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ABSTRACT: From a behavior analysis perspective, this paper identifies the metacontingencies established 

by the Programa Bolsa Família legislation that focus on the fulfillment of education and health 

requirements by its beneficiaries, called conditionalities. The Programa Bolsa Familia is a conditional cash 

transfer program, analyzed here as an intervention for an inefficient cultural practice. This cultural practice 

constitutes interlocked contingencies that hinder school attendance and nutrition of poor and extremely 

poor children, who turn into adults unprepared for the labor market, perpetuating a cycle of poverty 

throughout generations. Analysis of the Programa Bolsa Família legislation enabled us to find two main 

types of metacontingencies: 1) one for behavioral change of members of the beneficiary families; and 2) 

another for managing the education and health conditionalities, from a chain of behaviors emitted by public 

servants of three government levels–municipal, state, and federal. This analysis described the variables that 

may have been maintaining the interlocking behavioral contingencies involving the beneficiaries and their 

behaviors of accessing health and education services, and the interlocking behavioral contingencies 

involving the public agents that manage the conditionalities. The study concludes that it’s important to 

consider the influence of other variables, regarding health and education services and labor market, to 

guarantee selection of a new and more efficient cultural practice and to verify if the theoretical model 

presented in this study is consistent with reality, by conducting field research or studies with secondary 

data. 

KEYWORDS: behavior analysis, evaluation of public policies, metacontingencies, conditional cash 

transfer program, Programa Bolsa Família 

 

Programa Bolsa Família is a cash transfer program implemented in 2003 by the Brazilian 

Federal Government, by transferring conditioned cash to poor families. Poor families are identified 

and enrolled in the Unified Registry for the Federal Government Social Programs (Cadastro 

Único, in Portuguese). Currently, this is the main strategy to fight poverty in Brazil. 

This program consists of three dimensions. The first one refers to the immediate relief from 

poverty, through the direct income transfer to poor and extremely poor families. The second one 

refers to the conditionalities, which are the requirements that the beneficiary families must meet 

in order to remain in the program. And the third dimension relates to the supply of complementary 
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programs and actions, in order to lead families to a scenario of sustained overcoming of social and 

economic vulnerability (Quinhões & Fava, in press). 

Therefore, Programa Bolsa Família transfers cash to poor families only if members of the 

family have emitted certain behaviors in areas of education and health. The following behaviors 

are mandatory in order to receive the cash benefit: 85% of monthly school attendance for children 

between six and 15 years old; 75% of monthly school attendance for youth between 16 and 17 

years old; maintaining an updated vaccine schedule for children younger than seven years old; and 

prenatal and postnatal checkups for pregnant women. 

The assumption of cash transfer programs is that healthy and educated children have a higher 

probability of becoming adults that will be better prepared for the labor market. They will be able 

to make more money, thus breaking the transmission of poverty throughout generations 

(Ravallion, 2003). This assumption is based on research that shows that the educational and 

economic levels of parents have intergenerational effects on education, nutrition and health of their 

children: as education and income levels of families increase, individuals tend to seek health and 

education services more often (c.f., Filmer, 2003). 

However, behavior-analytic authors question the effectiveness of this kind of programs. 

Behavior-analytic studies analyzed an American program, Aid to Families with Dependent 

Children (AFDC), which offers cash benefit conditioned to participation in educational and labor 

activities (Mattaini & Magnabosco, 1997; Oppulente & Mattaini, 1993). These studies showed 

that this program uses a process of negative reinforcement to maintain behaviors regarding disease 

prevention and school attendance. Non-emission of these behaviors results in loss of the cash 

benefit. According to these authors, using aversive components to change behavior is not an 

effective long-term practice, since it may produce collateral effects, such as aggression, 

depression, and counter control (Sidman, 1989). Moreover, this new contingency is coercive, 

produces delayed results, and targets the child’s behavior, who is not directly involved in the 

planned contingency. Thus, one may question whether the behaviors acquired by families per these 

conditionalities would be maintained after leaving the program, or even if this coercive 

contingency could reinforce the desired behaviors. 

Furthermore, these studies suggest that conditioning a cash benefit to emission of specific 

behaviors can be inefficient, since they are influenced by distinct variables. Therefore, these 

activities must be encouraged by an appropriate arrangement of antecedents (situations and events 

that precede action) and consequents (situations and events that result from action) for the emission 

of specific behaviors. Both studies agree that establishing effective contingencies is challenging, 

but this kind of intervention would produce more stable, long-term results, if the expected changes 

were attained.  

A review by The International Bank for Reconstruction and Development–The World Bank–

on the impact of conditional cash transfer programs in 11 countries (Bangladesh, Cambodia, Chile, 

Colombia, Ecuador, Honduras, Jamaica, Mexico, Nicaragua, Pakistan, and Turkey), conducted by 

Fiszbein and Schady (2009), shows evidence of the effects of demanding conditionalities in cash 

transfer programs. All evaluated programs produced positive results in school enrollment and 

attendance, with larger effects in countries where the population had lower indexes of income and 

schooling. Members of beneficiary families also used health services more often, especially those 

regarding nutrition of children, although changes in vaccination and immunization behaviors were 

not statistically significant. 

Studies that evaluated the impact of Programa Bolsa Família (Amaral & Monteiro, 2013; 

Romero & Hermeto, 2009), conducted with data from the Impact Assessment Survey of Programa 
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Bolsa Familia (IABF), collected in 2005 and 2009 (Cedeplar, 2007; MDS, 2010a), also show 

evidence in favor of conditionalities. Children from beneficiary families had higher school 

attendance compared to children of poor families with no benefit. 

Many behavior-analytic researchers have studied the behavior of individuals in groups and 

transmission of cultural practices through generations of individuals (Glenn, 1988, 2004; 

Houmanfar, Rodrigues & Ward, 2010; Lamal, 1991; Skinner, 1953; Todorov & Moreira, 2004). 

It’s possible to design intervention strategies to investigate the variables controlling cultural 

practices and then to change that inefficient practices that result in harmful aggregate products for 

society, for example, a drastic reduction of non-renewable natural resources, high incidence of 

preventable diseases, or perpetuation of the cycle of poverty through generations. 

Inefficient cultural practices emerge from complex cultural contexts in which the effects of 

aggregate products of cultural practices are different from the effects of consequences of individual 

contingencies. In this context, verbal and rule-governed behaviors are indispensable for individuals 

to experience cultural consequences (Glenn, 1991). This kind of social control can be exerted by 

the government by rules called laws. Laws are made to promote desirable behavior and eliminate 

undesirable behavior to society, and they usually don’t deal with individual behaviors or with three 

term contingencies. They are directed to interlocking behavioral contingencies because this 

ensures a change in cultural practices (Todorov, 2013). The functional relation between a set of 

interlocked behavioral contingencies that produces an aggregate product and its cultural 

consequence is called metacontingency (Glenn & Malott, 2004; Malott & Glenn, 2006). 

Laws that describe the implementation of public policies can result in interventions on cultural 

practices in order to extinct cultural inefficiencies. Mawhinney (1995) recommends using 

indicators of cultural practices, such as measures of aggregate product of these practices, for the 

monitoring of the public policies’ results. Emphasis on measures related to aggregate products 

suggests changing focus from individual behavior to environmental changes produced by 

interlocking behavioral contingencies. Therefore, success or failure of a practice is defined by 

changes in a population, not in individuals (Hovell, Wahlgren & Russos, 1997). 

The government and research institutions are usually in charge of monitoring these indicators 

and planning actions to change them. Behavioral interventions implemented by these institutions 

may be studied as behavioral technology for the control of human behavior, and are distinguished 

by the variables that each one manipulates (Skinner, 1961). 

Considering that Programa Bolsa Família, as well as other programs of conditional cash 

transfer, can be considered a behavioral technology for the control of human behavior, the 

objective of this paper is to analyze contingencies and metacontingencies promoted by this 

program implementation as a government intervention on an inefficient cultural practice. This 

cultural practice constitutes interlocked contingencies that hinder school attendance and nutritional 

state of poor children–who become adults unprepared for the labor market–perpetuating a poverty 

cycle throughout generations. 

Method 

This paper is based on functional analyses to arrange contingencies, macrocontingencies and 

metacontingencies found in the documents that regulate Programa Bolsa Família, which define 

the education and health conditionalities for its beneficiaries. This procedure was developed by 

Todorov, Moreira, Prudêncio and Pereira (2004). 
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Objects of Study  

We analyzed articles related to conditionalities of Programa Bolsa Família from the following 

documents and their updates: 

• Law nº. 10.836, from January 9th 2004, which created Programa Bolsa Família among 

other provisions (Brasil, 2004a); 

• Decree nº. 5.209, from September 17th 2004, which regulates Law nº. 10.836, from January 

9th 2004, which created Programa Bolsa Família among other provisions (Brasil, 2004b); 

• Decree nº. 7.332, from October 19th 2010, which rephrased and added articles to Decree 

nº. 5.209, from September 17th 2004, which regulates Law nº. 10.836, from January 9th 

2004, which created Programa Bolsa Família (Brasil, 2010). 

• Ordinance GM/MDS nº. 321, from September 29th 2008, which regulates management of 

conditionalities from the Programa Bolsa Família, and revokes ordinance GM/MDS nº. 

551, from November 9th 2005, among other provisions (MDS, 2008); 

• Interministerial Ordinance MEC/MDS nº. 3.789, from November 17th 2004, which 

established attributions and norms for fulfilling the School Attendance Conditionality of 

Programa Bolsa Família (MDS, 2004a); and 

• Interministerial Ordinance MS/MDS nº. 2.509, from November 18th 2004, which regulates 

the attributions and norms for offering and monitoring health actions regarding the 

conditionalities of beneficiaries of Programa Bolsa Família (MDS, 2004b). 

• For support in some analyses, we used the following norms: 

• Ordinance GM/MDS nº. 754, from October 20th 2010, which establishes actions, norms, 

criteria and procedures to support decentralized management and execution of Programa 

Bolsa Família in municipalities, among other provisions (MDS, 2010b); and 

• Ordinance GM/MDS nº. 256, from March 19th 2010, which establishes actions, norms, 

criteria and procedures to financially support state management of Programa Bolsa 

Família, among other provisions. (MDS, 2010c). 

Procedure 

We analyzed cultural practices described in the legislation by identifying behaviors emitted 

by many individuals and verifying the existence of interlocked three-term contingencies that 

maintain these behaviors. Moreover, we identified or inferred aggregate products that could result 

from the analyzed cultural practices. We used the following criteria: 

• Cultural context: antecedents that enable the existence of cultural practices, analogous 

to antecedent stimuli from operant contingencies. 

• Cultural practices: established behavior patterns for many individuals, involving many 

members of beneficiary families and public servants. 

• Aggregate product: potential product resulting from cultural practices. 
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• Cultural consequence: change in a cultural environment that is responsible for selection 

or extinction of a cultural practice. 

• Culturant: recurring interlocking behavioral contingencies having an aggregate product 

(Glenn & col., 2016). 

• Metacontingency: a contingent relation between 1) recurring interlocking behavioral 

contingencies having an aggregate product and 2) selecting environmental events or 

conditions (Glenn & col., 2016, p.13).  

• Culturo-behavioral lineage: the transmission of operant behavior across individual 

repertoires (Glenn & col., 2016, p.17). 

All the normative documents were analyzed as a set, indicating articles, paragraphs and 

subsections for each norm, considering that their content is complementary. Decrees nº. 5.209 

(Brasil, 2004b) and nº. 7.332 (Brasil, 2010) are administrative acts that regulate law nº. 10.836 

(Brasil, 2004a). The ordinances contain instructions regarding application of the law and both 

decrees. Therefore, we conducted a joint analysis of these documents.  

Normative articles, paragraphs and subsections of Programa Bolsa Família were analyzed 

because they describe the antecedents that define the cultural context, the cultural practices formed 

by interlocking contingencies involving beneficiaries and public servants responsible for 

managing the program in all three levels of the Brazilian Federation, and their aggregate products 

and cultural consequences. 

Results and Discussion 

Programa Bolsa Família was analyzed considering that the program is a government 

intervention on an inefficient cultural practice with the goal of changing behavior. The cultural 

practice that should be changed with the program results from the behavior of low-income families. 

To understand the analysis of the program’s legislation, we will initially describe the inefficient 

cultural practice and the metacontingency that involve members of poor families. 

This inefficient cultural practice is characterized by individuals that cannot afford basic needs 

such as appropriate nutrition. Generally, they live in homes with no water drainage and sewer 

system, and are in need of immediate income. These factors contribute to dissemination of disease 

in children with nutritional deficits that were not immunized, thus impairing learning in school, 

leading to school dropout, which is also influenced by a need to enter the labor market prematurely 

(Chapman, 2006).  

The members of poor families don’t access enough health and education services because its 

individual and cultural consequences are delayed and could not maintain these behaviors or 

practices that promote these behaviors. So, they are not exposed to these reinforcers. A teenager 

who drops out school after middle school to enter the labor market is not exposed to individual 

consequences such as to get a better job that requires more study years and pays a higher salary; 

nor is he exposed to cultural consequences of a cultural practice that the other members of the 

family participate in, allowing this teenager to stay in school, such as a higher family income.  

A cultural environment characterized by a labor market that absorbs underqualified workforce 

as well as people that accept work for low salaries maintain this practice. Therefore, interlocked 

contingencies that maintain behavior of poor and extremely poor families, which result in ineffi- 
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Figure 1. Metacontingency of poor and extremely poor families  

 

cient aggregate products (i.e. little schooling and insufficient family income), are maintained by a 

cultural environment–the labor market–compose the first metacontingency, shown in Figure 1.  

From a joint analysis of the Programa Bolsa Família legislation, we identified the next 

metacontingencies, which involve the participation of members of the beneficiary families and 

public servants responsible for managing health and education conditionalities of the program. 

Next, we will present the two metacontingencies based on this analysis. 

Metacontingencies of Members of the Beneficiary Families  

The Programa Bolsa Família legislation describes the eligibility criteria for a family to 

participate in the program, and establishes the value of cash benefits, considering family 

composition and program conditionalities. These elements define the antecedent events that evoke 

a new cultural practice in which members of the beneficiary families participate. The legislation 

also describes behaviors that must be emitted by family members and the established cultural 

consequences for a new cultural practice. These elements, as a whole, constitute the 

metacontingency for the members of beneficiary families of Programa Bolsa Família. 

The cultural context is described in Law nº. 10.836/2004 (Brasil, 2004a), Decree nº. 

5.209/2004 (Brasil, 2004b), and Ordinance GM/MDS nº. 321/2008 (MDS, 2008). The cultural 

context includes antecedents that describe the eligibility criteria for a family to benefit from the 

program. These criteria set limits for family income, which are updated regularly; family 

composition, such as existence of nursing mothers, pregnant women, children and adolescents; 

and enrollment of the family in the Unified Registry (Cadastro Único). Thus, only families that 

meet these criteria can become beneficiaries and participate in the metacontingency. 

The antecedents also establish the conditionalities regarding education and health, which must 

be followed by the members of the beneficiary families to avoid the removal of the cultural 

consequence. According to Ordinance GM/MDS nº. 321/2008 (MDS, 2008), the conditionalities 

of Programa Bolsa Família are: 

• In education: a) for children or adolescents aged between 6 (six) and 15 (fifteen) years old, 

enrolling in and 85% (eighty-five percent) of monthly school attendance; and b) for 

adolescents aged between 16 (sixteen) and 17 (seventeen) years old, enrolling in and 75% 

(seventy-five percent) of monthly school attendance; 

• In health: a) for pregnant women or nursing mothers, attending prenatal care visits and 

participating in educational activities on breastfeeding and general caretaking; and b) for 
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children younger than 7 (seven) years old, keeping their vaccination up-to-date according 

to the recommended schedule and monitoring children’s growth and development. 

Lastly, the legislation defines antecedents that describe the situations in which noncompliance 

with the conditionalities does not lead to a removal of the cultural consequence: when education 

or health services cannot be offered due to force majeure or unforeseeable circumstances, or even 

due to health problems and other reasons recognized by the Programa Bolsa Família management 

agencies. 

Behaviors that members of the beneficiary families should emit are specified in Law nº. 

10.836/2004 (Brasil, 2004a) and Interministerial Ordinances MEC/MDS nº. 3.789/2004 (MDS, 

2004a) and MS/MDS nº. 2.509/2004 (MDS, 2004b). These behaviors are described by the 

conditionalities regarding education and health and they compose interlocked behavioral 

contingencies, which have fulfilling of conditionalities as a more immediate aggregate product, 

and improvements in health conditions and increase of educational level of family members as 

delayed aggregate products.  

Children and adolescents should attend classes, children up to six-years-old must be 

vaccinated and pregnant women must attend prenatal care visits. Adults must provide school 

materials, uniform and transportation for children and adolescents to attend school and take 

younger children to health centers to get vaccinated; and some pregnant women may need support 

from other members of the family to attend their prenatal visits. The Programa Bolsa Família 

legislation does not describe individual contingencies that control the behavior of members of the 

beneficiary families, nor how they should interlock to guarantee the fulfilling of conditionalities. 

Members of each family are free to organize in the manner they feel is most adequate, considering 

other contingencies and metacontingencies surrounding each family, such as the work hours and 

house chores of adults. 

Cultural consequences are broadly described in Law nº. 10.836/2004 (Brasil, 2004a) and 

Decree nº. 5.209/2004 (Brasil, 2004b), and in more detail in Ordinancce GM/MDS nº. 321/2008 

(MDS, 2008). Consequences for noncompliance with conditionalities involve warnings, and 

blocking, suspending or cancelling the cash benefit, which are applied successively. Thus, the first 

occurrence of noncompliance by members of a family, that is, when they do not fulfill at least one 

of the conditionalities, will be a warning as a consequence. The second occurrence will incur 

blocking of the benefit for a month. The third occurrence leads to suspension of the benefit for two 

months. The fourth occurrence cancels the benefit completely. Thus, these aversive consequences 

are presented gradually, with an increase in magnitude. 

Warnings directed at the member responsible for the family, and blocking, suspension or 

cancelation of the cash benefit, are cultural consequences because they are not contingent of a 

specific individual behavior. They are, instead, contingent to the culturant that is composed of 

interlocked behavioral contingencies, which include family members, and their immediate 

aggregate products, the fulfillment of conditionalities. In order to guarantee the transfer of the cash 

benefit, all the educational and health conditions must be met. As family members’ behaviors are 

established and transmitted to future generations, a new culturo-behavioral lineage will be 

constituted, as defined by Glenn and collaborators (2016).  

Thus, by establishing a more immediate cultural consequence, through the cash benefit 

transferred monthly and contingent to a culturant, Programa Bolsa Família seeks to alter cultural  
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Figure 2. Metacontingencies involving beneficiary families of Programa Bolsa Família  

 

practices of poor and extremely poor families, as shown in Figure 1. Selection of this new practice 

and the resulting aggregate products is due to a negative reinforcement process; this practice must 

occur continuously in order to avoid the removal of a reinforcing consequence–the cash benefit. 

The target aggregate products are improvements in health conditions and increase of family 

members’ educational level, aspects that are considered fundamental to insert these individuals in 

more advantageous work positions, and consequently increase family income. The 

metacontingencies described at Programa Bolsa Família legislation may be represented as shown 

in Figure 2.  

These metacontingencies are established for all poor families, so that the aggregate product 

resulting from the cultural practice of one family will be added to the aggregate products of all the 

other beneficiary families. In December 2014, there were approximately 14 million beneficiary 

families, which corresponded to over 25% of Brazilian families for that year–based on data from 

the Ministry of Social Development and Fight Against Hunger (Ministério do Desenvolvimento 

Social e Combate à Fome), and population estimates from the Instituto Brasileiro de Geografia e 

Estatística (Brazilian Institute of Geography and Statistics). Thus, the program aims to promote 

improvement of health conditions and increase educational levels and, consequently, increase 

family income of all the Brazilian population.  

As well as the direct effect of the transferred cash benefit on the cultural practice of each 

family, it is also important to consider that the behaviors of members of a beneficiary family may 

become antecedent events for other families, that is, for other parents, responsible members, 

children and youth. In the same manner, the consequences produced by behaviors of each member 

of a certain family may also function as antecedent stimuli for behaviors of members from other 

families. Therefore, although the focus of Programa Bolsa Família is the cultural practices of each 

poor family, the program may induce interweaving of contingencies among individuals from 

different families. This indirect effect also contributes to the program’s objective of increasing 

Brazilian families’ income.  

The behaviors that members of the beneficiary families need to emit and the cultural 

consequences that compose these metacontingencies are clearly specified in the Programa Bolsa 

Família legislation. However, the complexity of this legislation, which is based on five different 

documents, may hinder the ability of beneficiary families of following the established rules. Thus, 

interventions aimed at informing families about the necessary complementary aspects of these 

different documents–law, decree and ordinances–should be programmed and periodically applied 

by public servants of the program in the municipalities.  
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Metacontingencies in Managing Conditionalities of Programa Bolsa Família 

According to the Programa Bolsa Família legislation, the management of program’s 

conditionalities should be decentralized through the conjunct efforts of the federated entities. 

Furthermore, inspection and monitoring should be carried out by the Brazilian Ministries of Health 

and Education (Ministérios da Educação e da Saúde), while supervision of these processes should 

be carried out by the Ministry of Social Development and Fight Against Hunger (Ministério do 

Desenvolvimento Social e Combate à Fome). Legislation also defines the conditions for state 

governments and municipalities to adhere to the program and institutes the Decentralized 

Management Index (IGD, in Portuguese). These elements define the cultural context where the 

new cultural practice should emerge. Public servants responsible for management of 

conditionalities in the three government levels (municipalities, state governments, and in the three 

Ministries) are a part of this context. The legislation also describes the behaviors that these public 

servants must emit and defines some of the cultural consequences for the new cultural practice. 

Together, these elements compose the metacontingency for managing conditionalities of 

Programa Bolsa Família. The objective of this metacontigency is to guarantee the functioning of 

processes related to managing the conditionalities, which are fundamental for the adequate 

presentation of the cultural consequence of the metacontingencies, in which the members of the 

beneficiary families of Programa Bolsa Família participate, described above.  

The cultural context of this metacontingency includes the legal prescription that the Programa 

Bolsa Família execution must be carried out in a decentralized manner and the need for state 

governments and municipalities to adhere to the program. For families in a given municipality to 

become beneficiaries, a person must be appointed as responsible for managing the program–a state 

coordinator or municipal manager–and a functioning social control instance. Cultural context also 

includes the distribution of work by public servants in states and municipalities, as well as in the 

three Ministries–Social Development and Fight Against Hunger (MDS), Education (MEC) and 

Health (MS).  

The Decentralized Management Index (IGD, in Portuguese) is included in these antecedent 

events. This index was created by Decree n. 7.332 of 2010 (Brasil, 2010), which also determines 

the only explicit cultural consequence in the legislation, contingent to the cultural practice 

established in municipalities and states for managing Programa Bolsa Família. This cultural 

consequence is the financial resource transferred to states and municipalities. The cash value is 

determined by the quality of the program management, measured by the integrity and updated 

information in the Unified Registry (Cadastro Único) and the information provided on monitoring 

conditionalities. The antecedents are described in the five analyzed documents: Law n. 

10.836/2004 (Brasil, 2004a), Decree n. 5.209/2004 (Brasil, 2004b), Ordinance GM/MDS n. 

321/2008 (MDS, 2008), Ministerial Ordinance n. MS/MDS 2.509/2004 (MDS, 2004a) and 

Ministerial Ordinance MEC/MDS n. 3.789/2004 (MDS, 2004b). 

The behaviors that should be emitted by public servants are specified in Decree n. 5.209/2004 

(Brasil, 2004a), in Ordinance GM/MDS nº. 321/2008 (MDS, 2008) Ministerial Ordinances 

MEC/MDS n. 3.789/2004 (MDS, 2004a) and MS/MDS º. 2.509/2004 (MDS, 2004b). Legislation 

describes how public servants, responsible for managing Programa Bolsa Família conditionalities, 

should proceed to monitor and supervise compliance with the conditionalities by the beneficiary 

families.  

In positions of governance in municipalities, public servants are responsible for collecting, 

registering, updating, receiving, consolidating and transmitting information concerning 



PROGRAMA BOLSA FAMILIA 

 

 

165 

compliance or violation of conditionalities by beneficiary families, as well as training professionals 

to carry out these activities and encouraging families to comply with conditionalities. In the state 

government, public servants are responsible for supporting municipalities in their activities, 

supporting the health and educational services state network in monitoring conditionalities, and 

analyzing consolidated information on compliance with conditionalities by beneficiary families.  

In the Education and Health Ministries, public servants are responsible for establishing 

guidelines for monitoring conditionalities by public servants in municipalities and state 

governments; preparing and maintaining the information registry systems; training state and 

municipal public servants in their activities; analyzing consolidated data on compliance of 

conditionalities by beneficiary families; and providing this information to public servants of the 

MDS. Lastly, MDS public servants supervise and articulate the activities of all the agents involved 

in managing conditionalities, as well as providing institutional support and updated data from the 

Unified Registry (Cadastro Único) to public servants of other Ministries; training state and 

municipal public servants in their responsibilities; and executing consequences for violation of 

conditionalities, from warnings to cancelling the families’ cash benefit.  

All these behaviors are organized sequentially, so that some of them are antecedents to others. 

At the beginning of this sequence, MDS public servants institutionally support MEC and MS 

public servants so that they acquire the adequate behavioral repertoire to carry out their activities. 

This support is the antecedent for behaviors of public servants from both Ministries of establishing 

guidelines and offering training to municipal and state public servants, and develop information 

registry systems on compliance of conditionalities by the families. MDS public servants also 

periodically provide data from the Unified Registry (Cadastro Único) to the public servants of the 

Ministries, which is an antecedent to the behavior of maintaining the information registry system. 

Training municipal and state public servants by MEC and MS servants and providing the 

information registry system available with updated data from the Unified Registry (Cadastro 

Único) are antecedents to behaviors of supporting health and educational services to manage 

conditionalities. This is a response class formed by behaviors of collecting, registering, updating, 

receiving, consolidating and transmitting information concerning compliance or violation of 

conditionalities by beneficiary families, as well as training professionals to carry out these 

activities and encouraging families to comply with conditionalities.  

The information collected, registered, updated, consolidated, and transmitted through the 

information registry systems is an antecedent to the behavior of analyzing this consolidated data 

by state government, MEC and MS public servants. It is also acts as an antecedent for the behavior 

of public servants from both Ministries of providing this information to MDS public servants. This 

information is an antecedent for behavior of MDS public servants of executing the consequences 

directed for the families that violate the conditionalities–warning, blocking, suspension, or 

cancellation of the cash benefit. This sequence of behaviors may be observed in Figure 3. When a 

beneficiary family’s cash benefit is blocked, suspended or cancelled, the cultural consequence 

designed by Programa Bolsa Família to the interlocked behavioral contingencies and aggregate 

products in the metacontingency of members of the beneficiary family [IBCsAPs]Cultural 

Consequence] is removed. This is the link between the two metacontingencies identified in this 

paper.  

The Programa Bolsa Família legislation does not describe these individual contingencies and 

how they should interlock in order to guarantee occurrence of the aforementioned aggregate 

products. However, only from the organized execution of all these processes by public servants of 

the federated entities, including the three Ministries, it will be possible to guarantee that the cultural 
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Figure 3. Sequence of behaviors emitted by public servants responsible for management of the conditionalities in 

Programa Bolsa Família  

 

consequences for cultural practices of beneficiary families will be correctly presented. As these 

behaviors are established and transmitted, even if there are changes in the composition of the teams 

in each public repartition, a new cultural-behavioral lineage is constituted, as defined by Glenn et 

al. (2016), the conditionalities management.  

Although the analyzed legislation presents federated entities–municipalities, states and the 

Federal Government–by setting the competences of the state coordinator and municipal manager, 

the municipal and state secretaries, and the Ministries as agents, accomplishing these attributions 

depends on the emission of behaviors of various public servants in interlocked behavioral 

contingencies prescribed in the Programa Bolsa Família legislation. Each municipality has 

cultural-behavioral lineages, of which municipal managers and public servants are part: the health 

agents and teachers that have direct contact with the members of the beneficiary families, the 

typists that registry data regarding compliance or not of conditionalities, and the analysts that 
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monitor records, among others. In each state, there are also interlocked behavioral contingencies 

with specific aggregate products, in which the state coordinator and the public servants are 

included. In the Federal Government, there are other interlocked behavioral contingencies, in 

which the public servants from the three Ministries participate.  

As previously mentioned, the program legislation only describes a cultural consequence that 

is contingent to the interlocked behavioral contingencies, which only public servants from the 

municipal and state governments are a part of: transferring financial resources of the Decentralized 

Management Index (IGD, in Portuguese). These financial resources are calculated based on the 

consolidated data about Programa Bolsa Família in each municipality and state, including 

monitoring the conditionalities. Thus, payment of the financial resource is a positive reinforcement 

cultural consequence for the culturant formed by the interlocked behavioral contingencies, which 

include public servants, and by their aggregate products.  

The metacontingencies of managing Programa Bolsa Família conditionalities are formed by 

a variety of culturo-behavioral lineages of public servants from the municipalities, states and three 

Ministries. The central aggregate products are: 1) monitoring compliance of conditionalities by the 

beneficiary families and (2) increasing beneficiary families’ access to educational and health 

services. These aggregate products contribute to the construction of indicators for monitoring the 

implementation of actions by public servants from the Ministries and the federated entities, and 

indicators of results of program implementation, forming the complex Programa Bolsa Família.  

So, monitoring indicators allow MDS public servants to supervise and articulate activities of 

the public servants from municipalities, state and from the Ministries of Education and Health, to 

guarantee management of the conditionalities. Based on indicators of program results, various 

agents can present other cultural consequences to maintain or alter the managing conditionalities 

of Programa Bolsa Família. These consequences are presented by congressmen and senators of 

the Brazilian National Congress, who may propose and approve alterations to law n. 10.836/2004, 

which guides all the other norms (decrees and ordinances); and by individuals representatives of 

international organizations whose establish common social and political behavior norms among 

the member-countries. In Brazil, some international organizations that work with fighting poverty, 

education, and health are the United Nations (UN) and the United Nations Children's Fund 

(UNICEF); the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO); the 

World Health Organization (WHO); and the International Bank for Reconstruction and 

Development (IBRD). Civil society individuals, who manifest in favor or against maintenance of 

the program and reelect or not representatives who defend it, also provides cultural consequences 

(Figure 4). Social participation is encouraged by the Programa Bolsa Família legislation by the 

instances of social control.  

This cultural practice’s transmission across generations (see Glenn et al., 2016), may be 

observed in the continuity of Programa Bolsa Família as a program for transferring conditional 

income since 2003, even after three municipal elections (2004, 2008 and 2012) and three state 

elections (2006, 2010 and 2014). Although there is possibility of reelection for a second 

presidential mandate, as for state governors and mayors, since the 2000 elections (Brasil, 1997), 

there was change in most mayors. According to the Basic Municipal Information Research (IBGE, 

2014), the percentage of reelected mayors was in 2004, 2008 and 2010 of 29%, 42% and 28% 

respectively. This allows us to observe the change of most mayors and governors in this period. 

Even with these changes, the municipalities and states show reoccurrence of relevant interlocked 

behavioral contingencies for Programa Bolsa Família execution, including management of edu- 
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Figure 4. Metacontingency of Managing Conditionalities of Programa Bolsa Família  

 

cational and health conditionalities, and have maintained the necessary aggregate products for its 

continuity.  

More than 6 million beneficiary families and thousands of public servants participate in 

Programa do Bolsa Família. By using the concept and procedures involved in metacontingency, 

the main focus of the behavior analyst is not on the number of people involved, but on how their 

actions participate in interdependent contingencies matrix with environmental events or conditions 

that selects these interlocking behavioral contingencies and its specific aggregate products. 

Although it is not a consensus among some behavioral analysts, we defend the usefulness of the 

concept developed from the 1980s through 245 studies, 154 papers (27 linked to theses and 

dissertations), 69 master's theses and 22 doctoral dissertations (Vasconcelos & Lemos, submitted). 

Cultural interpretations based on macrocontingencies2 and metacontingencies terms contribute to 

the understanding of complex social phenomena and to the planning of large-scale interventions, 

like Programa Bolsa Família. 

If the Program attains the proposed objectives, the children from the beneficiary families will 

become healthy, educated adults, prepared for insertion in the labor market and able to obtain 

better salaries, breaking the transmission of poverty across generations (Ravallion, 2003). A new 

cultural practice will form, composing others new metacontingencies, whose aggregate products 

will be the improvement of health conditions, an increase of educational levels of the population, 

and a work force better prepared for the labor market.  

This new culturo-behavioral lineage may be selected by cultural environment, substituting the 

first metacontingency mentioned, with transmission of poverty and extreme poverty conditions. 

However, if changes in selecting environmental events or conditions do not reinforce these new 

interlocked behavioral contingencies and its aggregate products, they will last only as long as 

Programa Bolsa Família, as discussed by Glenn and Malott, (2004b). Other variables must be 

considered to guarantee the occurrence of these metacontingencies, because of the direct 

interaction of Programa Bolsa Família with education and health policies–because of the 

conditionalities on beneficiaries–as well as its indirect interaction with policies for generating 

work and income.  

For these new metacontingencies, it is necessary to guarantee a cultural consequence mediated 

also by the labor market, which can be encouraged through public policies aimed at generating 

                                                 
2 Macrocontingency is a relation between 1) operant behavior governed by individual contingencies and/or IBCs 

governed by metacontingencies and 2) a cumulative effect of social significant (Glenn et al., 2016, p. 19). 



PROGRAMA BOLSA FAMILIA 

 

 

169 

jobs and income, for example: policies for increase in minimum wage, labor laws that do not 

encumber employees and employers, and encouraging legalization of micro and small enterprises. 

Thus, individuals who participate in this practice will enter the labor market and receive a good 

salary, increasing their families’ incomes or forming new families with higher incomes, breaking 

the cycle of poverty. In both cases, these families will not need the cash benefit of Programa Bolsa 

Família anymore.  

Besides, as discussed by Mattaini and Magnabosco (1997) and Oppulente and Mattaini 

(1993), individual behavioral contingencies related to accessing educational and health services 

need to be guaranteed. Among them are vaccination at public health centers and a welcoming 

educational system with pedagogical strategies that are interesting for students. These and other 

variables linked to these services will contribute to the selection of cultural practices of poor 

families members. Compliance with conditionalities will allow members of beneficiary families 

to contact these contingencies, but the selection of these cultural practices will depend on 

reinforcement in these situations.  

The analysis of Programa Bolsa Família legislation allowed to describe the variables that 

may have been maintaining the interlocking behavioral contingencies involving the beneficiaries 

and their behaviors of accessing health and education services, and the interlocking behavioral 

contingencies involving the public agents that manage the conditionalities. However, it’s important 

to find out if the theoretical model presented in this study is consistent with reality, by conducting 

field research or studies with secondary data (using governmental data, for example). 
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