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Abstract
This article aims to consider conceptions of the Brazilian conditional cash transfer Bolsa
Família Program as elaborated by both those responsible for its implementation and its
beneficiaries in Northeast Brazil. Most innovative in this study is the adoption of the
program’s municipal social workers, who are responsible for the implementation of the
program, as the main observation point, by conceptualizing them as street-level bureau-
crats. The research is based on ethnographic fieldwork that took place between 2013 and
2015, for a total of six months, combined with in-depth interviews with the program’s
beneficiaries in a middle-sized municipality of the State of Ceará. Social workers enjoy a
range of discretion that directly affects the distribution of benefits. Their efforts to better
apply what they see as scarce resources are embedded in their representations of
poverty—separating “deserving” from “undeserving” poor—generating insecurity among
beneficiaries. By doing so, beneficiaries’ understanding of the program as a social right
is compromised, which is reinforced by a fragile legal status enjoyed by the Bolsa
Família and ambiguous bureaucratic procedures.
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Introduction

The Brazilian Conditional Cash Transfer (CCT)1 Bolsa Família Program (Family Grant, BFP)
is widely considered a successful case of anti-poverty action, with its existence rarely
challenged in Brazilian politics (Hall 22). The program is seen as a departure from the usual
development of Brazilian social assistance, focusing, as it does, on “rights” and “state
responsibility” (Yazbek 66), as opposed to emergency- and charity-related food and goods
distribution, which have been the norm (Almeida 1). The discussion around the “rights”
dimension of the program is often developed in two complementary lines. The first stresses
its impersonality and bureaucratic performance in order to challenge clientelist accusations
(Bohn 6; Fenwick 19; Sugiyama and Hunter 60). The second interprets it as one step in a larger
process of strengthening the goal of social assistance, which is to provide a guaranteed
minimum income based solely on citizens’ rights (Barrientos 4), as proposed by universal
basic income advocates (Caillé 9; Suplicy 61). These lines fail to understand how empirical
and localized limitations in the implementation of CCT programs impact how beneficiaries
construct them as social rights interventions, regardless of whether or not they are a constitu-
tional right or a government program—to which citizens expect equal access and fair
treatment. It is in this context that this article aims to consider conceptions of the Bolsa
Família Program as voiced by both those responsible for its implementation and by its
beneficiaries.

It is now well established that “the expansion of social rights has been accompanied by the
rise of large-scale welfare state bureaucracies that determine the content of these rights through
the programs and services they control” (Hasenfeld et al. 24, 397). Building on this line of
thought, the approach I used in this research was to focus on Bolsa Família’s municipal social
workers, viewing them as street-level bureaucrats (Lipsky 38) responsible for the implemen-
tation of the program—bureaucrats whose power can shape social policy, effectively
transforming the citizenship rights of the poor. More specifically, as I will demonstrate, social
workers enjoy a range of discretion when determining a family’s level of poverty, and this
directly affects the distribution of benefits. Many authors have drawn on Lipsky’s conceptu-
alization of social workers as street-level bureaucrats (e.g., Evans and Harris 18; Hasenfeld 25;
Rice 52) and, in France, a specific field of studies has emerged called sociologie du guichet
(Dubois 15; Siblot 58; Spire 59; Weller 65), in which the reception counter has become a
symbol of regulation and social domination over the poor.

Social workers’ actions are determined by their own interpretations and representations of
the Bolsa Família and the poor, and one of my primary focuses in this paper is on how social
workers’ discretionary practices influence their perceptions of people in poverty, particularly
their right to benefit from the program. My core argument is that BFP’s social workers’
informal practices in allocating what they see as scarce resources are embedded in their
conceptions of poverty. The separation of “deserving” from “undeserving” poor, in turn,
shapes how they implement the program and exacerbates a sense of insecurity among
beneficiaries. Beneficiaries’ understanding of the BFP as a social right thus becomes compro-
mised, and this is reinforced by the fragile legal status and ambiguous bureaucratic procedures
evident in the program.

1 CCTs are anti-poverty programs that directly distribute monetary benefits to target families that are under an
established poverty line. Benefits are conditional on beneficiaries’ actions, which typically involve education and
health.
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The idea that the Bolsa Família’s implementation process plays a significant role in the
outcome of the program is not new in Brazil. Bichir (5) and Oliveira (44), among others, have
drawn on the street-level bureaucracy theory to analyze the reproduction of inequalities in
policy implementation in the country (see, too, Lotta 39; Pires 51, 50). However, to my
knowledge, no academic work has combined both the street-level bureaucracy approach and
the focus on social rights consolidation in the Bolsa Família, and this is the first study to
highlight the participation of the program’s social workers in shaping policy implementation.
The literature on the effects of CCTs worldwide is abundant, but this field of study has yet to
embrace implementation studies and take a closer look into the relationship between agents
and beneficiaries, and the consequences this relationship has in transforming policies. By
drawing on ethnographic fieldwork, this article is the first to focus specifically on implemen-
tation agents’ discretion in CCT programs.

Other similar studies in Brazil have found opposing results to those I present in this article
(i.e., Bohn 6; Fenwick 19; Hunter 29; Leao Rego and Pinzani 37; Sugiyama and Hunter 60).
They highlight the positive outcomes of the Bolsa Família regarding recipients’ citizenship.
Their central argument is that “the daily fulfillment of basic needs is a precondition for feelings
of social inclusion” (Hunter and Sugiyama 28, 835). Although my research is not aimed at
disqualifying such studies—and offers no data to do so—it does offer evidence of limitations
in this process. As will become clear through my analysis, it is the interaction between
different factors that limits the BFP’s potential to expand the poor’s citizenship, factors that
include the fragile status of the program, discretionary practices, and class relations within the
program’s implementation. What allowed me to see such factors in play, factors that others
might have missed, was the long-term empirical ethnographic fieldwork that I conducted at a
local BFP office.

This article contains four sections. The first describes the Bolsa Família, focusing on the
program’s legal status and the waiting list procedure.2 The second presents the methodology
and provides a description of the city where the research took place, here named Angico. The
third zooms in on the social workers responsible for the program’s implementation and their
work environment, highlighting their perceptions and representations of the poor and how they
incorporate these into their daily activities. The final section addresses how social workers’
practices impact beneficiaries’ views of the BFP, giving rise to a vicious circle that reinforces
perceptions of poverty and insecurity among beneficiaries.

The Bolsa Família Program

The Bolsa Família Program is the largest CCT program in the world in terms of the number of
people it assists, which currently stands at around 14 million families—about 50 million
people, a quarter of Brazil’s population. It targets people below both the poverty and extreme
poverty line, defined by a monthly household income up to R$170 and R$85 per capita
respectively.3 In 2003, the BFP was created by a presidential decree and, on January 9, 2004, it
became a federal law (law number 10,836). The program’s legal basis does not imply that

2 Other authors have made a full description of the program (Hallmann 2015), its creation and development (Hall
21). The literature on the BFP’s impacts is abundant, such as on poverty and inequality reduction (Sánchez-
Ancochea and Mattei 55) and gender equality (de Brauw et al. 12).
3 Values for 2018, for a minimum wage of 954 Brazilian reais (BRL) (US$ 1 = BRL 4.00 on May 13, 2019).
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access to it is an established right for qualifying applicants. The BFP was conceived as, and
remains, a targeted program: in 2008 the government stated, “The granting of BFP benefits has
a temporary nature and does not constitute an acquired right. The eligibility of families to
receive such benefits should be mandatorily reviewed every 2 years” (Article 21 of Decree
6392, own translation).

If it was an “acquired right,” access to Bolsa Família would be unrestricted to those
qualifying for the program. Instead—even though the government itself has promoted the
program as a “social right” (Hunter and Sugiyama 27), and some even suggest that the
widespread political support the program enjoys has changed its de facto status (Ávila 3)—
the BFP remains a federal government program based on quotas per municipality. This means
that the government can suspend or change the rules of the program at any moment. Besides
being a neoliberal budgetary measure that targets social investment (Lavergne and Beserra 36),
this legal condition enables the existence of conditions that beneficiaries must meet in order to
maintain receipt of benefits. However, the program is also based on laws and defined rules.
Whether it is a constitutional right or a government program does not change the equal and fair
treatment the population expects to have when accessing it.

The Bolsa Família is nevertheless a fundamental part of the poor’s citizenship, here
understood not only as the formal rules that structure the relationship between citizens and
the state, but as all of the interactions, formal and informal, that occur in everyday life
(Desforges et al. 13; Koster 33), as well as the imaginations of the state that emerge from
them (Kruper and Nugent 35; Lund 40). In this context, the BFP represents, for many, the only
positive exchange with the state as an entity that is separate from local politicians. Unlike most
previous social assistance programs, the BFP is federally funded and regulated, and monetary
benefits are distributed directly to families (they can be withdrawn from ATMs). Although
widely described as a “favor” (Ávila 3), a few beneficiaries described the program as the
“recognition of their struggles by the government,” or as a return of the taxes they pay, or even
as compensation for the many public services they know they are supposed to receive or have
access to, but which they see as insufficient (Eiró 16).

The program’s so called “conditionalities” are that children go to school and are vaccinated,
and that pregnant women have regular medical check-ups. Depending on family composition,
the benefits vary from R$39 to R$372, and are designed to lift families above the poverty line.4

Indeed, since 2012, legislation was passed allowing the maximum limit to be exceeded, if
necessary, in order to ensure families rise above the extreme poverty line.5 By the end of 2017,
13.9 million households were benefiting from the BFP, with an average benefit value of
R$179.

Nominated cardholders responsible for the family benefit are, whenever possible, women—
a deliberate choice related to intra-family women’s empowerment, and the moral expenditure
of family resources, regarding which there is a perception that women are more rational and
will, for example, prioritize child welfare (Santos 56). This carries a heavy normative and
controlling dimension (Lavergne and Beserra 2006), as has been highlighted by social workers
administering personal social services (Handler 23).

4 In Brazilian social assistance, family is “the nuclear unit, possibly expanded to other individuals who have ties
of kinship or affinity with it, forming a domestic group, living under the same roof and that sustain itself with the
contribution of its members” (Federal Law 10, 836, January 9, 2004). Thus, in this article, “family” and
“household” are used interchangeably.
5 The “Benefit for Overcoming Extreme Poverty” is part of the “Brazil Without Poverty” initiative (Brasil Sem
Miséria), a broader umbrella plan under which the BFP falls.
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Since its creation, BFP’s rules have been through a number of reforms that have increased
its complexity not only regarding the value and composition of benefits, but also the criteria for
family eligibility (Osorio and Soares 46). Beneficiaries’ benefits are calculated automatically,
according to predefined rules, and it is difficult for either beneficiaries or municipal staff to
predict the amount.

Although a federal program, the Bolsa Família is implemented by municipalities, which run
local offices and are responsible for their staff. Federal resources are exclusively designated to
infrastructure investment. The BFP’s main implementation steps are: (1) the federal govern-
ment allocates quotas to municipalities based on an estimated number of poor families; (2)
municipalities proceed to register potential families in a centralized database—the Unified
Registry (Cadastro Único)—controlled by the Ministry of Social Development (MDS)6; (3)
files are processed automatically to determine families’ eligibility and the value of their
benefit; (4) benefits are transferred directly to the families via a personal magnetic card; (5)
the MDS sporadically checks for irregularities, cross-checking with income taxes and labor
databases, and families presenting with irregularities will have their benefit blocked or
suspended and will be flagged to municipalities; (6) municipal offices follow-up on benefi-
ciaries, updating cadastral information, checking compliance with conditions, and verifying
any irregularities. Local offices can temporarily block benefits in cases of suspicion of declared
false information. The family is notified that the benefit has been blocked at the next attempt at
cash withdrawal, but is not given a reason.

Although municipal quotas are defined by the estimated number of people in poverty—and
are thus supposed to cover all poor families—they cannot reflect the complex realities of such
families’ income challenges, such as work instability, income fluctuations, and inter-
municipality migration flux. Such factors are acknowledged in the program’s flexibility, in
that benefits are not automatically canceled for families that fall out of the targeted profile.
Once its benefit has been blocked, a family has six months to contact the local office before the
benefit is definitively canceled. The measures for protecting these beneficiaries, who might fall
into poverty once again, contribute to a coverage problem. Even during the times when the
BFP coverage was close to 100% of poor families—and recent cuts in the program and a
concomitant increase in poverty levels in the country suggest this is not the current situation—
the quota system contains an inherent problem: As quotas are allocated based on estimates of
people in poverty, and if we suppose that these estimates are accurate, each “non-poor” family
receiving benefits represents one “poor” family that does not. Although scarcity of resources in
the BFP is not as great as in most social policies, the quota system generates waiting lists for
places that only become available when beneficiaries exit the program (voluntarily or not), or
when the quotas are updated.

The Research

The analyses developed in this article are based on ethnographic research conducted in a city,
which I here call Angico, in one of the largest municipalities of Ceará state, in three periods
spread over three years (2013–2015), for a total of six months. Angico is a medium-size city
(officially defined in Brazil as having a population of 100,000–500,000 people), in the
hinterland of Northeast Brazil, the Sertão or Brazilian Semiarid, a region in which a great

6 In 2019, the ministry was renamed by the Bolsonaro administration to “Ministry of Citizenship.”
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deal of the country’s poverty and Bolsa Família beneficiaries are concentrated (Campello and
Neri 10). Situated in a predominantly rural area, Angico’s recent process of economic
development and urbanization is illustrative of the transformations occurring not only in
Northeast Brazil, but in several regions around the country.

The ethnographic research relied mostly on the direct observation of the daily activities of
the BFP municipal office, where almost all activities concerning the implementation of the
program are developed. The focus of observations was on the interactions between social
workers and beneficiaries. During those months, I constantly followed social workers in their
daily work, accompanying them on house visits, and being present during interviews with
beneficiaries in the BFP office. During house visits, social workers introduced me as an
“intern,” since internships were common for social workers in training. In the Bolsa Família
office, I was rarely introduced, and I became one of many people ensuring that those
encounters always lacked privacy.

Noting the problematic nature of the relationship between beneficiaries and the BFP social
workers, it became clear that my observations needed to extend to other social assistance
institutions. For this reason I widened my study to include the Social Assistance Reference
Center (CRAS) office. I made contact with the CRAS through a social worker who had been
working in the BFP at the time of my first field trip, but later moved to the CRAS. She invited
me for a visit. As the CRAS is considered to be the “contact point” for all social assistance
services, its social workers perform some activities related to the implementation of the BFP,
and are in constant contact with the program’s social workers. I obtained permission to conduct
research from the coordinator of the unit, and started to follow the daily life of the 10 or so
social workers who worked there. This particular CRAS office—one of 10 in Angico—was
located in the city’s poorest neighborhood. Of all the offices, it had the greatest number of
employees and the largest population to cover.

I believe that my social position in the field had different impacts on the two groups (social
workers and beneficiaries) with whom I conducted research. My interactions with social
workers from both offices were friendly. Even if I was usually the only man around—
although not white—it was clear frommy appearance and accent that I came from the southern
part of Brazil, and I was probably perceived to come from a higher class than the social
workers, despite the fact that we were all roughly the same age and shared similar interests.
These social workers were used to hosting researchers (albeit for shorter periods than I stayed),
and many of them were interested inpursuing some kind of post-graduate study. As I had told
them I was conducting my PhD research, this became the most important subject for small talk
during our first meetings. They were generally proud of their work, and had no reservations
sharing their knowledge with me. As I was not a social worker, I was treated (rightly) as
ignorant regarding the nature of their work, and therefore in need of constant lecturing on the
subject—which gave me invaluable insights.

Regarding the beneficiaries’ interviews, my approach to gain their trust was two-fold: First,
I emphasized the educational aspect of my work, and that I wanted to learn, from their
experiences, things about the Bolsa Família that are impossible to learn from far away. Second,
I described to them some of my observations from the BFP office, looking for reactions to
events that they may not have mentioned spontaneously. My fear was to be seen as a social
worker, or as someone who could directly affect their benefits. However, coming from outside
the region played to my advantage: they hoped my work could help improve the BFP. By
echoing their positive perceptions of the program (on which they would always focus), I tried
to avoid them feeling I was judging them in any way.
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Beyond direct observations, the other techniques I used were: (1) repeat interviews and
conversations with a total of 18 social workers (see appendix) directly involved in the Bolsa
Família’s activities, or who had performed this work in the last few years; (2) in-depth
interviews with 35 BFP beneficiaries (see appendix), focusing on the beneficiaries’ percep-
tions of the program.

I interviewed the beneficiaries, without the social workers, in their homes. The interviews
were 30–90 minutes long. Respondents were selected using a snowballing technique, with four
different starting contacts who had been introduced to me by social workers. They then
indicated neighbors or friends that were also BFP beneficiaries. All interviewees in this study
signed an informed consent term of participation that guaranteed them complete anonymity.

The analyses conducted in this article were inspired by the tradition of implementation
studies, which aims at highlighting one of the forces that determines policy impact—
acknowledging that not all problems within policies are a result of insufficient planning or
of the inadequacy of the program itself (Van Meter and Van Horn 63). Furthermore, this study
is empirically rooted in what has been called an “institutional ethnography,” a feminist method
of inquiry that focuses on how institutions organize people’s everyday lives (Cookson 11;
Smith 2005). By making use of this radical inductive approach, my goal was first to see the
BFP through social workers’ eyes, and later to discuss their practices with beneficiaries. Rather
than merely combining these perspectives, I also draw on the symbolic interactionism tradition
(Goffmann 1974), and the micro-sociological approach to the study of street-level bureaucra-
cies (Dubois 15).

Bolsa Família Program’s Social Workers as Street-Level Bureaucrats

This article demonstrates how social workers incorporate representations of poverty in their
daily activities, and how these representations shape the ways in which they implement the
Bolsa Família. Although this incorporation might not be an intentional action, it is motivated
by the need to deal with a perceived scarcity of resources and a consequent intention to avoid
fraud at all costs, resulting is a “system of bureaucratic rationing” (Hasenfeld et al. 24). Thus,
in their contact with beneficiaries, social workers constantly engage in a moral assessment of
household expenses and beneficiaries’ behavior in order to separate them into two categories:
deserving or undeserving of public aid. As demonstrated later in the article, this practice is part
of a vicious circle that increases beneficiaries’ insecurity towards the program and therefore the
chances of “suspicious behavior” that will make social workers act more strictly. It is worth
mentioning that to blame the poor for their condition is not a new phenomenon, nor is it
something exclusive to Brazil. Indeed, as Katz (32, xiii) wrote, the perceived moral standing
(or lack thereof) that poor people exhibit has been “the oldest and most enduring answer to the
question, what kind of a problem is poverty?” This relates directly to the differentiation
between deserving and undeserving poor, a judgment conducted by most religions and thus
present since the beginning of public policies to alleviate poverty.

I analyze the discretionary practices social workers employ, using the street-level bureau-
cracy theory developed mainly by Michael Lipsky (38). Lipsky’s core argument is that street-
level bureaucrats such as social workers should be acknowledged and conceptualized as the
last link in the policy-making chain, since it is only in bureaucrats’ interactions with clients that
public policies “come to life.” According to Lipsky, agents’ behavior is influenced by two
factors: organizational context and intrinsic cognitive-emotional utility functions. The latter
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concerns not only the individual disposition, but also group practices and values. The
organizational context gives the material both structure and limitations—usually limited
resources—that will influence an individual’s perception of the discrepancy between the
policy’s goals and the means of its application.

Other authors have observed that the adaptation of policies has occurred specifically in the
interaction between bureaucrats and citizens (Warin 64). In the particular case of social
workers, Rice (52) suggested that the combination of such factors determines whether street-
level bureaucrats rigorously apply, creatively adapt, or undermine the program goals in their
interaction with beneficiaries. In that context, Maynard-Moody and Musheno (41) found that
street-level bureaucrats classify clients into social or professional categories in order to
simplify their work. They describe how social workers concentrate their efforts on clients
they view as worthy of investment. We also know that perceptions of deservingness is
contingent on the personal characteristics of implementation agents, particularly gender and
race (Jilke and Tummers 31).

In social policy, discretion is commonly planned or expected. In the Bolsa Família case, it is
no different: Even if the program relies solely on self-declared household income to determine
the allocation of benefits, social workers are expected to correctly calculate the average
monthly income with beneficiaries. When households are flagged to the municipal office—
due to any number of reasons such as irregularities, procedural tasks, or random testing—
social workers proceed to verify irregularities, and this may, or may not, cause them to
temporarily block the benefit. They can do this if there are indications that the family is not
eligible for the program. In one social worker’s words (Ana, 25), using the “sensitivity”
acquired in their training to reach a decision, social workers ask themselves: “Is the household
eligible to receive the benefit?” and “Are the values provided correct?” These questions are
motivated by what social workers often described as the “fundamental problem” of the Bolsa
Família: the self-declaration of household data (income included), which is not supposed to be
contested by local social workers. However, in a context of poverty, the majority of benefi-
ciaries have informal or seasonal work, for which they cannot provide proof of wages. Social
worker Paula, 23, explained her view on the matter:

[The beneficiaries] know they can say whatever they want and we are obliged to believe
them. At least initially. Later we find our ways, but it can take months. If we had enough
resources to register all the families at their place, it would be different. In the end, this
job is to swim against the stream.

The way social workers view these encounters testifies to what Weller (65) identified as the
latent tension of such a relationship, marked by a conflict of discourses. Before exploring the
“ways” found by them to “fix” such problems, and in order to understand the frames of
reference used by social workers when facing these situations, it is important to first under-
stand who they are. The main goal here is to locate street-level bureaucracy in the social
context into which it is inserted. Adopting a critical approach to the study of policy delivery
must consider the social positions of individuals (Bourdieu 7) and the structuring of domina-
tion relationships (Dubois 14).

The Social Workers: Origins and Motivations

Angico is the destination for the region’s youth in their search for higher education. The Social
Work undergraduate degree is offered by one of the city’s handful of private colleges (neither
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of the two public institutions offer the degree), which graduates about 100 students per year.
Social Work studies attract mostly young women from the lower-middle class (although
separated by a large social gap from Bolsa Família target families), seeking socio-economic
ascension through employment in public social assistance offices. This is one of the very few
sources of employment for social workers, and the jobs pay more than any other that they
could access without their degree. This means accepting working conditions that are far from
ideal: None of the social workers I interviewed ever had a permanent contract—a stability
expected when entering public service7—which meant they had no employment protection or
career plan. Since there are a limited number of positions available, and there are no mandatory
selection parameters, these positions are usually occupied by people who have personal
contacts within the City Hall. The smaller the municipality, the fewer positions there are
available and, thus, the more important this personal network becomes. In larger cities like
Angico, personal networks do not always determine access to employment, but they still play a
major role in access to higher positions, which are, in consequence, occupied largely by
individuals from higher classes. For the individuals who do not belong to these classes, and
aim to achieve higher positions, compliance is expected, which fits in with their aspirations of
social ascension.

Such a situation also affects interactions between social workers and beneficiaries,
interactions that are permeated by symbolic class boundaries. It was in social workers’
appearance that I first noticed signs of such boundaries, the most visible being clothing,
since social workers and senior officials are not obliged to use uniforms. Social workers
(who are nearly always women) often wear high heels and brand clothing and handbags;
they make regular use of makeup and straighten their hair, wear fancy accessories, such
as big earrings and gold bracelets, and have iPhones—all of which are unattainable, or
reserved for special occasions, for beneficiaries. I never observed social workers making
any effort to remove these distinctive signs, except when they felt unsafe making a house
visit. Furthermore, social workers and beneficiaries do not live in the same neighbor-
hoods nor do they frequent the same places. Over the three years of my visits to Angico I
never heard of a social worker in the social assistance office nor a member of their
family, who had ever received social assistance benefits.

The class differences between these two groups should also be understood as an
intentional differentiation strategy. For a social worker, being a public employee is a sign
of status, representing social ascension for the (lower) middle class from which the
majority come. Because of their university education and their position at work, the
workplace becomes a place to reaffirm their difference from beneficiaries and from
lower-level staff.

The Vicious Circle of Misinformation

The relationship between social workers and beneficiaries is greatly influenced by represen-
tations of the poor that affect how they make use of the Bolsa Família’s bureaucratic

7 To become a public officer in Brazil and thus enjoy a lifetime stability on the job, applicants must go through a
concurso público, a competitive and neutral selection process usually based on written exams that are externally
controlled. Besides becoming a concursado, other types of employment ties can offer fair protection to
employees, such as estatutários or celetistas. None of my interviewees had those types of contracts, which is
still the case for 53.9% of workers in municipal social assistance offices in Brazil (Brasil 8).
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procedures. The result of such process is the generation of a vicious circle (Fig. 1), which
reinforces the intentional or unintentional spread of false or incorrect information, and the
representation of the beneficiaries as deceitful, and frames the program as impossible to be
understood.

As this is a circle, there is no starting point. I will, however, start with social workers’ views
on the program and its beneficiaries, as this was the main focus of my ethnographic observa-
tions. It should be noted that the six steps of the vicious circle are a simplification rather than
an exhaustive model, and there may certainly be other influencing factors.

Social Workers’ Views on Beneficiaries

Following Hasenfeld et al. (24), I believe that the more concrete the analyses of the politics of
social policies’ implementation are, and the more focused they are on families’ receipt of
services, “the more important it becomes to take into account ideologies of citizenship rights
and obligations” (1987, 395). In this context, I turn first to the images social workers have of
beneficiaries and the Bolsa Família. Many of the social workers I interviewed portrayed people
in poverty as lazy and deceitful, always trying to take advantage of the generous state.
Throughout the fieldwork, only one social worker (Márcia, 28) stood out as not fully sharing
these representations, although she did not openly share her beliefs with her colleagues.

Such representations were reinforced by myths that are common in narratives of poverty.
The most fundamental of them, shared by all the social workers, was that a great many of the
BFP beneficiaries decline work offers in order to keep the benefits. Even when explicitly asked
if this would happen when formal jobs were available (which would pay the minimum wage
while the BFP benefits pay approximately a quarter of that), the interviewees would answer in
the positive, attesting that they had heard of such cases. Often referred to as the “laziness
effect” (efeito-preguiça) in Brazil, this hypothesis has systematically been proven to be false
(de Oliveira and Soares 45). The view is expressed in two criticisms of the program: the
absence of a maximum duration for the reception of benefits, and the fact that beneficiaries are
not obliged to search for work. These perceptions can be better analyzed through the following
excerpt:

I’m sure if the Bolsa Família had a fixed term, for example three or five years, I don’t
know, people would go in thinking, “I have that time to change my life. The benefit will
help me and, in this period, I have to do everything I can to get out of poverty.” Isn’t that
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Fig. 1 AVicious Circle: Representations of Poverty and Misinformation Within the Bolsa Família Program
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why the Bolsa Família was created? So people can get out of poverty? Like, “this is the
opportunity of my life: I’m going to earn money like this, for free, and all I have to do is
use it to get out of this situation.” I really think [the program] can help, but for that to
happen people have to really make use of it and give it their all. It is not for nothing that
one receives it. It’s with a commitment to change one’s life. (Social worker Fernanda, 23)

What we can take from this discourse is a belief that, with the help of the Bolsa Família,
beneficiaries can leave poverty behind as long as they put effort into it. The fact that social
workers do not observe that occurring often enough “proves” that these families are not trying
hard enough, and underscores the belief that a maximum enrollment duration in the program
could give the necessary incentive to change that. Another social worker, Joana, 26, suggested
that at the end of such a period an assessment could be carried out to “renew the contract,” “if
the family really needs [the benefit].” As a consequence, social workers avoid framing the BFP
as a “right” in their interactions with the beneficiaries. Instead, they stress precisely the
opposite, as another social worker Alana, 31, explained to me: “I’m a social worker and I
think we need to help those in need, but ideally it’s not for the rest of their lives. So I tell
[beneficiaries] that… I try to get them out of the idea that the BFP would be there forever, that
you can’t depend on it forever, that the best thing is to find a job to be independent.”

It became clear that social workers believed the Bolsa Família could also encourage
beneficiaries to remain poor, since the benefit received allowed them to reach an acceptable
standard of living. Recipients would thus tend not to make an effort to find work that would
increase their income and render them ineligible for the program. By believing that poverty in
itself should not be a reason for assistance, it is evident that these social workers see the poor as
exclusively responsible for the situation they are in—and this is a widespread perception
regarding people living in poverty (Krumer-Nevo and Benjamin 34). Such narratives are also
widespread in other Brazilian contexts: Analyzing how residents of rich neighborhoods in São
Paulo represent the poor, and how these representations are used to justify their segregation
practices, Paugam et al. (47) identified a strong naturalization of poverty. Beyond noting the
presence of a strong sense of meritocracy, the authors also identified veiled racism based on
prejudice against immigrants from Northeast Brazil.

Informal Strategies Adopted by Social Workers

Social workers have the discretionary power to choose the information that will be taken into
account in their informal assessments, which will determine the merit of the beneficiaries.
Eligibility for the program is formally based on a single objective indicator: household income
per person. As a result, any qualitative or subjective assessment social workers make must be
integrated into this indicator through modification of the reported income, which will affect the
value the beneficiary receives and, indeed, whether or not the benefit continues.

In order to assess a given family’s level of poverty, social workers employ two types of
strategies: investigation techniques and the manipulation of bureaucratic procedures. The
investigators employ strategies aimed at “unveiling” sensitive information that beneficiaries
“tend to omit or modify.” Among these, the most common were: inquiring about beneficiaries’
lives among neighbors (especially in order to verify the number of household residents);
comparing answers given to similar questions on different occasions; and assessing the
condition of the house, its furnishings, and any other items owned. In their view, these
strategies can reveal not only a fraud attempt, but also the misuse of money, judged according
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to a moral hierarchy of expenditure—which I have analyzed further elsewhere (Eiró 17). They
may also request details of household expenses and compare them to the declared income.
“People do not think to do all the calculations beforehand,” explained Helena, 24. All this
information can be used by social workers to assess what they consider “the real need” of the
family. Having decided this, they find a way to integrate this subjective “qualitative assess-
ment” in the family’s (physical) file—which shows the absolute power they have over the
beneficiaries.

Strategies that fall into the second group—the manipulation of bureaucratic procedures—
are those such as intimidating beneficiaries by summoning them to the Bolsa Família office as
a tactic to dissipate anger, rather than out of any actual need; omitting information about the
program’s functioning and rules; and emphasizing and exaggerating the legal consequences
that one might suffer if convicted of fraud. For example, each beneficiary must sign a
declaration form testifying that the information given by the respondent is true. Social workers
told me how they emphasize the juridical-legal nature of the document, especially where it
says: “liable of criminal and civil prosecution as a result of committed frauds.” Ana, 25, for
example, said, “We scare them a bit” and, laughing, told me how respondents often suddenly
“remember” another income source. Such distortions and omissions of information regarding
the rules of the program are intended by social workers to give beneficiaries fewer opportu-
nities to commit fraud, as is shown in the following excerpt:

I believe that almost all beneficiaries try to increase their benefits by reporting false
income. They know it: if one says that one earns less, the benefit will increase. What
they don’t know is the finer rules for calculating the benefit’s value, and that’s where
they get caught. I myself don’t know all the finer rules of the program: it’s complicated.
And [as for the beneficiaries], it’s better if they don’t know too much, otherwise they
could calculate everything beforehand and it would be more complicated to catch them
in their lies. (Fernanda, 23)

Social workers thus rely on a range of informal but structured and shared strategies to
creatively adapt the program (Rice 52), yet they are not deliberately aiming to undermine
the program’s goal. Adaptations are viewed as “fixes” to the program’s flaws. Social
workers believe some people truly need the benefits, such as families in extreme poverty
and/or those that have a reason for not being able to work. They thus not only
subjectively assess every family they encounter, but also compare them in order to
establish a hierarchy of merit.

Arbitrary and Uneven Decisions

The main reason behind social workers’ actions described above is that they are aware of
people whom they consider as “deserving” of assistance who do not receive the BFP benefit.
This is the result of the program’s design. Social workers understand their role as needing to go
beyond the program’s guidelines, since they see them as flawed. To use the terminology
developed by Paugam (48), by claiming a different role from that given to them, social workers
reject the model of bureaucratic intervention predicated by the rules of the BFP, which aim to
respect the dignity of the individual and reduce the stigma associated with social assistance.
Social workers understand their role in the program as being closer to an individualistic
intervention, on a case-by-case basis, and this justifies an intrusion into the private lives of
beneficiaries and induces a moralistic relationship with the assisted families.
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They justify their practices by emphasizing the need to expose fraudulent beneficiaries.
This justification has a function. According to Lipsky (38, 115), “[street-level bureaucrats’]
conceptions of clients tend to be consistent with perspectives that exonerate them from
responsibility for clients’ fate,” and they rely on their own experience (validity by illustration,
as shown before) to support their decisions. Lipsky defends this behavior by arguing that it
prevails in “proportion to the worker’s need to cope with the uncertainties of decision-making
and the potential consequences of those decisions.” Social workers seek to cast themselves in
the image of the “good bureaucrat,” but also, and foremost, they justify their actions as social
justice, as the following dialogue with social worker Joana (26) shows. The conversation took
place after a particularly tense family visit, where the beneficiary vigorously challenged the
blockage of her allowance, and Joana refused to request that the procedure be reversed:

Me: There was nothing she could say that would make you change your mind?
Joana: Of course not! [laughing] What kind of social worker would I be if I was
convinced so easily? Seriously, they will say anything to have this small allowance,
you would not believe the things I have already heard.
Me: I understand. It’s just that it seemed to me that the lady was not very well money-
wise…
Joana: But there are others worse off, that’s what you must have in mind. I’m not saying
she did not need it, it’s just that you have to make a decision and stick to it. If when we
come to the house and we see old stuff, the house in poor condition and so on, and we
change our minds each time… there would not be enough allowances for all those who
come to ask.

Such a justification helps to explain social workers’ apparent conflict of identities, torn as they
are between their role to help the poor, and their subscription to dominant representations of
poverty widespread within higher socio-economic classes. The first of these identities is
highlighted by their discourse when encountering critical poverty situations. Their empathy
is reserved for those facing extreme situations, those “who really need it,” “who have suffered
much,” “who try to fight against life hazards.” Other situations, those less critical, are seen
through the class lenses, and a stigmatizing discourse of people in poverty is evoked.
According to Jilke and Tummers (31), such a discourse is pivotal in perceptions of
deservingness among school teachers in the United States. In their study, the authors found
that “needed deservingness” is the most effective in determining the direction of teachers’
efforts: Teachers prioritize students they see as needing the most, including members of
minority groups.

Bolsa Família’s limited resources and the number of people on the waiting list are
used to justify the coexistence of both behaviors, since they must “make room” for the
“truly poor people” who are currently not receiving the benefit. Social workers’ work
thus becomes critical to the achievement of the program’s goals, and they will be as strict
as possible when it comes to finding out who is “wrongly receiving the benefit.” The
distinction between “deserving” and “undeserving” poor allows social workers to justify
their client processing techniques—how they categorize (potential) beneficiaries—and
enables them to avoid a moral and personal commitment to the people they meet. Such
a situation is not new. As far back as Roth (53), in his study on hospital emergency
services, found that this type of organizational categorization of clients had an enormous
influence on the outcome of their requests—on both the nature and the scope of services
they received (or were denied).
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Social workers use the discretion they enjoy to positively or negatively affect a family’s
benefit, selectively recognizing or ignoring information about beneficiaries (Hasenfeld 25). In
Angico, the common practice among social workers was to estimate with the cardholder the
household’s average income. Social workers told me they “push” for a “real average value” in
those cases, adding or removing sources of income accordingly and calculating an annual total
to establish monthly values, which they can do to “help out” families they believe should
receive higher benefits.

Social workers told me of the core characteristics they have identified as distinctive of the
“deserving poor”: a willingness not to depend on assistance, and making a clear effort to
overcome poverty. With these conditions, the shame of being assisted is seen as a noble trait
that reinforces the “right” to be assisted:

When I see a family that fights to get by, works hard, and doesn’t want to depend on the
Bolsa Família, it gives me hope! I know cases of people saying, “Do you think it’s time
for me to unsubscribe from the Bolsa Família?” and I tell them to wait a little longer until
they find a more stable job or finish paying off their debts. But it is clear that they don’t
want [to remain beneficiaries]. (Fernanda, 23)

It is important to stress, here, that the recognition of beneficiaries’ rights was continuously
mentioned by social workers in the definition of their work. However, the ideal of social
assistance as an instrument for the practical realization of social rights is masked by the desire
to identify the program’s fraudsters in order to guarantee the rights of the “deserving poor.”
This discrepancy between implementation practices and policy goals can be understood as the
result of the three dimensions, as proposed Van Meter and Van Horn (63): the extent to which
the policy deviates from previous policies, the amount of organizational change that is
required, and the degree of conflict or consensus over its objectives.

Although the strategies employed are shared among them and taught to new members of
the group, they remain relatively individual, as are the judgments of families’ merit to be
assisted, and the qualitative assessment conducted. Since these are always informal, unregu-
lated strategies, decisions can only be inconsistent and partisan. In addition to the unpredict-
ability of the outcomes generated by these practices, we must consider that this decision-
making also depends on the ability of beneficiaries to “convince” social workers of their need.
Even those in the program’s target profile feel compelled to make an effort to be worthy of
assistance, as will become clearer in the following section, where I turn to beneficiaries’ points
of view.

The Diffusion of Myths and Typical Cases

From the point of view of the beneficiaries, the Bolsa Família makes “mistakes” and “errors”
constantly. The flaws in the system include malfunctions, inequities, and random decisions.
For them, the distinction between errors made by the program or its agents is not always clear.
While it is evident to them that social workers’ assessments are crucial for the allocation of
benefits, in many cases when they inquire about “errors” in their benefits, social workers
themselves blame “the system” without providing further detail.

Beneficiaries thus create their own explanations to give meaning to how the BFP functions.
Confronted with the effects of random or unequal bureaucratic procedures, and unable to
explain them, beneficiaries contribute to the spread of myths about the program. The following
excerpt is typical of what respondents told me:
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Many people have their benefit cut [blocked or canceled] without knowing what the
problem is. Some people say it was the mayor who stole the benefits, but I don’t think
so, I find him honest. I think that the Bolsa Família is cut off so that politicians can steal
at other levels. But with me, I think it was because of a problem I had with a girl who
works [in the BFP office]. It’s something personal, but I think she did something…
(Interview 28)

This sheds light on the misinformation regarding the program among beneficiaries who
connect negative outcomes to corruption and to personal relationships with bureaucrats, rather
than to the program’s rules, which could cause the blockage of benefit. How the amount of the
benefit is calculated is also subject to speculation on the part of the beneficiaries. Their own
cases were always compared with others, and it was not uncommon for them to know not only
the situation of several of their neighbors’ benefits, but also the specific values. Recipients put
together their knowledge of cases and the explanations they receive to formulate hypotheses
about how the program works. In this way they “co-produce”meanings and definitions that are
understandable for all (Weller 65). The formulation of these hypotheses is part of a process of
rationalizing what one cannot understand, even if this means justifying a classificatory system
that works against one’s interest. The Bolsa Família staff also contribute to this process, as
they, too, have only a limited knowledge of the program’s rules. Several times social workers
asked me to check their own hypotheses as they were not sure of the validity of their
explanations—but this never stopped them from disseminating them. As a result, speculation
was rife, and myths were widespread.

Misinformation and Fear Among Beneficiaries

The dissemination of myths and misconceptions about how the program works have two main
effects: increased ignorance of its rules, and the generation of fear of losing the benefit among
beneficiaries. The first effect is self-explanatory: These myths have great legitimacy among
beneficiaries because they are based on observations of neighbors’ cases or are disseminated
by BFP agents. The increasing complexity of the program over the years has led to the use of
simplified explanations to make sense of how it works. Lack of knowledge of the rules is
unsurprising (Hevia de la Jara 26, also observed this). When facing difficulties with their
allocations, beneficiaries generally did not understand what had happened. Research conduct-
ed by the MDS suggests that this is widespread in Brazil: Only 29.6% of canceled benefits in
2010 were caused by an increase in a family’s income (SAGI 54). Other main reasons were:
lack of interest motivated by complications of bureaucracy; disinformation; and failure to
comply with bureaucratic requirements due to health, transport, or administrative barriers. In
Angico, 24 out of the 35 beneficiaries I interviewed experienced unexplained problems with
their benefits.

In addition, almost all of the beneficiaries interviewed knew of families who had lost their
benefits for no apparent reason and were therefore also afraid of being “victims” of such
“errors” or “injustices.” This was evident during the encounters I observed with social workers,
where the majority of beneficiaries showed signs of stress. They explained to me that they did
not know what to tell the social workers, and many of them reported not to “like” home visits
or even “fear” them, while others said they were treated poorly by social workers. The
examples used here show how the Bolsa Família and its municipal office, “the institution
itself, its functioning, its hierarchy, are almost always surrounded by a veil of mystery,” as
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Dubois (15, 118) notes regarding welfare offices in France. In Dubois’s view, the lack of
knowledge of the mechanisms of social assistance perpetuates the inequality of the relationship
between users and bureaucrats.

The Risk of Information Manipulation

In this context, the visit of a social worker, or being interviewed by one in the BFP office, is
stressful for beneficiaries. They know they need to pull together all the information they have
and then decide what to answer, aiming at proving their poverty. Social workers know that
beneficiaries do not know how the program works, and they are in a position to give out
inaccurate information that will be prejudicial to the beneficiary. Social workers correct those
they believe to be committing an “honest mistake,” who gladly—and usually relieved—
correct the mistake. However, and again, the line that separates an honest mistake from a
fraud attempt is not clear.

In my interviews with beneficiaries, this topic was not directly addressed. I did not want to
jeopardize the trust they had in me by asking whether they had ever lied to a social worker.
However, once we had established the beneficiary’s feelings of insecurity, their fear of
interactions with social workers, and their lack of knowledge about the program—which
was consistent among all my respondents—it was not difficult to see and understand why they
may have changed or omitted the information they gave to social workers. Many beneficiaries
said that they did not know what to tell social workers, “what they wanted to know” and,
during the house visits I was present at, it was common for beneficiaries to change answers
when social workers repeated their questions more aggressively.

The image of the Bolsa Família among its beneficiaries is undoubtedly plural and complex.
The discourse on their “rights” and the efforts made to accredit their claims are integrated into
one reality: They must prove not only that they have the right to benefit from the program, but
also that they deserve to. If they feel that their eligibility for the program can be questioned—if
they fail to persuade social workers (whom the majority of beneficiaries view as having
prejudices against them) of their eligibility—their only recourse is to exaggerate or omit
information that could help their course.

Beneficiaries’ Attitudes Towards Bureaucratic Problems

The vicious circle I have described has a direct impact on beneficiaries’ attitudes to the Bolsa
Família Program. The most notable of them is a widespread perception of the need to conform.
One beneficiary (Interview 5) described how she had had her allocation blocked for months
and, after receiving an explanation from a social worker that did not make sense to her, she
decided not to go back to the BFP office. Although she was convinced that her household fit
the program’s targeted profile, she chose to wait, believing that over time the benefit would
resume. Her decision illustrates a fundamental feature of beneficiaries’ views of the program:
the sense that uncertainty, fate, or chance rule how benefits are disbursed. For some, trying to
fix problems might risk its complete cancellation, as the following dialogue reveals:

Me: Have you ever had problems with your benefit?
Beneficiary: My benefit has been blocked for three months now… but I don’t know
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why. That’s what it says on the receipt that comes out of the ATM. I try every month to
see if the situation is resolved, but not yet.
Me: Have you thought about going to the Bolsa Família [office] to hear what they have
to say?
Beneficiary: Yes, but I’d rather not go… I think it’s better to leave it like that. There are
people who go there and come back with nothing [a permanent cancellation of benefits].
It’s better not to risk it.
Me: What do you mean? Are you worried that they might discover other errors in your
benefit?
Beneficiary: There are no mistakes with me, I do everything right, all the conditions,
everything is fine. That’s because you never know. If we’re there, they can always find
reasons to block my benefit. It’s just that it’s better to wait. Everything’s going to be
okay (Interview 22).

This misunderstanding may be due to different reasons, such as lack of knowledge on the
part of the beneficiary herself, a sense of shame explaining the reasons for the block to her
acquaintances, or a lack of explanation by the BFP’s agents. However, the quantity and
robustness of stories I heard from different beneficiaries pointing in the same direction
suggest the existence of a myth that affects the behavior of the beneficiaries to the point
that fear stops them from verifying a possible error to solve the problem. Beneficiaries
seemed to yield to compliance and, on the few occasions they try to solve problems, they
will take any explanation, since they have no other reference point. They see cases around
them of people losing their benefit without apparent reason. Similar to what other authors
have found (i.e., Ávila 3; Tebet 62), they are not sure what is going to happen with their
own benefit, and they feel somehow lucky to still have one, even if it is mysteriously
reduced or blocked for months.

If things were working sufficiently well, over half the beneficiaries I interviewed said they
would not go to the Bolsa Família office as they were afraid that this might trigger the benefit’s
permanent cancellation. Another case (Interview 19) provided insight into this matter: When
the beneficiary went to the BFP office to find out why her benefit had been reduced, she was
told at the front desk: “It is better to do nothing. Changing [family data] could complicate
everything.” She did as she was told.

It is noteworthy that some interviewees formulated a justification for their right to the Bolsa
Família based on the right to a dignified life. However, I found that the most prominent feeling
regarding the program was insecurity about its continuity, which raises questions about how
the program is seen as a “help” rather than a “right.”8 All my interviewees manifested some
degree of fear or incomprehension regarding how the program functioned, even those who saw
it as a “right”: “It is our right, but I do not understand why there are people who lose [the
benefit], some people do not need it, and still receive it. That is just wrong” (Interview 26). At
the same time, beneficiaries are resigned to the fact that they will not understand its “myster-
ies.” Another respondent (Interview 23), for instance, saw the loss of her benefit as a gross
injustice as it had hugely negative impact on her life. Nevertheless, in her words, “that’s the
way it is” [mas é assim mesmo].

This compliance relates to the impressions beneficiaries have regarding the continuity of the
program. Some told me they could not count on the benefit because they did not know when it

8 In a survey conducted in Northeast Brazil, Zimmermann and Espínola (67) found similar results.
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might end. One senior official at the MDS told me about a beneficiary he had encountered
during fieldwork who, every month, would go to the ATM to withdraw her benefit, expecting
it to have ended. When the money came out, she would say out loud: “Thank God, it worked
out this month.” I myself witnessed a social worker telling a beneficiary that the program was
designed to have “a beginning, middle, and end, and that it [had] been prolonged momentarily,
but can end at any moment.”

As I have explained, beneficiaries have six months to contest blocks to their benefits,
which lead to the permanent cancellation. Nevertheless, the possibility of such contes-
tation presupposes a combination of several factors: immediate notification to the
families, the availability of the head of the family to go to the Bolsa Família office—
which presupposes an understanding that the block is incorrect, that they can afford to
travel there, and that this action might have a positive effect—and the acceptance of the
request by the BFP officers. In his study, Dubois also acknowledges that beneficiaries
can be active rather than passive, that there is the possibility of “sliding into [the
system’s] loopholes and making the peaceful order of the institution problematic”
(Dubois 15, 40). While I do believe that such behavior likely exists, I can only conclude
that these are rare and isolated cases.

Discussion and Conclusions

This article has shown how each encounter between street-level bureaucrat and client
represents an instance of policy delivery, which is shaped by agents’ conceptions of their
work and of their clients, determining “in a concrete way the form and substance of
citizens’ rights” (Hasenfeld et al. 24, 398). These conceptions integrate a vision of
society and the material limitations social workers face in daily activities when deliver-
ing those policies. The practices that derive from this collective process “are maintained
even as they contribute to the distortion of the service ideal” (Lipsky 38, xv). The vicious
circle analyzed here allows us to predict that the more aggressive the strategies used by
social workers to disclose information, the greater the insecurity experienced by benefi-
ciaries regarding the continuity of their benefits, and the greater the incentive they will
have to modify or omit information determining their access to the Bolsa Família. If
social workers believe that attempts to deceive them are increasing, their vision of
beneficiaries as fraudulent is reinforced, justifying the need for more invasive and
aggressive strategies.

In the cases I have presented, social workers fiercely contest for whom the Bolsa
Família is supposed to be a social right, but rarely challenge its existence or the duty of
the state to help the poor. They do not deliberately undermine the BFP’s goals, but
“creatively adapt” (Rice 52) the program’s practices to better fit their own visions of
social assistance. Misinformation about the program, beyond being a result of its
increasing complexity, is deliberately fed to beneficiaries by social workers in order
to give fewer benefits to those who may be deceiving them. By integrating represen-
tations of poverty into their activities and classifying some as “undeserving” of social
assistance, social workers contribute to creating an atmosphere of insecurity and fear-
based compliance among beneficiaries, while simultaneously putting at risk the consol-
idation of social rights that even legally fragile policies such as the Bolsa Família
Program could achieve.

402 Qualitative Sociology (2019) 42:385–409



While many studies have focused on regulatory practices regarding recipients’ behavior,
which fall disproportionally on the shoulders of women,9 I have focused on judgments of
poverty and the merits of assistance. Although I do not characterize the interactions described
here as consequence of the gender of the recipients and social workers—all of whom were
women in my research—it is clear that female recipients are the main target of social workers’
informal evaluations and, as such, these relationships are based on conflicting notions of moral
norms, which create what Serre (57) sees as “contradictory dictates for women.” Focusing
specifically on the gender dimension of the relationship between female social workers and
poor women in France, Serre shows that, by putting these women of different social back-
grounds in intense contact, such policies create “compassion traps: while gender proximity
fosters benevolence, perceived nonconformist reactions to the requirement of autonomy may
lead to distance and recourse to the justice system as a tool of constraint” (2017, 8). The same
is true for race, as the social workers in my research location were mostly white, while
beneficiaries were predominantly black or brown. BFP beneficiaries are thus the ones that,
first and foremost, have their citizenship subjected to class and race prejudices, and feel the
stigma towards the poor in a highly unequal society.

The results I have presented here raise questions regarding the nature of the program. There
is an abundance of critics of the program’s conditional and means-tested aspects, but most
empirical research to date has not found any indication that these aspects impact on percep-
tions of it. Results from my own research, that I have not presented in this article, also point to
overwhelmingly positive attitudes towards the program. I do not contest that the Bolsa
Família’s main features—conditional and means-tested benefits for applicants—allow the
generation of citizenship norms, and I do not believe they are contrary to democratic values.
However, based on my empirical research, I offer an argument of a different nature: the way
these features are perceived by local agents and how they are integrated in their work has the
potential to limit the citizenship expansion aims of the program.

As with other street-level bureaucracies, local agents must face precarious conditions
of work (i.e., perceived resource scarcity and an overload of cases). Based on their
perceptions “on the ground,” they feel compelled to “better apply” the resources. Their
work ethic of helping those most in need, combined with the fact that they see families in
urgent situations not being assisted, drive them to use their discretion and “make room”
in the program. By not providing universal coverage (even if the program is close to
that), and by creating mechanisms for family checking, the Bolsa Família sets up social
workers10: driven to perform their work well, they are at risk of compromising its very
core objective of promoting social citizenship.

So why have other studies not found similar results? Based on my fieldwork, I have two
interrelated hypotheses. The first is that the program’s fragile legal status is its most overlooked
feature, and we should be empirically critical of the usage of the word “right” by beneficiaries.
The second is that not enough focus is given to the social workers themselves: it is given,
instead, to beneficiaries’ perceptions of them and of the program. In the interviews I conducted
with beneficiaries this was not a subject that came up easily. I believe this is because the
positive outcomes of the program outweigh the negative aspects (for both beneficiaries and

9 Regarding the experience of behavioral “coercion” regarding motherhood, see Nagels (43), Molyneux (42) and
Piccoli (49); Gil-Garcia (2015) analyzed the “invasive forms of contraceptive surveillance,” and Cookson (11)
and Tebet (62), the overburden of women’s responsibilities and unpaid work.
10 I thank one of the reviewers of Qualitative Sociology for suggesting the most suitable term “setting up” for this
context.
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researchers) and are thus more visible. Furthermore, as I hope is clear in this article, these
tensions arise not from the program itself, and are thus not “consequences” of it, but are rather
the reproduction of normalized class relations.

Zooming in on social workers, extensive research has shown how they integrate expecta-
tions of gender, race, and class into their work, and resonates with the results presented here.
Reich (30) has shown how decisions regarding child welfare taken by social workers are
dependent on the performance of deference to their assessments in the name of the state. The
expectation of how such interventions will be received, which are related to perceived
deservingness, is connected to normative beliefs of race, class, and gender. Arriving at a
similar conclusion to my view of the existence of a vicious circle, Reich sees how this system
can retro-feed itself, since “for parents who have not experienced state intervention as coercive,
restrictive, or punitive, deference is easier” (2005, 110).

In her historical analysis of United States immigration policies (1890–1940), Fox (20)
revels how social workers viewed European immigrants differently to other ethnic claimants to
welfare, and facilitated their access to benefits. She argues that social workers were not merely
street-level bureaucrats adapting policies, they also made “sustained efforts to convince local
and national legislators and the broader public of their ‘expert’ opinions” (2012, 15). By doing
so, these social workers could create de facto different welfare “worlds” based on ethnic
differences. Similarly, analyzing the experience of waiting in an Argentinian welfare office,
Auyero (2) shows how, by making welfare beneficiaries wait, the state reaffirms its power,
requiring compliance and deference from poor citizens. The obscure procedures disguised as
the “system’s workings” lead to uncertainty and resignation.

What these studies have in common is that they show how, intentionally or not, social
workers participate in reproducing social inequalities, not only in the welfare system, but
through it, in society at large. The underlying question these studies try to answer is whether
social workers operate independently of the contextual forces, or if they are, to a certain extent,
controlled by the state. This article sheds light on this issue by focusing on the gap between the
institutional context and public perceptions. The Bolsa Família is the most progressive form of
large-scale social assistance Brazil has ever had, especially due to its emphasis on auto-
declaration and the direct cash transfer intended to be freely used by the recipient. Moreover,
social workers form a particularly progressive segment of bureaucracy that has had an
important historical role in the development of this and other social programs and welfare
laws in the country. Nevertheless, a paradox persists in the work of the individuals charged
with the implementation of this program: Although social workers largely support the pro-
gram, and consider it to be necessary, its design does not live up to public perceptions of how
state aid should be provided. Social workers, as I have shown, are far from immune to factors
such as institutional and political contexts, public views, and poverty prejudices, when
adapting the implementation of the welfare program—and their actions are not without
consequences.

It is noteworthy that the research on which this article is based was conducted before
the peak of the political and economic crisis that has inflicted Brazil in the last few years,
leading to budgetary cuts in the program. In 2018, the far-right politician Jair Bolsonaro
was elected president and, since taking office, he has promised to undertake severe
auditing of the program in order to exclude “irregular” beneficiaries. As beneficiaries
were already voicing concerns about the future of the program in 2014, these recent
events should be seen in light of the results presented in this article—and the ever-
increasing insecurity beneficiaries must be suffering.
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Appendix

Social Workers’ Biographical Note

Participants in the research, ordered alphabetically: name (fictitious), age (when first met),
origin, location of social work studies undertaken, job description, date of first meeting.

Alana, 31, originally from Angico, studied in Angico. CRAS employee. First met in
October 2014.

Aline, 38, originally from Angico, studied in Fortaleza. CRAS Coordinator between 2012
and, and coordinator of the local BFP office in 2016. First met in October 2014.

Ana, 25, originally from Angico, studied in Angico. BFP employee from 2014 to 2015
(first job). First met in October 2014.

Bruna, 23, originally from Angico, studied in Angico. CRAS employee since January 2015
(first job). First met in November 2015.

Carla, 30, originally from Angico, studied in Angico. CRAS employee since January 2014.
First met in October 2014.

Denise, 28, originally from a neighboring municipality of Angico, studied in Angico. BFP
employee since 2013 and previously employed at her hometown’s BFP office for two years.
First met in October 2013.

Fernanda, 23, originally from Angico, studied in Angico. BFP employee since 2014 (first
job). First met in October 2014.

Helena, 24, originally from Angico, studied in Angico. BFP employee since 2013 (first
job). First met in October 2013.

Joana, 26, originally from a neighboring municipality of Angico, studied in Angico. BFP
employee from 2011 to 2014, and CRAS employee from 2014 to 2015. First met in August
2013.

Laura, 35, originally from Angico, studied in Angico. CRAS employee since January 2013,
after having worked in several welfare offices in neighboring municipalities. First met in
October 2014.

Mara, 40, originally from Fortaleza (capital of Ceará), studied in Fortaleza. High-level
coordinator at the Angico’s welfare office. Former BFP coordinator of a neighboring munic-
ipality. First met in August 2013.

Márcia, 28, originally from a neighboring municipality of Angico, studied in Angico. BFP
employee in a small neighboring municipality, then at the CRAS in Angico from 2014 to
2015. First met in October 2014.

Milena, 25, originally from Angico, studied in Angico. CRAS employee since November
2014. First met in October 2015.
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Natalia, 28, originally from a neighboring municipality of Angico, studied in Angico.
CRAS employee CRAS since January 2015, and previously worked in other units of the
welfare office in Angico. First met in November 2015.

Olivia, about 55, from Angico, no higher education. BFP coordinator from 2012 to 2016.
First met in August 2013.

Paula, 23, originally from Angico, studied in Angico. BFP employee from 2014 to 2015,
and CRAS employee since August 2015. First met in October 2014.

Roberta, 25, originally from a neighboring municipality of Angico, studied in Angico.
CRAS employee in 2014 (first job). First met in October 2014.

Sofia, 24, originally from Angico, studied in Angico. CRAS employee since 2014 (first
job). First met in October 2014.

Interviews with Bolsa Família Program Beneficiaries

Data ordered by date of interview (at the end of line): occupation, age, number of children, and
data of enrollment in the Bolsa Família.

1. Housewife, 35, 2 children, beneficiary since 2007. October 2014.
2. Housewife, 32, 3 children, beneficiary since 2007. October 2014.
3. Domestic worker, 28, 3 children, beneficiary since 2007. October 2014.
4. Informal domestic worker, 30, 2 children, beneficiary since 2010. October 2014.
5. Domestic worker (occasional), 40, 2 children, beneficiary since 2005. October 2014.
6. Housewife, 24, 3 children, beneficiary since 2010. October 2014.
7. Housewife, 32, 1 child, beneficiary since 2007. October 2014.
8. Housewife, 30, 2 children, beneficiary since 2007. October 2014.
9. Domestic worker, 27, 2 children, beneficiary since 2007. October 2014.
10. Informal domestic worker, 27, 3 children, beneficiary since 2007. October 2014.
11. Domestic worker (occasional), 43, 2 children, beneficiary since 2005. October 2014.
12. Housewife, 22, 2 children, beneficiary since 2010. October 2014.
13. Housewife, 27, 2 children, beneficiary since 2006. October 2014.
14. Housewife, 30, 2 children, beneficiary since 2007. October 2014.
15. Housewife, 28, 3 children, beneficiary since 2009. November 2014.
16. Domestic worker, 29, 3 children, beneficiary since 2013. November 2014.
17. Informal worker (occasional), 30, 3 children, beneficiary since 2005. October 2015.
18. Housewife, 28, 2 children, beneficiary since 2007. October 2015.
19. Informal worker (occasional), 38, 3 children, beneficiary since 2006. October 2015.
20. Housewife, 35, 3 children, beneficiary since 2007. October 2015.
21. Domestic worker, 24, 2 children, beneficiary since 2009. October 2015.
22. Informal domestic worker, 29, 2 children, beneficiary since 2013. October 2015.
23. Informal worker (occasional), 45, 4 children, beneficiary from 2004 to 2014. October

2015.
24. Informal domestic worker, 26, 2 children, beneficiary since 2010. October 2015.
25. Domestic worker, 31, 1 child, beneficiary since 2012. October 2015.
26. Domestic worker, 25, 2 children, beneficiary since 2011. October 2015.
27. Informal domestic worker, 28, 4 children, beneficiary since 2010. October 2015
28. Informal worker (occasional), 33, 3 children, beneficiary since 2008. October 2015.
29. Domestic worker, 27, 1 child, beneficiary since 2010. October 2015.
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30. Informal worker (occasional), 45, 4 children, beneficiary since 2005. October 2015.
31. Informal worker (occasional), 23, 2 children, beneficiary since 2011. October 2015.
32. Housewife, 31, 3 children, beneficiary since 2006. October 2015.
33. Housewife, 24, 1 child, beneficiary since 2012. October 2015.
34. Informal domestic worker, 23, 2 children, beneficiary since 2011. October 2015.
35. Informal domestic worker, 33, 3 children, beneficiary since 2008. October 2015.
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