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introduCtion

In his essay, The corrosion of character: the personal consequences of work in the new 

capitalism, Sennett (2009) begins his discussion by talking about his meeting at 

an airport with Rico, the son of Enrico, whom he had interviewed 25 years 

earlier. The conversation takes place over the course of a flight, during which 

Rico goes on about his life and how mobile he is compared to his father. Based 

on this, the author compares the linear biography of Rico’s father – a general 

service worker who cleans buildings, and has enjoyed successive achievements, 

like purchasing a house, building up savings, and talks about the role of unions 

in protecting jobs and the forecast for his retirement – with that of his son, 

characterized by social mobility: a university education, a career that started 

as a consultant in an investment bank, then moved to the computer industry 

in Silicon Valley, and then to a company in Chicago; affected by the uncer-

tainty in the new economy, he was let go from that company and moved to New 

York, where he opened a small consulting firm. Rejecting his father’s conform-

ism, Rico’s discourse about change and risk in his non-linear life story never-

theless reveals his own insecurity, lack of outlook and meaning in his profes-

sional career. Two generations, two different historical contexts: Fordist and 

post-Fordist work, the new flexible capitalism.

In another story, Canadian filmmaker Denys Arcand, in his film The bar-

barian invasions (2003), which was the continuation of his previous work, The 
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decline of the American empire (1986), about a group of university professors, 18 

years later analyzes this group and now their adult children in a neoliberal 

context. While the professors continued their “Fordist” jobs in the public uni-

versity, one of their sons worked at a financial firm in London. This son’s father 

falls ill, a situation that sets up the confrontation between the values of a 

generation that benefited from the social welfare state, which is now seen as 

inefficient: public medical assistance, the ways of accessing alternative treat-

ments outside the legal system. In his search for better health services, the son 

seeks out US private hospitals and pays for them. His values and life-style are 

opposed to those of his parents’, through the perspective of a young, success-

ful entrepreneur.

A third story is told by Feltran (2011) when analyzing youth involved in 

crime in the outskirts of São Paulo. The children of salaried workers who have 

worked for over 30 years in various companies, these youths disagreed with 

the fact that their parents earned so little after so much time working, or even 

worse, that after everything they had done, were unemployed. Concerned with 

the present, they got involved with high-risk illegal and illicit activities that 

provided them with access to consumer goods and a certain status in their 

social group. The future did not even cross their minds. Employment and a 

long-term career did not factor into the plans of these young people.

All three situations, although in different hemispheres, have the same 

message: that of economic, social, political and cultural changes since the 1970s 

as a result of globalization and so-called flexible capitalism, when work was 

reset, which affected their personal lives and outlook on the future. Youth, or 

rather, “youths,” considering their socially-defined diversity, are inserted in 

these changes as representing the new moment. Since the 1960s, terms such 

as autonomy, freedom, risk, mobility, flexibility, entrepreneurship, and innova-

tion pepper the business discourse as qualities that are expected of the work-

ers of the future. Young people will strive to be the ideal type, the desired 

profile within the new culture of flexible capitalism or neoliberal logic.

In the view of Dardot and Laval (2016: 17), neoliberalism is a “rationality” 

that guides not only the actions of government leaders, but also the behavior 

of the governed, “generalized competition as a behavioral norm and the corpo-

ration as a model for subjectification.” These authors show that neoliberalism 

not only breaks down rules, institutions, and rights, but it also produces social 

relationships, ways of life and subjectivities. The individual is taken to behave 

like a company, his precise subjectivity needs to be totally involved in the activ-

ity that he must fulfill as there is no longer any distance between him and the 

work he carries out. This commitment, willingness, and initiative required of 

the neoliberal would make up a “new” culture of work, which is represented by 

the instability of ties, ongoing training, flexibility and mobility between work 

roles and businesses, as well as the entrepreneurial character observed in work-
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ers, which is understood as the driver of innovation. These characteristics are 

added to the set of attributed meanings, categories, shared actions and action 

plans for groups that, along with their conflicts, authorizations, and breaches, 

organize, create, and make sense of social life and define a culture (Lima, 2010).1

In this article, we analyze the incorporation of youth as an intrinsic 

quality of the worker in the new culture of work by using the reference of work 

in the information technology sector2 that in the business perspective brings 

together innovation and youth as synonyms of flexibility in a context of infor-

mational capitalism. Also within this sector, we prioritized “digital” workers3 

focused on creation, development, and management of software programs, 

applications, and digital games, as well as systems analysts, IT consultants, 

database administrators and others who think about productive processes in 

a broader perspective and create new work procedures (Lima & Oliveira, 2017).4 

Given that these workers master the logical applications for using computa-

tional languages they would, in theory, have ample autonomy in an activity 

that is difficult to standardize.

The discussion is based on research conducted on a population of 47 IT 

professionals in the State of São Paulo from 2013 to 2016. These workers were 

contacted using the snowball sampling technique, where one contact suggests 

others. Interviews were conducted in person and by Skype. Most of the inter-

viewees were under 30 and worked in various cities in the state, at companies 

of different sizes, and represented a range of roles within the sector at a diver-

sity of skill and compensation levels. Although some women were interviewed, 

the majority of the informants were men, which is a reflection of a character-

istic of a field that bears gender stereotypes and makes working in technology 

a predominantly male activity.5

The article starts with a discussion about generation and youth classi-

fication followed by the business characterization of generation Y, or Millen-

nium, an explanation of the work in information technology and what defines 

it, such as the constant renewal of technology, its early outdating and obsoles-

cence by new programming and languages, which bring about relativizing work 

experience through the demand for constant updating in addition to entrepre-

neurship and innovation, which are seen as qualities in workers. We then move 

onto side “B” of this activity in discussing the relationship between creative 

work and the instability of the productive process and work relations.

generation, Youth and labor

We live in times where youth has become an incontrovertible value as it rep-

resents the new, the modern, and the desirable. Being young is being open to 

modification, change, and risk. Young people are the ones who dictate trends. 

They are more informed and easily adaptable to the speed of technological in-

novation and its resulting time-space compression, which is emblematic of the 
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“height” of capitalist modernity. We all wish we were young. The growth of mass 

consumption and the media contribute to this “juvenilizing” by reinforcing 

youth as a lifestyle that does not pertain to any particular generation, but rath-

er to a process that has been underway since the 1950s with the growing prom-

inence of youth that peaked with the “cultural revolution” in the decade that 

followed.

The fact that a group of people are born at the same time does not nec-

essarily mean that their behavior will be similar, even though they may have 

shared experiences or witnessed the same facts (Mannheim, 1993). In other 

words, what is sociological cannot be deduced from what is biological. What 

constitutes a generation is not shared content, but rather how the content is 

appropriated and enables the shaping of a collective (Motta & Weller, 2010). Just 

like other stages in life, youth is a social, historical, and cultural construct, 

which therefore has differentiated functions, representations, and meanings 

in each period (Bourdieu, 1983; Peralva, 1997; Ravasco & Mancebo, 2010).

For example, the use of the concept of the generation disconnected from 

its historical-political-cultural context, the idea of a “youth,” in the singular, 

gives importance to crystalizing and essentialist elements and draws attention 

to certain traits that would be common in “youth.” Consequently, “youths” or 

“youth cultures,” plural, stress “discriminatory factors that trigger internal divi-

sions within this generational universe” and contribute to a plural and diverse 

view of youth (Pais, 2005: 111).6

Diogenes’s (2009) perspective on this is that youth (or youths) would 

represent social segments that define themselves more by their practices and 

ways of acting and experimenting than by set and stable concepts and refer-

ences. This makes it difficult to represent youth cultures, since they are char-

acterized precisely by their plural and mobile meanings and are not, therefore, 

merely a transitional stage.

Whereas institutions in a broad sense, like Government, family and 

school understand youth as the passage from one stage of life to another, a 

“transformation” for young people themselves, “their existence and action in 

the world is anchored in the present” (Reguillo, 2007: 52). This did not go un-

noticed by the market, which is very competent at exploiting this “group,” a 

major consumer; several product lines are aimed at this market or at the life-

style represented by this “youth.”

Nowadays, young people live in a social order marked by mobility, risk, 

insecurity, and uncertainty. Their biographies are traced by the process of dein-

stitutionalizing the course of life (Leccardi, 2005), just as Sennet (2009) discussed 

in Rico’s path. From this point of view, we can say that the concept of youth as 

a transition for adult life engenders a crisis since the path of life is no longer 

predictable, palpable, or defined. Given the flexibility of markets and labor re-

lations, young people are no longer certain that their formal training is a guar-
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antee for entering the labor market, or for having a career, or any stability that 

would enable them to plan their futures (Pais, 2005; Sennett, 2009).

Considering the increasingly fast pace at which technological innova-

tions emerge and that computerization takes on a fundamental role in social 

life in general, the work of the youngest people has started to be appreciated 

for the fact that they can potentially be molded to the demands of productiv-

ity and, in theory, be more open to creativity and innovation, in addition to 

being flexible and mobile (in terms of space, time and work positions), which 

have become the new mantra of contemporary capitalism. Young people take 

on a core role in the spheres of consumption, development of digital technolo-

gies, and cultural production (Canclini, 2012).

Not all young people, however, manage to engage in socially-valued ac-

tivities marked by creativity and innovation. Most youth dedicate themselves 

to unstable and little valued jobs. Therefore, we can say that there are at least 

two youths in relation to work: a majority who are made to be insecure and 

excluded not just from the information-based society, but also from access to 

institutions and social rights, who survive on the borderline that separates the 

legal from the illegal and illicit, and the other group, the minority, who are 

inserted into the avatars of digital society and have access to rights and mem-

bership in society (Reguillo, 2010: 432).

On the one hand, there would be youth who create trends, who are bet-

ter informed, connected, and integrated into the labor market, the trendsetters 

(Pozo, 2012). They would also resemble the notion of “yes-yes” youth given that 

they appear at the center of the idealization of contemporary youth in terms 

of broad access to education and multiple possibilities for time-space mobility, 

as well as flexibility in dealing with ways of working and employment contracts. 

In contrast, there would be the “neither-nor” youth who neither study nor work 

(Cardoso, 2013), have fewer social and cultural assets and end up relegated to 

quite a different condition. There is no possible future for these young people, 

just an uninspired, immediate and often brief present (Leccredi, 2005).

The emphasis on promoting youth in society and in the contemporary 

work world is commonly referred to as “generation Y” in the literature on man-

agement focused on business and human resources and in the media in gen-

eral. The academic debate on generation is thus replaced by the dominant notion 

of common sense regarding age intervals, usually from 15 to 30 years each, which 

makes it possible to attribute a series of characteristics to people of the same 

age bracket. In this context, the increase in the population’s life expectancy 

would lead to the coexistence of four or five different generations and at least 

three of them would share the same work spaces (Lancaster & Stillman, 2011).

The oldest of these is the traditional, or “Belle Époque,” generation, which 

would be made up of people born between the 1920s and the mid-1940s, who 

are characterized by their appreciation for honor and respect, and who would 
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tend to remain in the same job over a long period. This generation would be 

followed by the baby-boomers, who were born between the end of the Second 

World War and the early 1960s – in the midst of the prosperity of the reconstruc-

tion of the main countries involved in the conflict and the developmental 

policies of the countries on the periphery – and were defined by their respect 

for family values, discipline in school and work, and by obedience, and reflect 

the height of the Fordist era. The next generation, X, would be made up of those 

born between the mid-1960s and the end of the 70s, and their fundamental 

characteristics would be skepticism, pragmatism, and an appreciation for work 

(Oliveira, 2010; Loyola, 2009). Generation Y would be between generation X and 

that which has been called “Z.” The latter would be made up of young people 

born since the end of the 1990s, the “digital natives,” who are even more inti-

mately connected with information technology than the previous generation.

The young people who would make up generation Y would be those who 

were born approximately between 1978 and 1999, and are characterized as be-

ing significantly different from the youth of previous generations. They are 

being prepared for jobs that have yet to be created, using technologies that 

have not been invented, and solving problems that are still to be defined. The 

young people of this generation would have the ability to deal with different 

technologies and learn new things, skilled at multitasking, curious and moti-

vated by challenges. They would have acquired such attributes because they 

grew up in a context that severed ties with the idea of the traditional family 

and was in touch with many technological conveniences and virtual tools, such 

as paid and interactive TV, videogames, cellphones, computers, and, mainly, 

the internet (Loyola, 2009; Oliveira, 2010; Oliveira, Piccinini & Bittencourt, 2012; 

Cavazotte, Lemos & Viana, 2012; Lemos, 2012). This concept of “generation Y” 

fits in perfectly with the business discourse when considering the productive 

and economic restructuring of the 1980s and 90s, the flexibility of markets and 

the re-establishment of work relations.

The notion of “flexibility” at work involves several dimensions. It is re-

lated not only to the ways we hire outside the traditional order of salaries, but 

also to the workday, the diversification of activities and roles, mastery of dif-

ferent types of knowledge and “creativity.” Autonomy and the ways control is 

exerted on work tend to be decreasingly less regulated by direct surveillance 

and start to be more related to goals and results, which is made possible by 

technology and the greater responsibility of the worker.

In accepting that youth from generations Y and Z are flexible, mobile, 

detached, and can seamlessly deal with new technologies, motivated by chal-

lenges, among other “qualities,” they would represent everything that the flex-

ible company seeks. Consequently, spreading the idea of generations integrates 

and strengthens the ideological discourse of the new capitalism that aims at 

justifying and solidifying the insertion of youth in the unstable work market, 
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in which entrepreneurship and self-responsibility of the worker point to the 

preferred way of entering the work world.

work and workers in the information teChnologY seCtor

There is no consensus regarding the definition of IT, nor is there any regarding 

the professional classifications and occupations that are characteristic of this 

sector. In discussing information technology, Castells (1999) defines this sector 

in a broad sense by claiming that it covers technologies in microelectronics, 

computation (software and hardware), telecommunications and broadcasting, 

optoelectronics, and even genetic engineering.

The IT sector includes a great diversity of related activities in informa-

tion management (applications, production, storage, transmission, access, se-

curity), based on computer resources in search of solutions for various pur-

poses. Having established a clear relationship to the software production “in-

dustry” (its best-known face), however, the IT sector stretches much further 

and has the intrinsic characteristic of permanent revolution of languages, pro-

cedures and technologies.

The profiles of the workers in the sector shows that they are very young. 

Data about the Brazilian Software and IT Service Industry (IBSS) show that in 

2009, 51% of workers who worked in the sector were between the ages of 18 

and 29, and therefore belong to the so-called Generation Y (Softex, 2012). This 

map, however, only accounts for workers with formal employment in software 

and IT service businesses, thus all other types of informal or flexible labor 

contracts are not factored into the equation. These professionals are also those 

who find themselves in certain occupational families according to the Brazilian 

Classification of Occupations (CBO) and work in companies that have IT as a 

main business (or an end-business). These limitations in the data show that 

the scope of the IT sector is much broader than the numbers show, even if these 

numbers are still a major indicator regarding the generational aspect.

In Brazil, the development of software companies is tied to that of hard-

ware companies since the 1970s, however the sector did not start to be more 

regulated and supported by the government until 1984, with the first Com-

puter Science Law (Oliveira, 2009), which grew significantly in the decade that 

followed because of the internet. Young people from the so-called generation 

Y were the first to grow up in contact with computers and the internet. Thus, 

for many IT workers, their first contact with computers started as early as 

childhood, or in their early adolescence, at home, or a relative’s home, or at 

school, and that experience could have been what led them to become inter-

ested in becoming professionals in the sector. Thiago’s speech is indicative of 

this finding:

I have been in touch with computers ever since I was a child and I already felt 

that there was something in this field that I wanted. Based on that I started, like 
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any child who uses computers a lot, to play a lot of games and these games 

brought me to the world of programming. I started making small programs for 

the game itself, and I really liked it (Thiago, 27, systems analyst).

Familiarity with computers is perceived as being natural in these work-

ers’ growth and learning. At first it seemed to be akin to child’s play, something 

that was learned by doing, through experience. Over time the “play” became 

more serious and these young people started producing small programs, like 

certain online games, or seeking solutions to everyday problems through com-

puters. This interest often led to pursuing higher education in fields like com-

puter engineering, computer science, data processing, among others. However, 

this affinity since childhood is not always what leads to an education in IT, 

since not all professionals have formal education in the field but rather have 

been self-taught.

Neither formal studies nor a diploma guarantee a future given that with-

out constant updating, the worker will not be able to remain in the field and 

can be easily discarded from the labor market. Consequently, since content is 

constantly changing, demonstrating the skill and willingness to solve problems 

is what makes the ideal worker; they do not necessarily have to know the an-

swer, but must have the potential to learn, to be a “problem-solver,” which is the 

way many of these professionals describe themselves.

Sennett (2006) develops the discussion on the topic of “uselessness” by 

addressing the issue of age, of “ageing.” Additionally, he states that among the 

forces that make up the “ghost of uselessness” is the workers’ fear that their 

knowledge and skills might not be useful or sufficient anymore and could result 

in losing their jobs, or worse, being excluded from access the job market. This 

is felt particularly in the IT field because of the speed at which new technolo-

gies, equipment and software are discovered, incorporated, and become obso-

lete. Although software does not “grow old” in the sense of wear and tear, giv-

en its “immaterial” nature, it does stop working with changes to hardware, i.e., 

with machines that do not “run” it and new software that incorporates and 

innovates its features and languages, adjusting itself to the specific types of 

businesses for which they are destined.

The new demands are not lost on IT workers who point out that the main 

attribute for staying in the field is the willingness to learn, to constantly update, 

that is, to be constantly studying:

It is a profession where you can never stop studying. [...] It is a field that chang-

es constantly. [...] If you say “ah, I will study this here, I will learn, and I want to 

keep working in this field the rest of my life by just acquiring experience,” then 

no, the technology sector is not where you should work. In the technology field, 

experience is very important... but if you do not have the initiative to continue 

learning as you acquire your experience, you will die very quickly (Eric, 37, IT 

consultant).
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Each project demands different skills and knowledge that differ from 

one to the next and if professionals are not interested in learning, then they 

will quickly become “obsolete.” Thus, when Guido (29, risk model analyst) said 

that in this field you must have a “tireless profile,” he summarized quite well 

what not getting comfortable, wanting to improve, always be innovating, being 

in motion, and never stop training means.

The ways of obtaining knowledge and information, staying up to date, 

are quite varied and go beyond the classroom. The means used for updating 

are made available on the internet. Workers tend to use social networks (espe-

cially groups on Facebook), blogs, forums, tutorials, YouTube channels, digital 

books, materials that companies make available to their employees, online 

courses and the news, in addition to others available on websites, like the main 

sources of information and updating. The training programs seem to be more 

perishable than in other fields and professionals note that they “age” very 

early, since there is this idea that keeping up with the speed of changes and 

the news in the field, a requirement in this career, is something for younger 

people.

Eric, 37, says that he “used to be young,” that he is already quite mature 

or old for this career. In his opinion, youth is related to the never-ending abil-

ity to learn, innovate, to “think that nothing is impossible,” whereas the older 

ones tend to resist more and are less willing to keep up with changes. In this 

sense, ageing has nothing to do with the physical ability to stay in the business, 

but rather with the “willingness” to do so, where youth have the “energy” for 

doing so.

Likewise, Bernardo, 28, already acknowledges differences between he 

and younger workers, especially as they relate to the ability to think logically:

In our field of development, we work a lot with logic and logic demands a lot of 

your reasoning, you must really think. Even we who are twenty-eight, thirty, we 

already notice a greater challenge than we did when we were young for thinking 

and having logical reasoning (Bernardo, 28 years, analyst developer).

Even when they claim that age is not an issue, they point out that it is 

necessary to have an “innovative profile,” the ability to adapt to new situations 

and be mobile. Moreover, their family responsibilities would be smaller:

because the young person is more willing to constantly change, get to know new 

things. Older people already have lots of experience and are more set in their 

ways, want a quieter and stable lifestyle for family and all the rest; they do not 

want to be travelling every day and week... (Cristiano, 26, IT consultant).

In fact, it is a job for people who are updated. They can be young or old, but if 

they do not keep up with the latest, they fall outside the IT sector. [...] But they 

[the older people] are a bit more resistant to the latest trends. [...] They end up 

thinking that what they learned over the course of their careers is correct and 

that there is no way to change (Thiago, 27, systems analyst).
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The older the you are, the more you must be made to stay with the team. That 

is funny: the older, the grumpier people get. So, where a young person sees mil-

lions of possibilities, the older one sees millions of problems. [...] In terms of 

communication we also have a bit of a problem, the older person does not always 

speak up if there is a problem at home, whereas the younger one does, “hey, I 

was up playing videogames until late last night and I am wasted” (Thales, 28).

Besides reinforcing this idea that maturity, establishing a family and the 

accumulation of responsibilities that come with it interfere in one’s ability to 

keep up with the latest in one’s career, what Thales’s brings up adds other ele-

ments. Firstly, the relationship between youth and technology. Secondly, the 

resistance of older people, infected with the prejudice that they keep getting 

“grumpier” and set up obstacles to developing business, in contrast to young 

people who see possibilities in problems and challenges that show up in daily 

work. Thirdly, Thales discusses the issue of communication, and makes it clear 

that the young person is more transparent, which would thus facilitate his work 

coordinating the team.

Paying attention to what has already been learned and avoiding the new 

would be characteristics of older professionals, according to the workers. Con-

sidering this, Sennett (2006: 92) says that the older workers are better “masters 

of themselves” and critical. They judge the training offered in training courses 

and thus “the experienced worker complicates the meaning of what he is learn-

ing and evaluates it according to his past.”

The relationship between age and work raises the issue of experience. 

If aging is a problem mostly for occupations, then acquiring experience, which 

comes with age, would be the positive side of this process. Thus, if older people 

are no longer as agile and mobile as the young, then they would have work 

experience that the youngest have yet to acquire, which would thus represent 

an advantage for the former in relation to the latter. Nevertheless, considering 

the way the work world is currently set up, we realize that the meaning and 

value of experience has changed.

In the IT sector workers hold the view that experience is important, but 

not necessarily in the usual sense, i.e., an accumulation of technical knowledge 

or expertise for developing business and solving work problems; they espe-

cially identify experience as accumulated learning in terms of personal relations, 

instead. This is expressed in the previous discussion regarding the duration of 

the knowledge. If the tools, languages and techniques move all the time, em-

bracing knowledge obtained at other times can be counterproductive. On the 

other hand, there is an increasing demand for skills related to communicating 

and interacting with others, be it with team members, superiors, or clients. 

Therefore, the experience being reinforced seems to be more closely related to 

social skills, “knowing how to speak,” or “knowing how to behave,” in short, 

“being flexible.”
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I always think it is important to merge teams because those who have been in 

the labor market longer will share their experience and maturity with the young-

er people who are entering, who at times do not have much experience regarding 

poise at work, and that issue related to anxiety, too. [...] and even so that the 

most stable ones, the older people in the labor market, do not get too comfort-

able, either (Paula, 34).

The skills for steering interpersonal relationships forged in and by work 

and those for dealing with different situations are at the top of the list of 

qualities that professionals point to as being necessary for staying in the IT 

field, almost as much as the need for constant study and updating. It is in this 

sense that Boltanski and Chiapello (2009: 170) claim that in the new spirit of 

capitalism, the characteristics of workers’ personalities are valued and used by 

the company. In other words, “communicative qualities and attention and open-

ness to differences count more than efficiency measured by the ability to reach 

previously-defined objectives.” The worker’s flexibility, ability to adapt, and 

learning are worth more than the worker’s technical specialties (in constant 

change) and experience. “Soft skills” are appreciated more than “know-how.”

Creative work as flexible work

The creative nature of work is at the core of the very concept of work as point-

ed out by Marx (2011) in discussing the general intellect, i.e., the collective nature 

of intellectual work, the power of objective knowledge that brings about tech-

nical, scientific, and even artistic knowledge. Although it does not deepen in 

its characterization, the productive nature of the work of an opera singer stands 

out when she sells her work, which is the result of her talent, and adds value.

Nevertheless, it would not be until 1990s, in the context of economic re-

structuring and neoliberal policies in some industrialized countries where in-

dustrial activities shift to intensive activities in knowledge of the service sector, 

that creative or cognitive work would become the subject of systematic research, 

whether it be in the theory of cognitive capitalism (Hardt & Negri, 2001), or in 

the discussion of the immateriality of work (Gorz, 2005; Lazzarato & Negri 2001), 

which has consequences for the debate about the ways of subordinating work 

to capital, or even in the possibilities for freeing the worker through controlling 

work more. In another aspect, the concept of creative work starts to be used in 

the implementation of neoliberal economic policies, classified as an economic 

sector - the creative economy - which covers activities marked by entrepreneur-

ship, innovation, flexible contracts and the use of manpower. The Federation of 

Industries of the State of Rio de Janeiro (FIRJAN), which maps the creative indus-

try in Brazil, shows that this sector would be made up of four major areas: con-

sumption (publicity, architecture, design, fashion), culture (demonstrations of 

culture, heritage, and art, music, and performing arts), media (print, audiovisu-

al), and technology (R&D, biotechnology, ICT). ICT would cover the development 
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of software, systems, IT consulting and robotics. This sector would represent 

about 2.7% of the nation’s economic activity (FIRJAN, 2016).

What these activities have in common is their “immaterial” nature, the 

non-tangible aspects of production and work, whose repetition and distribution 

would be achieved through electronic media, the internet, or books, CDs, com-

puter programs, apps and other artifacts. Work would be restricted to concepts. 

Its maintenance and/or reproduction would characterize another phase that 

involves other service jobs or physical production for distribution (books, CDs, 

mobile phones, laptops, etc.). Creativity is the fundamental element for creat-

ing intellectual property; culture is understood in terms of cultural objects that 

are defined by the socially shared meanings they carry, and creative industries 

transform these meanings into economic value, where there is a convergence 

of arts, business, and technology (Hesmondhalgh & Baker, 2010; Bendassolli et 

al., 2009).

Within the “informational” logic, the trend would be that work become 

increasingly independent and creative. The information technology sector, 

which is paradigmatic of a new labor world, would be the one that best provides 

its workers the chance to exercise their creative potential and free themselves 

from the exploitation and routine imposed by industrial work (Cocco & Vilarim, 

2009). However, in this sector we can find workers engaged both in jobs that 

develop creativity and make it possible to have a heightened level of autonomy, 

and in activities that carry out tasks marked by standardization and routine, 

and there is between these two extremes a full range of situations that cannot 

be definitely classified as creative or not creative, autonomous and not au-

tonomous, precarious or not precarious.

For workers, work demands creativity. Being creative is generally associ-

ated with the ability to solve problems, or to “think outside the box”:

We basically work with problems. [...] You are there to think outside the box, you 

have to bring an innovation, a great solution. Therefore, you are always being 

forced to propose this solution. Moreover, the demand for this is nonstop, crea-

tivity, the ability to deal with complicated situations (Leonardo, 28).

Even though working in the sector requires creativity, the programming 

languages themselves limit this, since they establish standards:

In our field mathematics is very important, but mathematics provides you with 

a resource, so what you do with this resource is up to your creativity. Program-

ming languages restrict creativity because they impose standards. However, 

there are countless languages, many ways of making them communicate with 

each other, and that is where creativity comes into play. [...] Creativity can be 

found on both levels, as much in developing the product that was conceived as 

an idea, as in the concept of the product (Thales, 28).

Furthermore, this sector also needs repetitive and routine, and, therefore, 

less creative activities:
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It is a very broad field, so it depends a lot on where you end up to be able to say 

whether you will develop that creativity or not. Depending on the type of job, we 

joke that we could be substituted by a monkey, you just click on one button like 

this and... I am at a place that is right in the middle: I am not limited to pressing 

buttons all the time, but the creativity in itself is quite difficult because your 

task is very specific (Laila, 25).

Creativity is therefore identified in different ways: in the need to find 

solutions, in the process of developing these solutions (programming itself, 

which languages or technologies to use, how to combine them), usability (think-

ing that the software or system is meant for a user and, therefore, must have 

an intelligible interface that is accessible and even aesthetically pleasing) and 

even in human relations that exist in work and in the established networks 

(what we call “flexibility”). The limits are also set by the work instrument, itself 

(the languages themselves establish standards), and by the work’s controls. 

Moreover, since the sector is very diversified, the possibility for mobilizing 

creativity depends on the tasks that the worker performs on the job.

Bridi and Motim (2014) present an example regarding routine jobs, which 

are represented by the work of data entry.7 There are, however, other types of 

professionals in which the creative element can be relativized, such as in sup-

port roles. Cristiano, who is now a consultant, used to work in the support 

department of a large IT company when he did not have any specific training 

(before going to the university):

The position was called systems monitor. It was as if I were a support, an inter-

national call center. I had the company’s mainframes and those of other com-

panies, and I was working remotely here in Brazil as I monitored their operations. 

If they fell, if there were some problem, it would appear on my screen, I would 

call the technical supervisors, the administrators, everything was done remote-

ly, in India, the United States, Europe (Cristiano, 26)

The activity described by Cristiano might be called high-skill telemarket-

ing since it required knowing languages. In this case companies admit that 

knowing a language is the only prerequisite for the job since it is first-level 

support (there are other levels of support, which require more qualifications), 

knowledge of the product or system is basic and can be easily learned through 

training sessions offered by the company itself. This worker is not necessarily 

trained in the field, however, in many cases this work is the gateway for young 

graduates in the IT field who aim at making a career in major companies.

Furthermore, there is work in the so-called “software factories,” which 

would be companies or parts of larger companies where the production process 

for software is guided by standardizing the activities, that is, a logic that is 

similar to the one that is seen in traditional industries is adopted in the pro-

duction process. We cannot, however, claim that coding or programming is 

merely a “mechanical” activity devoid of the creative element. Some profes-
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sionals seek to draw a distinction between the work done in software factories 

and other programming activities that would involve greater autonomy, initia-

tive, and creativity, what they call software boutiques; in contrast to the “fac-

tory,” the “boutique,” at least on the level of ideals, would involve work that is 

much more creative, artistic, and personalized.

Despite the rapid changes and all the uncertainties that surround the 

work world, in general, and the IT sector, in particular, workers still desire a 

stable future, at least in the long term. Regarding ways of contracting, most of 

the workers interviewed prefer contracts subject to the Consolidated Labor 

Laws, mainly because of the benefits that go with being a salaried worker and 

because this type of contract is financially worthwhile. This, however, goes 

against the grain of flexibility and mobility, which belong to a sector character-

ized by innovation. The unique traits of the Brazilian IT sector must also be 

taken into consideration, a sector in which 70% of employees have formal con-

tracts (Softex, 2012). This situation stands in contrast to that of countries like 

the United States, England, and Argentina, yet resembles other European coun-

tries whose labor relations are more regulated (Miguez & Lima, 2016; Mayer-

Ahujaa & Wolf, 2007; Bergvall-Kåreborn & Howcroft, 2013). The growing demand 

for these professionals in the labor market over the past 13 years must also be 

considered as it placed them in the relatively comfortable situation of being 

able to choose the type of contract they wanted, even though salaries did not 

always keep up with surge in demand.

These young people were born and brought up in a world that is “lique-

fied” (Bauman, 2001), or rather, where short-lived relationships, the present, 

and the now prevail. Accordingly, it is to be expected that youth are increas-

ingly removed from an ideal of job security and stability, a standard of life and 

work that marked previous generations and are more accustomed and adapted 

to flexible contracts. Yet, that is not what occurs. Even though they manage to 

see the positive aspects of flexible contracts, they seek to cling onto what (sup-

posed) stability or security remains in formal work and do not stop making 

long-term plans. Although there are features in flexible contracts that are ap-

pealing when young people entering the labor market, contracts considered to 

be more “stable” tend to gain favor as the years go by and this group has more 

responsibilities.

Additionally, some workers who intend on staying in the field can envi-

sion the possibility of still working at their current company ten years from now, 

especially those who are at larger companies that offer career opportunities. 

Others who work in smaller companies and/or in smaller cities aim at finding 

opportunities in larger companies and/or in the state capital and even abroad, 

even though there are those who do not consider working and living in a big city. 

There are also those who plan to open their own companies once they have a 

good idea worth trying in the market and a certain security in that decision-
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making. However, not everyone foresees themselves in this sector until retire-

ment. In other words, the outlook is mixed, yet the high turnover in the sector 

signals a permanent search for the best labor conditions possible (Softex, 2012).

Leonardo’s account highlights the importance of stability since he in-

tends to forge a career in a solid company or open his own as soon as he figures 

out how to:

At first my idea is to stay in a company where I can have stability. I have thought 

about opening my own company, but not so much these days. Occasionally you 

get that idea and think “this is worth investing in,” so everything depends on 

that gut feeling, a lot of feeling, that does not work (Leonardo, 28, IT consultant).

Others also acknowledge the obstacles in staying in the field, espe-

cially regarding the constant need to update knowledge and the intense pace 

of work that is required. They consider radically changing the direction of their 

career or even leaving the field altogether. Asked whether he intends on stay-

ing in the same job in the medium to long term, Roberto (24), who works in 

sales, answers that he does, but that he wants to change his way of working: 

“At the same company, yes, but not in the same department [...] I am working 

on becoming a field salesman, to hit the road. It suits my profile better.” De-

spite wanting to stay in the sector, Felipe (28), an IT consultant, considers 

training even more to continue a parallel career as a university professor: “I 

do not want to have my own company, I aim at staying in the same one as long 

as I can [...] and pursuing a master´s degree to be able to teach.”

With this in mind, staying in the field long term is constantly a ques-

tion, especially for those who have been in the labor market for a long time. 

In the interview with Catarina (32), she reveals that she is tormented by the 

thought of having to return to work the next day. She reports that she seeks 

to find “a way out” for her future, like opening a franchise, for example. At 

other times in the interview, she shows her perception that the sector is dif-

ficult by using expressions such as “the environment is very hostile,” “you 

have to have thick skin,” “people who are more sensitive suffer a lot in this 

field.” Another interviewee, Bernardo (28), has a similar perspective:

I think that in fact, it is a kind of occupational hazard. So, I had a lot of stress, a lot 

of conflict, working was stressful... managers who do not see the human aspect very 

much. So, they just see the deadline, or they only see the resources, they treat you like 

a resource. [...] Abusive deadlines, extremely aggressive deadlines and with nobody 

to work, and you are being forced to meet it [...] being made responsible for many 

things that were not really mine... it is extremely irritating and off-putting (Ber-

nardo, 28, development analyst).

Similar perceptions can be found throughout the interviews. Some 

negative points that Bernardo attributes to the IT sector could perhaps be 

extended to various fields of work. However, the discussion proves to be re-

vealing nonetheless about freelance and creative work, in which the IT sector 



788

youth and the new culture of work: considerations drawn from digital work
so

ci
o

l.
 a

n
tr

o
po

l.
 | 

ri
o

 d
e 

ja
n

ei
ro

, v
.0

7.
03

: 7
73

 –
 7

97
, d

ec
em

be
r,

 2
01

7

is seen as paradigmatic. Generally, professionals think that they have freedom 

at work since the supervision is neither constant nor on site most of the time, 

that is, there is no “foreman” figure who controls the worker’s every move, 

but the control is carried out through goals or results placed on workers, that 

is, this worker “must regularly account for results, and the objectives assigned 

can be updated time and again” (Zarifian, 2002: 27).

Control is internalized by the worker and monitored by devices, which 

has the effect of extending the workday, inside and outside the company to 

the weekends and vacation; in other words, it never ends. The boundaries 

between work and not work are erased. Reading an e-mail, a WhatsApp mes-

sage, or Messenger merges work and leisure since these could be both things 

at the same time (Oliveira, 2017).

A few interviewees stated that working longer than the established 

workday or having to work extra hours are things that occur because projects 

tend to be poorly sized in terms of time and resources. Consequently, if the 

results are not achieved by the set deadline, the worker is made responsible 

and, in many cases internalizes the blame and the feeling of failure, a process 

that causes grief.

Castro (2013) highlights that young people seem to justify and support 

this type of work, which has great demands in terms of speed, fulfillment, and 

performance. At the same time, this lifestyle brings about physical and psy-

chological illness, which workers treat as a passing stage.

This is established in various physical and mental illnesses. The physical 

risks related to the pace and nature of their work include gastrointestinal prob-

lems (nervous gastritis, gastric reflux, and ulcers), headaches, migraines, change 

in blood pressure, eating disorders (excessive appetite and weight gain or loss), 

allergic reactions, low immunity, worsening of respiratory problems, tendonitis 

and back pain. Moreover, mental illness appears in different ways, such as de-

pression, psychological shock, irritability, anxiety disorders, which in some 

cases leads to the use of painkillers, anti-anxiety medications, and others.

Eric reports a health problem in the stomach, which he relates to the “poli-

ticking” that plays a part in his workplace on a daily basis, especially in the rela-

tionship with clients and their demands. Catarina blames work for the weight she 

has gained for the past several years and for the difficulty she has in losing it since 

she is in a constant state of anxiety, which leads her to “play down” how she eats. 

Roberto acknowledges that he occasionally resorts to the use of painkillers or 

needs to “go out for a walk” to deal with workplace anxiety. Thiago says that:

I began to get a lot of gastritis and the doctor’s diagnosis was that it was most likely 

nervous and related to stress from my job. Then I started having a lot of sentimental 

problems, in fact. I started to get depressed, rather irritated and it was indeed a result 

of my work environment (Thiago, 27).
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In addressing the types of suffering and illness caused by work, Dejours 

(2000:14) points out that the economic reason, besides excluding workers who 

would not be suited for the job market (and, of course, they suffer), requires 

those who are working “to always perform better in terms of productivity, read-

iness, discipline and selflessness. We will only survive, they tell us, if we meet 

and exceed ourselves and become even more effective than our competition.” 

These workers suffer from demands for time, pace, training, information, learn-

ing, education level and degree, experience, speed of acquiring theoretical and 

practical knowledge, as well as adapting to the company culture, the market 

demands, client relations, among others. This may explain the high mobility 

of these workers from job to job, even though they assimilate rationales like 

personal growth, greater knowledge, continuing education, flexibility and oth-

er mantras in the managerial discourse.

in ConClusion: a new Culture of work?

What we call a “new culture of work” (Lima, 2010) appears in works by other 

authors as “culture of capitalism” (Sennett, 2006), “business culture” (Barbosa, 

2002), as well as definitions of “flexible work” (Harvey, 1993) and other ways of 

characterizing changes in work relations and conditions arising from techno-

logical and organizational changes of the era known as productive restructur-

ing, or economic restructuring, the political term for which is neoliberalism.

This era has begun to demand a new type of worker who needs to show 

a series of traits, abilities, and skills to be integrated into the current flexible 

labor market, including being adaptable to the most diverse situations; showing 

ability in very diverse activities; knowing how to work in a team with very dif-

ferent people; being ready to develop their business in varied places with flex-

ible workdays; being mobile; knowing how to communicate and connect through 

networks; having the openness necessary to deal with the new; demonstrating 

creativity, autonomy, and self-control; knowing how to personally manage work 

and “career”; being agile and reactive; working “on a project basis,” thinking in 

the short term, being free; taking risks (Boltanski & Chiapello, 2009; Sennett, 

2009). As we can observe, these attributes go far beyond the formal and tradi-

tional aspects of being skilled, in that the subjectivity of the individual is at play 

and is implied in constituting this “flexible worker.” The young person would 

have this profile, but not any young person, but rather the one who incorpo-

rated the discourse on the new temporalities of capitalism, the impermanence 

and permanent mobility that would be the very characteristics of the creative 

worker. Accordingly, we are talking about the profiles of “yes-yes” people and 

setting aside the excluded “neither-nor” people who neither study nor work, and 

whose outlook in life is remaining in unstable job markets, such as cheap hand 

labor in the formal-informal-illicit circuit.
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The workers we studied, the “yes-yes” type from the digital sector, are 

expected to be self-entrepreneurs, in a sense that is similar to informal work-

ers whose insecurity is glamorized by the “creative” nature of their work. In 

the Brazilian case, they still enjoy a certain favorable market situation that is 

marked by regular employment, which does not mean they are stable. Their 

instability, however, is justified by the never-ending search for new challenges 

through a range of possibilities in which good compensation would be accom-

panied by greater production and greater pleasure in the work performed 

(Almeida & Eugênio, 2011: 14).

However, if it is rare to achieve suitability to a standard of discourse that 

unites pleasure and accomplishment (work-creativity-innovation), then the suit-

ability regulates behaviors. Yet this does not mean blind adherence to the domi-

nant business discourse. The “yes-yes” youth from the digital sector want to be 

flexible, yet they want stability; they want to be creative, yet they want labor 

conditions that make this possible.

There is a widespread perception among these workers that this field is 

stressful and leads to elevated levels of anxiety. This results from not only the 

assimilated control, but also from the pressure of deadlines that are an outcome 

of project-based work and the client’s control on work, which complements the 

job of the supervisor and the technology itself, which also acts upon this control. 

Thus, we have the prolonged workday for handling deadlines, the blurring of the 

lines that separate the workplace from the space for private life through perma-

nent access to the internet, which enables us to continue working at home, in a 

café, or in any other space, which reduces our free time. The tradeoff for a certain 

autonomy and creativity gained in the working process is the intensification of 

this process, which has implications on the workers’ health and personal life.

The great mobility in employment and the high level of turnover for 

these workers could be possible sources of resistance in the absence of a col-

lective reference for this category. The fragmentation of the sector, its diver-

sity and the traits of the work make labor union organizing weak and unrep-

resentative. This does not mean that the workers are uninformed about their 

rights. Social networks make information available about jobs, income brackets 

and other data concerning the job market.

Even when working conditions are considered to be inadequate, the 

workers do not mention the absence of contracts governed by the Consoli-

dated Labor Laws, or social rights. Most workers have formal contracts, but their 

insecurity is present daily, given the project-based work, the pressure to meet 

deadlines, the uncertain length of workdays, work’s “colonization” of life by 

means of permanent work, which is not always seen as such. And finally, the 

perception of temporality in a new occupation, which is constantly changing 

as a result of the constant outdating of knowledge and skills and the fear of 

losing innovative energy that would mark youth.
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Youth emerges as one more quality in recruiting workers/professionals 

who are suited to the new times. This is not a novelty. Industrial work has long 

recruited young workers simply because they are more productive, have more 

energy and physical strength. When physical strength was replaced by machines, 

technical skills and attention were what marked Taylorist and Fordist mass 

production, but youth has continued to be an important variable for molding 

the worker in the new demands for productivity. In the third industrial revolu-

tion, marked by the information revolution, knowledge, subjectivity, and social 

skills have become important qualifications; this is clear in the media and in 

business organizations whose discourse features innovation - a quality inher-

ent to generations Y and Z that highlights self- entrepreneurship and the indi-

vidual pursuit for integrating into the job market. The prevailing logic is neo-

liberalism, according to which the collective is replaced by the individual, set-

ting up the popular “fend for yourself” mentality. These workers, even in a fa-

vorable market situation, know that they are in a temporary situation, which 

is not what they want. They are top workers and have greater autonomy, yet 

for this they have paid a price.
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JUVENTUDES E A NOVA CULTURA DO TRABALHO: 

CONSIDERAÇÕES A PARTIR DO TRABALHO DIGITAL

Resumo

O artigo discute de que maneira a “nova cultura do traba-

lho”, caracterizada pelo discurso empresarial do trabalho 

flexível e pelas exigências de um trabalhador móvel, adap-

tável, criativo, inovador, autônomo e empreendedor de si, 

entre outros atributos subjetivos, tem no “jovem” seu tipo 

ideal. Assim, a “geração Y”, tal como apresentada pela mí-

dia e literatura empresarial, materializaria todas as “qua-

lidades” desejáveis pelas empresas em relação a um tra-

balhador levado aos limites da flexibilidade. A partir de 

pesquisa realizada com profissionais da tecnologia da 

informação (TI) no estado de São Paulo, buscamos demons-

trar que a construção de um ideal positivado de juventude 

criativa e inovadora obscurece o caráter intenso do traba-

lho com essas tecnologias, marcado pela “projetificação” e 

instabilidade.

YOUTH AND THE NEw CULTURE OF wORK: 

CONSIDERATIONS DRAwN FROM DIGITAL wORK

Abstract

This article discusses how the “new culture of work,” which 

is characterized by the entrepreneurial discourse of flexible 

work and the demand that workers be mobile, adaptable, 

creative, innovative, autonomous and self-entrepreneurs, 

among other subjective attributes, holds “young people” as 

its ideal model. “Generation Y,” as presented by business 

literature and media, embodies all the “qualities” that com-

panies deem to be desirable in a worker whose flexibility is 

pushed to the limit. Based on research with Information 

Technology (IT) professionals in the state of São Paulo, we 

try to demonstrate that the construction of a positive ideal 

of creative and innovative youth obscures the intense na-

ture of the work with these technologies, defined by “pro-

jectification” and instability.
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