape in this country is not an exception.” All girls 

in this house have suffered sexual abuse and have become unwantedly pregnant. Marcia told us 

there are two differences. The girls do not get pregnant without a reason. They suffered violence and 

don't care about protecting themselves for diseases or pregnancy. They have the desire to achieve 

something. The idea that life would be different with a baby. They hope that one day they will find a 

frog that will become a prince and have a happy family life. No child is born without a desire. The 

fathers often do not recognize the children and do not make any effort to support the girls. In this 

house they support the girls with their baby’s and work with their families. Often the girls feel 

pressure and want to leave the house but the staff tries to avoid this and goes after them. During our 

conversation, we are interrupted by a young cheerful girl and her baby. Later we learn that her name 

is Natalia, 13 years old, who had her baby only six days ago. Marika and Karina take the baby and 

hold it in their arms. Then the girl disappeared as quickly as she arrived. Marcia told us more about 

the girls and how they see their future. Some are good at school and positive about getting a good 

job. They have a positive idea about living together as a family. Others help their families (even when 

the family has treated them badly) since they are the main earners. They want to earn money and if 

this does not succeed via the legal way, they may start dealing drugs to earn money. Marcia: “Often 

there is a cycle of violence and young maternity. When the mother and grandmother had a baby at a 

young age and did not go to school, young girls often go through the same cycle.” Marcia sees the 

solution for breaking this circle in political policies. Education plays the most important role here. She 

continues: “When girls get at least four years of education, the chance on young maternity will 

reduce with 50%.”, referring to a worldwide research. Bolsa Familia can help families but there are 

basic issues which need to be fixed first, like the availability of schools and the lack of a proper health 

system. There are not enough places at the daycares, not enough teachers, the classes are crowded 

and do not have a good curriculum. Sexual education is forbidden at school, there is talked about 

sexuality only in hidden terms of biology. Marcia confirms that people who really need money often 

do not know their rights well enough. They are not capable to apply for and answer the admission 

questions that gives them access to the program of Bolsa Familia. For Volvo Ilza funding is  a big 

issue. They get funding from the state and two foundations in Europe but it is not enough, they are in 

need to find more private sponsors. Marcia asks us to stop the interview and have lunch with the 

girls. Before we move to the kitchen, however, we receive a guided tour by the girls showing us the 

house. We start with the upper floor. While climbing the stairs Babett notices a girl fumble on her 

backpack. The girl says she wants to close all zips well. But there is no one there, except us and the 

girls... were our belongings not safe here? Upstairs we see some really neat rooms containing three 

beds for the girls and three beds for their baby’s. After this we are taken into the kitchen where 

Marcia, the cook and other girls are awaiting us (we are confirmed that all persons living and working 

in the house are females). At a long wooden table a typical Brazilian old  slaves' meal is served, 

prepared especially for us. We eat meat, rice, salads, vegetables and an extremely sweet dessert. In 

the background we sometimes hear a child crying, not knowing who's baby it is. The other babies are 
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in the daycare. Marcia tells us that they are claiming more places in the daycare so that the girls can 

go to school again. A 14 year old girl says she wants to be adopted by one of us, to have a better life. 

Later on she asks us if we have kids. Karina tells her about her 14 year old son with blond hair and 

blue eyes. After this, the girl does not stop to express her wishes to get to know him and have Karina 

as her stepmother. Paula explains that all girls dream about tall blond boys with blues eyes, taking 

them into a better life. Frogs that become princes… The girls clearly enjoy talking to us. We laugh a 

lot. One can see that this house is a real safe home for the girls. After the lunch we have two more 

interviews with Gabriela, administrative assistant at Vovó Ilza, and the 17 year old teenage mother 

Deborah with her baby girl of 1,5 years. Gabriela tells us that they have the tools here to give the 

girls a better future perspective but finally it is up to them what they make out of it. They need to be 

strong. Gabriela also points out that education is the most important thing to improve the situation. 

At the question what could be improved for Vovó Ilza, she answers that they need more money to 

help more kids by opening additional houses and doing more workshops. During lunch Marcia 

already made it clear that we were not allowed to ask the girls about their histories, which we 

obviously respect. So in the interview with Deborah we focus on the future. Deborah goes to school 

and has a little girl of 1,5 years old. Deborah is in the program of Bolsa Familia and gets 156 reals per 

month. She explains that this not enough to cover her costs. She needs medicines for the little girl, 

that cost 109 reals per month. She often cannot afford to purchase all she needs. On the request of 

Karina she tells us that she knows about contraceptives and how to use them, but in this house they 

get a monthly injection anyway. After the interview with Deborah, Marika gives the girls little 

presents and stroopwafels which really seem to please them. We then say goodbye and head back to 

the hotel.  

 

 

5.3 Second visit to Casa do Zezinho, 3 June 2016 

 

Day three of the interview series has arrived. The program of today includes interviews with several 

participants in the programs at Zezinho regarding the prevention of teenage pregnancies. Marika and 

Karina walk together with Bruna, the interpreter of today, towards to the subway. It's drizzling 

weather. Is has become a habit to look left and search for the baby of the homeless teen couple. It is 

nowhere to be found amongst the numerous primitive camping tents and blankets that have 

sheltered against the heavy rains of the night before. A number of tramps pass among each other a 

large container with a vague liquid, presumably alcohol. Later on we spot a couple of empty 

Heineken beer bottles, standing against a work of art. Arts and alcohol connected... There is not 

much time to think about this, we have arrived at the entrance of the subway station. Paula’s story 

about the enhanced security in the subway is visually confirmed. During our trip to the station close 

to Zezinho, on various strategic places we spot guards, heavily equipped with sticks and guns. Men 

and women, radiating alertness. "Keep your personal belongings close”, blares out of the speakers on 

the subway station. Passengers are warned to watch their valuables. On the subway wall there is a 

large poster that draws attention to sexual violence against women. This forms a bridge to a 

conversation with Bruna about the safety campaign in the subways. She says that the amount of 

guards has not increased since the introduction but the guards are being trained to be more alert on, 

apart from theft and violence, sexual violence against women. Bruna is somewhat negative about the 

measures. She has strong humanistic convictions and tells us full of emotion that generations of 
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women in South America have been oppressed by men. It will be a long process to change this. She 

has experienced it within her own family, even up to her mother. She explains that in Brazil there is a 

"rape culture”. There are heaps of rape cases and only since recently more attention is paid to this. 

The incident of the gang rape in Rio, which was world news, has lead to big demonstrations. Sexual 

violence has the inkling here of being accepted. As if women ask for it and provoke it. As if women 

are objects that can be used. Because of this, women feel guilty after sexual violence and start 

cutting themselves out of punishment (which we also heard at Zezinho and Vovó Ilza). It already 

starts in the media where instead of “rape” the word “abuse” is being used. It is a way to talk around 

the sexual violence. When a woman reports a rape, the police ask questions such as “why were you 

at that time in that place”, ''how were your dressed", etc. According to Bruna, the politics do nothing. 

They try to sweep the dirt (the issue) under the carpet, as if it does not exist. There are fierce 

protests on social media and from women's movements, that sweep the dirt from underneath the 

carpet again. By sweeping the dirt back and forth, from underneath the carpet and back under it 

again, huge dust clouds appear in which nothing is clear anymore. Bruna compares this with the 

whole situation in Brazil. All sorts of things happen at the same time, but no outcome is clear. The 

first step to change the rape culture in Brazil is, according to Bruna, to talk about it. To keep on 

drawing attention to the subject. And education. From the age of five boys are told it is okay to kiss a 

girl on the cheek, even if she says "no". The idea that a man can abuse a woman is this way subtly 

transferred from generation to generation. The researchers ask Bruna if she is not getting desperate 

about this but Bruna says it is a matter of being patient. She hopes that it will eventually change. 

Meanwhile, rocking and shaking in the subway, we have arrived at our final stop. On our way out we 

see a boy of about 15, 16 years old with a baby on his arm. Beside him there is a woman. They pass 

too quickly to estimate her age. The streets look equally shabby and dusty as last time but we also 

feel a sort of habituation. A familiarization with the view on the poor favelas, the passing cars and 

motorbikes, the many dingy shops. Marika asks Bruna about the policemen, stepping out of an 

armored vehicle, parked along the side of the road. One of them pulls a gun. The other runs toward 

the subway station with a suitcase on a chain. Both are wearing bulletproof vests. Bruna says that 

they are people filling the ATM machines. She seems to find this event normal. For the researchers, 

however, it is an impressive scene to watch. There is not much time to digest it, the taxi has arrived. 

The last miles to Zezinho we cover on four wheels. We are allowed to enter the gate and take a seat 

in the hall. Again loud screaming of children in the background. Two male staff members have a 

friendly conversation. One of them strokes a boy that is passing by on the head. A group of girls and a 

teacher walk cheerfully by, hand in hand. It strikes us that most of the children are black or from 

mixed descent. In the court yard a woman sweeps big puddles of rainwater into the gutter. There are 

pieces of cardboard on the ground. The rain has apparently caused havoc also here. It is Carol who 

greets us in the hall with a kiss on the cheek.  

Again we feel the warmth and hospitality, experienced during all of our visits. We are asked if we 

want to speak to the girls and boys together or separately. We choose the last option. We are taken 

to the nearby building, where psychologist Marina has her consultations. Here the programs 

involving the prevention of teenage pregnancies and therapy take place. We approach a closed fence 

with a door, that opens with a buzz. The fence runs up to the roof of the building. Behind the fence 

there is a cheerful yellow building with colorful children's paintings on the interior walls. Again we 

notice beauty behind secure fences that protect against violence. We can not stop ourselves taking a 

picture of a drawing of a colored man and a Caucasian woman laughing and extending one arm 
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towards the house that stands between them. The house has red walls, a yellow pointed roof and a 

window with flowers behind it. Above the happy couple we see a blue sky and a rainbow. We leave 

the painting behind us as we climb the stairs. On the gallery there is a panoramic view of the 

surrounding rooftops with in the distance an infinite number of shabby houses along a river; the 

favelas. The sky is gray, no rainbow in sight. We quickly take some pictures before entering the venue 

where alternative therapy is given, such as yoga and meditation. It is a big, bare, concrete room. 

There is nothing on the wall and nothing on the floor. It's cold. In one corner there is a stack of white 

beds, a few plastic tables in the other corner. We help Carol placing nine blue plastic chairs in a circle 

and wait for the girls that will be interviewed. Marika meanwhile carefully asks Bruna why the room 

is so sober. Bruna seems surprised about the question and even reacts a little disturbed. She asks 

what is wrong with it. The subject is not further discussed. Until the coffee is poured. In plastic mini 

cups, the size of an egg cup. Marika talks about it with Bruna and quickly jokes with Karina about the 

dwarf cups. Sobriety and minimalism clearly define this room, like the office where we had our 

previous interview. The choice that this social enterprise makes for investing in the support of people 

in need above the decoration of spaces, is visible again. Bruna says that it is unclear how many 

children will come to the interview. Most children live near the river and because of the heavy rains 

of last night they may have to stay home and help clean up or maybe it is not even possible for them 

to reach Zezinho. While waiting Bruna talks about the gang rape of the young girl in the favelas of 

Rio. The rape was filmed and placed on social media. Bruna has seen it and expresses her disgust 

about it. She refers again to the "rape culture" of which she spoke in the subway. Not long after this, 

seven girls enter the room and places themselves on the chairs. They are joined by two friendly men 

that inform us the girls should not drink coffee. House rules. The men retreat. After the introduction 

of our research and the question if the conversation can be recorded, it is time for the interview. 

The girls introduce themselves and so do Carol and Bruna. Marika conducts the interview, Karina 

takes notes on the laptop. Both researchers say their name and, somewhat confronted with the 

reality, their age. The age of the girls ranges between 13 to 19 years. They come from the area 

around and are normally dressed, not unlike their peers in the Netherlands. Two of them wear 

braces, one wears glasses. Two girls keep the hood of their sweatshirt up. We noticed this 

phenomenon already with several children during our first visit to Zezinho. It may be an expression of 

fashion or a way to withdraw into one’s safe cocoon. The girls look somewhat reluctant but as the 

interview progresses it becomes clear from their responses that they are intelligent and fully aware 

of their situation. They all go to school, none of them has a job. They all emphasize the importance of 

school, they see it as a stepping stone towards university (college). One girl dreams of a future as a 

doctor, another as a photographer. When asked what they need to achieve this they say "dedication, 

commitment and willpower”. They have to study to work and they have to work to help their 

families, who have very little resources. Most girls help their families in the household or with the 

other children. One of them says; "I am tired already but dreams are good." These girls lack financial 

support, their homes are far from the universities in the city center, the entrance exams are difficult 

and schools are expensive. They know the Bolsa Familia program but say that it is difficult to apply 

for it. Apart from this, the allowance is 70 reals per child which by far does not cover the costs of 

studying at the faculty (about 4000 reals per month, plus travel expenses, books, etc.). Still  they 

“want to study and keep on studying”. They realize all too well that the combination of studying and 

helping in the household is difficult. They smile at each other; “it's difficult but we do not have a 

choice". Zezinho is important to them because it helps them to keep on learning. If the programs 
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would stop, for example due to insufficient funding, it would mean a "closed door" for them. "It 

works," because in addition to meditation, yoga and sports, here they learn about values, choices, 

self-knowledge and taking care of themselves. They are well aware of contraception. ”If a teenager 

gets pregnant it is an incident”. School provides education and at Zezinho there is a teacher who 

informs them about the prevention of teenage pregnancies. The government provides free condoms 

at bus stations and health clinics, and also Zezinho does this. “It is stupid not to get condoms”, says 

one of the girls. “I already have too many people to care for in my life and I do not want one more”. 

They know the example of a 19 year old girl with a 3 year old child. The child's father left them. A 

road the girls do not want to walk. Carol says Zezinho seeks to involve parents in the monthly group 

meetings held on these subjects. This proves to be very difficult; if 30 parents show up, it is a lot. 

Carol visibly regrets this. The interview goes towards the end. The girls tell us that they find it 

interesting to be part of a research. One of the girls says she is going home to tell her boyfriend 

about it. The girls walk out the door and are changed by a group of boys who, like a tsunami pour 

into the concrete space, fully taking it into possession. The group swells to 27 people.  

Out of nowhere plastic chairs are brought in and in no time we find ourselves in a huge circle of boys 

between 13 and 16 years old, mostly with black or tinted skin.In terms of clothing they look 

somewhat less well-cared than the girls. We notice reversed Nike caps and worn-out Adidas shoes of 

suspected Chinese origin. Some of them are wearing a football shirt, sweatpants or the, already 

familiar, hooded sweatshirts (sometimes pulled over the head). Curiosity is in their eyes. Again, we 

kick off with an introductory round. Carol is very strong in her coordination of the group. She 

encourages everyone to take part in the conversation, is looking left and right and invites the boys, 

like with the girls, to talk and to tell us more. Her gentle superiority is obvious, we are impressed. The 

boys are from the start much more open than the girls. There is a lot of laughter, they encourage 

each other to speak up and when someone talks through an interview they tell him to quiet down. 

They have a friendly demeanor. Most of them come from the surrounding favelas. They all go to 

school, a few have a side job as a postman or events employee. When asked how they feel about 

participating in the household of their families, most reply that they do not think this is a task 

specifically for women. They all do their part at home; they help with the cleaning of the rooms and a 

few of them cook regularly. They seem to find it normal and indicate that their parents educate them 

in this, although one boy smilingly says that “the household is a job for my sister”. What they learn at 

Zezinho is cooking, technology and sport. Zezinho prepares them for the labor market and they learn 

how to behave. They see their future in professions such as engineer, sportsman, pilot, music 

producer, cook, lawyer, journalist, veterinary or guard. They all raise their hand to say something 

about it. What it takes to achieve their dreams? “Study”, they all agree. “Education and willpower”. 

They know Bolsa Familia but nobody uses it because it is too complicated to apply for. When asked, 

the boys tell they are familiar with contraception. They chuckle a but it is clear that they often talk 

about this subject. Indeed they get information about it at school and at Zezinho. They say that 

condoms are freely provided. Yet there appears to be a young father among the boys. He is 14 years 

old, the mother of his child is 16. The boys are making friendly jokes about the boy. He says smiling 

that they are no longer together, but he still plays a role in the life of his child. When asked how it 

feels to be a father at such a young age, he says; "I was scared." He wants to study but now spends a 

lot of money on the support of his child instead of on education. The question raised after this 

happens to be discussed during a class of Zezinho today, namely how the boys think about sexual 

violence against women. “A person who does that is a coward! Indignant, emotional faces and wild 
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gestures… Some shout that this behavior deserves the death penalty, and if not, the perpetrators will 

receive an extra punishment in jail (ratified again with gestures as if someone is getting punched). 

The boys ask if rape also exists in the Netherlands, if death penalty exists and if the perpetrators 

would also be beaten up by fellow inmates. Our answers lead to even more questions, ranging from 

what a typical Dutch meal is, whether we like Brazil, where we work and why we are here. After a 

while Carol subtly suggests that perhaps it is time to finalize now. We thank the guys, who excuse 

themselves for the (friendly) jokes they made about us. There is a round of applause and the boys 

leave the room in a flood. We are left in a huge void. We give Carol some traditional Dutch gifts and a 

few football outfits, one of them of the KNVB. We ask her if she wants to take a picture when one of 

the boys wear this. She promises to do so. We exchange Facebook addresses and then say goodbye 

to this warm person. In the office downstairs Bruna calls a taxi, which arrives after a while. We hop in 

and slowly drive through the narrow streets towards the center of Sao Paulo. On our way we pass a 

young couple strolling towards the favelas. We see that they are both participants of the interviews. 

They recognize us too and we wave at each other. A few moments later, we drive by a group of boys. 

They are also "old friends" from the interview. We wave again, after which the taxi gradually moves 

away from the group and continues the (long) road towards the city center. 
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6. Conclusions and recommendations 

 

6.1 Conclusions 

 

The above thick descriptions, the interview reports and the literature research lead to conclusions 

and provide answers to the research questions, all elaborated in this chapter. Based on the 

conclusions, recommendations will be made at the end of this chapter.  

What are the underlying causes for teenage pregnancies? 

The phenomenon of teenage pregnancies has several underlying causes. One of the most important 

cause is poverty. Studies show that poverty and income inequality are closely linked to early 

motherhood (Peres et al., 2006). Children of teenage mothers usually grow up in the same situation 

of poverty as their mothers and have themselves an increased risk on teen pregnancies as well. This 

way teenage pregnancies sustain the cycle of poverty from generation to generation. The  interviews 

show that young people from poor families often experience a lack of parental support and stability. 

This leads to risky behavior such as drug abuse, violence and sexual risks. Based on the interviews, 

sexual abuse is a major reason why young girls become pregnant. In lower classes young 

motherhood is, because of the lack of these perspectives, considered as a sign of social status 

(Heilbron and Cabral, 2011). The interviews also show that young girls want to have a baby to give 

meaning to their lives. When they are pregnant and start a family they feel like "queens of the 

favelas". In most cases, however, the father leaves the mother when the baby is born and the girls 

are on their own. This behaviour goes on from generation to generation. This is consistent with the 

literature in which De Carvalho (2007) indicates that, in a situation that is characterized by instability 

and uncertainty, a child gives the teenagers something that is permanent. Heilbron and Cabral (2011) 

state as well that teenage pregnancies are accepted behavior in poor environments and that this 

behavior is imitated from generation to generation. A lack of future prospects is also a major 

underlying cause of teen pregnancies. The less confidence young girls have in their future, the sooner 

they have the desire to have a baby at a young age. Increased confidence in the future leads to 

postponement of pregnancy, as stated by Filho and Kawachi (2015). This is also confirmed on the 

basis of the field research. If young girls and boys have ideals for the future, an early pregnancy can 

stand in the way of realizing their ideals.  

Which measures are taken by the government to prevent teenage pregnancies? 

The Brazilian government has taken steps to prevent teenage pregnancies such as sexual education, 

the inclusion of maternal and child health in strategic planning and the access to free condoms and 

the morning-after pill. The young people that participate in the project of Zezinho know well what 

contraceptives are and how to use them. However, the interviews also showed that there is still a 

separation between sexual education and open talk about sexual relations. At school, this subject still 

often seems to be a taboo, according to the interviews. Another measure that is taken by the 

Brazilian government is the Bolsa Familia program, launched in 2003. Bolsa is a campaign against 

extreme poverty, with the aim to stimulate growth and social progress. Poor families received 

monthly amounts when they could prove that their children between the ages of seven to fifteen 

years had attended 85% of their school classes. It has been proven that the number of school 
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enrollments has since increased and the income that households receive can be seen as a transfer to 

reduce income inequality (Glewwe and Kassouf, 2012). Based on interviews with both founders of 

the projects at Zezinho and Vovó Ilza, staff and participants it can be stated that people in the favelas 

often do not have sufficient knowledge about the Bolsa program. They are unaware of their rights or 

unable to apply for it. The most children who are interviewed at Zezinho go to school without 

Bolsa.To work towards a better future through college Bolsa is not the solution. The contribution of 

the program is too low for that and there are not enough schools and teachers. Although the 

measures of the government have partly led to improvements in terms of an increase in the number 

of children attending school and an increase in income, the field study has shown that this is not the 

solution to break the cycle of poverty and teenage pregnancy.  

In which way are the projects Zezinho and Vovó Ilza in Sao Paulo involved with the 

prevention of teenage pregnancies and the care of teenage mothers, and how do these 

projects add to a better future for the target group? 

Both projects approaching teenage pregnancies from a different perspective. Zezinho focuses on the 

prevention of teenage pregnancies whith a special project for girls and boys. Vovó Ilza is a house for 

young teenage mothers, where they can stay as long as necessary and support them to build a future 

and an independent existence with their child. Zezinho is a social institution since 30 years. The 

founder, Tia Dag, developed the rainbow method which stimulates the development of children 

through projects involving art, sports, philosophy, spirituality, music, etc. Children learn to be good at 

something so they build up more self-esteem and willpower to get a better perspective of the future. 

In the book of Casa do Zezinho this is also reflected; it can be seen as a true work of art (Garroux and 

Mendes, 2009). The power of Zezinho to prevent teenage pregnancies lies in the support of the 

entire system, not just the individual. It is not only about giving sexual education to youth but also 

taking care of them and accompany them with tenderness and love all through their childhood; show 

them perspectives, talk with them about their future and give them self esteem and willpower. 

Around 450 children come to Zezinho every day. They have already reduced the pregnancies of 

participants from five to two a year. 70% of the employees at Zezinho have been participants before, 

they have the knowledge to help these children because they have also dreamed of education and a 

job previously. Vovó Ilza started about 25 years ago working on the streets of Sao Paulo, offering for 

example music classes. Through research they learned about the culture on the streets and how to 

deal with the youngsters. The philosophy behind the programs is education and giving more meaing 

to the lives of the girls. One program of Vovó Ilza, the house where research has been done, helps 

young mothers that are victims of violence and sexual abuse. The girls are pregnant or already have a 

baby. They can stay in the house as long as necessary. Vovó Ilza helps them return to school and 

supports them towards achieving an independent life. At Vovó Ilza the girls have a safe home and 

can experience trust, respect and love. The interviews at both projects show that the two most 

important things for these children are education and giving a perspective in life. The cycle of early 

maternity can be broken by creating a succesful future perspective, which can be reached by good 

education. As a result of this, pregnancy will be postponed. Finally, it appears, based on the research, 

that lack of prevention and contraception leads to a higher risk of teenage pregnancy. Employees of 

both projects, Zezinho and Vovó Ilza, confirm this in the interviews, which is also consistent with 

Dorresteijn (2014) indicating that young people from lower social classes and with little schooling 

make the least use of contraceptives. Of those who do not use contraceptives, 40% doesn’t know 

how to get it.  
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There are a lot of similarities in the way Zezinho and Vovó Ilza deal with teenage pregnancies and 

their prevention. One of the most important similarities is how young people are taught to build up 

willpower and self-esteem by being good at something and to continue developing this. Both 

organizations do this in a scholastic way by offering activities in the field of music, art, sports, dance, 

etc. This gives the youngsters more confidence in their future and pregnancy becomes rather an 

obstacle than an advantage in the realization of their dreams. Both founders and staff indicate that 

good education is the main solution to the problems. Education increases the chance on a better 

future. When girls get al least four years education, the chance on young maternity would reduce 

with 50%, according to the interview with the founder of Vovó Ilza.They want to break the cycle, in 

which girls get pregnant at a young age, just like their mothers and grandmothers. Both organizations 

are committed to help the girls getting out of this cycle and support them in going to school. They 

also both focus on reuniting the families of the young people. Their strength lies in the approach that 

focuses on the entire system in the long term and not just on the individual and the short term. They 

both offer prevention and education to prevent (another) early pregnancy. They do this, among 

other things, by giving contraceptives. A difference between the projects is that teenage mothers are 

living at Vovó Ilza, which is not the case at Zezinho. The approach of Zezinho is also wider than Vovó 

Ilza; they are not only focusing on teenage pregnancies but also for example, provide families that 

are living in extreme poverty with meals. Another difference between both project is the 

participation of boys. Zezinho involves boys as well in the programs for the prevention of pregnancies 

to make them also feel responsible. There is also male staff.  At Vovó Ilza men are not allowed in the 

house, the assumption is that this is out of safety or with regard to the traumatization of the girls. 

What improvements can help existing projects to prevent early pregnancies? 

The professionalism that both organizations show in their programs and the experience they have 

built up over time has become obviously clear. Both organizations exist for more than 20 years and 

are very successful in what they do. Various studies have been conducted by the founders and they 

have developed and improved their own methodology. Zezinho has managed to reduce the number 

of pregnant girls from an average of five to an average of two per year. 70 % of their employees have 

been participants in the past, had the desire to study and get a paid job (with success). They pass on 

their knowledge and learning experiences to other youngsters. Vovó Ilza has learned through 

experience and by research of the culture in the street how to deal with this specific group of young 

people. By caring for teenage mothers as long as necessary and to help them return to school, they 

support the girls towards an independent life with their child(ren). Within Zezinho and Vovó Ilza the 

young people feel at home and learn to trust, respect and experience love. Because of the long 

experience and clear success of the programs there are no improvements of both projects for 

reducing teenage pregnancies to be suggested. Seeing however that the interviews made clear that 

there is little familiarity with Bolsa Familia and/or knowledge how to fill in the forms, there could be 

(even) more focus on assistance of Zezinho and Vovó with these matters. Recommendations for the 

projects are listed in section 6.2. 
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The research question:  

"How is the phenomenon of teenage pregnancies dealt with in de favelas and other poor 

areas of Sao Paulo, Brazil?" 

Teenage pregnancies have shown to be a problem and a phenomenon in Sao Paulo. The underlying 

causes of the phenomenon are varied, but the main causes are poverty and income inequality. When 

born in poverty and an unstable family, children have an equally poor future. Having a child and thus 

a family gives meaning to the life of a young girl. This is a cycle that is passed from generation to 

generation and has become part of the way of living in the favelas and poor neighborhoods, where 

these girls come from. Girls have few rights here and are held responsible for their pregnancy, unlike 

the boys, from whom it is accepted that they leave a girl when she is pregnant. Abuse is also a major 

reason for girls to become pregnant at a young age. This is also related to poverty, but from the 

interviews it became clear that it also occurs to girls that come from a good society, although the 

literature has not indicated this. The abuse of young girls often leads to self harm and a cycle of 

violence, street life and drug abuse. The research showed that to fulfil their lives by learning them to 

concentrate on what they like or are good at, these children build up self esteem and willpower to 

face the future more successfully. A young girl can focus on realizing her dreams and thus postpone 

young motherhood. Education plays a key role in achieving this. The projects of Zezinho and Vovó Ilza 

therefore focus on creating a better future by combining various school activities and preventive 

programs. Due to the economical and political crisis, however, their existence is at stake, some 

sponsors stop the cooperation with them. The State of Brazil seems to pay little attention to the 

phenomenon of teenage pregnancies. As a result Zezinho and Vovó Ilza have to cut back on their 

staff and/or programs. Funding for these projects are therefore essential for the survival of these 

initiatives in order to offer young people a better perspective on their future.  

 

6.2 Recommendations  

 

Based on the above conclusions, a couple of recommendations can be made.  

 

1. Attention  

Attention is needed, in order to keep professional organizations like Zezinho and Vovó Ilza alive. 

Giving support to young people and helping them towards a better life and breaking the cycle of 

poverty and teenage pregnancies is essential and necessary. Interviews, news and other sources 

show that Brazil faces major challenges. The country is embarking at this moment in both an 

economical and political crisis. Chaos and constant change are words that are often heard during the 

research. It is a utopia to expect that on the short term the problems of teenage pregnancies are 

highly placed on the political agenda. Dare to think small and make small changes to eventually reach 

the higher goal of great change. That is very important and projects like Zezinho and Vovó Ilza can 

realize that. They have proved their existence over the past years and are contributing positively and 

very successfully to a better future for these young people.  

 

2. Collaboration  

Collaboration is essential for the existence of these projects. In addition to cooperation with 

sponsors an increased cooperation with universities and high schools is required to bridge the gap 
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between different kind of schools to provide children with better education. This is the main solution 

of the problem teenage pregnancies, according to the research. Contacts have been established 

between Zezinho and Vovó Ilza and the FVG University of Sao Paulo and the RSM Erasmus University. 

This could lead to a new form of cooperation. Via this research students of both universities have 

become interested in these issues and the significance of Zezinho and Vovó Ilza. For example, 

research into a wider appreciation and/or evaluation of programs aimed at teenage pregnancy is one 

of the possibilities. Finally, this research has not studied how projects like Zezinho and Vovó Ilza work 

together. Entering into partnership between such projects can lead to reaching a larger audience to 

raise awareness of these issues and to share knowledge and possibly costs. 

 

3. Funding  

Funding is for Zezinho and Vovó Ilza the most important issue in order to survive. Giving attention to 

this issue, nationally and internationally, is crucial for providing a better future for the children. The 

significance of these projects is high, according to the study. Therefore, more cooperation is needed 

with companies and foundations to continue funding for these projects. The research team of this 

report talked about the research with the Dutch founder of the crowdfunding platform MacroMicro, 

Jaap van der Haar, from the Netherlands. He introduced the research group at Zezinho. As a follow-

up to this study the research group will examine how the problem can get more attention in the 

Netherlands. Crowdfunding and collecting money are possibilities to contribute to the continuity of 

these important organizations in Sao Paulo, Brazil. 
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7. Discussion 

 

This research has focused on the phenomenon of teenage pregnancies and how this is dealt with in 

the favelas and other poor neighborhoods of Sao Paulo, Brazil. The phenomenon is context-

dependent, and the success of the research is depending on the degree in which a better 

understanding of the phenomenon of teenage pregnancies is obtained. The observations of the 

researchers are interpreted in their own context and frame of reference. This can lead to different 

outcomes of the observations that have been made. The interpretations of the researchers were 

jointly examined to detect the differences. It showed that there were different interpretations, that 

have been corrected as much as possible by retrieving records and processing the observations as 

quickly as possible into thick descriptions. To get a really good picture of the phenomenon of teenage 

pregnancies, an prolonged engagement is needed. In the time plan for the execution of this study, 

however, this was not feasible. The results and conclusions are based on a brief visit, during which 

interviews, conversations and tours were held with different groups of people. Various studies have 

been carried out in both organizations. It is not clear, however, if these studies have focused on the 

phenomenon of teenage pregnancies. The research team has requested a copy of these studies but 

did not receive it. Data on the number of teenage pregnancies in Sao Paulo were stated to be present 

but the research group did not receive these either. The results and conclusions are therefore not 

substantiated by figures and numbers.  

  

 

 

 

 

  



Page 34 of 47 

 

Bibliography 

 

Bentancor, A., Clarke, D., (2014). Assessing Plan B: The Effect of the Morning after Pill on Children 

and Women. Department of Economics, the University of Oxford, 1-42. 

 

Casa do Zezinho via https://www.casadozezinho.org. 

 

Casa Vovó Ilza via: https://www.santafe.org.br. 

 

Center for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), Effectiveness of Teen Pregnancy Prevention 

Programs Designed Specifically for Young Males (DP15-007), October 2015, via 

http://www.cdc.gov/teenpregnancy/prevent-teen-pregnancy/engaging-young-males.html, opened 

01.05.2016 15.30. 

 

Coley, R., Chase-Lansdale, L., (1998). Adolescent pregnancy and parenthood: recent evidence and 

future directions. American Psychologist, 53, 152-166. 

 

De Carvalho, J.E.C., (2007). How can a child be a mother? Discourse on teenage pregnancy in a 

Brazilian favela. Culture, Health & Sexuality, 9 (2), 109-120. 

 

Dorresteijn, H., (2014). Rijksdienst voor Ondernemend Nederland, Hervorming van de Braziliaanse 

gezondheidszorg: een grote uitdaging voor het land via http://www.rvo.nl/hervorming-van-de-

braziliaanse-gezondheidszorg, opened 25.03.2016 10.03. 

 

Dourado, I., MacCarthy, S., Reddy, M., Calazans, G., Gruskin, S., (2015). Revisiting the use of condoms 

in Brazil. Rev. bras. Epidemiol., 18 (1), 63-88. 

 

Easterby-Smith, M., Thorpe, R., Jackson, P.R., (2012). Management & Business Research. London: 

Sage Publications Ltd. 

 

Foundation for Studies and Research on Women (FEIM), (2008). Women’s Human Rights: Unsolved 

Matters of the Argentine State via http://www.feim.org.ar/pdf/Doc_EPU-

FEIM_18Marz08_english.pdf, opened 28.04.2016, 20.52. 

 

Figueiredo R., Bastos S., Telles J.L., (2012). Profile of the Free Distribution of Emergency 

Contraception for Adolescents in São Paulo’s Counties. Journal of Human Growth and Development, 

22 (1), 105-115. 

Filho, C. , Kawachi, I., (2015). Income inequality is associated with adolescent fertility in Brazil: a 

longitudinal multilevel analysis of 5,565 municipalities. BMC Public Health, 15 (103), 1-7. 

 

Fix, M., Arantes, P., Tanaka, G., (z.j.), The case of Sao Paulo, Brazil. Sao Paulo: Laboratorio de 

Assentamentos Humanos de FAU-USP. 

 

Garroux, S., Mensdes, L., (2009). Zezinho Santo Antonio das Artes.  

 

Glewwe, P., Kassouf, A.L., (2012). The impact of the Bolsa Escola/Familia conditional cash transfer 

program on enrollment, dropout rates and grade promotion in Brazil. Journal of Development 

Economics 97, 505-517. 

 



Page 35 of 47 

 

Gilbert, A., Gulger, J., (1982). Cities, poverty, and development: urbanization in the third world. 

Oxford University Press, Oxford. 

 

Heilborn, M.L., Cabral, C.S., (2011), A New Look at Teenage Pregnancy in Brazil, Institute of Social 

Medicine, State University of Rio de Janeiro (IMS/UERJ), Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, 1-8. 

 

Lloyd-Sherlock, P., (1997). The recent appearance of favelas in Sao Paulo City: an old problem in a 

new setting. Bull. Latin Am. Res., 6 (3), 289-305. 

 

Menezes, G., Aquino, E, Da Silvia, D., (2006). Induced abortion during youth: social inequalities in the 

outcome of the first pregnancy. Cadernos de Saúde Pública, 22 (7), 1431-1446. 

 

Ministry of Health Brazil, Department of STD, AIDS and Viral Hepatitis via 

http://www.aids.gov.br/en/pagina/male-condoms, opened 28.04.2016 22:26. 

Ministry of Health Brazil, Department of STD, AIDS and Viral Hepatitis via 

http://www.aids.gov.br/en/pagina/prevention-commodities, opened 28.04.2016 22:30. 

Peres, C.A., Rutherford, G., Borges, G., Galano, E., Hudes, E.S., Hearst, N., (2006). Family Structure 

and Adolescent Sexual Behavior in a Poor Area of São Paulo, Brazil, 42 (2), 177–183. 

 

Philipsen, H., Vernooy-Dassen, M., (2004), Kwalitatief onderzoek: nuttig, onmisbaar en uitdagend, 

Huisarts en Wetenschap, 47, 288–292. 

 

Saito, M., (1998). Sex education in school: preventing unwanted pregnancy in adolescents, 

Universidade de Sao Paulo. International Journal of Gynecology & Obstetrics, 63 (1), 157-160.  

 

Silva, da, D., Guerra, O. and Sperling, C., (2013). Sex education in the eyes of primary school teachers 

in Novo Hamburgo, Rio Grande do Sul, Brazil. Reproductive Health Matters, 21 (41), 114-123.  

 

Suellentrop, K., What Works 2011 - 2012, Curriculum - Based Programs That Help Prevent Teen 

Pregnancy, The  National Campaign to Prevent Teen Pregnancy via 

https://thenationalcampaign.org/sites/default/files/resource-primary-download/WhatWorks.pdf, 

opened 01.05.2016 15:02. 

The World Bank, Adolescent fertility rate (births per 1,000 women ages 15-19), via 

http://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SP.ADO.TFRT/countries, opened 28.04.2016 22:45. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Page 36 of 47 

 

Bijlagen  

 

Bijlage 1 - Interviews 

 

Prior to starting each interview the research project was explained and all interviewees were asked if 

they had any objection against recording the interview and taking pictures. There were no 

objections. 

Interview with Viviane, Carol, Samara and Silvia (employees at Casa do Zezinho), attended by 

Wellington (translator FGV) and Ben Wempe (professor RSM) at Casa do Zezinho on 31 May 2016, 

at 9 A.M.   

1. We study at the Rotterdam 

School of Management, Erasmus 

University and are in Brazil to do 

research over the phenomenon of 

teenagepregnancies. We know 

Zezinho through Jaap van der 

Haar. Do you know him? Could 

you tell us about Zezinho? 

(Carol nodded that she knows Jaap)  

Viviane: We have kids in different workshops with a specific 

team and 450 girls and boys out the of the neighborhood 

every day.  

Silvia and Carol: There are different teams: one for families, 

one for kids, one for health and one for prevention of 

teenage pregnancies. 22 years ago this location opened and 

started with education. Other projects followed. Education 

means at Zezinho teaching music, art and dance (different to 

school).  

Viviane: Everything is about learning and playing and to be  a 

social place where kids like to come to. The requirements of 

becoming  a participant of a project are  to be on school, 

coming out of a poor family and to live in the neighborhood. 

When somebody does not  fulfill the requirements or has no 

health insurance, we help and support the family. 

2. When do you start with the 

program of (preventing) teenage 

pregnancies? 

Viviane: Since 2009 we look after teenage pregnancies, give 

workshops in which we talk about first sexual relationships. 

3. Can you tell us more about the 

project? 

Viviane: The project of teenage pregnancy is one of the 

bigger projects within Zezinho. The project is divided by age 

6-14 and 14-21. We visit families and look after the girls by 

showing them how to clean themselves and take care of their 

hygiene. We support them within the project (before they get 

pregnant) and try to avoid pregnancy by talking to them and 

teaching them. When they get pregnant we help them by 

making contact with a hospital and money to get access to 

medical care. But the focus is on prevention. We tell them 

that they can get a child at a later stage and how they can be 
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themselves without a baby. We teach the boys that they are 

responsible as well. The workshops are also for family and 

boyfriends. Because of the culture and the fact that more 

women are in the workshops (70%), family and boyfriends 

often do not show up. They are invited but they do not come 

since it is not an obligation. From 10 girls, we can be glad if 

three come with a boyfriend of family members. 

4. How do you get in touch with 

the participants/families? 

Viviane: We have kids in different workshops with a specific 

team. We call the families of the kids or send them a letter 

and tell them about the workshops of preventing teenage 

pregnancies.  

5. How do the young people see 

their future?  

  

Viviane, Carol, Samara: Kids come here and have dreams like 

becoming a football player of singer. The teachers from here 

show them the different opportunities they can have in life 

and that it is important to go to the university and get a job. 

70% of the employees at Zezinho were participates before 

and had the wish to learn a job afterwards.  

6. Do you know Bolsa Familia?  Viviane: Yes we know Bolsa Familia and we talk with the 

families about the opportunities. But for they get little money 

for the children and often families do not need that support. 

They do not leave the house for a job and do not want to 

improve the situation. Other families who urgently need the 

support do not get it because they do not fulfill the 

requirements, are not able to apply or do not know how to 

apply for it. 

 (Caro, Silvia en Samara nodded in agreement) 

7. How are the means/programs 

of Zezinho financed? How certain 

is de funding and how is it 

arranged for the future? 

  

  

Viviane: Zezinho gets money from the government (public 

subsidies) and partnerships. The contract duration of the 

public subsidies is one year. After that we have to apply 

again. There are 22 projects within Zezinho and each project 

has partnerships with companies.  

Carol and Samara: Big companies have social projects and 

they choose f.e. for a project of Zezinho to support. The two 

partnerships connected to teenage pregnancies are with 

Pfizer and Nissan. 

8. What is the influence of the 

political situation and the crisis on 

the programs?  

  

Viviane: The crisis is a fact here, partnerships stop and we 

need to reorganize the group. We had to let people go. We 

try not to lose partnerships by staying in contact and reduce 

the contribution.  

Samara: Through the crisis, people lost their jobs and a lot of 
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more people come here for food. We have 800 families who 

require food and we have only 40 baskets to give. It is really 

hard to choose who can get one. 

Viviane: We have food for the kids but not for the whole 

family. That is why we check houses if they really need the 

food. 

9. What is the reason that you 

work at Zezinho? What is your 

background? 

Viviane (pedagogist): I grow up here and was participant 

because my dad died and Zezinho wanted to know me safe 

within the group. Zezinho teached me how important school 

is. At the age of 17 I started to study and Zezinho offered me 

a volunteer job. After accomplishing my studie, Zezinho 

offered me a paid job. I have been working here for 10 years 

and coordinate the projects now. 

 Carol (nutritionist): I come out of a simple family which 

always wanted to help people around our house. We have a 

culture of helping other people. That is also the reason I 

came here. I wanted to help people,  especially with their 

health. I go to families and help them with their food and tell 

them what they should buy. Taking into consideration the 

limited income of people in the favelas but still making sure 

that they get the nutrition they need. 

Samara (psychologist): My family was very catholic and the 

culture was to help people. Before I came to Zezinho (3 

months ago) I worked for another similar organization with 

focus on preventing and support during pregnancies. I 

learned there and could bring the knowledge to Zezinho. I 

applied and got the job. At Zezinho I teach boys and girls how 

they can be themselves. 

 Silvia (nurse): I have been working at Zezinho for 12 years. I 

came here through my cousin and worked at the project 

education first but I was interested in health so I went to 

school and became a nurse. Now I work as a nurse 

coordinator at Zezinho. I support the participants and 

families with health care, for example have the contact with 

the hospital or bring them to the hospital, help with baby 

clothes en help with their health insurance.  

10. Where do the kids come from, 

from the favelas?  

Viviane: Yes the kids come from the favelas and communities 

around. 

Silvia: At the moment we have two 16-years-old pregnant 

girls that I support. In the past we worked with adults. Since 

we wanted to reduce pregnancy from participants we started 

to work with kids to try to prevent on early state. We are 

glad that we could reduce pregnancies of participants at 
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Zezinho from five to two a year. 

11. Would the girls delay their 

pregnancy when they had a better 

perspective for the future? 

Viviane: When the kids come to us, we first ask them what 

their dreams are. It is so woven into the culture that it is 

normal to get pregnant at a young age. Prevention/sexual 

education is very important, also at school. I think girls 

certainly delay pregnancy when they see a perspective in 

their lives.  

  Viviane: Shall we now stop the interview, so that we can 

show you the building? 

 

Interview with Tia Dag (president of Casa de Zezinho) and her husband Saulo, also attended by 

Wellington (translator FGV) and Ben Wempe (professor RSM) at Casa do Zezinho on 31 May 2016, 

at 12.30 P.M.  

1. Could you tell us something 

about the history of Zezinho? 

Tia: 30 years ago I worked as a teacher in a school. I resigned 

the job because I could not find myself in the content of 

curriculum. At the same time I started to take children in my 

house. The names of these children were written on walls in 

the favelas. They should be killed because of minor offenses. I 

was worried about their safety and took them in my house to 

ensure they would be safe. Later I built this house and rented 

somewhere else to have more space for more children. 

Sometime later on we expanded and rented two more 

buildings. 

Saulo: The city is growing and growing. There live 18 million 

people in this city.  

Tia: Before I started to work in this house I did research in the 

favela’ to get to know where the problems lie.  

2. How important is education for 

the youngsters? 

Tia: Very important. From the research I have done, four 

elements aroused based on four core principles: philosophy, 

education, arts and science.  

(Tia showed a photo in an art book of Zezinho. On the left 

side of the book were five participants of Zezinho with a 

pregnant girl on the right corner. On the right side of the 

book, the youngsters were shown in a graphic, this time with 

the pregnant girl in the center). 

I am very proud because all of them have studied through the 

help of Zezinho. 

3. You seem to be a very strong Tia: I see myself as a strong woman; I am half from Southern 
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woman. Italy and half Mongolian. 

4. Is it true that young girls want 

to give their lives a meaning by 

getting a child?  

Tia: Yes it is true (Tia and her husband agree). Young girls feel 

like queens when they get pregnant and are being treated 

like queens. Often after childbirth the fathers leave and the 

girls are alone with the responsibility. To make them realize 

what it is to have a child we let one boy and one girl acting as 

a young couple getting a child. We put a pillow on the belly 

and we ring a bell whenever it would be time to feed or 

change the ‘baby’. When the youngsters realized that they 

have to feed every second hour and need to change the 

swaddling clothes they did not want a child anymore. 

Saulo: When a new father comes into the family, he often 

wants a new child and rejects the old one. This is very hard 

for the kids. Within Zezinho we have a lot of those cases. 

5. How do come in contact with 

the kids/families? 

Saulo: Tia is known in de favelas. 

Tia: I have access to the favelas in the environment and go to 

the families or call them. I started to open libraries in the 

favelas so that everybody could have access to books. 

Zezinho is surrounded by 5 large favelas with a population of 

around 108.000 people each.  

6. What is the biggest challenge 

for Zezinho? 

Tia: There are many problems but the biggest are the costs 

and their funding. We get money from the government and 

sponsors. Regularly we have students from different 

universities doing research for the impact of programs for a 

few weeks. We are interested in the outcomes. We also have 

figures related to the project of teenage pregnancies that we 

can send you. Within Zezinho it is important to have a good 

atmossphere, which is positive for the behavior and 

education of the kids. I try to get in contact with a lot of 

organizations, companies and the government to get 

contributions. I went to congresses in Berlin/Germany for a 

period of one month to inform people about my organization. 

We would like to grow and open more buildings. I'm not 

doing it for money. I want to help as many people as 

possible. 70% of the employees have grown up here and were 

themselves participants of projects.  

7. What is high on your wish list, if 

you had all the funds you wished 

for? 

I have thousand wishes and plans. But if I have to choose the 

main one, it would be to open new Zezinho houses in other 

countries and build a hospital here. 
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  (Saulo asked us to sing a Dutch song for them. After we sang 

‘Lang zal ze leven’ we took some pictures and left.) 
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Bijlage 2 - Foto’s  

 

Casa do Zezinho 

 

 

 

 

 



Page 43 of 47 

 

  

  

 



Page 44 of 47 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 



Page 45 of 47 

 

Casa Vovó Ilza 
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