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Abstract This article aims to discuss the methodological challenges and strategies involved in conducting research 
with adolescents and young people living in marginalized communities in large urban centers. The experiences and 
data presented are drawn from a study conducted in peripheral communities of five Brazilian capital cities: Porto 
Alegre, São Paulo, Rio de Janeiro, Salvador, and Manaus. The research employed a qualitative approach. Data were 
generated through observations in the social spaces frequented by adolescents and young people in each communi-
ty, semi-structured interviews, and focus groups. The main methodological challenges encountered included: deter-
mining the appropriate age range for participants; ethically including individuals under the age of 18; identifying 
and reaching adolescents and youth; engaging local mediators to access participants; and ensuring data quality. The 
methodological challenges identified in this study provide valuable insights into the lived realities of young people in 
marginalized communities in major Brazilian cities. Beyond presenting research strategies, we argue that both the 
difficulties encountered and the successful strategies adopted offer a deeper understanding of today’s youth.
Key words Qualitative methodology, Youth, Sexuality, Adolescent

Methodological challenges in research involving adolescents 
and youth from marginalized urban communities: insights 
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Introduction

Adolescents and young adults are commonly 
seen as disruptive. They often question estab-
lished norms, break with traditional customs 
and practices, and bring new ideas and move-
ments. Researching this segment of the popula-
tion involves keeping pace with this movement, 
rethinking traditional research methods, and 
seeking strategies that are more appropriate to 
the target audience, context, and timeframe of 
the study. Some researchers have invested in 
this rethinking of research for young audienc-
es, bringing to the table methodologies that can 
capture the practices and conceptions of young 
people and adolescents about their daily lives1-3. 
In this article, we want to join these initiatives, 
understanding that methodological choices are 
also theoretical, and what works or does not in 
terms of research also reveals the object being 
researched.

The experiences and data underlying this 
article originated during fieldwork for the re-
search “Contexts of HIV vulnerability among 
low-income youth: a multicenter study in five 
Brazilian cities”. This study aimed to understand 
the contexts of exposure to HIV and other STIs 
among adolescents and young people at the 
community level and identify regional diversity 
within this segment. It was conducted in sub-
urban communities of Porto Alegre, São Paulo, 
Rio de Janeiro, Salvador, and Manaus.

Fieldwork was conducted during the 
pre-emergence of COVID-19 (2019), the 
pre-vaccination pandemic period (2020), and 
the vaccination phase of the majority of the pop-
ulation (2021), which imposed significant lim-
itations on data collection activities. The vary-
ing contexts of the epidemic in the cities where 
the project was being developed influenced the 
timing of field research. They required adopt-
ing several methodological strategies to address 
the challenges. Notably, although COVID-19 
prevention regulations directly impact the re-
search objective – observing HIV vulnerabil-
ity in youth social settings – except for school 
attendance, the pandemic in the communities 
studied appears not to have prevented young 
people from meeting in their usual settings. 
Thus, the setbacks are instead closely related 
to researchers’ access to young people, taking 
appropriate precautions to prevent COVID-19 
transmission.

The research adopted a qualitative approach. 
Data were produced through observations of 
adolescents and young people’s social gath-

ering spaces in each of the five communities, 
combined with semi-structured interviews and 
focus groups. In total, 137 interviews were con-
ducted with women and men aged 15-24, 11 
focus groups with young people from the com-
munities, and a set of observation reports was 
conducted in youth social spaces in the commu-
nities studied, such as squares, bars, party ven-
ues, sports facilities, and others.

Adolescents and young people were identi-
fied and invited to participate in interviews and 
focus groups through contacts with local lead-
ers, health service professionals, and members 
of social organizations, as well as through en-
gaging with people in community social spaces. 
Interviews and focus groups were conducted in 
locations agreed upon with participants – such 
as social organizations or local health services, 
homes, squares, and commercial establish-
ments – and were recorded after consent. Most 
interviews and focus groups were conducted in 
person. However, some interviews and focus 
groups were conducted virtually, via WhatsApp 
calls or Google Meet meetings.

The pandemic delayed the onset of field-
work and posed challenges, such as the use of 
safety equipment (masks and hand sanitizer), 
the privilege of open spaces for interviews, and 
the use of digital communication tools. Thus, 
the strategies adopted and the data produced 
in the study significantly contribute to meth-
odological reflection in the Social Sciences and 
Humanities, particularly regarding studies with 
young people.

Given this context, this article aims to dis-
cuss the challenges and methodological strate-
gies that can be adopted in qualitative research 
with young people and adolescents living in 
suburban communities of large cities. The pro-
posed reflection provides insights into research 
with youth segments, also considering the re-
strictions imposed by the COVID-19 pandemic.

The pandemic context posed challenges for 
conducting field research in traditional ways. It 
also required developing methodological strat-
egies that can be adapted to research with this 
population segment, such as the use of local 
mediators, contact with young people via so-
cial media (mainly WhatsApp), and more tar-
geted interviews, as well as discussion groups. 
Notably, the pandemic produced changes in 
social relations and forms of communication, 
education, and work that persist even after the 
end of the emergency period, as evidenced by 
the spread of teleworking, virtual meetings, dis-
tance learning, and livestreams.
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Methodological challenges 

Below are the main research methodological 
challenges, as well as the strategies adopted to 
overcome these challenges.

Who should we study? 

Research on youth involves, first of all, ad-
dressing the terms and age groups to be con-
sidered. Terms such as youth, young people, 
adolescents, and adolescence refer not only to a 
stage of life but also, particularly in Health, to an 
age group4. Thus, studies on this topic first de-
fine which age group to consider. Most studies 
adopt the World Health Organization (WHO) 
definition, which states young people are those 
aged 15-24 and adolescents are those aged 10-
19. In Brazil, we also have the Child and Adoles-
cent Statute (ECA), which classifies individuals 
aged 12-18 as adolescents.

The age range chosen for the study, in turn, 
determines the preferred location for access-
ing the defined population, as well as the type 
of data we will access. Studies with adolescents 
generally recruit participants through schools, 
as a large proportion of them are still enrolled in 
educational institutions2. On the other hand, the 
young population is more difficult to reach be-
cause it is dispersed, showing significant social 
class differences depending on their occupied 
space, be it the job market, universities, and so-
cial settings.	

Researching adolescents and young people 
thus implies definitions that consider the age 
issue, which, in turn, refers to different spaces 
and social positions. As Sposito et al. (2018)5 
highlight, although the dechronologized and 
deinstitutionalized society are considered char-
acteristics of contemporary times, age remains 
an important marker of difference in the posi-
tion held in the social structure, particularly in 
the younger segments of the population6,7.

A primary challenge in the youth study is 
which age group to consider. Choosing the age 
group involved two dimensions. The first is that, 
because the fieldwork was initially conducted 
in São Paulo and Porto Alegre, we identified 
that, among working-class groups, young peo-
ple aged 18-24 are already essentially in more 
“stable” emotional and sexual relationships. 
Therefore, the study’s overarching objective of 
identifying social spaces and practices at most 
significant risk for HIV/STIs would not have 
been achieved if we had limited the participants 
to this age group. Therefore, we needed to in-

clude young people aged 15-17 in the study, 
who, based on our empirical experience, are 
already in situations of greater social and eco-
nomic vulnerability and greater exposure to 
HIV/STIs. Thus, another ethical question arose: 
how could a publicly funded study, whose ob-
jective was precisely to guide health policies, 
be conducted without including the population 
that genuinely needed to be understood in order 
to propose educational interventions appropri-
ate to the sociocultural reality of this segment 
of the population? Furthermore, in the pre-
liminary fieldwork, the adolescents themselves 
expressed more interest in participating in the 
study and telling us about social spaces (parties, 
social gatherings, and dances) than those aged 
18 and over.

How to access young people 
and especially the youngest

The second dimension of the discussion 
about who would be included in the study con-
cerned research ethics. Including young people 
under 18 has ethical implications, since Resolu-
tion no. 510/2016 of the National Health Coun-
cil (CNS), which establishes ethical standards 
for research in the Humanities and Social Sci-
ences8, requires the signing of an Informed Con-
sent Form by a guardian and an Assent Form by 
the participant themselves when they are under 
18 years old. These ethics and research guide-
lines in the national context have induced that 
a large portion of studies, particularly in Health, 
focus on young people aged 18 and older.

How do we access young people under 18 
and obtain their permission to participate in the 
research? Beyond a formal question from the 
Research Ethics Committee, we were concerned 
about whether these young people would be 
able to give their consent independently. Based 
on this consideration, we believed that request-
ing permission from parents or guardians to 
discuss private matters – relating to young peo-
ple’s perceptions and experiences in sexuality, 
sexually transmitted infections, access to pre-
vention materials, and use of health services – 
could jeopardize their privacy.

This situation led us to the Statute of Chil-
dren and Adolescents (ECA)9, supported by 
Law no. 8.069/1990, which guarantees the right 
to access information, freedom of expression, 
non-discrimination, and to the guidelines of 
the Ministry of Health that guarantee the care 
of adolescents in health services, even with-
out the presence or authorization of parents or 
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guardians10. Another relevant aspect concerns 
the recommendations of the Brazilian Society of 
Pediatrics11 and the Brazilian Federation of Gy-
necology and Obstetrics Associations12, as both 
state the importance of guaranteeing privacy 
regarding the sexual and reproductive health of 
adolescents. This set of guidelines indicates that 
adolescents can authorize or deny their partic-
ipation and serves as the basis for seeking ex-
emption from parental authorization as a way 
to protect the privacy and autonomy of young 
people aged 15-17.

Based on these considerations, we submit-
ted a request to the Research Ethics Commit-
tee (REC) of the institution responsible for the 
study to waive the use of the Informed Con-
sent Form and to use only the Informed Assent 
Form. The REC, in turn, forwarded the request 
to the National Research Ethics Commission 
(CONEP), which issued a favorable opinion on 
waiving the need for the signed consent form in 
interviews and focus groups with adolescents 
aged 15-17 and authorized us using only the In-
formed Assent Form signed by the participants 
themselves. This authorization was granted 
to guarantee access to this age group, which is 
commonly excluded from research.

Where can we find adolescents 
and young people? 

Accessing the research group is a central 
issue in qualitative research, as it determines 
the profile of the study participants. To ensure 
group diversity, it is essential to map the differ-
ent profiles and seek strategies to access them. 
In this study, observing youth social gathering 
spaces, conducted in all five communities, was 
the primary strategy for identifying and access-
ing the different “groups” of young people.

Using local mediators (residents, social 
leaders, and local professionals), researchers 
attempted to reach young people in several 
spaces of youth social interaction within the 
community, including around schools, sports 
courts, soccer fields, open spaces, alleys, streets, 
and around cafes and bars. Researchers also at-
tempted to reach young people through schools 
in São Paulo, Porto Alegre, and Salvador. Only 
in Salvador, where local schools had strong 
links with health services, was the identifica-
tion of young people in the school environ-
ment successful. Other social facilities used by 
adolescents and young people, such as sports 
and cultural centers, community libraries, and 
public squares, were also used to reach young 

people with different profiles. Partnerships with 
health services, primarily through health work-
ers, were also an important way to reach young 
people. However, we were careful not to limit 
ourselves to this form of access, as it was stra-
tegic to reach those who do not attend health 
units in their areas.

Interestingly, although most young people 
expressed willingness to participate in the study, 
few recommended a friend to participate. Thus, 
the snowball technique, initially conceived as 
one of the recruitment strategies in the sev-
eral youth networks mapped, was ineffective 
with the group studied. Another difficulty was 
scheduling interviews. They were frequently re-
scheduled due to other commitments, despite 
confirmations.

The fact that the young person was contact-
ed in a leisure context may also have contrib-
uted to their reduced willingness to provide 
testimony. Therefore, interviewing at the time of 
first contact and invitation to participate in the 
study, when the young person expressed avail-
ability, was the most successful strategy, some-
times conducted at the very location of contact, 
as mentioned above. In this sense, being able to 
rely solely on the young person’s permission was 
essential for conducting the interviews. Return-
ing potential respondents with the consent form 
signed by their parents proved unfeasible.

The context of the COVID-19 pandemic 
and new lessons

Fieldwork in the five cities was conducted at 
different points in time. The research began in 
São Paulo and Porto Alegre from 2018 to 2019. 
Later, seeking greater regional diversity and 
with new funding, Rio de Janeiro, Salvador, and 
Manaus were included. In these three capitals, 
fieldwork was conducted during the pre-vacci-
nation pandemic period (2020) and during the 
vaccination phase of most of the population 
(2021). It was necessary to adapt the research to 
the health regulations in force in each city and at 
each of the institutions with which the research-
ers were affiliated.

While these restrictions posed significant 
limitations to fieldwork, typically undertaken 
in qualitative studies, they also brought new 
challenges and methodological experiences. 
Thus, diverse methodological strategies were 
employed to address the limitations posed by 
the pandemic. We should emphasize that care 
was taken to avoid increasing the risk of expo-
sure to COVID-19 and to obtain the approval of 
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Ethics Committee. Therefore, it was agreed that 
masks and hand sanitizers would be required 
for the interviews. In addition to their use by 
the researcher, these supplies were provided to 
all young people interviewed. Public and open 
spaces were preferred for the interviews to min-
imize the risk of virus transmission.

The interposition of physical “barriers” – 
distancing space and face masks – in contact 
with respondents created a new situation in 
qualitative interviews. This situation required 
extra effort from the interviewers to make the 
interview more intimate and informal, allowing 
for deeper exploration of the proposed topics. 
Added to this context are the social and cultural 
differences that often materialized in this en-
counter, where the researcher was protected and 
the respondent was not – despite masks being 
offered by researchers to the young participants, 
who were for the most part, not using these. No-
tably, the field teams were primarily composed 
of researchers with training and/or experience 
in research in the Social Sciences and Human-
ities in Health.

In short, the precautions and restrictions of 
the pandemic period, as observed in our field-
work, differed in the social and institutional 
contexts of the researchers and in the commu-
nities studied. In the communities, restrictions 
on movement and mask use varied significantly. 
This situation was due to the need for commut-
ing and exposure imposed by work, as well as to 
the physical limitations of housing, difficulties 
with internet access, family care, and the like.

In Rio de Janeiro, the possibility of relying 
on qualified researchers, community residents 
who were circulating locally and engaged in 
COVID-19 response efforts, was a deciding fac-
tor in beginning fieldwork. Research assistants 
were selected after reviewing their resumes and 
interviewing candidates recommended by pro-
fessionals with knowledge and experience in 
the community. The selected candidates includ-
ed a master’s student, a doctoral student, and 
a young undergraduate student who played an 
important role as a community leader.

The research assistants participated in train-
ing on the fundamentals of social research and 
the project’s objectives and were monitored by 
the project’s researchers through regular virtual 
meetings. All received safety equipment (masks 
and hand sanitizer) and followed the guidelines 
established by the Ethics Committe, which in-
cluded signing a commitment form.

A few weeks after the local interlocutors 
began working, due to the relaxed physical dis-

tancing measures, one of the researchers joined 
the field team. She also conducted regular ob-
servations in the community, sometimes along-
side the local interlocutors, and conducted in-
terviews. Although few in the community wore 
masks, she continued to wear them and always 
made them available to residents.

We should underscore that the strategy of 
recruiting local interlocutors in Rio de Janeiro 
was crucial for the researcher’s movement with-
in the community, providing information on 
historical facts and community codes, including 
dress codes. The participation of these interloc-
utors was also important for her safety, given 
drug trafficking and armed conflicts. Further-
more, it contributes to the recording of scenes 
from everyday life, to contact with adolescents 
and young people, and to the understanding of 
local dynamics. The participation of “inside” in-
terlocutors (residents recruited as scholarship 
holders) and an “outside” researcher (a member 
of the project team) allowed for the production 
of diverse and complementary perspectives to 
broaden and enrich the understanding of the 
local context13. 

In Manaus, during the pandemic restric-
tions, hybrid interviews were attempted, facil-
itated by a young research assistant who lived 
in the community. Interviews were scheduled 
by the research assistant, who would go to the 
agreed location and contact the interviewer 
remotely to conduct the interview. These inter-
views were also not very successful, both due to 
technical issues (such as internet connection is-
sues) and the difficulty in creating a suitable set-
ting for in-depth exploration of specific topics. 
Thus, the most significant fieldwork was actually 
conducted only after the decline in COVID-19 
cases in the municipality and relaxed travel re-
strictions, with the interviews conducted in per-
son by the researchers.

Similarly, in Salvador, fieldwork involving 
observations of youth social spaces, interviews, 
and focus groups only began after a significant 
decrease in COVID-19 cases in the city. In this 
city, the fieldwork involved collaboration with 
the Family Health Strategy team, which was 
developing work specifically focused on young 
people in the community.

The use of local mediators to access 
young people

The use of local mediators in research to ac-
cess specific profiles of young people is a strate-
gy already used in anthropological research, as 
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shown in the study developed by William Foote 
Whyte in the late 1930s with young children of 
immigrants who were members of street gangs, 
in the Boston suburbs14. More than 90 years 
have passed since this classic study was con-
ducted, and this resource remains an important 
research strategy for this population group. In 
our research, we used different types of medi-
ators: young community leaders, community 
leaders with a good relationship with the youth, 
and community residents who serve as role 
models for the youth. These different types of 
mediators enabled a diverse selection of young 
participants in the study.

Our field research experience in the five cit-
ies revealed that young people, in general, are 
inhibited and suspicious of invitations from 
strangers to give testimonies. Therefore, they 
try to postpone the interview schedule. Contact 
via local mediators was crucial in this approach, 
providing greater security for both participants 
and researchers.

The mediators also played an important role 
in identifying the cultural diversity of the dif-
ferent groups of young people in the commu-
nity, translating the terms used, entering spaces 
dominated by drug trafficking, and facilitating 
participation in local events (dances and home 
parties or resenhas). They were instrumental in 
identifying and observing social spaces in the 
communities studied, as many of these spaces 
were only accessible in the company of a com-
munity member. They also had information 
about the events attended by young people and 
conducted observations in these locations, with 
or without the participation of other research-
ers. Finally, they were crucial in organizing the 
return of research findings to the communities 
studied.

About data quality  

A first aspect to highlight is the impact of 
new forms of communication, particularly 
WhatsApp, Facebook, and Instagram, on young 
people’s ways of expressing themselves. The in-
tensive use of these forms of communication 
– through audio, short messages, and images 
– imposes a particular rhythm on interviews, 
whether conducted in person or remotely. These 
interviews are generally shorter, and resuming 
some questions is more difficult, requiring writ-
ten or audio messages. Although these inter-
views were rare, conducted primarily in Manaus 
and Porto Alegre, the existing cases indicate that 
these testimonies were much more succinct. Of-

ten, it was not possible to delve deeper into spe-
cific topics. Therefore, data from observations 
conducted in the communities’ social spaces 
were essential for the analysis.

The COVID-19 pandemic affected part of 
the research fieldwork and brought with it the 
need and possibility of contacting young people 
and conducting remote interviews. While for 
us, researchers, remote contact was uncomfort-
able, as it made it hindered establishing a closer 
relationship between researcher and subject, it 
was pretty familiar to the young people, partic-
ularly those interviewed between the ages of 15 
and 18. They seemed comfortable with this dis-
tance, expressing less embarrassment or shame, 
mainly if the contact or interview did not in-
volve video.

The few remote focus groups conducted 
with young people (one in São Paulo and one 
in Porto Alegre) did not have the same effect as 
individual interviews. Young people were more 
reluctant to accept the invitation, and some 
who had confirmed their participation did not 
log in on the agreed-upon day and time. Thus, 
while remote individual interviews afforded 
young people greater privacy, the meeting, even 
remotely with other young people, appears to 
have had the opposite effect.

The resumed contact and in-person inter-
views did not mean the pandemic’s impact on 
young people’s communication was erased. 
Post-pandemic, in-person interactions are not 
the same, particularly with young people. In 
several cases, we noticed some discomfort and 
impatience among young people during inter-
views, resulting in shorter interviews than ex-
pected. On the other hand, the in-person focus 
groups were successful because they allowed 
young people to reconnect after months of so-
cial distancing. The snacks provided by the re-
searchers in the groups provided moments of 
relaxation and fellowship, allowing young peo-
ple to more freely express their ideas regarding 
the proposed topics and interact with the other 
participants.

Discussion

The points presented above prompt us to reflect 
on how the methodological challenges iden-
tified in the research help us understand the 
world of young people in the suburban com-
munities of large Brazilian cities. Thus, beyond 
providing research strategies, we believe that the 
difficulties and the successful strategies speak to 
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us about today’s youth. The changes seen in re-
cent decades in terms of expanded communi-
cation via social media, the use of dating apps, 
precarious work, and the pandemic’s effects im-
pact how we research young people.

Regarding the characteristics of young peo-
ple and adolescents, the present research was 
conducted in five cities and revealed significant 
differences regarding social markers such as gen-
der, age group, and vulnerability. Concerning 
gender, notably, female respondents spoke more 
easily than males, especially among young people 
under 17. Young men were more hesitant when 
answering questions and responded more objec-
tively, without going into much depth. Girls, on 
the other hand, shared their experiences and of-
ten took the opportunity to ask questions when 
they felt comfortable with the interviewer. We 
did not notice any significant differences in the 
interviews based on the interviewer’s gender. We 
should highlight that these differences identified 
in the interviews are indicative of the gender dif-
ferences that persist among young people. Thus, 
despite all the advances observed in expanding 
sexual and reproductive rights for adolescents 
and young people,15 the telling of intimate expe-
riences and affective-sexual trajectories remains 
a female domain16.

Participation in social projects was another 
difference observed regarding the ease of delv-
ing deeper into the themes brought up in the 
interviews and focus groups17. Young people 
who had some experience participating in social 
projects, both community-based and promoted 
by non-governmental organizations, showed 
greater knowledge of prevention, AIDS, and 
STIs, and greater ability to express themselves. 
Despite their “salvationist” nature and the fact 
that they often take on State functions18, par-
ticipation in projects creates opportunities for 
reflection on concepts and experiences and can 
promote more egalitarian practices in terms of 
gender and sexual rights19.

Expanding the empirical research scope to 
include the 15-to-17-year-old age group high-
lighted not only the importance of including 
this age group in youth studies but also the lim-
ited autonomy of these adolescents. Because the 
study’s theme involved issues related to affec-
tive-sexual trajectories, STIs, and AIDS, embar-
rassment and shame hindered the interviews. 
Although this article did not present specific 
findings regarding their exposure through so-
cial media or the consumption of various types 
of sexually-charged products (such as music, 
dances, and videos), adolescents still do not feel 

comfortable or appropriate with the topic of 
sexuality. Many have active sex lives, but they 
still lack information about pleasure, sexual ori-
entation, STIs, and AIDS prevention.

It is interesting to note that schools, a place 
where a significant portion of young people in 
this age group are located2, were not mentioned 
by young people as a space to seek information 
or discuss issues related to sexuality. Notable is 
the dismantled public policies on gender and 
sexuality aimed at adolescents and young peo-
ple, especially in the last decade, which used 
schools as a privileged space for discussion20-23.

Recruiting respondents from different social 
spaces within the communities studied allowed 
access to adolescents and young people in sit-
uations of greater social vulnerability. Contact 
with these young people highlighted the social 
inequalities within peripheral communities, 
where minors are exposed to prostitution and 
lack internet access or smartphones. Further-
more, they are subject to food insecurity and 
reside in the most undervalued and dangerous 
areas of the communities.

They are generally Black and face prejudice 
and discrimination, especially when they visit 
spaces outside the community24. Due to their 
social position, these young people tend to be 
more reticent in their speech and more cautious 
when interacting with the interviewer. Thus, 
as José Machado Pais7 reminds us, “in analyz-
ing the transition to adulthood, we cannot fail 
to intersect biographical choices and social 
structures [...] I am suggesting that the cartog-
raphy of everyday life must be dynamic and 
encompass temporality. It is not enough to be 
photographic; it must be filmic” (2017). This in-
tersection allows us to bring the diversity of ad-
olescents’ and young people’s experiences into 
the research landscape, identify the contexts of 
greatest vulnerability, and understand the nu-
ances and changes within the youth universe.

Another methodological consideration that 
emerges during the research process, directly 
related to the research subject, is that meetings 
with researchers, whether during observations 
or interviews, are employed by young people 
as opportunities to clarify doubts. Given the 
lack of discussion spaces on gender and sexu-
ality, the research provides an opportunity for 
young people to seek such information, while 
exchanging opinions and having their ideas and 
experiences heard.

On the other hand, local leaders seek to 
bring some symbolic or material benefit to the 
community by participating in the study. This 
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fact shows the need for public policy investment 
in the communities studied, particularly with 
regard to youth and adolescents. There is recog-
nition of the need to train young leaders in the 
communities, and the research is seen as an op-
portunity to bring young people into the debate.

Final considerations

The reflection undertaken in this article, based 
on the difficulties and methodological strat-
egies employed in the research “Contexts of 
HIV vulnerability among low-income youth: a 
multicenter study in five Brazilian cities”, aims 
to contribute to the expansion and debates of 
studies on Brazilian youth. The changes over 
the last two decades, with the expanded inter-
net and social media, coupled with rampaging 
urban violence and health events, have brought 
important implications for the behavior of 
young people and how social research should 
be conducted with this population group. Our 
data indicate the importance of expanding the 
age range, including adolescents aged 15 to 17 in 
studies, and the consequent discussion about re-

search ethics procedures that should be adopted 
to protect study participants, without requiring 
parental authorization. In sensitive topics, re-
quiring legal guardians to consent can represent 
a violation of young people’s privacy.

Although more than 80% of young people 
aged 15-17 are enrolled in school, research par-
ticipants struggled and were embarrassed to 
discuss sexuality and STI prevention. Including 
the topic of sexuality among youth in research 
is essential for adolescents and young people to 
have a pleasurable and safe sex life. Bizzaria et 
al.25 show that this topic is virtually absent from 
national and international youth research. The 
setting investigated highlights the urgent need 
to develop public policies aimed at incorporat-
ing gender and sexuality into school curricula.

Finally, it is necessary to consider qualitative 
research strategies capable of creating a clos-
er bond with young people, whether through 
local mediators or diversified data collection 
techniques to complement interview data, such 
as participant observation and focus groups. 
Bringing young people into research also means 
renewing our classic arsenal of research and re-
flection!
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