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1. Abstract 

This research presents the effects of the Poverty Stoplight on the agency of families 

in the community of Cerrito - Benjamín Aceval. The Stoplight is a metric based on self-

assessment and at the same time a methodology that seeks to activate the agency of 

individuals, families and communities to overcome poverty. This research seeks to 

understand the meaning of "agency" for the inhabitants of the study area. To this end, data 

was collected through focus groups, carried out with six groups with an average of six 

members. The results showed that the concept of agency varies according to the social and 

cultural context, resulting in collective agency and proxy agency. As for the second phase, 

whose objective was to understand the moment when agency begins to increase in families 

and what influence the Stoplight had on this process, the trajectory map methodology was 

used. The analysis and results of 12 trajectory maps reveal that the Stoplight framework 

results in increased agency in families. This process begins by facilitating the survey with the 

support of a mentor who sensitizes, motivates and guides participants.  
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2. Introduction and background 

For years, poverty has been defined from the monetary approach. However, poverty 

is now seen from a much broader perspective than just lack of income (Sen 1999a; Alkire et 

al, 2015). A person in poverty can suffer multiple disadvantages at the same time. In this 

sense, they may lack nutritious food, clean water, electricity, poor health or low educational 

levels. Focusing on only one dimension, such as income, is not enough to understand poverty 

in its entirety. In terms of poverty eradication, many nations, even the most developed ones, 

have failed in this attempt. According to Godinot et al. (2007), the fundamental factor in the 

increase and persistence of extreme poverty is often overlooked in Africa and Latin America. 

Interventions by developed countries can damage the capacity of people in developing 

countries who have designed and implemented effective strategies to resist extreme poverty 

for centuries. Godinot et al. (2007), in their article, mention the words of Wangari Maathai, 

Nobel Peace Prize winner 2004: 

"Historically, our people have been persuaded to believe that because they are poor, 

they not only lack capital but also knowledge and skills to meet their challenges. In return, 

they have been conditioned to believe that the solutions to their problems must come from 

outside- The solutions to most of our problems must come from within ourselves" (Maathai, 

2005). 

The key is to provide tools to unlock the innate potential that people in poverty 

possess (Reed et al., 2015). In other words, an important factor in overcoming poverty is the 

agency of people (Hernández, Rodriguez and Mercado, 2010).   

Fundación Paraguaya, a social enterprise focused on poverty elimination, has 

developed a framework known as the Poverty Stoplight (Burt, 2013; Burt and Hammler, 

2014). According to Fundación Paraguaya, the Stoplight is a tool that seeks to activate the 

agency of families to overcome poverty. Using a technology platform, it offers a self-

assessment with 50 indicators and an intervention model that allows people to develop 

practical solutions to overcome their specific needs. Each indicator is defined in three 

possible levels represented by the traditional traffic light colors and by images that show 

situations of families in extreme poverty (red), in poverty (yellow) and without poverty 

(green). This participatory approach provides a framework that seeks to be simple and clear 

so that the participants themselves can visualize their needs and take action to overcome them 

(Burt, 2013; Burt and Hammler, 2014; Fundación Paraguaya 2014, 2017).  
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The mentoring intervention model, a central element of the Stoplight program 

implemented by Fundación Paraguaya in Paraguay, allows for the accompaniment of families 

with the objective of supporting them to better understand their situation, aspire to improve it, 

create a commitment to personal and family goals, and take concrete actions to achieve them. 

There are several organizations that have used mentoring for poverty elimination, the most 

highlighted among them being BRAC with the Graduation Approach (Banerjee et al., 2015), 

and the Household Strategy of the International Fund for Agricultural Development (Bishop-

Sambrook, 2014). While Banerjee et al. and Bishop-Sambrook stress the importance of 

mentoring in their respective programs, there is currently insufficient knowledge about the 

use of mentoring to increase agency and eliminate poverty.  In particular, there is a lack of 

precise knowledge about whether the Stoplight framework helps families activate their 

agency on their way out of poverty. Therefore, this study seeks to understand what influence 

the Stoplight has on the agency of families, starting from the concept that participants handle, 

to understanding if it increases the agency of families and if there is influence of the Stoplight 

in that process. The findings of this study may be of interest to professionals, academics, and 

the community of social sciences in general.  

3. Theoretical framework 

3.1.  Agency 

The concept of agency has been related mainly to the ability to act autonomously 

(Sen, 2000; Deci and Ryan, 1995) and also to choosing goals and achieving them based on 

the person's own action (Suarez, 2015; Bandura, 1989). This concept refers to the personal 

ability to act in a social context, where self-efficacy is considered the crucial component of 

agency (Bandura, 2001; Turner and Roszell, 1994). Self-efficacy allows for the regulation of 

motivation in the achievement of goals by individuals, where they possess a degree of control 

that allows them to decide how and when to face goals and obstacles (Bandura, 1996, 1998, 

2001).  According to Snyder et al., a person needs to have the motivation to advance along 

the imagined path towards their goal (2000).  

Within the capabilities and human development framework, Sen (1999a) refers to 

agency as the people's ability to define goals that they consider important and act accordingly 

to achieve them. In other words, it is "the freedom to achieve whatever a person as a 

responsible agent decides he or she should achieve" (Sen 1985, p. 206). In this sense, the 
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opposite of agency would be a person who is coerced, oppressed, or passive (Santos, 

Samman, & Yalonetzky, 2009). Because the person is considered an actor in the social 

context where the person, family, community or organization has the ability to produce 

significant change (Hernández, Rodríguez and Mercado, 2010; Pick, Rodríguez and Leenen, 

2011), developing his or her agency increases the possibility of acting and provoking positive 

changes in his or her reality, thus promoting mutual aid among family members and, in 

addition, influencing his or her community (Pick et al., 2007; Patterson and Grenny, 2007).  

According to Markus and Kitamaya (2003), what people do or how they experience 

agency can vary greatly. There is significant and systematic variability in the way that agency 

is constructed in different social contexts, and they propose that agency is not separate from 

these contexts, but is based on the ideas and practices of its environment. Agency is 

"inevitably constrained by social context" (Sen, 1999b) and can be experienced in different 

spheres, contexts, dimensions and levels. This is intrinsically related since it implies the link 

with others and its scope and form of exercise is inescapably associated with cultural patterns 

(Santos, Samman and Yalonetzky, 2009).  

Markus and Kitamaya (2003) define agency in two parts: "individual and 

collective". While Bandura, (2000) defines it in three: "personal agency, collective agency 

and proxy agency". With regard to individual agency, the most important capacity is the 

belief that people have in their own ability to exercise control over their own functioning and 

over their environment (Bandura, 1997). If people do not believe that they can obtain positive 

results, or anticipate the consequences of their actions, as a result they will have little 

incentive to act or persist in the face of difficulties (Bandura, 2001). Intentions are 

motivations that strongly influence the possibility of acting (Navarro, 2007). According to 

Bandura, "any factor that can operate as a guide and motivator is rooted in the central belief 

that one has the power to produce effects through one's actions" (2001). 

In addition to the ability to act and persist, it is important to work in coordination 

with others to achieve what may be difficult to accomplish individually. As mentioned by 

Bandura (2001), people do not lead isolated lives; many of the goals they seek to achieve are 

only attainable through socially interdependent effort, what is known academically as 

collective agency. Collective agency involves the cooperation and teamwork of many 

individuals in order to achieve a given social effect. To exercise this type of agency, 

individuals must work in synergy. The achievements of these groups are not only the result of 

their knowledge and skills, but of the coordinated work of their actions. 
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In many activities, according to Bandura (2001), people have no direct control over 

the social conditions and institutional practices that affect their lives.  In these situations, 

people seek their well-being through the help of others who have experience or influence in 

achieving their goals (Shields and Brawley, 2006). This form of agency, known as proxy 

agency, can be very beneficial in achieving desired outcomes. Bandura also makes it clear 

that over-reliance on others for this type of practice can limit the development of personal 

skills (Bandura, 2001). 

3.2. Measures of Agency 

Intuitively, the role of agency is easy to understand and even to assume situations in 

which people can exercise it (Santos, Samman and Yalonetzky, 2009), but it is complicated 

to measure since sometimes it is exercised in different forms in practice (Pick et al., 2007) 

and behaves in different ways. This can be observed in decision-making, negotiations, 

assertiveness or other processes of reflection and analysis (Pick et al., 2007; Casique, 2010). 

Although there is no accepted method for measuring it (Mosedale, 2003), most research has 

focused on indirect measures such as education level or asset ownership (Santos, Samman 

and Yalonetzky, 2009). Perhaps an universal measurement is impossible, but there are 

comparative studies that reveal that some indicators are more universal than others (Malhotra, 

Shuler and Boender, 2002). 

In psychology, agency is linked to and measured through various concepts such as 

self-efficacy, autonomy, control and self-determination (Pick et al., 2007). In Cognitive 

Social Theory, Bandura (2001) defined the different core elements of agency as: 

Intentionality, premeditation, self-reactivity and self-reflection These characteristics allow the 

person to respond proactively to life and to the socio-political and economic environment, 

favoring the development of his or her capacities and well-being (Alsop and Heinsohn, 2005; 

Pick et al., 2007; Sen, 2000). For this research, both the Scale for Measurement of Personal 

Agency and Empowerment (Pick et al., 2007) and the Cognitive Theory (Bandura, 2001) 

were taken into account when analyzing the qualitative data. 

3.3. Agency and Poverty 

Traditionally, poverty has been defined from the monetary approach as the lack of 

income (Rowntree, 1901) or consumption of the individual or family. Families were 

considered to be in a situation of extreme poverty if their total income did not cover the basic 
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needs of the family food basket (Social Observatory, 2015). In the 1980s, this concept 

changed and poverty began to be observed from the perspective of human development and is 

considered multidimensional, taking into account, in addition to income, aspects such as 

education and health (UNDP, 1997).  

Amartya Sen defines poverty as "...the deprivation of basic capabilities and not only 

as a low income" (2000) where the livelihood of a person is determined by his ability to act 

and not by the goods he or she possesses (Sen, 1984). Poverty is considered as the lack of 

freedom to carry out the goals that a person has reason to value (Sen, 1992), in other words, 

that people cannot be agents of their own lives. People in poverty are deprived of almost all 

their capabilities and are at a disadvantage compared to people who are not poor (Haughton 

and Khandker 2009). The greater the deprivation, the greater the level of poverty (Muñetón 

and Gutiérrez, 2017). These deprivations can be expressed as premature mortality, illiteracy, 

significant degree of malnutrition, people deprived of their freedom, etc. (Sen, 2000). In 

general terms, poverty refers to people's inability to live a decent life (UNDP, 1997).  

According to Narayan and Kapoor, with insufficient capacities and resources, people 

in poverty are faced with many limitations in terms of options, climate crises and fighting for 

better deals for themselves. There are a number of elements that contribute to poverty 

reduction, such as agency. The empowerment of poor people is influenced by the assets and 

capacities available to the family in general and by intra-family inequalities in state and 

power, particularly between men and women. Inclusive and cohesive family relationships can 

provide a powerful resource for building assets and capabilities, and exercising agency. But 

when family ties are broken or are fraught with great inequality or conflict, the consequences 

can be widespread and detrimental to attempts to escape poverty (2007). 

3.4. Poverty Stoplight Framework 

Deprivation can take many different forms, and some are easier to identify than 

others (Sen, 2000). In order to measure deprivation, it is necessary to work on the 

identification of the poor and on the construction of the poverty index. In order to 

differentiate between the poor and the non-poor, it is necessary to establish poverty criteria 

and then identify those who do or do not comply with them (Vélez, 2015). In this context, 

Fundación Paraguaya has developed a framework known as the Poverty Stoplight (Poverty 

Stoplight, 2019) that enables families to assess their level of multidimensional poverty 

through 50 indicators (Fundación Paraguaya, 2019). The Stoplight is a self-assessment metric 
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and at the same time a methodology that seeks to activate the potential of individuals, 

families and communities to overcome poverty.  It was designed to measure and eliminate 

multidimensional poverty with the family unit as the starting point and main agent of change. 

For this, it defines a series of indicators organized in dimensions and uses a technology 

platform that combines self-evaluation with a mentoring intervention model (Poverty 

Stoplight, 2019).  

3.4.1 Poverty Stoplight Metric 

The Stoplight has the family as its unit of measurement and intervention and seeks to 

combine its agency with the organizational capacities of the institutions that use the 

methodology to achieve the development of efficient solutions designed with and for the user 

families. Aiming at the growth and strengthening of each family with an integral view, the 

Stoplight not only covers the dimension of Income and Employment, but also includes: 

Organization and Participation, Housing and Infrastructure, Health and Environment, 

Education and Culture, Interiority and Motivation.  

It consists of 50 indicators, each defined at three levels: "Green" (representing non-

deprivation), "Yellow" (representing moderate deprivation) and "Red" (representing extreme 

deprivation). The levels of each indicator are represented by illustrations and descriptions that 

help respondents with reading and writing difficulties identify the response option that most 

reflects their household's condition. The illustrations are also intended to give a visual 

representation of a life outside poverty, which is intended to initiate a process of reflection on 

one's situation and eventually contribute to an increase in aspirations (Poverty Stoplight, 

2019). 

3.4.2 Poverty Stoplight Methodology 

The Poverty Stoplight methodology consists of a self-assessment and mentoring 

model. The family, represented by one of its members, responds to a visual survey through a 

technological platform (computer or mobile device). This self-assessment serves as a first 

diagnosis of the situation of each family and as a fundamental basis for informing plans for 

exiting poverty. During this process, participants are supported by a mentor through dialogue 

in order to help them identify where they are and where they could go.  

The Stoplight indicators represent achievable and aspirational situations and actions 

that enable families and individuals to become the central agents of change in their poverty 
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elimination plans. According to the Stoplight theory, the representation of the green level at 

the survey stage already serves as a first demonstration of the individual who can achieve a 

situation of "non-poverty". Once the 50 indicators in the poverty control panel are collected, 

the family representative, together with the Stoplight mentor, begins to develop a so-called 

Life Map: from all of his yellows and reds, he or she chooses five priority areas that he or she 

wants to improve first. These are marked on the platform and, at the same time, written on the 

Life Map that will remain with the participant. The participant, together with the mentor, 

reflects on the possible causes of the respective deprivation and formulates concrete steps he 

or she will take to overcome them.  

After a certain time, generally after one year, or when the participant feels he or she 

has made progress, the participants carry out a Stoplight follow-up survey. Together with 

their mentor, they reassess their deprivation in all indicators and use that information to 

reflect on their progress and choose their next priorities for improvement (Poverty Stoplight, 

2019).  

In this research, we argue that implementing the methodology not only helps people 

to overcome their deprivation, but does so by helping participants to reflect on their situation, 

to aspire to a better future and to be agents of their own solutions to overcome poverty.  

4. Research design 

This research is qualitative in nature because the objective is to understand the 

process of a family that has managed to increase its agency, specifically to understand what 

agency means to families, at what point agency begins to increase, and how the Stoplight 

framework influences that process. Data collection was carried out in two stages; in the first, 

with the objective of understanding the meaning of "agency" for the inhabitants, the focus 

group technique was used. In the second stage, the trajectory map was used in order to 

understand when agency increases and the influence of the Stoplight in this process. 

4.1. Sample 

For the first stage of this research, 39 families who participate in the Stoplight 

program in the community of Cerrito - Benjamín Aceval were selected. The sample was 

made up of one member of each family as a representative of their household, who were 

selected by members of their own family. To estimate the size of this sample, we took into 
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account the guidelines provided by Creswell (1998), which suggests that studies using this 

technique should cover between 30 and 50 participants. The Stoplight program implemented 

in this community, known as the "Cerrito Initiative", has a total population of 900 families 

divided into 6 sectors to ensure better implementation and adequate follow-up by mentors. 

Within these six sectors, two are located within the Toba Qom community, an indigenous 

community living in the Gran Chaco region, which extends over the territories of Argentina, 

Bolivia and Paraguay (Tola, 2010).  

Taking the six sectors as a basis, it was decided to carry out a focus group for each 

sector, with an average of six people in each group. According to Morgan and Spanish (1984) 

the indicated number of participants in a focus group is 6 to 10 people. The sample is 

intentional and was selected based on those families who managed to change the most reds or 

yellows to green. In other words, those families who managed to move from poverty to no 

poverty on most indicators. This allowed us to obtain a lot of information about their 

experiences with the Stoplight and how they overcome poverty.  

For the second phase, whose objective was to understand the moment when the 

agency begins to grow and what influence the Stoplight has on this process, two people from 

each sector with the highest number of "greens" were selected from the focus group, that is, a 

total of 12 trajectory maps were implemented immediately after the end of each focus group. 

Crouch and McKenzie suggest that a range of less than twenty participants is appropriate for 

this style of project (2006). Qualitative samples should be sufficient to ensure that important 

insights are exposed, but at the same time, if the sample becomes too large, the data become 

repetitive and eventually redundant (Mason, 2010). Based on these references, this study 

determined a sample of twelve families to be studied using the trajectory map.   

4.2. Procedures 

4.2.1 Data collection 

During the focus group, this research used visual elements such as images and 

photographs that allowed the dynamics to be initiated, where it was possible to identify the 

concept of agency that is managed in the community. As mentioned by Bank (2007) "since 

images are omnipresent in society, the study of images or one that incorporates images in the 

creation or collection of data could reveal certain sociological information that is not 

accessible by any other means". Before any image or photograph, the observer projects 
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something about themselves (Mundó, 2015), and allows participants to create a narrative by 

expressing what they observe (Romero, 2012). Currently, researchers have a set of data with 

visual support such as paintings, photographs, films, drawings, etc. These allow the 

introduction of new interpretative elements that enrich the understanding of the object of 

study.  

For this research, ten photographs were used as a research tool, regarding 

experiences and activities such as markets, forums and vegetable gardens organized by the 

community itself during the three years of the Stoplight implementation. This dynamic 

allowed participants to select the image that most caught their attention and to begin their 

stories based on it. Participants first described everything they observed in the image, 

mentioning words such as: work, organization and collaboration. Later, and without the need 

for intervention from the researchers, they began by talking about their own experiences with 

the subject. During the narrative, the researchers asked questions such as the meaning of 

work, what represented for them the experience they were telling, what did they do to have 

that experience, and who was responsible for carrying it out, etc.  

In the second phase, the data collection method used was the trajectory map. This 

method made it possible to obtain a visual representation of the sequence of the particular 

events (Sheridan, 2011). The use of visual representation and visual methods in social science 

research is not new (Collier, 1957). This method has been used to encourage storytelling 

based on memories and stories about the experience. Narrative and time are linked, as 

narrative almost always involves time and requires a temporal component to be meaningful to 

participants (Sheridan, 2011). Through the experiences of the families and using the 

trajectory map, data was collected to understand whether or not they feel more agency when 

using the Poverty Stoplight and what influence the tool had on this process. 

Each participant in this phase was first presented with a panel illustrated with 50 

Stoplight indicators in order to select one that they wanted to accomplish and that they have 

worked on during the implementation of the program. Once the indicator was selected, they 

were presented with a poster divided into three time periods. According to Rosenbaum the 

experiences are generally represented horizontally on maps according to a timeline process 

separated into three periods (2017). In this study, time was divided into: before, during and 

after the implementation of the Stoplight framework. The "before" period referred to 

experiences previous to the Stoplight implementation, describing the challenges, problems, 

and difficulties faced by the families. The "during" period referred to the families' experience 

from the self-assessment carried out through the technology platform, the completion of their 
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Life Map, training, interventions, and the follow-up survey.  While the "after" period referred 

to the changes, improvements, and achievements experienced by participants after the 

implementation.  

Each trajectory map was implemented by two researchers to an interviewee 

representing the selected family. While one researcher was responsible for leading the 

interview, the other made notes of the story on sticky notes to be placed in the corresponding 

time period. During the trajectory map, the researchers had three guiding questions referring 

to "what" the family members needed to change, "why" they needed to change it, and "how" 

they applied their knowledge to achieve the change. The selection of these guiding questions 

took into account the knowledge, skills and attitudes model obtained from the "Gender 

Equality and Empowerment Capacity Assessment Tool" developed by UN Women (2006). 

This model comprises cognitive (knowledge), affective (attitude) and psychomotor (aptitude) 

skills. It is used to assess a person's capacity by defining different dimensions of 

competencies or capabilities with the concept of Bloom's taxonomy (UN Women, 2006).  

According to Bloom (1956), the following actions are performed in the knowledge 

stage: i.e., listing, labeling or naming, etc. Within the context of the Stoplight, when a family 

chooses an experience of improvement, it is first asked "what" aspect they want to change 

and lists the actions to be carried out in order to accomplish this. The next question is "why". 

This highlights the reason behind the problem, to recognize and have the motivation for 

positive change. This is done through the following actions: describe, contrast, discuss, 

predict, etc (Bloom, 1956). This phase is closely related to the commitment of each family in 

its journey out of poverty. According to Lahousen & Popovic, the capacity "attitude" 

comprises both learning, as well as motivation, dedication and emotions. Finally, the last 

question involves "how" the knowledge will be applied and how it will be put into practice. 

According to Bloom (1956), the way to do this is to arrive at a viable solution from what has 

been learned by performing the following actions: completing, solving, examining, 

illustrating, and showing. 

 

4.2.2 Data analysis 

Each focus group session and trajectory map was audio recorded and notes were 

taken from both, the main story and the non-verbal aspects, observed during the progress of 

the sessions. For content analysis, first the transcripts were created and then analyzed with the 
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MAXQDA program. In order to discover those aspects that are relevant to understanding 

agency, this study was based on Grounded Theory (Glaser and Strauss, 1967) which allowed 

a theory to emerge from the data, identifying basic social processes as the central point of the 

theory. Concepts and data were produced and examined continuously until the end of the 

study (Saldaña, 2015).  

To arrive at the theory, transcripts were coded (Saldaña, 2015) looking for patterns 

in the data that helped to better explain why those patterns were there in the first place 

(Bernard, 2006). The coding process allowed these data to be "segregated, grouped, 

regrouped and re-linked to consolidate meaning and explanation" (Grbich, 2007, p. 21). The 

codes that emerged were categorized according to the different core elements of agency 

defined by Bandura in the Cognitive Theory (2001) and by Susan Pick in the Scale for 

Measurement of Agency and Empowerment (2007). During this process, new codes and 

categories emerged such as collective agency, proxy agency, and mentoring. Other codes and 

categories were also merged or removed from the list.   

4.3. Ethical considerations 

For this study, the ethical research standards (Noreña et al., 2012) were met with the 

authorization of the participants through a signed consent form which indicated the objectives 

of the research, informed about anonymity and confidentiality, ensuring the protection of 

identity, as well as the voluntary nature of participation.  

5. Results 

The meaning of agency varies according to social and cultural context: 

Collective Agency and Proxy Agency. 

The research revealed that the term agency, for most participants, means working 

together with the family or community to achieve the proposed goals; it is the effort between 

all members and generally cannot be achieved without the cooperation of all those affected. 

Although the participants' accounts start from stories referring to the concept of personal 

agency, they also mentioned with much emphasis collaborative work. When human beings 

relate, they generate something truly collective, which is more than the sum total of their 

individual lives and cannot be reduced to individual characteristics (Deneulin and Shahani, 

2009).  
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The development of the personal agency of the participants in the Stoplight program 

allowed people to act and provoke changes that made it possible to improve their quality of 

life and then to act together with the family and community to achieve a common goal. As 

mentioned by Bandura (2000) "the shared beliefs of people in their collective power to 

produce desired outcomes are a key ingredient of collective agency." 

"I have my family's support [in the business and savings plans], but this is not 

something that can be done alone (Participant, 50 years old). "Help is mutual, we share 

between all neighbors and we have possibilities... before the chapel, there were problems, the 

neighbors didn't want to work... now what we collect from events, holidays, and traditional 

celebrations we invest in the chapel" (Participant, 45 years old) "It's wonderful for me and my 

family to work together." (Participant, 40 years old). "If you don't have someone to push you, 

it doesn't work... When I planted sesame seeds with my children, my partner gave me the idea 

to open a bakery. Now we have a laundry, a bakery, and in the afternoon, we go to sell in a 

bakery shop" (Participant, 45 years old). "My neighbor encourages me to sell cake in her 

dining room." (Participant, 50 years old) 

A minority, however, mentioned that the responsibilities in terms of improving or 

changing the situation of vulnerability faced by each family fall directly on the head of the 

community. This type of agency was described by Bandura as "proxy agency", where people 

turn to others to achieve desired results (2001). This could be because people do not have 

direct control over the social conditions and institutional practices that affect their lives 

(Bandura, 2000), or because of their political and cultural organization (Tola, 2010). In these 

situations, people seek their welfare through proxy agency (Bandura, 2000). Participants who 

practice this type of agency belong to the Toba Qom indigenous community. This concept is 

the result of their social organization manifested in the caciques, leaders, elders, etc. (Tola, 

2010). 

"The responsibility for obtaining resources belongs to the Cacique" (Participant, 65 

years old). "I asked the Cacique to give me more land for farming because I like to work" 

(Participant, 40 years old). "We need the government to give us the truck to sell our crafts" 

(Participant, 46 years old). "My place [land] is not suitable for work, so I asked the Cacique 

for more space" (Participant, 40 years old). "Many changes are needed in the community, it 

depends on the leader" (Participant, 60 years). "We came here [to Cerrito] and everything 

changed. The Cacique also helped us a little, he was the one who built everything up" 

(Participant, 35 years old). 



14 

Although the Toba Qom indigenous community has a great tendency to proxy 

agency due to its social organization, they also made a small mention of situations where we 

observe collective agency as a consequence of certain situations or difficulties: 

 "We collaborate, PYG 10,000 from each person, and we obtain materials from the 

Chaco. We can't get the truck for free, so we have to pay. To pay for the truck, we 

collaborate" (Participant, 60 years old).  

With all of the above, both in the collective agency and in the proxy agency, we can 

see how the way people experience agency varies according to the social contexts, ideas and 

cultural practices of their environment Markus and Kitamaya (2003). 

 

The Stoplight self-assessment accompanied by mentoring activates the families' 

agency 

The self-assessment enables families to be aware of their situation and seemingly 

engage them in achieving their goals: The self-assessment enables families to know the 

condition they are in and contribute to an increase in their aspirations. In terms of participants 

themselves, the Stoplight is:  

"A survey that allows you to know what is right and what is wrong, the questions 

that are asked are to see how we can improve" (Participant, 73 years old). "The Stoplight 

made us more aware of what we are doing" (Participant, 40 years old). "When I think of the 

Stoplight, I think of the help they [mentors] give us to move forward" (Participant, 50 years). 

"I became aware thanks to the courses" (Participant, 46 years old). "One becomes aware of 

things with the Poverty Stoplight" (Participant, 50 years old). 

In the same way, the Stoplight makes families understand their situation and commit 

themselves to their goals: 

 "I got pregnant and thought of what I would do with what I was taught by the 

question of saving, because I had nothing for my first child and I had a very rough time... 

now I have my savings and I feel very good" (Participant, 39 years old). "I learned how to use 

credit, we bought things in monthly payments to build the house, but before we refused to do 

any of that... now I have a house, I have furniture, we have a motorcycle, now we can go out 

because our house is also far from the main road, we have our bathroom that cost us a lot 

too... we set ourselves a goal to build all this" (Participant, 40 years old). "I save my money, 

but I don't even touch it even if I need to" (Participant, 39 years old). "The one that helped 

was the Stoplight... this was the most important thing because it helped us and this is how we 

decided to do something about our situation" (Participant, 45 years old). "The situation 
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changed for the better. Because I was living in a rented house when they made the Stoplight 

for the first time" (Participant, 50 years old). "The truth is that now I am very well, I am 

calmer, before I lived in anguish, because the payment due date was coming and I still didn't 

have the money, now at least that is over, it helped me a lot" (Participant, 40 years old). "The 

subject of savings is good; I am very happy that they came to my house. If they hadn't come, 

I wouldn't be saving now, I wouldn't have a single Guaraní (PYG) to save" (Participant, 39 

years old). "We are trying to overcome this little by little because it was very difficult for me" 

(Participant, 35 years old). 

The support of a mentor during the self-assessment represents the first step in 

unlocking families' potential: the accompaniment of a mentor during the metrics unlocks the 

capacity of the families. It allows to conscientize, motivate and guide people in the design of 

their goals. This is where the process of increasing agency begins:  

"When they made me the Stoplight for the first time, this is when they taught me that 

I could save, that I could reduce so many expenses" (Participant, 45 years old). "The first 

meeting we had at home, I took a phrase and set my goal as "to deny my desires and reach 

my goal" ... then to deny my desires meant that I did not spend without thinking, I did not go 

out to eat, everything was done at home, I looked for the way to live cheaper" (Participant, 45 

years old). "When the questions at the Stoplight came... through these questions that came to 

my house, they spoke to me about saving money, and then I learned" (Participant, 50 years 

old). "Before, no one went home to ask me about savings. Because they came to my house, I 

thought about it" (Participants, 39 years old). "Through the Stoplight we have someone to 

talk to, they guide us in some things" (Participant, 52 years old).  

Mentors represent an important support for families: Mentoring helps to address the 

barriers family face. It provides knowledge that help develop their skills, builds their 

confidence to make decisions, and provides tools to improve their situation.   

"My mentor taught me many things, I talked with her about how to do things" 

(Participant, 39 years old). "She taught me how to start the vegetable garden, how to fertilize 

the plants" (Participant, 40 years old) "I respect my mentor a lot, she changed my life and my 

way of seeing things" (Participant, 45 years old). "The mentor taught us all how to manage 

the paperwork to repair the community chapel. (Participant, 40 years old). "I remember my 

mentor very well, she always came home and asked me everything, she asked me if I was 

needing anything, and how I was doing with my vegetable garden" (Participant, 45 years 

old). "The mentor taught us how to write down the income and expenses, he guided us 

through the process" (Participant, 45 years old). "The mentor taught me many things" 
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(Participant, 35 years old). "It's important [to] take advantage of the opportunity, when 

someone comes and wants to help you... [The mentor] helped me a lot, she opened my eyes 

in terms of economics, because she taught us all those things" (Participant, 45 years old).  

Increased agency in families results in empowerment: According to Susan Pick 

"once agency begins to impact families, colleagues, organizations, and the community, it 

becomes empowerment" (2007). This process can be observed through the Stoplight 

framework: 

"For me everything changed when I had savings, because before I didn't have 

anybefore and I had very difficult moments... Now that I know how to save, I support and 

instill it in my children, my daughters-in-law and even my friends and neighbors who want to 

move forward" (Participant, 50 years old). "When we built the house, I was happy and proud. 

(Participant, 35 years old) "I was telling my neighbors and friends everything I am 

experiencing" (Participant, 35 years old). "Our small businesses serve us to pay for the 

electricity, water and other bills, so that we don't owe too much. If you start owing, little by 

little [the bill] increases a lot" (Participant, 45 years old). "I started selling cakes... everything 

I do, I sell." (Participant, 37 years old). "I feel very good, now I have everything... what's left 

for me is prepare for when my baby arrives, but I'm already preparing the clothes, the food, 

etc." (Participant, 39 years old). "I always want to help, I help my neighbors a lot." 

(Participant, 39 years old) "We are in various groups with my daughter, wherever we are 

needed... at school, in a prayer group, neighborhood committee" (Participant, 35 years old). "I 

want to show you my vegetable garden, when I get home I go and check it out, I water it... 

come and visit my vegetable garden" (Participant, 45 years old). "Now, for example, at home, 

I have a vegetable garden. With my youngest daughter we grow peppers... We don't have 

tomatoes yet. What we did is for our family consumption only, we left the seeds of the 

vegetables so that they can sprout. My daughter likes animals very much, she has many ducks 

and chickens... we also eat eggs" (Participant, 39 years old). "In the first year after being with 

the Stoplight I already had everything. Well, years went by, two years after that and we had 

our things. In these two years, I had a house and I've already moved" (Participant, 45 years 

old). 

 



17 

6. Discussion 

The guiding question of the research revealed that the concept of agency understood 

by the participants refers to personal agency and mostly to collective and proxy agency. The 

concept starts from the personal agency where the participants told experiences such as "now 

I have my savings", "I have a vegetable garden", "I have my business". However, these same 

people culminated their stories by mentioning the practice of collective agency by mentioning 

phrases such as "we share everything among neighbors and we have various possibilities", 

"this is not to be done alone", "working together". The development of the personal agency of 

participants in the Stoplight program allowed people to act and provoke changes that made it 

possible to improve their quality of life and then to influence and act together with the family 

and community to achieve a common goal. As for the participants belonging to the Toba 

Qom Indigenous community, the type of agency they practice falls within the proxy agency, 

mainly due to its social organization manifested in the caciques, leaders, and elders. 

As for the second phase, the results of the research reveal that the Stoplight 

framework, i.e., metrics accompanied by mentoring intervention, results in increased agency 

in the families. This process begins by facilitating the self-assessment with the support of the 

mentor who conscientizes, motivates and guides them. The self-assessment, by allowing 

participants to be aware of their multidimensional poverty situation, enables them to reflect 

on each indicator that was in red or yellow for the design and implementation of an action 

plan to reach the green. This in turn results in the commitment of families to achieve their 

goals, culminating in the empowerment of families and the community.  

Because the increase in agency in families begins with the self-assessment in 

accompaniment of a mentor, it is significant to have a trained person to help families through 

the process of taking the survey. Developing facilitation skills in a mentor creates a climate of 

trust, commitment, loyalty and motivation. It helps family members to better perform all that 

they know how to do, activating their skills and capacities (Cantera, 2002). Furthermore, the 

collaborative work of family members and the community, through their collective agency, 

will make it possible to achieve significant and lasting results in the environment in order to 

generate social change (Bandura, 2001). As a next step in this study, further research is 

needed to focus on how the Stoplight self-assessment engage families to achieve their goals. 

.   



18 

7. Conclusión 

The results of this research showed that the concept of agency in the Cerrito 

community varies according to the social and cultural context of the residents. The 

development of personal agency allowed participants to act and provoke change within their 

families and community, working in collaboration to achieve common goals. This teamwork 

resulted in the practice of collective agency, where agency is seen as working together with 

the family or community to achieve the proposed goals. It is the effort between all members 

of the community and generally cannot be achieved without the cooperation of all those 

affected. Another concept of agency practiced by Toba Qom Indigenous community 

participants falls within the proxy agency. Due to its social organization, the inhabitants of 

this indigenous community consider that the responsibility of improving or changing their 

situation depends directly on the community's chief.  

Through the trajectory map implemented in the second phase of this research, it 

became evident that the Stoplight framework, i.e., metrics combined with mentoring, results 

in increased agency in the families. This process begins by applying the metrics with the 

support of the mentor who sensitizes, motivates and guides them during the development of 

the program.  

The results of this research are valid in local terms, but cannot be generalized to 

other countries due to the possible social and cultural influence experienced by their 

inhabitants. Further, the results may vary due to the type of interventions implemented by 

other organizations that use the Stoplight within their programs. Therefore, it is 

recommended that this research be replicated in other contexts in order to make comparisons 

that help to better understand the agency process in families. 
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