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Abstract 
The present study aims at analysing different stratification criteria used in Brazil by market 
research companies and academia, taking into account family profiles based on demographic, 
socioeconomic and expenditure variables. It presents different strata profiles generated by two 
nationally well-known stratification criteria based on survey data from two last editions of the 
Brazilian Family Expenditure Survey (2002/2003 and 2008/2009) and provides evidence on 
patterns of change over time. The motivation for the work is the great attention Brazil is 
attracting nowadays as the country has experienced reduction on poverty over the last 10 years 
and academic studies reached news headlines indicating that a substantive portion of the 
population has managed to move out of poverty to constitute an emerging group that is 
nationally known as the new Brazilian middle class. The paper provides evidence of this new 
phenomenon and the results confirm an economic improvement over time for those individuals 
classified in the lower socioeconomic stratum, together with an increase of total and per capita 
average income, and an increase of expenses. On the other hand, there is also a visible reduction 
of savings for families in all economic strata and higher levels of household indebtedness are 
observed.  
 
Keywords: Socioeconomic stratification, household expenditure, household income, family 
consumption, savings. 
 
1. Introduction 

 
Over the last two decades, better levels of family income and wellbeing have been 

registered in the Brazilian economy as the result of well succeeded plan to stabilize prices, 
coupled with a set of government actions related to income transfer programs, credit access to 
low income population, real gains in the minimum wage,1  overdraft facilities, among other 
measures (Lacerda,2009). Over the last 10 years, poverty has been reduced indicating that a 
substantive portion of the population has managed to move out of poverty to constitute an 
emerging group that has been identified by many as the new Brazilian middle class (Neri, 2010). 
The rise of the so-called new middle class has given support to a boom in the domestic consumer 
market, and has contributed to sustain economic growth in the last decades. Indeed, the new 
middle class would be composed by younger people, with higher educational level and so with 
higher consumption standards.  

The emergence of the new Brazilian middle class is, in fact, an issue of debate among 
academics. Even considering that the consumption per capita has been increasing over the years2, 
                                                 
1
 Real minimum wage increased over 70%, almost 4 times more than in the previous decade (18%), between 2002 

and 2012.  
2 Based on National Accounts, family consumption has grown 3.3% per year and the GDP 3.1% per year, from 1995 
to 2011. Considering the recent period, 2004 to 2011, these rates were, 5.4% and 4.2%, respectively. 
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many authors reject the idea that there is a new middle class in the country. Pochmann (2012), 
for example, focusing his work on income evolution, states that the increase of the consumption 
pattern does not indicate social mobility. According to him, the increase of per capita 
consumption points in fact to a market phenomenon instead of a real transformation of 
socioeconomic nature as well as its dynamics of the Brazilian society. Scalon and Salata (2012), 
based on a sociological approach, argue that movements in the class structure might not have 
been significant enough to support the idea of a rising new social class, or even that the 
traditional middle class has expanded.  

In other to shed some light on this debate, this paper is concerned with a methodological 
issue focusing on the stratification criteria of socioeconomic classes. As the improvement in the 
income distribution is a new phenomenon in the Brazilian society, the reason for this concern is 
that it has become popular the dissemination of figures highlighting the rising of the living 
standards of Brazilian families. However, there is not a unique way of defining socioeconomic 
classes, and in most cases, no reference about which stratification criteria has been used is made.  

Actually, few studies concerned with the evolution of living standards compare different 
economic stratification criteria in order to explain how consumption habits have evolved, and 
also very important, how it has been financed. Therefore, this paper intends to contribute for the 
understanding of the changes in class stratification profile in Brazil. To enlighten the discussion 
about the rising of a new middle class, it provides empirical evidence about socioeconomic 
characteristics and consumption habits of groups of people and on how they managed to finance 
their consumption expenses. Our results confirm an economic improvement over time for 
individuals classified in the lower socioeconomic stratum, together with an increase of total and 
per capita average income, and an increase of expenses. On the other hand, there is also a clear 
reduction of savings for families in all economic strata and so higher levels of household 
indebtedness are also observed.  
 The empirical study reproduces two stratification criteria used in Brazil: one by market 
research companies and the other by academics. We replicate both criteria using survey data 
from the two last editions of the Brazilian Family Expenditure Survey (2002/2003 and 
2008/2009). The criterion called Brazil Criterion was developed by market research experts and, 
like many other social grade criteria around the world, is used as a good discriminating function 
for purchasing power. The other, developed by academics, is mainly based on per capita income 
and has been used to discuss issues related to poverty alleviation. This will be named here as the 
Center for Social Policies stratification criterion, with a reference to the research institution 
located in Rio de Janeiro (Centro de Políticas Sociais – FGV) where the criterion was created. 
The paper identifies strata membership according the two different criteria based on survey data 
and examines the strata profiles taking into account expenditure, income and debt related 
variables. 

As a result of our empirical work, we reveal differences between household profile 
variables related to the two types of stratification criteria, which we believe are relevant to 
different research fields that make use of socioeconomic stratification to identify differences in 
living standards. These research areas are mainly in administration and communication, where 
one studies consumer patterns, and in economics with emphasis on public policy analysis. In 
relation to marketing studies, advertising agencies and firms in general must have a clear 
understanding that each of the criteria is built considering different definitions of income: the 
Criterion Brazil uses household total income, and the Center of Social Policies approach takes 
into account per capita income. The first approach prioritizes consumption decisions, while the 
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latter is closely linked to the notion of welfare. Researchers in public policy, on their turn, should 
consider that, as in either criterion household expenditure depends on the level of budget 
constraint, it is important that the government examines critically the evolution of income and 
savings, in order to be able to guide families on how to manage their budgets. Initiatives related 
to capacity building on personal and family financial management are a valuable instrument to 
make people aware of the essential need of planning financial spending. 

This paper is organized as follows. Section 2 briefly describes both stratification criteria 
that will be analyzed, and Section 3 presents the main characteristics of the Brazilian Family 
Budgetary Survey, which will be the reference of our empirical analysis. The methodology 
employed in this paper is described in Section 4 and Section 5 presents our results, describing 
our findings according to economic and demographic variables. Finally, Section 6 presents the 
main conclusion of our study.  

 

2. Socioeconomic Stratification Criteria as Discriminatory Tools 
França (2010) pointed out that there is no consensus in relation to the choice of a specific 

stratification technique or social grade criterion. This choice must be made based on research 
objectives. One criterion can be more appealing if the specialist is interested on its use as a 
discriminatory tool to investigate purchasing power characteristics of a group, family or 
individual whereas the other may be considered as a measure related to income distribution and 
can be more adequate to reflect changes in wellbeing regarding poverty alleviation. Therefore, 
studies focussing on social inequality or socioeconomic and market segmentation, for example, 
serve different purposes, and require different measures to be taken into account as a barometer 
of change. Both criteria discussed in this paper are described below.  
  
The Brazil Criterion  

 According to the Brazilian Association of Survey Companies - ABEP3 (2007), the 
“Brazil Criterion” of economic classification main goal is to estimate the purchasing power of 
individuals and urban families. This stratification criterion aims at generating a standardized 
scoring system that could work as a predictor of individuals’ and families’ consumption capacity, 
able to discriminate large groups according to their capacity for consuming products and services 
that are accessible to a significant part of the population. The criterion discrimination procedure 
takes into account tangible household characteristics such as possession and quantity of durable 
goods, number of bathrooms, employment of domestic workers and educational level of the head 
of household. Each item receives a score and the sum of scores is then associated to an economic 
grade or stratum - A1, A2, B1, B2, C1, C2, D and E – (details in França, 2010).  

However, despite being largely employed, this criterion is questioned due to some 
limitations. Mattar (1994, 1996) argues that there is not a consensus on which variables should 
be taken into account to define a classification criterion that could effectively group consumers 
in a way that the groups could match the several stereotypes recognised in the market 
environment. In addition, the effect of family size (as the score is based on quantity and 
possession of goods in the household), and the massification of durable goods over time are 
viewed as weaknesses of the Brazil Criterion. 
 

                                                 
3
 Brazilian Association of (Market) Research Companies - http://www.abep.org/novo/Default.aspx  
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The criterion defined by the Center for Social Policies (CPS)  

 This criterion has a similar approach to the one generally used for the analysis of poverty 
issues related to the so-called absolute poverty concept and it is based on household per capita 
income. The lower economic stratum (named E) is comprise of families with household per 
capita income below (or equal to) a poverty line4. The subsequent stratum (D) belongs to 
families whose household per capita income is situated between the poverty line and the median 
of the distribution. Next, the families in class C are those with household per capita income 
between the median and the ninth decile of the income distribution and, finally, the so-called AB 
class is composed of families with household per capita income above the ninth decile (Neri and 
Melo, 2008). 
 
3. The Brazilian Family Expenditure Survey  

 
The Brazilian Family Expenditure Survey, conducted by the Brazilian Institute of 

Geography and Statistics, has a probabilistic sample and the survey target population comprises 
those living in urban and rural areas. The survey aims at uncovering families’ consumption 
structures that allows delineating the population life conditions based on their household budget 
and corresponding expenditure. The survey has several units of analysis: consumer units, 
households, families, individuals, and the products (listed on the expenditure questionnaire). The 
data collection period lasts 12 months, in which it is possible to capture changes on family 
budget across the whole year, embracing all income and expenses variations that may occur on 
the annual budget (IBGE,2010)5. For this paper, various calculations have been done for 
consumer units, since most of the household expenditure data is collected at this level, and the 
terms consumer unit, family, and household may be used interchangeably for convenience.  
 
4. Methodology 

 
The methodology consists on identifying strata membership of consumer units according 

the two different criteria based on survey data from the 2002/2003 and 2008/2009 editions. In the 
case of the Brazil Criterion, the calculations were done based on the classification scoring card 
defined in 2007. The analysis compares results of two distinct criteria of socioeconomic 
classification for two different periods in order to point out different perspectives of strata 
profiles considering economic variables, such as income, type of income, debt profile, 
expenditure, as well as demographic variables such as composition of the consumer unit, types of 
family arrangements and level of education. As the Family Expenditure Survey has a complex 
sample design, the estimation procedure took into account the sample weights.  

Income and expenses estimates of 2002/2003 were adjusted for inflation in order to be 
compared with the 2008/209 estimates. In addition, a debt indicator was created. A consumer 
unit is considered in debt if its annual expenditure exceeds the annual income. If the indicator 
calculated as the ratio of total expenditure in relation to total income gets a value below 1, this 
indicates that the consumer unit has not committed the entire annual family budget with 
consumption.  
                                                 
4 For this study, poverty line has the value of 135 reais (66 US$). Exchange rate on Jan 18th, 2013. 
5 http://www.ibge.gov.br/home/estatistica/populacao/condicaodevida/pof/2008_2009/POFpublicacao.pdf 
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As this paper is based on a quantitative study, it is not possible to capture, in a qualitative 
way, the similarities and differences related to expenses type within each group of expenses. 
Also, the main descriptive statistics employed to summarize the variables is the mean, a central 
tendency measure that is influenced by extreme observations. Another limitation here is due to 
the fact that it was not possible to carry out a longitudinal analysis, in a panel style, since the 
families cannot be identified or monitored through survey editions. We produce a photograph of 
the strata configuration in each survey edition and compare them. At last, it is worth mentioning 
that this study only captures the changes related to expenses and incomes in two fixed occasions 
but not the stock of these quantities. 

 
5. Results  

 
5.1 - Percent distribution of strata 
 
 Table 1 presents the percent distribution of consumer units by strata. Both criteria show 
poverty alleviation and increase of family consumption in the lower strata over time. Although 
this study is not based on panel data, it can be suggested that families that were positioned in 
stratum E have ascended to stratum D, and some of these to stratum C. The reduction of the 
lower strata can be associated with government income transfer programs6 driven to families in a 
situation of extreme social vulnerability. 
 
Table 1: Percent distribution of consumer units by stratification criteria 

Strata 2002/2003 2008/2009 Strata 2002/2003 2008/2009

A 1.61% 1.18% AB 10.00% 10.00%

B 12.07% 14.71% C 40.00% 40.00%

C 32.38% 42.73% D 32.56% 42.92%

D 40.34% 34.35% E 17.45% 7.08%

E 13.59% 7.03%

Brazil Criterion Center for Social Policies

 
 

Indeed, the changes in the composition of the stratum in both criteria between the two 
periods are also very revealing of the movements that might have occurred among the strata. In 
the 2002/2003 period, stratum D was the one with highest weight according to the Brazil 
Criterion. Looking at the 2008/2009 period, stratum C, commonly associated to the so-called 
middle class, appears as it is congregating more consumption units, suggesting the upward 
movement among consumer units. On the other hand, in the case of the Center for Social Policies 
criterion, the mobility among the strata seems to have been higher from stratum E to stratum D, 
as the percentage of middle class strata has not changed between the two periods. 

Table 2 allows the comparison between the two criteria since is displays the percentage of 
consumer units in each stratum of Center for Social Policies that was classified in a similar way 
based on the Brazil Criterion. In the 2002/2003 period, 63% of the families classified as 
belonging to the stratum AB by the Center for Social Policies criterion were also classified as 
belonging to the stratum A or B of Brazil Criterion. The same occurs in 2008/2009 when this 
percentage was 62%. This substantial overlap of both criteria does not hold for stratum D and E. 

                                                 
6
 http://blogs.worldbank.org/growth/brazil-fights-hunger-illiteracy 
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2002/03 2008/09 2002/03 2008/09 2002/03 2008/09 2002/03 2008/09

A 6999 8655 1995 2627 AB 4632 5156 1929 2338

B 3207 3319 1130 1259 C 1219 1434 395 517

C 1198 1235 435 475 D 495 590 132 166

D 551 619 193 248 E 232 215 48 45

E 310 381 110 151

Average Per capita  

Monthly Income Strata

Average Monthly 

Income

Average Per capita 

Monthly Income

Brazil Criterion Center for Social Policies 

Strata

Average Monthly 

Income 

An explanation to this divergence is the greater capacity of families with lower income to 
purchase goods, following better opportunities to credit after mid 2000s. If this is the case, the 
Brazil Criterion better captures this movement, as it takes into account the quantity of goods in 
the household, whereas the Center for Social Policies criterion considers the per capita income 
evolution.  
 
Table 2 - Percentage of consumer units per strata classified according to both criteria in 
2002/2003 and 2008/2009. 
 

Strata ab c d e Total Strata ab c d e Total

AB 63% 30% 6% 1% 100% AB 62% 33% 4% 0% 100%

C 17% 49% 31% 4% 100% C 21% 53% 23% 2% 100%

D 1% 26% 58% 14% 100% D 3% 40% 49% 29% 100%

E 0% 8% 49% 42% 100% E 1% 14% 53% 33% 100%

Center for 

Social 

Policies

Center for 

Social 

Policies

2002/2003

Brazil Criterion

2008/2009

Brazil Criterion

 
 
5.2 - Income 
 
 A comparison between 2002/2003 and 2008/2009 estimates of average monthly real 
income and average per capita real income in Table 3 shows improvements in most of the strata. 
 
Table 3 – Average Monthly Real Income and Average per Capita Monthly Real Income per 
Consumer Units in US Dollars by Strata According to Two Stratification Criteria  

  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

In the case of the lower stratum defined by the Center for Social Policies, the 
socioeconomic ascension of some families to the D stratum from 2002/2003 to 2008/2009 yields 
a shrinkage effect on the estimates. There is now evidence that this E stratum congregates only 
those families with very low income. Although this stratum is comprised of fewer families in 
2008/2009, these are the families who were still in an extreme vulnerable social condition. 
Overall, the combination of more access to credit, higher real income levels and controlled 
inflation provided the adequate conditions to promote gains in the families’ purchasing power. 

 
5.3 - Expenditures categories and corresponding contribution to family budget  
 
 Considering both criteria, there is great similarity in the way families spend their income 
according to different expenditure items and different strata. As expected, the housing category 
is the one with higher impact on family budget followed by vehicles and additional expenditures 
for families in middle or higher strata. On the other hand, as it is usually the case, a substantial 
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part of the budget is used for food expenses in case of families in the lower socioeconomic strata. 
It is important to highlight that, associated with an increase on income, it can also be noted a 
rearrangement on the composition of expenditures, particularly for the strata defined by the 
Center of Social Policies. For families in stratum D, from 2002/2003 to 2008/2009, there is 
evidence that, in relative terms, the contribution of expenditures with food, clothing and 
footwear, vehicles plus personal goods and services have increased. Consequently, expenses with 
housing and repair represent nowadays a lower percentage indicating a change in purchasing 
habits of this group of people, the so called 'new' Brazilian middle class.  
   

Table 4 – Average Value of Expenditure Category Contribution in Relation to Total Expenditure 
by Socioeconomic Strata          

2002/ 

2003

2008/ 

2009

2002/ 

2003

2008/ 

2009

2002/ 

2003

2008/ 

2009

2002/ 

2003

2008/ 

2009

2002/ 

2003

2008/ 

2009

Housing and repair 38.4% 37.2% 44.1% 41.8% 40.2% 35.2% 36.7% 30.2% 32.6% 42.2%

Comfort items 3.1% 4.2% 3.5% 3.6% 4.2% 4.3% 5.1% 5.0% 5.5% 3.9%

Household maintenance and 

services

3.1% 3.8% 2.7% 2.9% 3.1% 3.1% 3.1% 3.5% 4.4% 3.0%

Transport 3.7% 0.1% 4.0% 3.5% 4.1% 4.1% 4.1% 4.2% 4.6% 3.5%

Tobbaco 0.6% 0.0% 0.7% 0.8% 1.1% 1.2% 1.4% 1.5% 1.2% 0.9%

Health 5.2% 4.4% 4.7% 4.1% 5.5% 4.4% 7.2% 5.3% 6.4% 3.6%

Education, recreation and culture 11.1% 12.7% 9.8% 9.3% 9.2% 9.7% 9.2% 9.8% 9.8% 7.2%

Clothing and footware 3.4% 3.8% 3.4% 3.6% 4.4% 4.7% 5.3% 5.7% 4.5% 4.2%

Other expenses 1.9% 2.0% 1.7% 2.0% 2.2% 2.7% 2.7% 3.6% 3.1% 2.3%

Financial services 5.7% 3.8% 4.2% 3.9% 3.3% 3.7% 3.7% 4.1% 4.2% 4.7%

Vehicles and additional expenses 15.4% 18.8% 12.6% 15.1% 11.9% 14.2% 6.9% 9.8% 6.5% 8.3%

Food 6.8% 7.3% 6.8% 7.6% 8.8% 10.5% 11.9% 14.5% 14.7% 14.2%

Makeup, hygiene, personal 

services

1.7% 1.9% 1.8% 1.9% 2.1% 2.4% 2.6% 2.8% 2.5% 2.0%

Total in dollars 110,884 121,522 65,560 67,889 31,430 30,526 16,954 16,776 10,263 15,641

Expenditure Categories A B C D E

Brazil Criterion

 

2002/ 

2003

2008/ 

2009

2002/ 

2003

2008/ 

2009

2002/ 

2003

2008/ 

2009

2002/ 

2003

2008/ 

2009

Housing and repair 44.5% 44.1% 37.2% 33.9% 33.9% 26.7% 30.3% 30.8%

Comfort items 3.2% 3.4% 4.3% 4.1% 5.8% 5.6% 6.2% 6.3%

Household maintenance and 

services

2.7% 2.7% 3.6% 3.4% 3.7% 3.8% 4.0% 3.5%

Transport 3.5% 2.6% 4.6% 4.2% 4.9% 5.0% 4.4% 5.4%

Tobbaco 0.6% 0.7% 1.1% 1.1% 1.5% 1.5% 1.5% 1.5%

Health 3.9% 3.8% 4.0% 4.5% 4.5% 4.7% 5.9% 4.5%

Education, recreation and culture 10.2% 9.8% 10.6% 10.4% 9.6% 9.9% 10.1% 10.7%

Clothing and footware 3.3% 3.3% 4.6% 4.6% 5.8% 6.1% 4.8% 5.8%

Other expenses 1.6% 2.0% 2.3% 2.7% 3.1% 2.7% 3.9% 3.5%

Financial services 5.1% 3.9% 3.2% 3.6% 2.7% 3.5% 2.3% 2.4%

Vehicles and additional expenses 13.7% 15.9% 13.2% 15.3% 9.1% 12.2% 7.4% 6.9%

Food 6.2% 6.2% 9.0% 10.0% 12.7% 15.1% 16.5% 15.8%

Makeup, hygiene, personal 

services

1.6% 1.6% 2.3% 2.3% 2.7% 3.1% 2.8% 2.9%

Total in dollars
82,302 94,266 31,507 35,209 15,744 16,968 10,151 11,760

C D EExpenditure Categories

Center for Social Policies

AB
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5.4 - Types of income 
 

This section discriminates different sources of income in order to contribute to a better 
understanding of changes in the consumption pattern according to stratification criteria. A brief 
analysis of Table 5 indicates that the only type of income with decreasing participation is the 
financial asset movement, which is the difference between deposits and withdrawals in each 
stratum. Among the types of income showing increase in the proportional weight, the one that 
stands out with higher participation is the income obtained from main occupation, public pension 
and income tax deductions. Comparing the results across time, one can notice a striking drop of 
participation of financial asset movement group in relation to the total income. Contrasting 
2002/2003 with 2008/2009, there is evidence of a sharp drop in savings. The consumer units 
reduced their savings in this period in order to finance their augmented spending. A clear 
example of this behaviour is what happened with the consumer units in stratum D of Brazil 
Criterion that achieved a debit balance on this group of income in 2008/2009. In general, it is 
possible to sign that family consumption among strata has been markedly funded by a reduction 
in savings, and also by the contraction of loans, since that have been an increase in the average 
value contracted for modality.  
 
Table 5 -  Average Contribution and Average Annual Income in US Dollars according to Type of 
Income by Socioeconomic Strata  

2002/2003 2008/2009 2002/2003 2008/2009 2002/2003 2008/2009 2002/2003 2008/2009 2002/2003 2008/2009

46.2% 48.4% 45% 58.1% 43.7% 56.6% 47.4% 56% 33,80% 44.9%

61,339 40,642 21,131 25,103 8,198 9,003 3,880 4,241 1,908 2,167

22.9% 23.3% 19.8% 24.1% 21.6% 28.3% 24.4% 36.2% 24.8% 35.4%

30,383 19,529 9,290 10,423 4,052 4,494 1,997 2,741 1,398 1,708

10.5% 15.7% 13.4% 13.7% 10.8% 12.9% 9.1% 12.1% 9.2% 13.7%

13,910 13,151 6,295 5,919 2,032 2,051 744 914 517 662

20.4% 12.6% 21.8% 4.1% 23.9% 2.2% 19.1% -4.2% 32.2% 6%

27,035 10,580 10,252 1,779 4,475 350 1,564 -316 1,814 289

Total 132,667 83,903 46,968 43,225 18,756 15,898 8,185 7,580 5,637 4,826

Types of Income

Brazil Criterion

Financial assets movement

C D E

Incomes and deductions

Other types of incomes and deductions

Money receipts, loans and deductions

A B

 

2002/2003 2008/2009 2002/2003 2008/2009 2002/2003 2008/2009 2002/2003 2008/2009

41.5% 54.7% 51.2% 60% 48.4% 57.1% 36.1% 47.4%

29,360 38,655 8,912 11,301 3,519 4,334 1,488 1,313

19.8% 26.6% 21% 26.5% 23.4% 29.8% 21.2% 32.1%

13,982 38,388 7,461 10,169 3,477 4,617 1,783 1,816

13.9% 15.2% 10.1% 10.8% 7,90% 9.5% 7.6% 13.5%

9,864 10,735 1,757 2,040 575 725 315 372

24.8% 3.5% 17.8% 2.7% 20.2% 3.6% 35.1% 7%

17,526 2,473 3,096 507 1,471 272 1,447 193

Total 70,732 90,252 21,226 24,017 9,042 9,948 5,033 3,694

Types of Income

Center for Social Policies

Incomes and deductions

Other types of incomes and deductions

Money receipts, loans and deductions

Financial assets movement

AB C D E

 
 
 
5.5 - Debt situation 
 

Data about debt situation reveals that improvement in consumption pattern in all social 
strata was followed by an increase in the degree of indebtedness of households. This means to 
say that, although income for all different strata has improved in the 2000s, there has also been 
an increase on the proportion of consumption units in debt situation in all strata levels, except 
stratum E.  
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It is relevant to point out that more than half of the consumption units in the population 
were in debt situation in 2008/09. The worst case is observed for stratum E that, even showing 
reduction of the percentage of families in debt from 2002/03 to 2008/09, is nonetheless the most 
affected group in both criteria (Table 6).  

There are many reasons why debt commitment has increased so widely among consumer 
units in the 2000s: favourable expectations about the future, price stability, increase in 
employment rate, decrease in interest rates, and so on. Also, bank institutions changed their 
strategies, as the degree of confidence in the future prospects of the Brazilian economy was 
improving. Therefore, one should consider that banks, under greater competition due to 
economic opening and in an environment of stable inflation, identified potential gains in loans to 
households, supported by optimistic expectations regarding the recovery of employment and 
income under the Lula government (Prates et al, 2009, p. 5). On the other hand, regulation 
concerning access to credit changed in 2003, when a special type of personal credit, the 
consigned loans (or payroll loans as banks are allowed to discount the pay back of loans direct 
from wages deposits) has been authorized. 7 Actually, a change in Central Bank regulation 
expanded this type of credit to all employees and retirees, as before 2003 it was restricted to civil 
servants. According to Central Bank (2005), this sort of loan stimulates competition among bank 
institutions and smaller as well as bigger banks took advantage of this opportunity of expanding 
credit. Indeed, Central Bank time series shows that in 1995 consumer credit was 8% of total 
credit and in 2008 it reached to 33%.  

Therefore, the government strategy to give access to credit to all social economic classes 
must be seen as noteworthy to boost aggregate consumption expenditure and to contribute to 
social mobility.8 However, the high level of indebtedness also imposes limits to family 
expenditure plans. Hence, as the access to credit came in very forcefully, households are now 
facing new constraints as families budgets are committed to pay debts (Sciré, 2009). 
 
Table 6 – Percentage of Consumer Units in Debt Situation 

 

 

 
 

 
 
 
 

 

                                                 
7Law 10.820, December 17, 2003.  
8 As pointed out by many authors, the large size of the Brazilian domestic market was a positive factor to help the 
country to overcome the negative impacts of the external crisis in 2009/2010.This model, that it is to say, to increase 
aggregate consumption increasing debt commitments seem to have reached to its limit, as Brazilian GDP did not 
recover in 2011, neither in 2012 or in the first semester of 2013. 

2002/ 03 2008/ 09 2002/ 03 2008/ 09 2002/ 03 2008/ 09 2002/ 03 2008/ 09 2002/ 03 2008/ 09

indebted 47.9% 50.5% 45.0% 57.9% 45.5% 57.9% 48.1% 49.2% 57.4% 47.3%

Situation

Brazil Criterion

A B C D E

2002/ 03 2008/ 09 2002/ 03 2008/ 09 2002/ 03 2008/ 09 2002/ 03 2008/ 09

indebted 34.2% 41.3% 41.4% 52.3% 49.5% 57.6% 68.6% 58.6%

Center for Social Policies

AB C D ESituation
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5.6 - Average number of persons per consumer unit    
 

Comparing the number of persons per consumer unit, which is a key characteristic related 
to consumption pattern of the households, we observe that the average number of persons per 
consumer unit is similar among strata in the case of Brazil Criterion (Table 7). Considering the 
Center for Social Politics criterion, the number increases from stratum AB to stratum E, pointing 
that richer families have on average few people per household. 

 
Table 7 - Average number of persons per consumption units by strata in 2002/2003 and 
2008/2009 
 

Strata 2002/2003 2008/2009 Strata 2002/2003 2008/2009

A 3.97 3.69 AB 2.58 2.38

B 3.51 3.31 C 3.13 2.81

C 3.51 3.26 D 3.81 3.70

D 3.63 3.28 E 5.03 4.89

E 3.97 3.50

Brazil Criterion Center for Social Policies

 
 

The difference between the average number of persons per stratum in each criterion can 
be explained by its corresponding method of construction.  The Brazil Criterion method is based 
on the quantity of durable goods in the household and hence the consumption units with more 
people own more domestic items. This may explain the higher number of persons per household 
in the stratum A. 

For the other criterion, the classification is based on per capita household income, the 
same information used to establish poverty line and the strata limits are defined according to the 
deciles of the empirical income distribution. In this way, a household with low per capita income 
can associated to more residents with less income.  
 
5.7 - Types of family arrangements 
 

Types of family arrangements vary considerably among criteria. Table 8 provides 
evidence that the choice of a stratification criterion implies that the analyst would deal with 
different profiles of family arrangements. 

In the case of Brazil Criterion, for example, couples with children older than 15 years 
represent almost 40% of the families classified in stratum A whereas couples with children 
younger than 15 years have higher percentage in strata B, C, D and E. One should also note that 
those families with only one person correspond to the type of arrangement that has the second 
higher participation in stratum E. On the other hand, for the Center criteria, families with only 
one person and couples without children have higher participation in strata AB and couples with 
children younger than 15 years are over-represented in strata D and E. The one person family is 
classified in different strata in each of the two criteria. One reason is that the Brazil Criterion 
takes into account the possession of durable goods and the employment of housekeepers, which 
are converted to points in a scale. However, individuals who live alone may not necessary own 
(or even need) a quantity of durable goods to be positioned in the higher strata (they may eat out 
more frequently and make use of laundry services, for example). 
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Table 8 – Percent distribution of family arrangements by strata 
Brazil Criterion - 2002/2003 and 2008/2009  

2002/3 2008/9 2002/3 2008/9 2002/3 2008/9 2002/3 2008/9 2002/3 2008/9 2002/3 2008/9

One person 14.72 16.56 3.21 6.13 11.19 11.19 12.61 14.19 16.42 20.63 19.2 24.00

One parent with children younger than 15 years old 4.22 4.13 0.41 0.78 2.58 2.14 3.39 3.7 4.95 5.21 5.93 6.25

One parent with children older than 15 years old 9.07 10.35 4.95 6.33 7.89 8.6 8.39 10.38 10.62 11.52 7.64 8.77

One parent with children younger and older than 15 years old 2.47 2.08 1.73 0.46 1.31 0.81 1.8 1.87 3.16 2.81 3.17 2.63

Couple without children 13.65 16.78 10.46 11.38 14.43 17.47 15.07 17.84 13.42 16.32 10.68 12.09

Couple with children younger than 15 years old 30.90 25.99 30.68 24.58 29.38 26.49 32.93 27.83 29.08 23.18 32.9 27.71

Couple with children older than 15 years old 14.84 16.08 38.02 41.58 23.35 24.73 15.6 16.28 12.78 12.65 8.79 9.29

Couple with children younger and older than 15 years old 10.08 7.79 10.16 7.51 9.75 8.46 10.16 7.71 9.56 7.38 11.69 9.00

Others 0.05 0.24 0.37 1.25 0.12 0.11 0.05 0.2 0.01 0.3 0.00 0.26

Total 100.00 100.00

Overall

100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00

Family arrangements
A B C D E

 Center for Social Policies - 2002/2003 and 2008/2009 

2002/3 2008/9 2002/3 2008/9 2002/3 2008/9 2002/3 2008/9 2002/3 2008/9

One person 14.72 15.56 30.00 32.21 18.97 22.01 10.70 9.94 3.81 3.70

One parent with children younger than 15 years old 4.22 4.13 1.18 1.17 2.74 2.32 5.25 5.53 7.40 10.09

One parent with children older than 15 years old 9.07 10.35 8.60 9.19 9.51 11.06 9.87 10.76 6.86 5.46

One parent with children younger and older than 15 years old 2.47 2.08 0.84 0.36 1.80 0.88 2.53 3.06 4.82 5.31

Couple without children 13.66 16.78 21.10 24.39 17.00 21.47 11.62 12.69 5.58 4.37

Couple with children younger than 15 years old 30.91 25.99 16.47 12.37 25.48 19.41 34.16 31.93 45.45 46.39

Couple with children older than 15 years old 14.84 16.08 18.18 17.54 16.59 17.40 14.61 15.80 9.35 8.31

Couple with children younger and older than 15 years old 10.08 7.79 3.50 2.68 7.86 5.24 11.23 9.96 16.74 16.30

Others 0.05 0.24 0.12 0.10 0.05 0.20 0.03 0.32 0.00 0.05

Total 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00

Overall
Family arrangements

AB C D E

 
 
 Conversely, individuals who live alone only do so when they have financial conditions to 
pay for housing and other maintenance costs. The fact that the per capita income is the variable 
used to define the strata boundaries in the case of the Center for Social Policies criterion, gives 
rise to an inverse situation.  It places individuals who live alone in the higher stratum, generating 
noteworthy participation of this arrangement in stratum AB. The contribution of this type of 
arrangement has a decreasing trend from stratum AB to E. The lower stratum is mostly 
composed of families with a higher number of children and couples with children younger than 
15 years. The latter group may also include couples with young children at beginning of their 
professional careers.  
 
5.8 -  Head of household educational level 
 
 The Brazil Criterion method takes into account the head of household educational level 
such that those households with more educated heads are better classified according to this 
criterion. This is due to the well-known positive correlation between level of education and 
income, so that consumption units whose heads have high level of education have more chances 
to belong to stratum A. Table 9shows that, in 2002/03, 86% of consumer units classified in 
stratum A have head of household who had attained a university degree, whereas this percentage 
falls to 63% in 2008/2009. 

As for the Center of Social Policies method, the level of education of the head of the 
household is not a specific constraint for the stratification procedure (although here also there is 
effect of correlation between education and income), the percentage of consumer units whose 
head of household holds a university degree is much lower in stratum AB than in the Brazil 
Criterion.  
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Table 9 - Percent distribution of highest level of education attained by head of household by 
strata 
 

Brazil Criterion - 2002/2003 and 2008/2009  

2002/2003 2008/2009 2002/2003 2008/2009 2002/2003 2008/2009 2002/2003 2008/2009 2002/2003 2008/2009

Basic - up to 4th grade 0.44% 0.38% 4.25% 5.96% 15.89% 21.98% 45.54% 55.34% 71.67% 74.24%

5th to 7th grade 0.58% 1.45% 9.94% 7.91% 31.72% 24.15% 36.24% 29.54% 22.85% 20.32%

Middle - 8th grade 0.14% 0.16% 8.42% 5.94% 19.13% 14.19% 12.63% 10.02% 5.13% 4.95%

Secondary - up to 12th 

grade
12.79% 35.46% 41.53% 60.09% 30.08% 37.60% 5.57% 5.02% 0.35% 0.50%

University degree 86.05% 62.56% 35.87% 20.10% 3.17% 2.08% 0.03% 0.08% 0% 0%

C D
Level of Education

A B E

 
 

Center for Social Policies - 2002/2003 and 2008/2009 

2002/2003 2008/2009 2002/2003 2008/2009 2002/2003 2008/2009 2002/2003 2008/2009

Basic - up to 4th grade 10.38% 10.17% 22.89% 29.17% 41.99% 41.72% 56.83% 55.20%

5th to 7th grade 12.44% 8.03% 28.68% 20.35% 34.37% 28.33% 30.38% 27.83%

Middle - 8th grade 8.16% 3.89% 15.78% 10.61% 13.59% 12.56% 8.34% 9.97%

Secondary - up to 12th 

grade
32.69% 53.90% 25.48% 35.15% 9.39% 16.69% 4.23% 6.63%

University degree 36.33% 24.01% 7.17% 4.71% 0.67% 0.70% 0.23% 0.37%

Level of Education
AB C D E

 
 

Finally, it is understood that choosing one or other stratification criterion generates different 
profiles of consumer units according to the educational level of head of household and 
consequently different patterns of consumption. 

 
6. Conclusion 
 

Brazilian GDP growth in the first decade of the 2000s was driven by consumption of the 
families, since low inflation, well-focused social programs and a policy of real increases for the 
minimum wage has improved income distribution, expanding domestic market for consumer 
goods. The increase in consumer credit has also played an important role in sustaining higher 
levels of per capita consumption and changing consumption patterns. All these movements have 
impact in the socioeconomic stratification, and an important debate emerged among academics 
and in the media about the rise of a new middle class in Brazil. To contribute to this debate, this 
paper evaluated two different class stratification methodologies, which reveal slightly different 
characteristics about the changes in consumption pattern according to socioeconomic stratum. 
Economic and demographic variables were investigated in order to differentiate both criteria.  

Both methodologies reveal a decrease at the participation of lower strata, increase of 
participation of medium strata, increase of total and per capita income, increase on average 
expenses and increase on average income. The Brazil Criterion exposes a raise on the 
consumption potential and the Center for Social Policies criterion signals a poverty alleviation 
condition. So, both criteria show an improvement in social mobility with positive impact on 
aggregate consumption in the period. However, the Brazil Criterion methodology puts more 
weight on demographic characteristics than the Center for Social Policies methodology, and in 
this sense, it tends to give less importance to the degree of indebtedness as a problem to inhibit 
future consumption.  

Therefore, our exercise also evaluated the degree of indebtedness according to the economic 
strata in both criteria and we concluded that this degree has increased for all strata, except for the 
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lower stratum which was the one with the highest commitment to debt loans in the 2002/03 
period. This is an important contribution of our work, since the sustainability of the private 
consumption as a driving force to push economic growth can be constrained by the financial 
fragility of family's budget. Indeed, the low response of the Brazilian GDP growth in the last 
years (2011, 2012 and current 2013) has been attributed to an exhaustion of the growth model 
driven by domestic consumption.  

In general we could show that in both criteria there is a trend in the direction of families 
consuming more, using their savings and reducing their wealth. In aggregate terms, this implies a 
transfer of income from families to the financial sector. In this sense if, on one hand, almost 
universal access to credit has reframed the possibility of consumption in the second half of the 
first decade of the 2000s,  dissociating it from income earnings and savings, on the other hand 
has brought another concern to indebted families. This means to say that these families, which 
are spread in all socioeconomic strata, have to manage the payment of debt commitments in an 
environment of increased uncertainty in relation to the future.  

Besides economic variables, this paper also investigates some demographic 
characteristics of the households in both criteria: average number of persons per consumer unit; 
types of family arrangements and level of education of the head of household. Demographic 
characteristics suggest how families make their consumption choices, while economic variables 
signal the possibilities, that is to say the budget constraints families have to deal with concerning 
consumption expenditures. Although demographic characteristics tend to change little over a 
short period of time, we could observe that the distribution of consumer units by level of 
education of the head of household has changed from 2002/03 and 2008/09 for the highest 
stratum in both criteria. This change occurred in the direction of reducing the weight of the 
university degree group. This is an interesting finding as it shows a reduction in the importance 
of graduate schooling as determinant to be included in the higher social economic class. Also it 
reveals the relevance of having the secondary schooling degree concluded in order to be better 
positioned in socioeconomic stratification. 
 
References 
 
ABEP - Associação Brasileira de Empresas de Pesquisa. (2007) ”O novo critério padrão de 

classificação econômica Brasil”.  
 
BANCO CENTRAL. Relatório de Inflação. V.07, n.02. Junho/2005. 
 
BANCO CENTRAL. Séries Temporais. Disponível em https://www3.bcb.gov.br. 
 
FRANÇA, M. A. (2010) “A ‘classe média’ brasileira: um estudo socioeconômico recente”. 142. 

MSc Dissertation (Master in Population Studies and Social Surveys) - National School of 
Statistical Sciences – Rio de Janeiro, IBGE. 

 
LACERDA, E. da S. (2009) “A evolução do crédito no Brasil, 2002-2009”. 64. Monograph  – 

Universidade Federal do Espírito Santo. 
 
MATTAR, Fauze Najib. Estratificação Socioeconômica e Pesquisas de Marketing. In: XVIII 

ENANPAD. Anais... Curitiba: ANPAD, v.7, p. 307-325, 1994.  



14 
 

 
__________. Porque os métodos de classificação socioeconômicos utilizados no Brasil não 
funcionam. In: XX ENANPAD. Anais... São Paulo: ANPAD, 1996.  
 
NERI, M. C.; MELO, L. C. Coutinho. (2008) “Miséria e Classe Média na Década da Igualdade”. 

Rio de Janeiro: Fundação Getúlio Vargas/IBRE, CPS. 
 Available at: <http://www.fgv.br/cps/desigualdade>. Accessed in: September 19th 2011. 
 

NERI, M. (2010). A Nova Classe Média: O Lado Brilhante dos Pobres (The Bright Side of the 
Poor) , CPS- Centro de Políticas Sociais, FGV-RJ.  

Available at http://www.cps.fgv.br/ibrecps/ncm2010/NCM_Pesquisa_FORMATADA.pdf. 
Accessed in July 24th 2013. 
 

PAIVA, G. F. dos S. (2012) “Consumo e critérios de classificação socioeconômica: um estudo 
aplicado à pesquisa de orçamentos familiares”. 129. MSc Dissertation (Master in 
Population Studies and Social Surveys) - National School of Statistical Sciences – Rio de 
Janeiro, IBGE. 

 
POCHMANN, M. (2012). Nova Classe Média? O trabalho na base da pirâmide social 

brasileira, Boitempo.  
 
PRATES, D.M.; BIANCARELLI, A.M., CARNEIRO, R.M.; FREITAS, M.C.P.; ROSSI, P. 

AGUIAR,L.; LODI, A.L.,” Panorama do Ciclo de Crédito Recente: Condicionantes e 
Características Gerais”, Projeto de Estudos Sobre as Perspectivas da Indústria Financeira 
Brasileira e o Papel dos Bancos Públicos – Subprojeto: Mercado de Crédito Bancário., 
BNDES/FECAMP,CECON-IE-UNICAMP,IE-UFRJ, Campinas, S.P.,2009. 

 
SCALON, Ceci e SALATA, Andre. (2012). Uma nova classe média no Brasil da última década? 

O debate a partir da perspectiva sociológica, Sociedade e Estado, vol. 27, no. 2, Maio-
Agosto, Brasília. 

 
SCIRÉ, C. D. de O. (2011) “Financeirização da pobreza: crédito e endividamento no âmbito das 

práticas populares de consumo”. Teoria & Pesquisa. Available at: 
 <http://teoriaepesquisa.ufscar.br/index.php/tp/article/view/244/182.> Accessed in June 
30th 2012. 
 


