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Does the Brazilian postgraduate have a gender and color bias? 
 
1. Introduction 
 

Brazil is commonly known for its ethnic-racial and cultural diversity (Schwartzman, 
1999). However, marginalization and underrepresentation of several social groups still persist 
(Nogueira; Felipe; Teruya, 2008). When focusing on ethnic-racial matters for characterizing 
the Brazilian postgraduate public sector, and using the Racial Parity Index (IPR)i as a reference, 
the demographic census of 2000 and 2010 reveal that black people are underrepresented within 
the postgraduate courses across Brazil (Artes, 2018). Furthermore, most analyses of Brazilian 
postgraduate students’ profiles revolve around gender differences and the criticism regarding 
androcentrism and sexism, with only a few addressing gender and race/ethnicity jointly (Barros 
& Silva, 2019; Minella, 2013). 

The lack of representativeness of black students in the postgraduate sector is also 
noticeable at the micro-level on certain public universities. The Federal University of Paraná 
(UFPR), for instance, shows that black people are underrepresented among both students and 
faculty across all three academic levels (professional masters, academic masters, and Ph.D.), 
especially in the latter, where blacks are almost inexistent. On the Fluminense Federal 
University (UFF), by its turn, there is a perceivable disadvantage of black women attending 
master courses when compared to their white peers, thus revealing the existence of racial 
disparities among stricto sensu postgraduate students (Pinto, 2007). 

Recognizing the inequalities in Brazilian postgraduate scenario, the Ford Foundation 
created an Scholarship Program from 2001, whose objective was to contribute to the 
consolidation of a new generation of leaders from the social segments who have faced more 
intense restrictions on access to higher education. It is considered the first affirmative action in 
Brazilian postgraduate, responsible for funding, in total, 343 scholarships for underrepresented 
groups (blacks, pardos, and indigenous), especially from the North, Northeast, and Midwest 
regions of the country (Rosemberg & Andrade, 2008).  

In face of this debate, which shows that the Brazilian postgraduate scenario reflects 
racial inequalities also historically present on society, this article was conducted based on the 
premise that the prevalence of race and gender minorities as postgraduate students does not 
correlate to their distribution across the Brazilian Society. Therefore, this paper aims at 
providing an overview of the postgraduate students’ profile in Brazilii, based on gender and race 
characteristics. For the analysis, we use the latest secondary data from Brazilian Institute of 
Geography and Statistics (IBGE) and the two Brazilian funding agencies: National Council for 
Scientific and Technological Development (CNPq)iii, Coordination for the Improvement of 
Higher Education Personnel (Capes)iv. 

Discussions about gender and race in higher education from a national perspective are 
particularly targeted to public officials and policymakers who would be interested in making 
informed decisions on the future of the higher education policies. It would also be of interest to 
the civil society and international organizations looking to develop programs to strengthen 
inclusion in the Brazilian postgraduate landscape.  

This paper is divided into four sections. The first one focuses on presenting the most 
relevant milestones of the Brazilian postgraduate system with a brief history of the students’ 
profiles. In the second section, the methodology is presented; while in the third section, we 
outline the results and discussion. In the fourth and final section, we conclude the paper 
discussing the perceived challenges to tackle inequalities in the Brazilian research landscape. 
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2. A historical perspective of the Brazilian postgraduate       
 

The Brazilian stricto sensu postgraduate system is composed of Masters and Doctorate 
programs and courses distributed across the entire national territory. It has had significant 
influence from the American and European systems since its origin, with two distinct moments. 
According to Balbachevsky (2005), in the 1930s, the Brazilian universities received the first 
groups of foreign professors who came for academic missions or as political refugees. They 
provided the first model of postgraduate studies, whose characteristics resembled the set up 
encountered in their home countries featuring a professor surrounded by a small group of 
students. It is important to note that these groups have established themselves in a small number 
of universities (Balbachevsky, 2005), and they represented the national elite whose vast 
majority of students were comprised of men (Martins, 2000).  

From the 1950s, essential institutions were created to support both the postgraduate 
system and the national innovation system, such as Capes, CNPq, research agencies, and 
Financiadora de Estudos e Projetos (FINEP)v. Both Capes and CNPq are the largest Brazilian 
institutions promoting research in Brazil. They are also the agencies that grant the most 
scholarships to researchers. 

The Sucupira Report (Almeida Jr. et. al, 2005) – CFE number 977/65, approved in 
1965, is the second moment of the postgraduate sector and regarded up to date as the turning 
point in the consolidation of the Brazilian postgraduate system (Balbachevsky, 2005). Largely 
influenced by the American model, it set up the formal structure, the scope, and role of the 
postgraduate studies in Brazil. 

After 1960, the formal qualification and investment in human resources to act in 
science and technology was mainly driven by the government, which coincides with the period 
of military dictatorship (Moreira & Velho, 2008; Morosini, 2009).  Since the 1970s, there were 
some initiatives to further improve and organize this system, with special emphasis on the 
Postgraduate National Plan (PGNP) (Morosini, 2009). This initiative, which had several 
versions, aimed at the institutionalization, qualification, and planning of the national 
postgraduate scenario based on the country’s Science and Technology (S&T) needs. In 1985, 
the Ministry of Science and Technology was founded, with one of its objectives being the 
adaption of the S&T research to the socio-economic context and the physical and environmental 
conditions of Brazil. 

Following the Ministry’s foundation, the 1988 Constitution determined that 
universities should obey the principle of inseparability between teaching, research, and 
extension, which means that it is no longer possible to create differentiated institutional models. 
Furthermore, the 218th Constitution Article claims that “the State will support the training of 
human resources in the areas of science, research and technologies, and will grant those who 
deal with it the necessary means and working conditions”. This highlights a commitment to 
support the Brazilian educational system, especially postgraduate, reinforcing its important role 
in this context. 

Additionally, the creation of States Research Support Agencies (FAPs) in 1990 aimed 
to complement federal programs in the promotion of scientific activities, to develop competent 
researches, to privilege basic research as well as political and technological development 
interests.  

The current PGNP (2011-2020) discusses the Brazilian postgraduate evaluation 
system, the importance of multidisciplinarity in postgraduate studies and the asymmetries in 
the distribution of postgraduate programs in the national territory. It presents topics such as the 
internationalization of graduate studies through international cooperation, without leaving aside 
the funding of graduate studies, and a new role for agencies (Ivashita & Vieira, 2017). The 
novelty is that, in parallel to this plan, the new National Education Plan (NEP) is being prepared. 
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In fact, for the first time, a national education plan will contemplate the goals of postgraduate 
since the PGNP will be an integral part of the NEP (Capes, 2020). 

Despite all these plans and the intention to further develop the postgraduate sector in 
Brazil, there have been cuts on the forecasted investments since 2019. Under the Jair 
Bolsonaro’s government, the universities are facing financial and reputational challenges. The 
main agencies such as CAPES and CNPq had their budgets significantly reduced, weakening 
policy and financial incentives towards research and development in the country (Da Silva, 
Pires & Pereira, 2019; Cardoso Amaral, 2019). 

In 2018, Brazil offers 4,641 postgraduation programs that accommodate 7,043 master 
and doctorate courses in several fields of study, with some universities having only one of the 
modalities (Dados Abertos – CAPES, 2020). The Master and Doctorate scholarship grants are 
monthly paid worth, respectively, BRL 1,500 and BRL 2,200.       

 

3. Data and Methodology 
 
In this paper, we analyze post-graduate students based on their gender and race 

identities. These two concepts are articulated in the article as race referring to an individual’s 
phenotypical traits, such as skin color (Kabad; Bastos & Santos, 2010), and ethnicity as a 
multidimensional term referring to socio-cultural factors (Kabad; Bastos & Santos, 2010; 
Santos et al., 2010; Guimarães, 2011). We have opted to use the term “race” (or “colors”) as 
opposed to “ethnicity”, following the official classification used by IBGE. Therefore, 
individuals are divided into five categories: white, black, pardovi, yellow, and indigenous. 
Besides IBGE data, we also used for the analyses the latest available data from the CNPq and 
Sucupira Platform.  

     According to an IBGE (2020) projection, the population was 51% women and 49% 
men in 2018. Distributing this number according to the self-declaration of race, 46.9% of the 
population is pardo (racially mixed or “brown”), 42.9% is white, 9.2% is black, and yellow, 
indigenous, and non-declared sum up 1% (IBGE, 2020). This means that the country is 
composed mostly of pardos, which when summed with blacks comprise more than half of the 
population. Lastly, IBGE (2020) also states that 6.7% of the population possess some type of 
disability, such as visual, hearing, walking, mental, or intellectual. 

CAPES’ open data system, accessed from the Sucupira Platform, is responsible for 
sharing all information about post-graduate in Brazil, including students’ profiles, and it 
collects annual information divided by quadrennials, with the current one starting in 2017 and 
ending in 2020. The system provides public information between 2004 and 2018 (Dados abertos 
CAPES, 2020), with 2018 being used as the latest available. Then, for accuracy, we have used 
2018 as a pattern of comparison and representativeness between the data sources. It is assumed 
that all post-graduate programs feed the platform with data from students in a regular situation, 
them being either Brazilian or foreign. Thus, this is the most assertive data to be used.  

The total number of postgraduate students in 2018 was 390,421, with 384,829 
Brazilians and 5,592 foreigners from 117 different countries (see table 1). Since data from IBGE 
is being used for comparison with data from CAPES, we opted to remove foreigners from the 
analysis. They represent a small number of the Brazilian population, that in 2018 was around 
0,4% (Cavalcanti, Oliveira, Macêdo & Pereda, 2019). 

From the 384,829 Brazilian students, 199,894 did not declare their race or there is no 
information available. For this matter, the cohort considered for the subsequent analysis 
comprises of 184,935 students, corresponding to 48.1% of the total. It is important to note that 
despite the lack of information for more than half of the students, it is still possible to draw 
some conclusions.  
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Finally, this is a descriptive paper aimed at providing an overview of the postgraduate 
students’ profile in Brazil. The data was analyzed employing descriptive statistics. According 
to Guimarães (2008), the objective of this technique is to summarize the main characteristics 
of a data set through tables, graphs, and numerical summaries, thus describing the data can be 
compared to taking a picture of reality.  

 
4. Results and discussion 

      
The general outlook of the data shown in Table 1 allows us to find information about 

the national post-graduate scenario. The percentages of women and men attending postgraduate 
studies are representative of the gender division found in the Brazilian population. Thus, despite 
women being considered a minority on some spheres of society (Lopes, 2006; Leta, 2003) they 
cannot be considered underrepresented in the Brazilian postgraduate system. This finding 
corroborates with the study carried out by Barros & Mourão (2020).  

However, when analyzing the percentage of the white population in the postgraduate 
system, we noted a major difference from the national population distribution. Although pardos 
are the country’s majority, white people dominate the postgraduate scenario. If we analyze 
pardos and blacks together, following the same approach as Pedrosa et al. (2014) and Artes et 

al. (2016), their underrepresentation in the context of postgraduate becomes even more explicit.  
There is also a percentage referring to those that declared some form of disability. For 

IBGE, 6.7% of the general population possesses some form of disability, while the number 
found in the Sucupira Platform is barely 0.4%, thus concluding that this group is also 
underrepresented in the postgraduate courses. It is important to note that some types of 
disability can incapacitate individuals to perform daily activities, which can also affect their 
access to education and, consequently, to the postgraduate access. 

The data analyzed indicates that yellow and indigenous individuals are equally 
represented in the postgraduate system according to their respective distributions in the general 
population (as per Table 1). Data from IBGE reveal that these groups together represent less 
than 1% of the Brazilian population (also considering those that did not declare race). Within 
the postgraduate system, they represent 1.3% and 0.3%, respectively. A hypothesis for 
justifying these findings, at least for the indigenous population, is that affirmative policies 
adopted by universities have contributed towards balancing their representation as postgraduate 
students. By providing quotas for indigenous people, these initiatives have promoted their 
access to universities (Lobato & Benedetti, 2012). 

      

Table 1: General outlook of Sucupira Platform data compared with IBGE data. 

 Post-Graduate general distribution       
Sucupira Platform | Capes 

Brazilian population 
general distribution | 

IBGE 

Gender Absolute value Percentage Percentage 

Men 176,797 45.9% 49% 
Women 208,032 54.1% 51% 

Total                                       
(with no declared) 

384,829 100% 100% 

Race Absolute value Percentage Percentage 

White 131,417 71.1% 42.9% 
Pardo 40,345 21.8% 46.9% 
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Source: elaborated by the authors using Sucupira Platform and IBGE data. 

 

To understand deeply the differences in Brazilian postgraduate, we present in Table 2 

a detailed distribution of men and women according to their self-declaration of race in the 

Sucupira Platform. 

Both white men and women are the majority in the postgraduate educational system, 

a fact also indicated by Artes (2018), Minella (2013) e Pinto (2007). However, pardo, black 

and indigenous men are a majority relative to pardo, black and indigenous women. Only self-

declared yellow men and women are similarly distributed. This suggests that pardo and black 

women are two groups still underrepresented in the postgraduate system. 

 

Table 2: Distribution of men and women according to self-declaration – Sucupira Platform 

MEN DISTRIBUTION - RACE 

 Absolute value Percentage 

White 56,721 69.3% 
Pardo 18,927 23.1% 
Black 4,801 5.9% 
Yellow 1,043 1.3% 
Indigenous 323 0.4% 
Total 81,815 100% 

WOMEN DISTRIBUTION – RACE 

 Absolute value Percentage 

White 74,696 72.4% 
Pardo 21,418 20.8% 
Black 5,384 5.2% 
Yellow 1,341 1.3% 

Black 10,185 5.5% 9.2% 
Yellow 2,384 1.3% 

1.0% 
Indian 604 0.3% 
Total                                                     
(with no declared) 

 184,935 100% 100% 

No declared/without information 199,894 51.9%   

Disabled Absolute value Percentage Percentage 

No 383,121 99,6% 93,3% 
Yes 1,708 0,4% 6,7% 
Total                                                     
(with no declared) 

384,829 100% 100% 

International students Absolute value 
 

 

Foreigners 5,592   
Countries 117   
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Indigenous 281 0.3% 
Total 103,120 100% 
Source: elaborated by the authors using Sucupira Platform data. 

 
 In 2018, CAPES granted 92,036 scholarships (Plataforma Sucupira, 2019). Analyzing 

this number by region, we can identify that the Southeast concentrates most of the grant holders 
(47.1%), followed by the South (23.2%), Northeast (17.9%), Midwest (7.2%) and the North 
(4.5%). This shows a great disparity in terms of the distribution of these resources throughout 
the country. However, it is important to mention that the most research-intensive universities 
are located in the Southeastern and Southern regions, as well as the highest number of 
postgraduate programs (Santos, 2015). 

Figure 1 illustrates the scholarship division by field of study according to data from 
CAPES (Plataforma Sucupira, 2019) and CNPq (Fomento Nacional, 2020). The graph points 
out that CAPES distributes the scholarships more evenly in all fields of study, while CNPq 
focuses more on the fields of engineering, biological and hard sciences vii. 

 
Figure 1: Distribution of postgraduate scholarships in Brazil by field of study in 2018 

 

Source: elaborated by the authors using CAPES and CNPq data. 
Note: CNPq data refers to the average number of monthly scholarships paid from January until July 2018; this is 
a limitation in the Fomento Nacional platform. 

 

Concerning the distribution of scholarships by gender and race, a study published by 
CNPq, National Institute for Educational Studies and Research “Anísio Teixeira” (Inep), and 
Parent in Scienceviii for the years between 2013 and 2017 shows that the majority of students 
that received scholarships (considering undergraduate research, master’s, Ph.D. and 
productivity researcher) granted by the institution have declared themselves as white, between 
both men and women.  

Data show once again that white men and white women have received most of the 
financial resources destined for research scholarships. Pardo and black women account for 
67,278 (26.9%) scholarships, whereas black women account only for 12,947 (5.2%). Women 
self-declared yellow and indigenous accounts for, respectively, 5,378 (2.1%) and 610 (0.2%) 
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scholarships. Pardo and black men received 57,445 (25.6%) scholarships between 2013 and 
2017, and black men were the recipient of only 11,185 (5%) scholarships. Yellow and 
indigenous men are the lowest number of recipients among men, accounting for 3,927 (1.7%) 
and 919 (0.4%) scholarships, respectively. Figure 2 details this information below: 

 
Figure 2: Distribution of CNPq postgraduate scholarships by the racial group between 2013 and 2017 

Source: elaborated by the author based on Gender and Number (2018). 

 

Women, regardless of race, still face challenges related to social stigmas, such as the 
concept that they are a better fit at disciplines that employ soft skills. They occupy fewer places 
in technological fields such as engineering and hard sciences, but more places in social sciences 
such as human sciences and applied social sciences. The women's presence is more common to 
areas related to health and humanities (Huyer, 2015).  

The scholarships distributed by CNPq (Fomento Nacional, 2020) in 2018 also have 
confirmed this point of view. The total number of scholarships granted to women was 51% 
while 49% were granted to men. However, although women have the majority of scholarships, 
there are two areas that this number is different: in the hard sciences, 5.7% are granted to women 
and 10.4% to men; and in engineering, 7.2% of the scholarships go to women, while 12.1% go 
to men. Even we looked for the past years, as shown in Figure 3, this situation is still the same. 
No data were found regarding the gender distribution of scholarships granted by CAPES for 
the same period.  
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Figure 3: Percentage of postgraduate scholarships per year by gender in CNPq 

Source: elaborated by the authors based in MCTIC data 

 

Areas related to technology and innovation are dominated by men, and there is still an 
entry barrier for women in this regard. According to the set of data from CNPq presented above, 
women expanded their participation between 2001 and 2017 in engineering, hard and earth 
sciences, although they still are less than 40% of the postgraduate students. 

Other studies have also highlighted differences in men's and women's participation by 
knowledge area and course (see Artes, 2018; Barros & Silva, 2019; Guedes et al., 2015). Barros 
& Mourão (2020) identified a prevalence of women in the areas of Health, Humanities and 
Linguistics and Arts, and the prevalence of men in the Hard Sciences, Engineering, and 
Agricultural Sciences. 
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Similarly, by taking into account data from the Lattes curriculum of 4,970 women who 
ended their doctoral thesis between 2000 and 2013, Grossi, Borja, Lopes and Andalécio (2016) 
have found greater women participation in the fields of Biological, Health, and Human 
Sciences, in courses typically regarded as “feminine courses” (Pinto, 2007). 

Sacco et al. (2016), by analyzing productivity researcher scholarship holders (PR), 
conclude that the women predominance among PRs is a particularity of fields such as 
Psychology and Nursing, in which women account for more than 90% of scholarship holders. 
However, there is evidence of change in gender distribution by course and field of knowledge 
within the PR context, contradicting the history of women representation in some areas (Guedes 
et al., 2015). This is the case of the Agricultural Sciences, which saw an increase in women's 
participation, as we can identify in figure 3 as well. On the other hand, Human Sciences and 
Linguistics, Languages and Arts, witnessed a decrease of the same public. 

Furthermore, maternity is also another challenge to be faced. Researchers that became 
mothers affirm that pregnancy spurs negative reactions from colleagues and superiors – since a 
maternity leave will be necessary – and the productivity of the researcher could be 
compromised. Estimates claim that the impact of maternity in the scientific career of women is 
of 5 years (Gênero e Número, 2018), and the percentage of women that dedicate to science 
reduces as they progress further in the academic career (Huyer, 2015). This implies that, as they 
become older, they dedicate less towards research development possibly due to familiar 
activities. 

It is worth noting that, according to data from the Sucupira Platform (Dados abertos 
CAPES, 2020), women abandon or are expelled from post-graduate (60.2%) less than men are 
(39.8%), implying that, while women face more challenges pursuing the academic career, they 
are found to be more persistent than men. 

 
Conclusions 
 

The objective of this paper was to provide an overview of the postgraduate students’ 
profile in Brazil, based on gender and race characteristics and using data from IBGE, CNPq 
and Capes. As an to answer our title question “Does the Brazilian postgraduate have gender 

and color bias?”, our results show that the percentage of women and men enrolled in 
postgraduate courses correlates with the gender distribution in the Brazilian society, thus 
revealing no gender differences in this regard. However, when we shed light over knowledge 
areas, the differences become clear: men are the majority in hard sciences and engineering, 
whereas women prevail in humanities and health sciences. 

About the race profile, the postgraduate students are predominantly white, accounting 
for 71.1% of the total number of students. Black and pardos are statistically underrepresented 
groups within the Brazilian postgraduate system when compared to the national distribution, 
while yellow and indigenous people are not. However, it is worth mentioning that discussions 
about equality between social groups should go beyond the numbers, meaning that even 
minorities that are currently represented must also be granted their own space in terms of 
culture, traditions and identity. We must think beyond the phenotypes and incorporate the 
feeling of belonging for these groups. This means building a new plural university that 
represents its structure based on the contribution of all the actors within its space. 

Our findings have especial implications for the political and social fields. From a 
policymaking perspective, there is an evident need to monitor ongoing policies, but also to 
propose new initiatives aiming to address social-cultural differences between groups and gender 
differences between areas of knowledge. In other words, policies which do not simply represent 
minorities statistically, but include their ethnic and social differences. 
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We must take public universities as a diverse space of discussion and social 
construction of knowledge. Due to their social mission, they should represent society as a whole 
and not just a minor part of it. These are the challenges to be faced, which start, precisely, with 
works like this, which contribute to uncovering the differences such as gender versus field of 
knowledge and/or gender versus race. There is much more discussion to be held until we indeed 
have equity in all terms of the Brazilian postgraduate system. 

As an avenue for future studies, we strongly indicate comparisons with the final 
quadrennial data from the Sucupira Platform to identify progress regarding racial equality in 
the Brazilian postgraduate system. 
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ii This paper is the result of a research project commissioned by the Newton Fund in Brazil. 
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accredit or discredit post-graduate courses in Brazil. More information available at https://www.capes.gov.br/ (in 
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private institutes. It is also linked to the Ministry of Science, Technology, Innovation, and Communications. More 
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refers to the Brazilian population that is miscegenated or multiracial. They are those people who have some 
miscegenation, a person with a mix of colors. 
 
vii The Capes definition of Hard Sciences also include astronomy, physics, computer science, geosciences, 
mathematics/statistics, and chemistry. More information in https://www.capes.gov.br/avaliacao/sobre-as-areas-
de-avaliacao 
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