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Abstract This paper approaches social policy (SP) from

the political perspective considered by Montero (Critical

psychology: An introduction, Sage, London, pp 231–244,

1997; Community, Work and Family 1(1):65–78, 1998;

Introducción a la Psicologı́a Comunitaria. Desarrollo,

conceptos y procesos, Paidos, Buenos Aires, pp 89–114, pp

255–284, 2004; Hacer para transformar. El método en la

Psicologı́a Comunitaria, Paidos, Buenos Aires, pp 229–

256, 2004) as a paradigmatic dimension of community

psychology. The field of SP, the characteristics of certain

SPs and the role of SP in the production and reproduction

of the subjectivities of those subject to them in Uruguay are

described and an analysis given of the challenge posed by

going from a compensatory or palliative to a transformative

mode of SP. It is proposed that identification of, and

understanding and intervention in, psychosocial processes

in the field are the keys to maximising the likelihood of SPs

assuming a transformative character. Psychosocial aspects

and participatory processes implicit in the relationship

between the State and civil society are discussed. Finally,

some orientations for community psychological interven-

tion in this field of action are proposed.
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Introduction

In this paper I analyze some psychosocial aspects of

community and organized civil society participation in the

implementation of social policies (SPs)1 in Uruguay. This

analysis was carried out because of my concern about the

degree to which SP contribute to the production of genuine

changes which promote the construction of citizenship and

the well-being of people. Another motive was my concern

about the extent to which those policies end having a

compensatory or palliative character in relation to the

unmet needs of poor sectors of the population in Uruguay,

maintaining the status-quo and acting as a form of social

control. These concerns were exacerbated because,

although in recent times community participation and civil

society organizations have been generally included in

implementing policy, the extent of that inclusion has, in

fact, been restricted.

In 2005, for the first time in its history as a republic,

Uruguay elected a leftist government. This has led, among

other things, to reflection upon the role of the State and the

significance of SP. New political actors have introduced a

discourse that tries to discard palliative models, favouring

strategies of social inclusion through the recognition and

exercising of civil rights, thus positioning the addressees of

those policies as active agents rather than passive recipi-

ents. The challenge is to transform SP from a palliative,

compensatory, character directed at maintaining the status-

quo, to a liberatory character aimed to human promotion

(Giorgi 2003). Nevertheless, although necessary, voicing

intentions is not enough. Carrying out those intentions
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implies complex interdependent political, economic, com-

municational, organizational, and psychosocial processes.

This places the subject I am presenting within the political

dimension of community psychology.

I have analyzed some projects in which I have partici-

pated, both as an academic and as a practitioner. One of

those experiences was the Universidad de la República

Extension Program, which in 2000 became part of an

agreement established with the Intendencia Municipal

(Municipal Management Office) at Montevideo, a gov-

ernment office managed since 1990 by the same political

party now governing the country. This program provides

integrated care for infants in poor sectors of the capital city,

managing 18 community centres of nursery education,

operating them through agreements between the State (by

means of the Intendencia) and civil society organizations.

This program is carried out by community psychology

students and teachers from the Psychology Faculty at the

before mentioned University. I am one of those teachers.

For 20 years, I have participated both as one of the

teachers and as a project leader. My colleagues, students,

and I, in collaboration with parents and other adults in

charge of the children in the program, have together

performed community interventions whose objective has

been the empowerment of civil society organizations

(CSOs) managing the centres. Field observations, notes,

and reports were analyzed and the results were system-

atically negotiated with the various actors participating in

the program (families, work teams in the Centres, civil

associations and government officers). My professional

experience over two decades of working to implement SP

in my country, as a member of an academic institution, as

a member of several NGOs, and at governmental offices is

also reflected in this paper.

This experience has been reported in fieldwork notes

about each piece of intervention-research and analysis

done as part and parcel of the teaching and learning

carried out while working with several communities by

participating University teachers, students, and myself. An

annual report was produced from those analyses of each

specific intervention-research and presented to the muni-

cipal government officers, who in turn, disseminated them

within the various community participants. This was done

this way because the agreement between the University

and the Municipality specified that we had to report to the

Municipality and the Municipality was in charge of offi-

cially communicating that information. The teachers

participating were: Cortázar et al. (2001a, 2002, 2003a,

2004, 2005a, b). Simultaneously, we were having

‘‘knowledge pooling meetings’’ where results of the

experiences concerning each intervention-research were

discussed with municipal officers, CSOs officers, and

teams constituted by centres and families members. These

meetings were carried out as workshops with the active

participation of all those involved.

Graphic material was produced (Cortázar et al. 2001b,

2005a, b), in order to disseminate the results of the inter-

ventions and to create tools to facilitate the continuation of

the specific tasks of the work teams associated with the

various centres. For the purposes of scientific and academic

dissemination, various papers were written and presented

at scientific events (Cortázar et al. 2003b; Da Silva and

Rodrı́guez 2005; Rodrı́guez 2004; Rodrı́guez et al. 2005).

Social Policies in Uruguay

In order to set the analysis and reflections derived from

these experiences in their social, historic, and political

context, it is necessary to give a brief description of the

characteristics of SP in Uruguay during the last decades.

Those policies follow the same pattern of evolution and

characteristics present in most countries in Latin America

due to the neo-liberal economic model predominant in the

region.

The exhaustion of the so-called welfare State adopted in

the Western World until the 1970s, with its protectionist

style and systems of social security linked to labour as a

central notion, gave way in the 1980s to a growing

impoverishment and social exclusion as a direct conse-

quence of the expansion of capitalism. Latin American

States were harshly criticized for their failure to equitably

administer and distribute their resources within their soci-

eties. As part of the transformation of the State, proposals

for its reduction brought along privatization and out-

sourcing of social services, that is, the delegation of the

execution of SP to CSOs. This private sector participation

was considered advantageous at the time (Midaglia 2001);

then during the 1990s Latin American countries were

implementing SP of a compensatory character, focused on

the poor sectors and subject to strict conditions imposed

by international funding organizations (Cardarelli and

Rosenfeld 1998).

Actually, one of the responses to the debates about the

reform of the State in relation to SP was, instead of

reducing the role of the State, to re-think its role in such a

way that without denying its centrality in SP, it would not

be the sole actor. The State thereby acknowledges the

existence and public status of other social actors able to

carry out the traditional assistance functions brought in by

volunteer and philanthropic groups, as well as by profes-

sional associations and other groups (Midaglia 2001).

Thus, in Uruguay, the State continued to play an active

role in the financing, ruling, coordinating, and controlling

of responses to social problems; trying—although not

always successfully—to guarantee a basic standard in
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services, to ensure the basic distribution of resources, and

to provide incentives for private sector cooperation.

The Social Policies Discourse

Discursive production (Foucault 1971, 1984) and devel-

opment during the 1980s and 1990s and still present today

can be characterized in terms of two aspects: Firstly, the

generalized presence of terms associated in the past with

non-hegemonic movements: for example the use, by vari-

ous public and private technical and political sectors and

international financing agencies, of expressions such as

‘civil society empowerment’, ‘community development’,

‘local development’, ‘community participation’, ‘citizen

participation’, ‘de-centralization’, and ‘social networks’.

Due to the association of State and civil society orga-

nizations, there is a proliferation of heterogeneous

organizations managing social-community projects, but

paradoxically, this does not mean the empowerment of

social participation. On the contrary, there is a weakening

of participatory processes, and the participation of those to

whom those policies apply has become de-politicized. This

can be illustrated by the fact that in some projects for

infants, the participation of families of children up to 4

years old from highly vulnerable sectors, has been limited

almost exclusively to tasks such as assisting with educa-

tional activities, cleaning and maintenance, fund raising

and the like, whereas participation in decision-making and

project design is practically non-existent. As Cardarelli and

Rosenfeld (1998, p. 72) say: ‘influential sectors’, ‘negoti-

ate’, ‘adjust’, ‘make pacts’. For the poor, participation

takes place ‘‘in-doors at their communities’’. Both the

beneficiaries of SP and the grassroots organizations

involved are excluded from any possibility of having real

input into the design of those policies (Da Silva and

Rodrı́guez 2005) and thus have little opportunity to

produce their own discourses with which to face the State.

To this should be added the fact that both the media and

society in general generate discursive practices which

assign a lower status to who are supposed to be benefited

by SP. Thus, the mass media frequently mention them

using adjectives charged with negative connotations, such

as ‘‘deprived’’, ‘‘marginalized’’, ‘‘excluded’’. A language

of deficit is then constructed which reduces them to the

status of recipients of assistance and welfare.

Secondly, there is the inclusion of terms taken from the

enterprise management area, and moved to the social

sphere: social management; efficiency-efficacy-effective-

ness; resource administration; social marketing; project

elaboration and evaluation; among others. Each one of

those terms is accompanied by its corresponding method-

ological ‘‘package’’ and technology. In a sort of marketing

of everything that is social, the appropriate technology, the

management, control, and evaluation systems, the efficacy

of proposals directed to muffle the negative effects of

poverty in the development of the population, become of

the utmost importance (Da Silva and Rodrı́guez 2005).

This can be seen in the imposed employment of the

technique of ‘‘Logic Frames’’ for the elaboration of pro-

jects whose elements include the measurement of

immediate results using standardized techniques. Teams

working directly with the population complain because

most of the time is spent filling in forms checking and

controlling the work carried out. Although acknowledging

the importance of employing standardized techniques to

produce and verify concrete results, one has to admit that

the problem resides in the local processes and singularities

requiring qualitative methods in order to be understood and

assessed; but those methods not only seem to be unknown,

but even rejected.

The neo-liberal system adopted appropriates ideas and

concepts which in other historical moments represented a

rupture with dominant discourses. And at the same time, it

‘‘contaminates’’ those discourses with a foreign language

(Rodrı́guez et al. 2005), generating a process of ‘‘symbolic

degradation’’, a qualitative impoverishment of symbols,

and a loss of meaning (Fernandez Christlieb 1987). The

de-politicization thus resulting, paradoxically, has impor-

tant political effects related to the maintenance of social

order. Terms and concepts lose the essence of their con-

tents and their transformational potential when employed

in the context of different discourses. This de-politicization

hides the origins of poverty, the power relationships sus-

taining social inequality, and the deeply political meaning

of SP (Da Silva and Rodrı́guez 2005).

An example is the term community empowerment. In an

analysis of the meaning given to it one can observe the

emphasis put on the improvement of individual self-

esteem. Instead of questioning the reasons responsible for

those people’s poverty, it is expected that individuals

develop a better self-evaluation recognizing their potential

and activating their individual resources to improve their

living conditions. The possibility of community empow-

erment through collective action is excluded.

SPs are produced in the same context producing poverty,

social exclusion, weakening of social networks, and pre-

dominance of individualism over collective values and

solidarity. But at the same time that SP can strengthen

those phenomena, they can operate in very different ways.

De-politicized participation, pseudo-empowerment of civil

society, and marketing of social intervention are not

inherent to SP. The problem resides in the intentions

attributed to them, and in the role played by them in a

political setting marked by contradictory forces in relation

to what is understood as social change.
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Psychology and the Study of SP Effects in Uruguay

SPs have been the object of study for social and political

sciences in Uruguay, but not in psychology where there

seems to have been practice within them but little

reflection about them. This explains the bibliographical

scarcity and the difficulty of finding similar studies in

Uruguay. Because of this situation, I have cited unpub-

lished papers presented at scientific events where they

contained valuable information about the subject being

discussed here.

Recently, due to the progressive professional inclusion

of psychologists in NGOs managing community projects,

to the direction of governmental programs, and to the

inclusion of this topic in academic studies in Uruguay,

the issue of the psychosocial impact of SP has been

openly discussed. Also, community psychology has

acquired visibility and played a central role in the

approach taken, as can be seen in the University

Extension Program above mentioned. With the new

government, some psychologists have come to participate

in the design of SP programs.

The Concept of Social Policies

In order to define what is here understood as SP, I shall

start from the conception of Brazilian researcher Sonia

Fleury (2002), because she takes into account the com-

plexity and multi-dimensional character of the concept.

This point of view, according to Giorgi (2003), leads to

the idea of the SP as producers of subjectivity. Fleury

(2002) conceives SP as modes of public action—gov-

ernmental or non-governmental—directed to answer the

demands originated in the process of the people’s repro-

duction of a society. This process includes the following

aspects:

1. Socially shared values and collective norms sustaining

political orientations and decisions.

2. The struggle and confrontation between different

social actors with a diversity of opposing interests.

Struggles of meaning and disputes about power

reinforcing and generating identities, through which

social subjects are constituted.

3. A strong economic content related to a process of

accumulation of capital in the sense that SP and

economic policies are interdependent. SPs are influ-

enced by taxation policies and, at the same time, they

contribute to the economic growth.

4. The role of the State expressed through government

structures which formulate policies, distribute and

assign resources, organize, control, and assess,

according to the interests involved and to the corre-

lation of forces, by the action of different

organizations.

5. The generation of knowledge, of disciplinary fields and

of professional practices, producing and reproducing

technologies and incorporating procedures as well as

social practices of interaction between practitioners

and the those who allegedly benefit from the policies.

In this way, SPs are supported by assumptions about the

role of the State, of social organizations and of society in

general. SPs are executed through specific organizations

which plan, carry out, and evaluate programs assigning

places—both, concrete and symbolic—to those working on

them and to their addressees.

Social Policies and Subjectivity

Social policies produce values, identities, modalities of

relationship, of discourses and vocabularies, thus con-

structing social subjects (Giorgi 2006). SPs are the product

of the interaction of multiple meanings in a given social

historical moment within highly complex settings, in which

diverse actors with similar or opposite interests and diverse

actions, with thoughts and feelings based on different

rationales (technical, bureaucratic, economic, political, and

quotidian) are present.

The influence of SP on people’s behaviour has a con-

textual character. In the case of the so-called external

agents, they express themselves by means of the status and

role they have in the organizations carrying out SP and by

the political or technical actions, which, remunerated or

voluntary, they carry out individually or in teams within

those SPs.

In the case of those who benefit from them, SPs are

present in their daily life by way of their relationships

with the governmental and non-governmental organiza-

tions offering them certain services. Those relationships are

part of the individual and collective strategies of survival

produced to solve their needs. As said before, mass media

create a language of deficit. That language reduces the

beneficiaries of SP to the status of devalued and feeble

receivers of assistance and welfare in a way that remem-

bers Douglas and Wildavsky’s (1983) anthropological

critique of the pollution beliefs or ideas influencing the

risks attributed to certain groups or cultures: an explanation

which has been applied by Palli (2003) with reference to

communities. The language of deficit then, has another

effect: SPs have a high degree of efficacy in the production

of subjectivities and that kind of language may be reflected

on them. It is in this sense that Giorgi (2006) says SPs

actually are subjectivity policies.
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The Political Dimension of Community Psychology

Approach

Social policies as modes of producing and reproducing

subjectivities are a fertile field for studying the political

dimension of community psychology, especially if one

wants to emphasize the participatory processes displayed in

them. According to Montero (1997, 1998, 2004a, b), the

political dimension of community psychology is expressed

in the character and the purpose of the knowledge pro-

duced, which for community psychology consists in social

change understood as transformation of power relations

through the active participation of the people in the public

domain. This concern for the palliative or transformative

character of actions, which can be either oppressive or li-

beratory, has been central in Latin American community

psychology.

The role played by the State and social organizations,

the place given to those allegedly benefiting from SP and

the character of the participatory processes produced, are

fundamental factors for the analysis of the motivation and

aims of SP and the meaning of the changes they are

intended to produce. As Sánchez (2000) says, State action

is influenced by the opposite tendencies present in society,

in such a way that participation supposes the confrontation

of interests of diverse sectors trying to obtain hegemony in

the decisions. In this framework, participation of the most

vulnerable groups in society those that traditionally have

had the lesser influence, must necessary go in the direction

of producing transformative social change.

Some Clues for the Construction of Transformative SP

Which are the psychosocial conditions intervening in the

SP inhibition or facilitation of the empowerment of civil

society and communities? What psychosocial aspects

intervene in the construction of participatory processes by

SP so they do or do not assume a transformative character?

In Uruguay, in the better part of the SP implemented, the

agreement between the State and the organizations inter-

ested in the management of social projects consists in the

transfer of resources by the former (in some cases coming

from loans given by international funding organizations).

The State, technically, juridical, and financially, is in

control of the projects’ performance and also training of

human resources. Other organizations (i.e., NGOs, Chur-

ches, grassroots organizations) administer those resources

and hire technical personnel to carry out the projects.

Organization members assuming that kind of responsi-

bility do it as volunteers without any remuneration. In this

setting, the main actors are the State, CSOs, and the

population benefited by the policies. They operate with

different rationalities (bureaucratic, technical, political, the

volunteer’s, and those deriving from the community needs)

whose interaction generates diverse effects, planned or not,

wanted or not.

Psychosocial Factors Intervening in the Empowerment

of CSOs and Communities

In my practice I have systematically observed psychosocial

factors which intervene and condition the empowerment

of civil society and of the communities involved. Those

factors are:

The Role of the CSOs in the Public Sphere and Their

Relationships with the State

Sometimes, the transfer of resources from the State to the

specific projects operates as a stimulus and support for the

technical and operational capacities of organizations with

accumulated social experience, and with a clear inclination

toward social justice. Frequently, those are ‘‘subject orga-

nizations’’ (Schvarstein 1992), with initiative, with history,

and with an identity in relation to the strategies used for

tackling community problems. Thus, the State fulfils its

duty of assuring an effective answer to the needs of com-

munities, transferring resources to CSOs that probably

achieve more effectiveness in their actions, due to their

closeness to the community, and to the know-how they

have developed, than those which could be achieved by the

State’s direct actions.

In other cases, the CSO becomes just an executive

arm administering, with different levels of difficulty, the

resources transferred by the State, and carrying out the

actions designed and defined by the State. These organi-

zations operate as ‘‘object organizations’’ (Schvarstein

1992). Oftentimes, these are organizations with a history

and with roots in the communities. They are co-opted by

the State and caught in administrative tasks losing their

profile of community promotion. In the best of cases, an

effect of individual empowerment takes place when its

members perceive that they occupy a social place with

certain status, that they have the possibility to deploy their

capacities in concrete tasks, and that they are integrated

with a social network granting them a sense of belong-

ingness. But this is not always translated into collective

empowerment in the sense of expressing the interests of the

community they are working with.

The capacity of the organizations to become ‘‘subject

organizations’’, with initiative, with autonomy, able to

develop an administration with its own identity and with

abilities to put pressure and to negotiate (being articulated

with the others), depends on several factors: their profile
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and history; the role attributed to the State and to them in

the field of the public interests (Cortázar et al. 2003b;

Rodrı́guez 2004); and the intentions of the State accepting

the transfer of resources accompanied by the transfer of

power of leadership and decision, in relation to the SP.

The Type of Relationship Between the CSOs

and the Direct Executors of the Projects

The type of association with the State supposes that CSOs

are involved in a work relation with those directly carrying

out the projects (i.e., psychologists, welfare workers, edu-

cators, attendance crew, cooks). In such cases, the logic of

the labour world interacts—not always harmoniously—

with the logic of the volunteer work. There are different

models of the work relationship interiorized by those to be

considered as employers and those seen as employees,

based on their previous experiences and on the dominance

models prevailing in the society. Sometimes, in spite of

personal identities linked to the status of worker, or to the

status of political and social militant, the person who hires

personnel to carry out the projects reproduces dominant

and authoritarian relationships contradicting the values that

she/he may sustain. Also, de-politicization processes lead

to the loss of the sense of relationship that may have been

established (Rodrı́guez 2004).

The logic of volunteer work, present in those who

assume the administration without remuneration, although

displaying important efforts and personal costs, leads them

to expect social recognition from other participants and to

demand the same efforts and dedication from them. On the

other hand, the worker’s rights collide with the socially

assigned importance of altruistic and participatory attitudes

implicit in that social task. The interest in obtaining

remuneration in exchange for the work frequently gener-

ates reproaches and guilty feelings, many times weakening

the professional condition of the work carried out with the

poor.

Another tension in this relationship is the one between

technical criteria and the criteria developed in social pro-

motion experiences, which the CSOs have accumulated.

Contributions coming from a variety of disciplines and

contributing to qualify the interventions, may give way to

technocratic tendencies being substituted for historically

developed social practices.

The Relationship with Those Alleged to Benefit

from the SP

Regarding the CSOs and their relationship with those

mainly supposed to benefit from the SP (generally from

socially vulnerable sectors of the population), what is often

found is: (1) the reproduction of palliative practices, (2)

organizations in charge reflecting the socially dominant

prejudices and stereotypes regarding the poor, their

behaviour, attitudes, and possibilities of being able to

transform their reality. Because of this, the CSOs’ capacity

to interpret the communities’ necessities, to be their

spokespersons, and to enable their participation is funda-

mental. This depends, among other aspects, upon the socio-

cultural distance between the CSO and the population

allegedly benefiting from the SP. Both an excessive

distance and a total identification have negatively conse-

quences, especially if there is no opportunity to reflect

about them.

The relationship between those benefiting from SP and

the State is very much mediated by the CSOs. Beneficiaries

make use of the services as part of their strategies of sur-

vival without necessarily having knowledge (understood as

consciousness) of the characteristics of programs including

them (Da Silva and Rodrı́guez 2005). This is a conse-

quence of the function carried out by the organizations in

connection with the population. They sometimes act—

without intending it—to tone down emergent social con-

flicts, thus being useful for the palliative SP, instead of

promoting and empowering the community’s capacity for

claiming and demanding its inclusion in the planning of

policies. Therefore, to do that, it is necessary to know and

understand the political institutional context.

In general, those benefiting report satisfaction with the

attention and benefits they receive. Those benefits go

beyond the solution of immediate needs, having positive

effects for self-esteem and for the inclusion in new rela-

tionship networks, generating gratitude toward the CSOs

and the people doing the job (Da Silva and Rodrı́guez

2005). Sometimes this gratitude blocks the possibility of

assuming a critical role when there is the risk of losing

what benefits the addressees have obtained, and when that

gratitude is not supported by an image of themselves as

citizens with rights.

Main Influences in Transformative Participation

The participation of beneficiaries in SP concerning them is

usually emphasized in the discourses of policy planners.

This aspect requires analysis to elucidate what that means

and what the underlying intentions are. Often, community

participation is used as a tool for the manipulation of the

population serving economic political interests preserving

the status quo. In 1985, Ugalde pointed out the frequent

use of community participation in health programs

throughout Latin America, as a mode of ideological and

cultural co-opting community leaders and organizations at

the service of liberal democracies. Ideology operates here

through the promotion of modes of participation following
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pre-determined models, while the conditions for exercising

democracy are controlled, and the conditions for a genuine

and liberatory participation which would lead to a critique

of the established order (status quo) are destroyed. Even in

political projects that criticize the social system regarding

the dominant conception of the person, the contradictions

between the programs created and their execution, between

the intentions and the effects, are also present. Intentions

are necessary but are not enough to guarantee the

development of transformative community participation

(Rodrı́guez et al. 2005).

Community participation with a transformative objec-

tive is here understood as:

…participation producing socializing and conscien-

tisizing actions allowing the sharing and exchange

of knowledge, interests, objectives, experiences;

altering the instituted relationships of power and

promoting changes in the material and subjective

conditions of existence, transformations which are

not just momentary or fleeting, but sustainable,

lasting and incorporated by the different actors

involved… (Rodrı́guez et al. 2005, p. 2)

Participatory processes are constructed in daily life in

face to face relationships. Their macro social projection

potential is frequently ignored, being restricted, in the best

in the cases, to the local limits. Oftentimes they are even

restricted to the personal or to the small group level. This

implies the risk of reinforcing the processes of social

fragmentation and of perpetuating the exclusion of the

population in situation of poverty from the possibilities of

impacting the public sphere, especially if the specific

character of the policies is taken on account. Community

participation aware of the importance of its political impact

must consider the interrelation between the effects it

generates in people within their immediate environment,

within the community and the capacity to transcend to the

public level (Rodrı́guez et al. 2005). This responds to the

demand for community participation with the possibility of

intervening and having influence in the solution of their

problems and in other social arenas (Sánchez 2000).

Community Participation and Social Policies

Therefore, it is important to highlight some characteristics

of community participation in relation to SP:

Heterogeneity in the Concepts and Expectations

About Participation

The concepts and expectations regarding participation vary

among the actors in a Program. This aspect conditions the

assessment of the outcomes of participatory processes

carried out. In a same phenomenon, some actors identify

obstacles and ruptures, whereas other actors see advance-

ment and achievements. This has effects upon the

behaviour and activities of the actors, either facilitating or

blocking their participation. Those concepts and expecta-

tions implicitly carry a certain perception of the community

with which one works, and they are related to the role and

the place each person has in the organization structure

(political decision-maker, intermediate technicians, field

workers, beneficiaries, etc.). This heterogeneity produces

experiences, processes and a variety of results usually

entering in tension with the homogeneity and normative

pretension of the SP.

Mechanisms of Compensation

The policies implemented have increasingly included

mechanisms of compensation for the services given, whose

characteristics vary along different programs. It is expected

that people receiving the services give something as

exchange, trying to break up with the palliative and

patronizing logic perpetuating dependent and passive atti-

tudes. The creators of SP recognize the right of those

subjects to fulfil their needs and the obligation of the State

regarding that, but at the same time, they try to give the

beneficiaries some responsibility and subjective status with

the potential to generate changes in their living conditions.

In practice, this intention is expressed in different ways,

and in some cases the effect is contrary to the one sought.

For people who were included in the labour market and

which recently has come to face unemployment, with the

impact (economic, social, and subjective) that such phe-

nomenon generates, the fact that they are requested to give

something in exchange is seen as a dignifying factor. They

neither want nor expect charity. They know their rights and

are conscious that their situation is produced by a socio-

economic situation that transcends them, although that does

not exclude their having feelings of shame and guilt when

they cannot find resources to survive by their own means.

They actively apply to the offers presented to them, and

when they have difficulties responding to them, they

exclude themselves, self-separating from the programs.

For other people, usually located at the fringe of ‘‘the

excluded’’ groups (Castel 1997), the discourse of com-

pensation does not have the same effect. They do not

respond to the proposals that they receive. At the most,

they accomplish an intelligent use of the modes of action of

the SP in order to survive. Frequently, social operators

have difficulty understanding this behaviour, and they act

in a prejudiced way ending up stigmatizing the beneficia-

ries, adopting an authoritarian stance. Meanwhile, in the

macro social level, the image of the poor as not wanting to
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work, just expecting to receive is reinforced. This generates

a vicious circle reproducing and reinforcing them situation

of exclusion, in a concrete and symbolic sense. One of the

big challenges for psychology is to contribute to address

subjective processes rooted as much in the so-called

excluded as in the rest of society, since both sides are

strongly resistant to the processes of social transformation.

How to subjectively construct a subject of rights and

when those rights have been harmed in their essence? To

generate subjective changes in people that have learned to

survive as part of the development of compensatory or

palliative SP, it is not enough to develop problematizing and

conscientisizing interventions directed to that people. It is

also necessary to intervene in order to produce subjective

and discursive transformations in the rest of the society.

Intentions and Participation

Participation in these programs assumes diverse forms

according to the project goals, those modalities going from

different forms of cooperation to the inclusion in activities

involving the beneficiaries who have autonomous organi-

zations. They can go from giving support to even, although

not frequently, introducing direct participation of the ben-

eficiaries in decision-making activities. Frequently, in the

evaluation of these activities the immediate results

obtained are ranked (i.e., how many people participate;

how many answer the appeal, etc.) losing sight of the

underlying intentions, of the impact of the participation on

the actors involved and of the extent of their impact in the

course of events. The how much and the what (activities) of

people’s participation ranks higher than the why and the

what reasons. Thus, the meaning of community participa-

tion risks getting lost in actions whose intentions are not

clear. This is more so, when power relationships are neither

explicit nor considered in the framework of the activities

carried out, leading to the de-politicization of participation.

Isolated consideration of activities tells us nothing about

the substantial part of participation. It must be analyzed in

its singular action context and in the framework of the links

established. Activities which, from a critical perspective,

could be considered as secondary (i.e., as the collaboration

in tasks organized by others), could lead to a progressive

sense of ownership fostering an ever higher degree of

influence in the project. In the same way, the inclusion of

members of the community in the decision-making levels

may not imply a real distribution of power, since in some

circumstances it can reaffirm relations of dominance

among community members (Rodrı́guez et al. 2005).

Hence, participation needs to be understood as a complex

and situated process, whereas the tendency to simplify this

phenomenon risks producing stereotypes, prejudices, and

actions of resistance to the participation sought.

Tension Between the Organizational Structures

and the Uncertainty of the Participation

One of the components of SP is their organizational

framework. That framework uses a bureaucratic rationality

expressing its intentions and granting roles to the various

actors involved. The creation of organizational models and

of procedures enabling community participation in deci-

sion-making has the risk of homogenizing the working

context, entering in contradiction with the singularity and

the uncertainty of the participatory processes. It is desirable

that within the structures of SP, program planners consider

community participation as a transfer of power. But this

transfer, in spite of its opening goals, supposes the devel-

opment of processes whose aims are ignored due to the

uncertain and dynamic character of social reality, and

because it depends on the singular interests of the com-

munity participating.

Also, deadlines established by funding agencies or by

governmental lapses forcibly establish clear goals and

mechanisms guaranteeing their reach, and that of the

impacts, demonstrating the effectiveness of the program.

These timetables usually differ from those of the

community.

It is necessary to consider organizational procedures and

norms as instruments or intermediate goals requiring con-

stant revision in the framework of the dialogic relationship

established with the community (Rodrı́guez et al. 2005), so

that they do not block spontaneous interventions that may

be produced.

Usually, the participants in SP programs do not spon-

taneously express their interest in participating in decision-

making. The reasons for this reticence could be related to

the internalization of a submissive status in relation to the

instituted relationships of power. Therefore, if the organi-

zational formats designed to increase participation of the

people do not consider the singularity of the processes, they

may become an imposition for those people.

Complaints for the Lack of Participation

Preponderance of values such as individualism and com-

petition, as well as growing feelings of despair, impotence

and distrust, fostered by the prevalence of the neo-liberal

model (Rebellato 1995), have resulted in progressive

fragmentation, in the weakening of social networks and

participatory processes aiming to enlarge the horizon for

the exercising of human rights. Complaints about the lack

of participation are an expression of that despair, which

frequently become an obstacle to participation feeding

back the problem. The complainers, both social workers

and community stakeholders, identify a difficulty that they

end up reinforcing: the establishment of a barrier between
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those who participate, and those who do not. The complaint

serves to displace the problem towards others, without

considering the external agents’ implications and respon-

sibilities in the situation, and avoiding the anguish of being

included in processes of change that may be conflictual.

This could be seen as a resistance mechanism whose

conditions of production are tied to subjective and inter-

subjective factors such as:

• The non-fulfilment of expectations and wishes depos-

ited in others (community members) by external agents,

which frequently do not coincide with the needs of the

people.

• The illusion of idealized participation where everyone

participates with the same degree of involvement and

commitment.

• The devaluation of the participation of those who do

participate who, when they hear complaints about lack

of participation assume their own investment as

valueless.

• The lack of acknowledgment of the voluntary character

of participation, and of the secondary benefits that it

brings (learning, gratification, and power), when a more

advantageous place is attributed to those not partici-

pating in comparison to that of those participating.

• Tendency to blame others for the difficulties and

hardships, and resistance to critically evaluation of

one’s own attitudes hindering participation.

Discrediting the Professional Character of Promoting

Community Participation

In everyday work, one frequently hears that promotion of

community participation is a spontaneous action neither

requiring learning nor training. Although the most genuine

participation is that taking place in a spontaneous and

voluntary way by interested people, in practice one sees

that participation is learnt and that it is the outcome of

relationships established between communities and exter-

nal agents who can either facilitate or obstruct it.

Theoretical and methodological tools are required because

they allow understanding of community dynamics and how

to work with them.

In consonance with the fact that SPs are directed to

specific sectors, those working with them often are people

specialized in the specific problems approached by the

programs (education, health, housing, and the like). The

community component, then, is frequently considered as

secondary with respect to the central problem axis and the

planners expect that the external agents (psychologists,

interdisciplinary teams) to carry out their tasks as volunteer

work. Thus, a debilitating effect of the professional

character of community work takes place. This does not

mean that a technocratic logic should be imposed in social

action, overcoming the cumulative knowledge developed

from the social actors’ experience, but to recognize the

necessity for training external agents in order for them to

be able to facilitate participatory processes.

Relationship Between Community Participation

and External Agents’ Participation

The characteristics of the participation of those who benefit

from SPs are directly related to the participation of the

agents carrying out SP and to their living context. The

consideration of people as subjects of rights, their sense of

belonging regarding the project, and their degree of

involvement in decision-making, can hardly be manifested

if external agents are not considered as active subjects in

their own specific context, able to produce and execute

actions derived from decisions in which they have partic-

ipated. It is difficult to promote and obtain the participation

of people, if the ones who promote it do not feel they are

participating. It is very seldom the emotional mobilization

produced by the participatory process can be sustained if

external agents do not feel they are supported. Hence, the

characteristics of community participation reflect the

dynamics of the teams promoting it (Rodrı́guez et al.

2005).

Transformative participatory processes involve the

agent that works with the community, either passively

reproducing certain modes of relationship, or as someone

able to exercise a transforming action with which s(he) is

engaged with. The external agent must be able to visualize

and to analyze her/his prejudices, stereotypes, and attitudes

regarding the community (produced by the encounter

between different life worlds), as well as the behaviour

s(he) deploys in her/his own context regarding the partic-

ipation that sometimes identifies her or him with the

population. Both community stakeholders and external

agents are influenced by the prevailing individualism of

contemporary society. We, as external agents, feel despair

in relation to the possible future; there is little credibility

about collective spaces and, in our daily life, we reproduce

the relationships of power that we criticize. The encounter

with the other is an opportunity for the external agent to

enlarge his/her learning, his/her perspectives, and his/her

spaces of freedom; in brief, an opportunity to transform

him/herself along with others.

Sometimes, those who make big efforts trying to pro-

mote participation, finish dissatisfied and frustrated. An

important factor contributing to that is the ‘‘cultural shock’’

which arises out of the difficulty of processing differences

in ways of thinking, feeling, and acting between the

beneficiaries and the external agents. Another is the

identification with the population as a consequence of
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belonging to the same social sector. A third is the economic

crisis affecting the Uruguayan population in recent years,

also the anguish produced by coping with limit situations

(those which people cannot stand2) and the difficulty pro-

cessing feelings generated by the bond created with the

other (fight, anxiety, impotence). Guilt caused by the

awareness of not being able to, and the lack of conceptual

and methodological tools needed to, understand the popu-

lation’s characteristics and determinant factors and the

elaboration of strategies should also be added to this

account.

Community Psychological Intervention in Relation

to Social Policies

To reverse the situation of poverty and exclusion in the

Uruguayan population, macro political and economic

transformations are required. But those transformations

must also be produced at the micro political level, in the

scenarios of daily life which can be spaces for the con-

struction of new subjectivities. At those times, intentions

and means used to develop interventions acquire special

relevance for the generation of effects not easily foreseen

(Villasante 2002). Instead of working to create only one

model of organization, community interventions should be

directed at generating processes which: (1) establish links

to keep diversity and to acknowledge the rights of the

people and (2) analyze and critically examine daily prac-

tices, generating a larger degree of individual and

collective empowerment. Because of those objectives,

interventions aiming to achieve them will be blurred and

subject to uncertainty, because they are built in the process

of participating, and with the inclusion of both external

agents and the beneficiaries of them, all involved in the

same task (Rodrı́guez et al. 2005); a complexity very well

described by Wiesenfeld (2000) in Venezuela, in a suc-

cessful self-managed process of collective housing.

Aspects Guiding the Community Psychological

Transformative Intervention in the Scenario

of the Social Policies

Problematization

This is a strategy in the process of developing con-

sciousness through the critical examination of the habitual

modes of understanding everyday life and their causes

(Montero 2006). It is achieved by community organiza-

tions assuming the management of projects, by enabling

the production of a political conscience about their

functioning in the larger society and in their habitat. That

is carried out by way of an analysis of the action context,

allowing them to go beyond their immediate projects and,

to assume a protagonist paper, within the CSOs, in order

to have a changing impact in the design of SP (Wiesen-

feld 2000; Sánchez 2004).

Problematization of their practices and of the bonds

established with the population by external agents, ana-

lyzing the psychosocial processes that block or facilitate

transformation processes. The analysis of the team’s

implication is a basic tool for this purpose. This means to

share the different perceptions, expectations, and preju-

dices regarding the population, analyzing their attitudes

and including an analytic and understanding perspective

regarding the vicissitudes of the specific context.

Participatory Strategies

That is the implementation of these strategies in commu-

nity programs so they become, both for the beneficiaries of

SP and for their agents, learning experiences that can be

transferred to other places in the public sphere through the

exercise of rights and duties as citizens.

To be attentive to the emergency of spontaneous social

movements that could be generated as modes of protest,

claims, or initiatives. The State and the CSOs should listen

to these voices, neither suffocating them nor underesti-

mating or idealizing them.

The creation of dialogue spaces between State officers,

CSOs, social workers, and the direct participation of the

beneficiaries. Dialogue should serve to circulate informa-

tion, formulate, and answer queries; to express mutual

expectations; to create opinion opportunities; and to

negotiate agreements. This allows the acknowledgment of

the other and of oneself as external agent and in relation to

the place occupied in the complex web of relationships

established, modifying the image of the other and one’s

own according to critically questioning mutual attributions.

Finally, the horizon of understanding of that shared sce-

nario should be enlarged, allowing the production of

changes.

Articulating mechanisms of communication between the

central managerial level of SP, where programs are con-

ceived and designed, and the local community level, so that

the former is nurtured by particular realities coming from

the different social actors. At the same time, communities

can have the opportunity to think about their own projects,

expectations, and realities as part of the wider context of

the SP, not seen themselves as isolated realities.

2 Limit situation is a concept introduced by Freire (1970). From limit

situations derive limit actions, extreme reactions to those situations

directed to immediately change them, sometimes by unexpected

ways.

Am J Community Psychol (2009) 43:122–133 131

123



Conclusion

Social policies can be instruments of social transformation,

but they can also contribute to maintenance of the status quo.

They have an implicit conception of the subject, of the State

and of the civil society participation embedded in their dis-

courses and actions, and they also generate subjectivities.

Their expression through programs and projects, supposes the

unfolding of complex psychosocial processes linked to CSOs

and to the beneficiaries of the policies. Understanding the

political consequences of community psychological action

allows revelation of aspects of the discourses of SP. It also

helps to understand the subjective and inter-subjective pro-

cesses at stake, and to intervene at different levels to develop

their emancipatory character and to counteract the palliative

tendencies in SP and the social control exerted by them.

The psychosocial conditions of SP intervening to foster

or to stall the strengthening of civil society and commu-

nities can be summarized as:

• The history and identity of the CSOs carrying out SP.

• Their initiative and capacity to lobby and negotiate

regarding State proposals.

• The State’s acknowledgment and appreciation of the

know-how produced by the CSOs working with com-

munities, and the effect of the modes of participation of

those CSOs in the plans of the organizations.

• State support and stimulation of grassroots organiza-

tions’ capacity to mobilize communities.

• The importance of the democratic and participatory

character of CSOs regarding their own workers, and the

volunteers collaborating with them.

• Capacity in the CSOs to develop dialogue and

horizontal relationships with communities, acknowl-

edging their diversity and their rights.

• Capacity in those organizations to represent the inter-

ests of communities and to foster their exercise of civil

and social rights.

The psychosocial aspects intervening in the construction

of participatory projects in SP, so they become transfor-

mative or not, may also be summarized as follows:

• Acknowledgment of a variety of concepts and expec-

tations regarding participation in the design and

implementation of SP, as well as spaces for the critical

evaluation of them.

• Insertion of the State role and of themselves regarding

the responses given to their needs into the subjectivity

of SP’ beneficiaries.

• Intentions implicit in participatory proposals, in the

sense of providing a real distribution of power and

possibilities for the analysis of the impact in participa-

tory proposals in each particular context.

• Existence of flexible and permeable organization

allowing community participation in decision-making

regarding the SP planning.

• The degree and variety of individual and group ways of

resistance (i.e., complaints, evading self-critique, blam-

ing of third parties, idealizing participation), regarding

the development of community participation.

• Training of external agents for the promotion of

community participation.

• The participatory and supporting condition of contexts

where the people carrying out SP have to work, and

their possibility of developing critical analyses about

the policies and their own role.

These conditions and aspects must be considered when

SP try to reach the population, and when the population to

be benefited by them needs to voice their needs, to have

their opinions heard, and as part of the citizenry want to

exert the right to participate in governing actions con-

cerning their welfare.
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