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Abstract
This study aims to analyze the performance of Psychology professionals in the Basic Social Protection 
of the Social Assistance Public Policies. To meet this objective, Cultural-Historical Psychology was 
used as theoretical support. Eight Psychology professionals who worked at the Reference Center for 
Social Assistance (CRAS) in the countryside of Paraíba, northeast of Brazil, were interviewed. Semi-
structured interviews were made, individually. Content analysis was used to analyze data. Empirical 
data revealed: Academic background oriented to individualizing clinical practice; Limited theoretical 
and methodological support for the professionals’ performance; Demands arising from social vulner-
ability conditions, violation of rights and mental health; Predominance of psychosocial performance; 
and several limitations that make the work of the Psychology professional diffi cult. The conclusion is 
that both, improvements in the academic background of the Psychology professionals and a more en-
gaged work of professionals regarding the fi ght for improvements in consolidating a system of rights 
guarantee, are needed.
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At uação dos Profi ssionais de Psicologia nos CRAS 
do Interior da Paraíba

Resumo
Objetiva-se no presente estudo analisar a atuação dos profi ssionais de Psicologia na Proteção Social 
Básica das Políticas Públicas de Assistência Social. Para dar conta de tal objetivo buscou-se suporte 
teórico na Psicologia Histórico-Cultural. Participaram do estudo oito profi ssionais de Psicologia que 
atuavam no Centro de Referência da Assistência Social (CRAS) do interior da Paraíba, Nordeste do 
Brasil. Recorreu-se a entrevistas semiestruturadas, realizadas individualmente. Para analisar os dados 
recorreu-se à análise de conteúdo. Dados empíricos revelaram formação acadêmica voltada para a atu-
ação clínica individualizante, limitado suporte teórico-metodológico para atuação dos profi ssionais, de-
mandas decorrentes da condição de vulnerabilidade social, violação de direitos, mas também de saúde 
mental e predomínio de atuação psicossocial e diversas limitações que difi cultam a realização do trab-
alho do profi ssional de Psicologia. Conclui-se pela necessidade tanto de avanços na formação acadêmica 
dos profi ssionais de Psicologia, quanto de atuação engajada na luta por avanços na consolidação de um 
sistema de garantia de direitos.

Palavras-chave: Psicologia, atuação do psicólogo, CRAS, Psicologia Histórico-Cultural.

La Actuación de los Profesionales de la Psicología 
en los CRAS en Pueblos de Paraíba

Resumen
Este estudio tiene como objetivo analizar la actuación de los profesionales de Psicología en la Protec-
ción Social Básica de las Políticas Públicas de Asistencia Social. Para ello, fue utilizado como soporte 
teórico la Psicología Histórico-Cultural. En el estudio participaron ocho profesionales de Psicología que 
actuaban en los Centros de Referencia de Asistencia Social – CRAS en pueblos del estado de Paraíba, 
noreste de Brasil. Entrevistas semiestructuradas fueran utilizadas, hechas individualmente. Para anali-
zar los datos, se utilizó el análisis de contenido. Los datos empíricos revelaron que: los profesionales 
cuentan con una formación académica direccionada hacía la actuación clínica individualizada; tienen un 
respaldo teórico y metodológico muy limitado para sus actuaciones como profesionales; las demandas 
son decurrentes de la condición de vulnerabilidad social, violación de los derechos y de la salud mental; 
predominó la actuación psicosocial; además, emergieran diversas limitaciones que difi cultaban la real-
ización de su trabajo como profesional de Psicología. Se concluye entonces que hay una gran necesidad 
de avances en la formación académica de los profesionales de Psicología, a ello se añade una actuación 
profesional más comprometida en la lucha por los avances en la consolidación de un sistema de garantía 
de derechos.

Palabras clave: Psicología, actuación del psicólogo, CRAS, Psicología Histórico-Cultural.

The Basic Social Protection of the Public 
Social Welfare Policy aims to prevent any viola-
tion of rights arising from a situation of poverty, 
a lack of income or access to public services, and 
from various types of discrimination (Ministério 
do Desenvolvimento Social e Combate à Fome, 
2009). The current confi guration of the Social 
Welfare Policy as a public policy that is divided 

into levels of complexity (Basic Social Protec-
tion and Medium and Highly Complex Special 
Social Protection) was the result of the progress 
made in legal frameworks that sought to over-
come the historical welfarism and patronage 
that have been present throughout the history of 
welfare policies in Brazil. The Constitution of 
1988, the Social Welfare System Organic Law 
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(LOAS), the National Social Welfare Policy 
(PNAS) and the consolidation of the Single So-
cial Welfare System (SUAS) stand out as an im-
portant legal framework in this process.

As Alberto, Freire, Leite, and Gouveia 
(2014) point out, the 1988 Constitution integrat-
ed social welfare into a broader principle of so-
cial protection, which identifi ed with social se-
curity. This represented a signifi cant gain, since 
the social welfare policy had been conceived as 
a welfarist action of a nature that was either phil-
anthropic, welfarist or as a favor to the poor. The 
Constitution instituted the continuous provision 
benefi t (BPC) and established the rules of insti-
tutional organization, by which decentralization 
of the performance of actions was established, 
along with the federal sphere’s responsibility 
for coordinating and defi ning the general rules 
(Constituição da República Federativa do Bra-
sil, 1988). It also guaranteed social participation 
in formulating and controlling this policy (1988).

The LOAS (Law No. 8,742, 1993), which 
was enacted in 1993, established social welfare 
as being a non-contributory right of all and the 
duty of the State. It defi ned its objectives as be-
ing: protection for the family, maternity, child-
hood, adolescence and old age; protection for 
needy children and adolescents; the promotion 
of integration into the labor market; assistance 
for the disabled and their integration into com-
munity life; and the guarantee of a monthly 
minimum wage as a benefi t for the disabled and 
the elderly, provided they can prove they do not 
have the means to maintain themselves, or be 
provided for by their family (Article 2). Among 
other things, the LOAS has as its principles: the 
supremacy of social needs; rights for all; respect 
for the dignity and autonomy of citizens; the 
primacy of state responsibility; and the partici-
pation of organized civil society (Ministério do 
Desenvolvimento Social, 2004).

As Cruz and Guareshi (2010) point out, 
with the approval of the National Social Welfare 
Policy (PNAS) in 2004, an attempt was made to 
consolidate the principles, guidelines, objectives 
and actions of social welfare. This policy was 
initially based on the logic of territoriality and 
the centrality of the family as the social nucleus, 

following guidelines established by the PNAS. 
The option was given of intervention being guid-
ed by the identifi cation of “concrete problems, 
potentialities and solutions, all starting from a 
territorial perspective” (Ministério do Desenvol-
vimento Social, 2004, p. 37) and by the “central-
ity of the family when designing and implement-
ing benefi ts, services, programs and projects” (p. 
33), all of which go to make up a set of services 
and programs based on the organization and hi-
erarchization of network actions that respect the 
complexity levels of the system and the criterion 
of universal access. An attempt was thus made 
to enable a dynamic analysis to be carried out 
of the reality of Brazilian municipalities and to 
provide a service for those in a situation of risk 
and social vulnerability (Ministério do Desen-
volvimento Social, 2004).

In 2005, with consolidation of the SUAS, 
the PNAS was reordered to make its actions 
more effective, with actions in social welfare 
at the national level being unifi ed. As Alberto 
et al. (2014) stress, the SUAS materializes and 
gives form to the LOAS as it puts into operation 
rights that are guaranteed by the Constitution as 
being the mechanisms of social protection. As 
Romagnoli (2015) points out, the basis of the 
PNAS is strengthening the capacity of individu-
als and families to face up to their vulnerabil-
ity, with a view to protecting them from social 
risk situations. This legal framework presents 
a proposal that is different from the historical 
tradition of social welfare policies in Brazil, 
which are marked by charity, philanthropy and 
goodwill towards those who are deserving and 
in need, thus mobilizing help for the poor and 
poverty-stricken (Alberto et al., 2014; Cruz & 
Guareshi, 2010). Implementation of this new 
welfare model, however, has been hampered 
by the challenges imposed by the international 
scenario and the domestic situation of the Bra-
zilian economy, involving a combination of low 
growth rates and high rates of infl ation, and that 
continues to reproduce the logic of a neo-liberal 
ideology, which mainly penalizes the subaltern 
classes (Gonçalves, 2010).

It is also worth pointing out that, as Ribeiro 
and Guzzo (2014), Romagnoli (2015) and Sicari, 
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Oliveira, and Pereira (2015) draw attention to, 
although the current model is democratic and 
productive on paper, it is the professionals who 
work on a day-to-day basis that make public 
policies viable, or not. These authors provide 
evidence of the contradictions that exist between 
what is proposed in the legislation and what is 
actually experienced by professionals. Ribeiro, 
Paiva, Seixas, and Oliveira (2014) add that legal-
ly established social conquests have been opera-
tionalized slowly, gradually and in a dissonant 
way since their original political proposal. This 
is because of the limitations of the policies them-
selves, which are the result of party political in-
terests within the current context of any increase 
in neoliberalism and the consequent dismantling 
of social policies and rights, and limitations in 
the academic formation of the professionals who 
are responsible for making such policies feasible 
(Macêdo, 2014).

In the light of the above, in recent years 
we have seen the development of a wide pro-
cess of debates, research and production about 
the action of psychology within the context of 
public social welfare policies. This has led to a 
signifi cant change in our understanding of the 
responsibilities and attributes of the psychol-
ogy professionals who work with public social 
welfare policies (Alberto et al., 2014; Freire & 
Alberto; 2013, Florentino, 2014; Hillesheim & 
Cruz, 2012; Macêdo, 2014; Macêdo, Alberto, & 
Pessoa, 2015; Moreira & Paiva, 2015; Motta & 
Scarparo, 2013; Ribeiro & Guzzo, 2014; Romag-
noli, 2015, 2016; Senra & Guzzo, 2012; Siqueira 
& Lino, 2013, and others). From these studies it 
can be perceived that, within the context of pub-
lic social welfare policies and so as to contrib-
ute to the development of the protagonism and 
autonomy of the users, psychology profession-
als should distance themselves from welfarist or 
repressive practices that blame individuals and 
their families for the situation in which they fi nd 
themselves.

With regard to specifi c action within the 
scope of the basic social protection of the public 
social welfare policy, in a study carried out in 
Porto Alegre in the State of Rio Grande do Sul 
and based on the Social Representations Theory, 

Pereira and Guareshi (2016) found that psychol-
ogy actions are operationalized both in the sense 
of individualizing, blaming, adjusting and nor-
matizing users and by way of a relational per-
spective, questioning their own conceptions and 
actions, and seeing in users the possibilities for 
transformational, micropolitical relationships 
and partnerships. In an analysis of social practic-
es and psychology-based knowledge in the So-
cial Welfare Reference Center (CRAS), which 
had recourse to Foucault’s ideas as its theoretical 
contribution, Oliveira and Heckert (2013) also 
found similar results and came to the conclusion 
that the CRAS can function as a control device, 
and also as a space for deviations in the fi eld of 
social welfare policies.

Based on a supervised internship experience 
in the State of Minas Gerais, Sicari et al. (2015) 
analyzed the discourse of psychology profes-
sionals with regard to poverty and identifi ed 
processes that blame users; these professionals 
attribute to such individuals an irresponsibility 
or demotivation as far as changing their situation 
is concerned, and they deny the extent and social 
dimension of the poverty phenomenon. Silva, 
Brustolin, and Pessini (2011) also drew attention 
to the implication in the psychological practices 
carried out in the CRAS, which, when they are 
based on welfarist practices, lead to users being 
unaware that they are citizens who have rights 
and that compromise their understanding of so-
cial vulnerability.

When Flor and Goto (2015) studied the con-
text of the CRAS in Uberlândia in the State of 
Minas Gerais, they identifi ed that limitations in 
the academic formation in psychology, a lack of 
systematization in psychological practice and a 
real appropriation of policy knowledge have led 
to an absence of objective references and prac-
tices for the work of psychology professionals. 
Macêdo, Alberto, Santos, Sousa, and Oliveira 
(2015) studied psychology professionals in the 
State of Ceará and also identifi ed limits in their 
academic formation, which provides more sup-
port for individualizing clinical work. They 
drew attention to the limited reach of such work 
and propose that professionals ought to have re-
course to versions of psychology that are more 
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politicized and committed to realizing the rights 
of individuals living in a situation of social vul-
nerability, through work that is based on the real 
demands of those at whom the action is aimed.

When analyzing the work of psychology 
professionals in the CRAS in the metropolitan 
region of Natal, in the State of Rio Grande do 
Norte, Oliveira, Dantas, Solon, and Amorin 
(2011) identifi ed different actions in the tradi-
tional practices of psychologists, but draw at-
tention to the fact that the traditional clinic once 
more emerges as an area of relative comfort for 
the work of these professionals. With regard to 
the context of the interior of the State of Rio 
Grande do Norte, Oliveira et al. (2014) found 
that, although it has some specifi cities, the pro-
fessional practice of psychologists in the CRAS 
did not vary structurally when compared with 
that performed in the Natal Greater Metropolitan 
region.

It is evident that the context of the basic so-
cial protection of public social welfare policies is 
still not comfortable for psychology work; also 
because of the predominance of actions based on 
individual perspectives and the decontextualized 
analyses of the social reality in which the indi-
viduals who are being helped by the policy fi nd 
themselves. This statement is justifi ed because 
of the still signifi cant challenges that psychol-
ogy faces in the context of public social welfare 
policies, since the entry of psychology profes-
sionals into social welfare reference centers has 
exposed them to the demands of the subaltern 
classes, by way of the work they do, the focus of 
which should be on the living conditions of peo-
ple, on structural poverty (Oliveira et al., 2014). 
The history of psychology shows that in many 
instances this science and profession were used 
for control, segmentation, and differentiation, 
as ways of contributing to the maintenance and 
increase in the profi t necessary for the reproduc-
tion of capital (Yamamoto & Oliveira, 2010), 
thus serving the interests of the elite and not the 
subaltern classes.

The fact that psychology does not yet have 
a consolidated ethical-political project and the 
fact that the PNAS is still not a clearly consoli-
dated policy, which is evidenced by the gap that 

exists between the design of the SUAS and its 
operationalization, are factors that go to make up 
the context of public social welfare policies. In 
addition to these aspects, this article is justifi ed 
because there are few studies on the reality of the 
interior of the State of Paraíba, and because of 
the contradictory results that sometimes point to 
the actions of psychology as being predominant-
ly based on an individualizing clinical model, 
and sometimes on psycho-social perspectives.

It is not possible to think about the action of 
psychology within the scope of public welfare 
policies while disregarding the current context of 
economic, political and social crisis, which con-
stitutes a scenario with multiple relationships. 
As a result of these relationships, however, there 
are, on the one hand, groups of people committed 
to human rights and social struggle based on a 
recognition of explicit social inequalities; and on 
the other hand, segments that are committed to 
maintaining these inequalities, with the unequal 
distribution of income and the extermination of 
human rights. The question this raises, therefore, 
is: what interests has psychology served in the 
way it has been acting in the CRAS given the 
sequels resulting from the expressions of social 
issues?

Social issues are understood to be the politi-
cal, social and economic problems posed by the 
emergence of the working class in the process 
of constituting the capitalist society (Yamamoto 
& Oliveira, 2010). It is believed that the CRAS 
teams - basic social protection reference units - 
should act in harmony with the PNAS guidelines 
and objectives in an interdisciplinary way that is 
integrated with the local context, thus identify-
ing and boosting psycho-social resources (Con-
selho Federal de Psicologia [CFP], 2007, 2011, 
2013). Interventions should occur at the individ-
ual, family, group and community levels, by way 
of contextualized and collective practices.

In carrying out this study, theoretical sup-
port was sought in the cultural-historical psy-
chology of Vygotski (1934/2007, 1934/2009). 
The author in question starts from the under-
standing that subjectivity cannot be analyzed by 
disregarding objective reality, since the concrete 
reality in which the subject is found and different 
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historical, political and cultural conditions pro-
duce transformations not only in their represen-
tation of the reality that surrounds them, but also 
in their innermost being.

With regard to this external/internal social/
individual relationship, Vygotsky (1934/2007) 
considers that the internalization of cultural 
forms of behavior involves the reconstruction 
of psychological activity, which has operations 
with signs as its basis. We establish relationships 
with others when we play a role vis-à-vis another 
person, while this other person plays a role vis-à-
vis us. It is worth emphasizing that human social 
relationships are historically constituted by way 
of social struggles and power relationships that 
are culturally inseparable.

In view of the above, this article aims to 
analyze the work of psychology professionals in 
the basic social protection of public social wel-
fare policies. To achieve this objective, research 
was carried out involving eight psychology pro-
fessionals who work in the Welfare Reference 
Centers (CRAS) of six municipalities in the in-
terior of Paraíba, a state in the Northeast region 
of Brazil.

Method

Context and Participants 
The psychology professionals who took 

part in this study work in the CRASs in six mu-
nicipalities in Paraíba. These municipalities are 
neighboring towns of Cajazeiras and 490 km, on 
average, from the state capital of Paraíba, João 
Pessoa.

The research involved a total of eight partic-
ipants, seven of whom were female and one was 
male. The criterion used for choosing those par-
ticipating in the study was convenience, while 
the number of psychology professionals was de-
fi ned using the saturation criterion (Fontanella, 
Ricas, & Turato, 2008). The participants’ ages 
ranged from 24 to 55 years old, with a mean age 
of 37.3 years. Only one of the eight participants 
was male. It was decided not to reveal the mu-
nicipalities that were part of the study as a way of 
guaranteeing the anonymity of the participants, 
since in some of those municipalities adjoining 

Cajazeiras there is only one psychology profes-
sional working in the CRAS.

Instrument
Semi-structured, individual interviews were 

used. In addition to biological, social and demo-
graphic data, the interviews included questions 
relating to the following topics: the orienta-
tion of the academic formation, the theoretical-
methodological reference they use to guide their 
professional activities, the demands they face in 
their professional work, what they do in a typi-
cal working week and the working conditions in 
the CRAS. The questions used in the semi-struc-
tured interviews were prepared by the research-
ers themselves.

Collection Procedure 
After authorization was received from the 

Social Welfare Departments in the municipali-
ties in the interior of Paraíba and from the CRAS 
coordinators, interviews were scheduled that 
took place in the workplace of the psychology 
professionals. The interview schedule took into 
account the availability of the professionals and 
the researchers, who were previously trained to 
conduct such interviews, which lasted 35 min-
utes, on average. They were carried out follow-
ing an explanation of the purpose of the study, 
the signing of the Term of Free and Informed 
Consent, and authorization being granted for 
recording. All those professionals who were in-
vited agreed to take part in the study.

Data Analysis Procedures
Having recorded the interviews, the inter-

viewees’ words were faithfully transcribed and 
analyzed by way of content analysis, more specif-
ically using the thematic analysis technique (Bar-
din, 2009). A cursory interpretation was carried 
out, therefore, of all the transcribed and printed 
material in order to have an idea of the content 
as a whole of what the individuals had said. This 
material was subsequently tabulated, a process 
which involved an aggregation of similar themes.

Based on the following themes: Requests 
they face; What they do in a typical working 
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week, and Working conditions, the raw text data 
were codifi ed and transformed in order to repre-
sent the content, with the analyst clarifying the 
characteristics of the text. The categories that 
represent the meaning nuclei emerged from the 
codifi cation. A validation technique was cho-
sen that involved two judges, both of whom had 
been previously trained for this purpose. The 
categories will now be presented and discussed, 
following the order from the most representative 
to the least representative.

Ethical Procedures
Prior to the start of data collection, this proj-

ect was registered on the Brazil Platform and 
sent to the Research Ethics Committee (CEP) 
of Santa Maria College (FSM), which approved 
it under opinion number 1,085,249. All the re-
search was conducted in accordance with Reso-
lution 466/12 of the National Health Council / 
Ministry of Health (2012).

Results and Discussion

Profi le of the Psychology Professionals
The age of the study participants ranged 

from 24 to 55 years old, the mean age being 37.3 
and the standard deviation 11.71. Only one of 
the eight participants was male. There is still a 
notable predominance of women working in the 
welfare area, a fact that was also identifi ed by 
Macedo et al. (2011). As Russo, Cisne, and Bre-
tas (2008) draw attention to, this majority pres-
ence of women in welfare has been following the 
policy in question since it started. They add that, 
although under another guise, the idea remains 
that woman’s role is to harmonize the social con-
fl icts caused by poverty.

Those interviewed graduated between 3 
and 29 years ago, the average being 9.6 years, 
although professionals who fi nished university 
4 years ago predominated. The time they had 
worked in the CRAS varied from less than six 
months to ten years, the average being three and 
a half years. Four of the eight participants had 
undergone a normal hiring process and four had 
entered by way of a civil service entry exam. 

Five of the participants worked only with the so-
cial welfare policy, while two of them revealed 
that they had another activity in the Psychoso-
cial Care Center (CAPS) and one in the Family 
Health Support Center (NASF). The study par-
ticipants divide their working time between the 
CRAS and other contexts, which according to 
Macedo (2007) is due to the need to supplement 
their incomes. This can compromise the quality 
of their work, in view of the limited time avail-
able for planning and intervention diffi culties in 
partnership with other professionals who go to 
make up the CRAS team. 

Most of the professionals interviewed in 
the research revealed that their academic back-
ground involved curricular internships that fo-
cused on clinical practice, by way of an indi-
vidualizing model. A few of them also referred 
to other academic background possibilities, re-
porting that during their undergraduate studies 
they had been involved in internship programs 
in hospital, mental health, school and justice 
contexts.

This aspect points to the professionals hav-
ing an academic background that can hinder 
their work with public social welfare policies, 
since the work done in the CRAS demands con-
textualized and collective practices. These fi nd-
ings with regard to the direction of their aca-
demic background in psychology corroborate 
the results of other studies (Freire & Alberto, 
2013; Macêdo, Alberto, Santos et al., 2015; 
Motta & Scarparo, 2013). The following state-
ment is representative of this reality:

Not to mention that we didn’t discuss any-
thing at the time. There was a discipline 
in which the teacher worked with topics 
relating to services that involve protection 
against violence, which instead of being the 
CREAS, was formerly the old Sentinela pro-
gram. It was the only, very partial contact 
we had. I had no idea what it was [referring 
to the CRAS]. (Interviewee 1, a 28-year old, 
female, who graduated six years ago)
In this sense the psychology professionals 

working with social welfare in the interior of 
Paraíba had access to an academic formation 
based on a model that has historically gone into 
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making up the scope of this profession, which 
makes it diffi cult for them to act from a psycho-
social perspective that promotes the autonomy 
and protagonism of CRAS users. This can be 
partly explained by the fact that some of the 
participants of this study were not included in 
the psychology Course Teaching Project (PPC), 
which resulted from the National Curricular 
Guidelines (DCNs) and that were approved in 
2004 (Conselho Nacional de Educação). As 
Seixas, Coelho-Lima, Fernandes, Andrade, and 
Yamamoto (2016) emphasize, discussions about 
an academic formation in psychology that focus-
es on social policies have had a guaranteed place 
in the PPCs, despite little emphasis being given 
to the public social welfare policy.

The words of the psychology professionals 
also revealed that they use the following refer-
ences to guide their practice in the CRAS: Tech-
nical References of the CFP / Legal frameworks 
of the MDS; the Cognitive-Behavioral Theory, 
the Person-Centered Approach and social psy-
chology. Two of the interviewees said they use 
no theoretical framework whatsoever.

It is worth pointing out that, although the 
questioning was about the theoretical-method-
ological reference, most comments dealt with 
technical references, such as the reference guides 
prepared by the Reference Center in Psychology 
and Public Policy (CFP, 2007, 2013) and the 
legal frameworks of the SUAS. This reinforces 
the idea regarding the limitations of the academ-
ic formation of these professionals for working 
within the scope of the basic social protection 
of the public social welfare policy. The empiri-
cal data provide evidence of the diffi culty that 
psychology professionals have when it comes to 
appropriating the theoretical reference points of 
psychology that enable demands to be analyzed 
and interventions planned.

This aspect may reveal a training model that 
is still technical, which teaches what to do and 
how to do it, but without providing any clarity 
as to the need to analyze the real demands, to 
plan interventions, and to refl ect on the scope of 
the training and what interests it serves. Macêdo, 
Alberto, and Pessoa (2015) draw attention to the 
importance of psychology professionals having 

access, throughout their undergraduate years, to 
psychology models that go beyond individual 
and decontextualized perspectives of analysis 
and intervention with regard to reality. Working 
in the CRAS requires actions that deal with the 
living conditions of the people, their structural 
poverty (Oliveira et al., 2014), based on the real 
demands of the individuals for whom the ac-
tion is intended (Macêdo, Alberto, Santos et al., 
2015).

Thinking of a theoretical reference point to 
be used in the CRAS is thinking about work that 
strengthens social and community coexistence 
in the place in which the families that are helped 
by such a policy live. This requires getting as 
close as possible to the daily reality of CRAS 
users, since this is where the risks and vulner-
abilities are constituted. This being so, the pro-
posal must be based on the ethical dimension of 
providing individuals from the subaltern classes 
with visibility. This reality demands interdisci-
plinary, intersectoral and family-centered action 
(Florentino, 2014). An attempt must be made to 
understand the individual and the family based 
on their objective reality, in other words, to un-
derstand the recurrences and singularities of a 
wide variety of micro-social arrangements, not 
just reacting to the impositions of society, but 
participating in its creation and the creation of 
daily life, turning to working directly with the 
groups, thus having a participatory methodology 
and seeking to understand the individual and 
awaken them to their social reality (Ximenes, 
De Paula, & Barros, 2009). For, as Vygotsky 
(1934/2007) points out, individuals constitute 
their subjectivity based on their interactions with 
objective reality.

Demands 
With regard to the theme, Demands that 

professionals face in the CRAS, the following 
categories emerged from the reports of the pro-
fessionals: social vulnerability, rights’ violation 
and mental health. The ‘Social vulnerability’ 
category denotes the reality of CRAS users that 
is marked by low income, the absence of work 
or its precarious nature, and precarious access to 
basic living conditions.
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The ‘Rights’ violation’ category, which 
emerged from the words of the psychology pro-
fessionals, revealed that these professionals are 
faced with the demands of children, women and 
elderly people whose rights have been violated. 
The words of these professionals also pointed to 
demands that fall outside the scope of the public 
social welfare policy, which was represented by 
way of the ‘Mental health’ category.

The ‘Mental health’ category reveals that 
both from spontaneous demands and referrals 
from education bodies and the courts, it is ex-
pected that CRAS psychology professionals will 
reproduce a model based on the precepts of the 
individualizing clinic, providing psychothera-
peutic monitoring or producing reports and psy-
chological assessments.

Because the CRAS facility deals with the 
basic social protection of the public social wel-
fare policy, it must act from the perspective of 
preventing any violation of the rights of those 
individuals who live in a situation of social vul-
nerability. As Romagnoli (2015) points out, this 
refers to unfavorable situations and the objec-
tive dimensions of social exclusion. He adds 
that these are situations by way of which indi-
viduals potentially have an altered or diminished 
response to life’s natural risk or situations of 
embarrassment. They are expressions of social 
issues.

Social issues are understood to be aspects 
related to manifestations of social inequality and 
to the political and social aspects that are re-
lated to such inequality (Yamamoto & Oliveira, 
2010). The stance adopted by psychology in this 
context is to make the individual a protagonist, 
who is understood to be a biopsychosocial be-
ing for promoting quality of life and well-being 
(Alberto et al., 2014; Macêdo, Alberto, & Pes-
soa, 2015; Ribeiro & Guzzo, 2014, Oliveira et 
al., 2014, and others).

It is not part of the proposal of the basic 
social protection of the public social welfare 
policy to provide individual psychotherapeutic 
consultations, but as an ethical commitment and 
as a way of establishing links, people may be hu-
manely dealt with and the individual and his/her 
family may be provided with guidance and refer-

ral to the care units that deal with mental health 
issues, as is the case with the Family Health Sup-
port Center (NASF), the Psychosocial Care Cen-
ter (CAPS), or the therapeutic residences. What 
psychology professionals do in the face of the 
demands they face will be addressed in the next 
section.

Activities Carried Out
The following categories emerged from the 

words of the psychology professionals about 
what they do in a typical working week: home 
visits / follow-ups, individual care, referrals, and 
guidance for team members. The empirical data 
revealed that, in the words of the psychology 
professionals, activities of a psychosocial nature 
stand out. Such activities involve either active 
search, the monitoring of families that live in a 
situation of social vulnerability, or visits to fami-
lies, represented by the ‘home visits / follow-up’ 
category.

The ‘Individual care’ category, which 
emerged from what the psychology profession-
als from towns surrounding Cajazeiras said, 
means they listen to, receive, triage and guide 
individuals. The ‘Referral’ category reveals that 
in order to meet the demands of users, CRAS 
psychology professionals make use of other fa-
cilities that come from both the public welfare 
policy (Specialized Welfare Reference Center 
- CREAS) and from other policies, particularly 
the health policy, by way of the Psychosocial 
Care Centers (CAPS). From the words of the 
psychology professionals, there also emerged 
‘Socio-educational activities’ category, which 
reveals actions involving conversation circles, 
talks, group facilitation and orientation from 
other professionals who facilitate groups.

Unlike what was identifi ed by other studies 
(Macêdo, Alberto, Santos et al., 2015), from the 
words of the psychology professionals who work 
in the CRAS in the interior of Paraíba, it is no-
ticeable that although individualized care did not 
emerge as a main activity undertaken by these 
professionals, it is still present in a representa-
tive way in the actions of these professionals.

The empirical data reveal, therefore, on the 
one hand that the work of psychology profes-
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sionals in the CRAS is becoming very similar 
to what is prescribed for this work, a fact that 
was also identifi ed by Flor and Goto (2015) and 
Oliveira et al. (2011). As Macêdo, Alberto, San-
tos et al. (2015) and Ribeiro and Guzzo (2014) 
point out, the role of the psychology professional 
in the CRAS is to analyze the subjective dimen-
sion, seeking to understand how each individual 
organizes and appropriates the social conditions 
that surround them and how they experience this 
reality. In doing so, and with the aim of devel-
oping autonomy and social protagonism, they 
are guided by actions that are based on making 
social rights effective and committed to social 
transformation.

On the other hand, the data also reveal that 
actions based on an individualizing clinical 
model still play a prominent role in the actions of 
psychology professionals. The following state-
ment is representative of this: “I use techniques 
that you could use in a private practice, don’t I? 
Everything in the same way. I’ve always tried to 
help [referring to users]” (Interviewee 3, a 45-
year old, female, who graduated fi ve years ago).

This is not a question of denying the impor-
tance of individualized care, but it is important 
that psychology professionals are clear that such 
actions must gain contours that are different from 
the work done in clinical practice, since the pur-
pose of such consultations must be to welcome 
the user, clarify doubts and enable them to know 
and get close to the service, since this action is 
part of the public social welfare policy. The ac-
tions of psychology professionals in the CRAS 
should be guided toward raising the awareness 
of users, thus provoking in them refl ections 
about their reality and encouraging them to 
achieve greater dominance over the objective re-
ality with which they interact and over their own 
actions in the world, by way of an awareness-
raising process (Vygotsky, 1934/2007). Strate-
gies must be constructed in an interdisciplinary 
and intersectoral way for actions that help users 
perceive themselves as being “part of the social 
and political occurrences and to envisage pos-
sibilities for action in the light of the problems 
they face” (Ribeiro & Guzzo, 2014, p. 90). Such 

actions help users understand they are citizens 
who have rights (Silva et al., 2011), causing 
them to refl ect, and so allowing them to un-
derstand the extent and social dimension of the 
phenomena known as vulnerability and poverty 
(Sicari et al., 2015). 

In this sense we were struck by the fact that 
a factor that marked the uniqueness of just one 
of the psychology professionals who works in 
the CRAS in the interior of Paraíba was what 
they said about their participation in CRAS 
team meetings and the case discussions that are 
used for planning the activities to be carried out. 
Questions are, therefore, raised about the scope 
of these actions with a psychosocial character, 
since the statements provided no evidence that 
there was any planning of the activities and ac-
tions that seek to make the functioning of the so-
cial assistance network effective. This interdisci-
plinary and intersectoral action will be addressed 
in the next section.

Working Conditions 
In asking questions about the working con-

ditions offered to the psychology professionals 
who participated in the study, the empirical data 
revealed several limitations that make it diffi cult 
for them to carry out their work. The following 
categories emerged from what they said: trans-
portation, a shortage of material and a break-
down in the social assistance network.

The professionals were unanimous in what 
they said about the ‘Transportation’ category. 
They revealed the existence of diffi culties relat-
ed to a lack of exclusive transportation, a driver 
and fuel for the CRAS facility, which would 
meet the development needs of their activities, 
as can be seen in the following statement.

We don’t have any transportation in the 
CRAS. We have just one means of transport 
for all the welfare services and then there’s 
the diffi culty of driver availability . . . we 
have several obstacles we come up against 
that make visits diffi cult. It gets to the point 
where the social worker has to use their 
own automobile. (Interviewee 1, a 28-year 
old, female, who graduated six years ago)
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The ‘Scarce material’ category, which 
emerged from the reports of study participants, 
reveals limits in offi ce material and a lack of rec-
reational material and snacks for users partici-
pating in CRAS activities. From what the pro-
fessionals said, these aspects make it diffi cult to 
work in the CRAS, which, added to the low sala-
ries, makes it diffi cult for the professionals to 
get more involved in the search for guaranteeing 
user rights. This was also identifi ed by Macedo 
and Dimenstein (2012), who found that the struc-
ture of the facilities and resources available are 
minimal when it comes to developing work with 
the users. They also add issues regarding salary 
conditions and the workload that often affect the 
professionals’ work. The following statement is 
representative of how psychology professionals 
working in the CRAS in the interior of Paraíba 
perceive this matter.

What was happening was that we were get-
ting down, we were really tired, because in 
the beginning you have that buzz and excite-
ment to do things, to plan, but however hard 
you try and insist, there comes a time when 
you get tired. (Interviewee 1, a 28-year old, 
female, who graduated six years ago)
These conditions, which are unsuitable for 

psychology professionals working with the pub-
lic social welfare policy, were also identifi ed by 
other studies (Macedo et al., 2015; Oliveira et 
al., 2014; Romagnoli, 2016; Ribeiro & Guzzo, 
and others). As Romagnoli (2016) emphasizes, 
this reality has a direct repercussion on the ac-
tions of the professionals “who are fragile, im-
poverished and deprived of rights and collective 
organization” (Romagnoli, 2016, p. 156). 

With regard to the ‘Breakdown in the social 
welfare network’ category, this denotes failures 
in intersectoral work. In the words of the psy-
chology professionals, this category brought to 
light diffi culties related to the articulation of the 
social welfare network, which led to negative 
consequences both for the work the profession-
als do and for making user rights effective, since 
referrals to other facilities of the public social 
welfare policy or of other public policies is com-
promised.

This lack of articulation of the network was 
also identifi ed by other studies (Flor & Goto, 
2015; Macêdo, 2014; Ribeiro & Guzzo, 2014, 
and others). As Ribeiro and Guzzo (2014) point 
out, this problem reveals that the intersectoral 
principle, guided by the PNAS and Technical 
References of the CFP, is far from becoming 
effective. As relevant factors for understand-
ing these functioning conditions of the CRAS, 
Macêdo (2014) emphasizes both the academic 
background, which focuses on traditionalism, 
based on liberal practices, and ‘psychologizing’ 
analyses, which are far from the social question 
and the collective reality of the users of public 
social welfare policies, and the current con-
text of the intensifi cation of neoliberalism and 
the consequent dismantling of public policies, 
which has been making the working conditions 
of professionals in such a context even more pre-
carious.

These aspects are considered to be fun-
damental to our understanding of the actions 
of psychology in the CRAS in the interior of 
Paraíba. The elements presented by the profes-
sionals constitute their conceptions (Vygotski, 
1934/2009) and are backed by culture, the pro-
fessional groups of which they are part, their 
relationships with others, their academic back-
ground, and the relationship of these profession-
als with the other technicians and managers of 
these policies, which have repercussions on the 
performance of these professionals, in the condi-
tion of social practice.

The focus of action of psychology profes-
sionals and other CRAS professionals should be 
the living conditions of the people, the structural 
poverty (Oliveira et al., 2014), in accordance 
with PNAS guidelines and objectives. They 
should provide services and programs based on 
the organization and hierarchization of network 
actions, interdisciplinary action that is integrated 
within the local context, thus identifying and 
boosting psychosocial resources, promoting so-
cial participation and controlling this policy. The 
empirical data, however, show a concrete real-
ity; historical, political and cultural conditions 
that make it impossible to really consolidate so-
cial welfare as a public policy.
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Final Considerations

From the analysis carried out, the indication 
is that the actions of psychology professionals in 
the daily life of the CRAS have made progress, 
since, in the words of the professionals, by way 
of psychosocial action they are closer to an ac-
tion logic that is coherent with what is prescribed 
for psychology work within the context of the 
basic social protection of the public social wel-
fare policy. But technologies that derive from a 
traditional clinical model still exert a signifi cant 
infl uence on the actions of these professionals. 
Another weakness in the actions of CRAS pro-
fessionals in the interior of Paraíba refers to the 
very scope of the actions with a psychosocial 
character that are put into practice, given the 
limited analysis that is undertaken of the reali-
ties of the users and little planning that is done 
of the interventions to be carried out.

In view of the current situation, which is 
marked by an increasing dismantling of social 
policies and precarious working conditions, in 
order for the psychology professionals to be able 
to contribute to truly meeting the demands of 
CRAS users, when dealing with expressions of 
social issues they need to go beyond introducing 
isolated, discontinuous and decontextualized ac-
tions. If not, psychology will be part of a broad 
strategy for normalizing the poor population by 
means of state regulation over life, thus shap-
ing certain forms of subjectivity (Hillesheim & 
Cruz, 2012) and thereby serving the interests of 
the elite and not the CRAS users.

It is the responsibility of psychology pro-
fessionals, together with the CRAS team: to 
think of actions that overcome individualizing 
perspectives that are guided by the mere relief 
of psychic suffering; to raise awareness and 
promote protagonism in users; and to focus on 
people’s living conditions and structural pov-
erty, to the detriment of welfarist or repressive 
practices. Therefore, the psychology profession-
als who work in the CRAS must be attentive to 
the tensions between the State and civil society, 
to the functionality of the CRAS and psychology 
for maintaining the capitalist mode of produc-

tion. This demands continuity in the advances in 
academic formation in psychology, implementa-
tion of the permanent education proposal envis-
aged in the SUAS and operationalization of the 
PNAS in accordance with the legal frameworks 
of this policy.

This is not a question of denying the con-
tribution of psychology, but rather drawing at-
tention to the importance of its contribution for 
demanding from the State and managers differ-
ent treatment for public policies, so we can move 
forward in consolidating a system for guarantee-
ing rights that effectively manages to promote 
changes in the distribution patterns of socially 
produced wealth, and not regress, as has been 
happening.

It is not intended here to hold psychology 
professionals or training institutions responsi-
ble for the limited reach of psychology actions. 
But it is considered that the reality of CRAS 
users, marked by low income, the absence or 
precariousness of work, and precarious access 
to basic living conditions, demands a psychoso-
cial approach that is based on a critical analysis 
and committed to the social transformation of 
reality, by way of interdisciplinary and inter-
sectoral action, with a clear ethical and political 
commitment, so that public policies and sup-
port networks are effectively constructed.

Analyses of the actions of psychology 
professionals in the CRAS by way of in loco 
observations could provide more accurate data 
about the object of study in question. This is 
a limitation of the study, as is the fact that it 
looks at a specifi c reality and takes into consid-
eration only the perspective of the psychology 
professional, disregarding the perspective of 
users and managers of the CRAS regarding this 
action. It is suggested, therefore, that future re-
search should consider these aspects and adopt 
other methodologies, in order to check the gen-
eralization power of the fi ndings presented in 
this study.
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