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Abstract  

Grassroots innovation is a way to approach technological, social, and environmental issues from the civil 

society, where the solutions for such issues are generated by themselves with its focus on the local 

perspective. When these innovations are organized to reach a larger audience they are often called 

Grassroots Innovation Movements (GIMs). This approach has gained significant attention from public 

sector, especially when it is not able to reach given areas with full capacity. In order to explore this 

growing interest, my inquiry is looking at how partnerships with the public sector influence and shape 

the scale-up strategies of Grassroots Innovation Movements. I use a framework of GIMs developed by 

Smith et al. (2017) as an analytical lens to discuss my empirical findings from the movement of 

Community Development Banks (CDBs) in Brazil. 

My findings reveal that there are three main phases in the development of CDBs in Brazil. These phases 

embrace different contexts and frames, which directly influence the strategies developed to open new 

pathways for development. This study reveals the strategies developed by the movement of CDBs to 

tackle the challenges of scaling up to the national level, and how the partnerships with public sector shape 

them. My analysis points to the importance of transition periods between context shifts, and I argue that 

the reframing of these context shifts is essential on scaling up strategies. I further argue that these 

transition periods hold different opportunities for GIMs to act, based on the proactive or reactive nature 

of the movement’s behavior towards strategic actions. This process is especially important for GIMs, as 

this transitions are part of the challenge faced when the organizations fight for new pathways of 

development.  

 

Key words: Grassroots innovation movements, community development banks, scale-up strategies, 

transition periods. 
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1. Introduction 

In the early 1970s, E.F. Schumacher made a statement that the economic efforts, as for many kinds of 

productive and social activities within societies, were to be focused on the local layers of society. In a 

world that seemed only to get bigger and uglier, he defended that rather small was beautiful (Schumacher, 

1973). Our economy should be the outcome of the decisions we make and the actions we take as ordinary 

people (Gibson-Graham et al., 2013). In contrast, most people can see that the decisions and actions of 

governments and corporations have a direct link to how economies shape up (Gibson-Graham et al., 

2013). This top-down approach to organizing initiatives that hugely affect the life dynamics of whole 

societies, has been questioned by Grassroots Innovations (GI) in the last two decades (Hossain, 2018). 

Representing an alternative way of approaching the challenges of economic activity, viable production, 

and conscious consumption, GI can be studied as movements, which are represented by activists and 

organizations that generate bottom-up solutions for development and consumption issues. These 

solutions respond to needs, interests, and values of the communities involved (Seyfang and Smith, 2007). 

Starting a Grassroots Innovation Movement (GIM) is challenging in many ways (Smith et al., 2014). 

While attending to local specificities of a given community, GIMs will have to always learn from the 

challenge of seeking wide-scale diffusion and influence, and at the same time be appropriate to the 

current situations that it aims to transform (Smith et al., 2014). Given this challenge of growing a 

movement globally while remaining local in its efforts to promote change, it is important to better 

understand how GIMs enact transformative change through scale-up strategies to promote wider impact 

beyond the directly involved people in the initial development (Hermans et al., 2016). 

Little has been studied on the strategic orientations of these developments in regards to scaling up 

processes (Hermans et al., 2016; Fressoli et al., 2014). In this study, I aim to study how partnerships with 

the public sector shape the development of scale-up strategies of GIMs. I analyze how different framings 

and interpretations of the legal, political and organizational contexts are built and practiced, and what 

modes of engagement a GIM uses in order to produce alternative pathways of development. 

In order to do the present research, I focus on the endeavors of one specific GIM: the Community 

Development Banks (CDBs) Network in Brazil, here represented by Banco Justa Troca, Banco da 
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Cascata, and Banco Palmas (BP). The approaches, experiences, and encounters with the public sector are 

distinct across the different periods of the networks' history. I consider some                     of the events, 

issues and arenas where the encounters with the public sector have been particularly influential to the 

movement. My analysis consequently uses the varied experiences of the movement throughout its 20 

years of existence, explored through empirical material collected directly with actors and CDBs of the 

movement. 

The results of my study suggest that the understanding of the contexts GIMs are embedded in, through 

constant reframing of the scenarios, play an important role in the strategic actions towards scaling up the 

movement. Such strategies are responsible for how GIMs open innovative pathways of development. My 

study further suggests that there are fundamental windows of time where broader contexts may shift from 

unfavorable to favorable and vice versa. These changing periods are fundamental to be understood, 

therefore reframing plays a big role, especially when the context is reframed in advance and the strategic 

actions start to take place before the specific context shifts. This study also identifies limits of the 

influence of the strategic actions of the GIM, as reactive and proactive attitudes may play an important 

role in defining whether a strategy is applicable or not in a given context. Overall, it responds to calls for 

research on the importance of public institutions in shaping the scaling up process of GIMs. 

 

1.1 Research Question 

How do partnerships with the public sector influence and shape the scale-up strategies of Grassroots 

Innovation Movements? 

 

1.2 Thesis Structure 

The present study is structured as follows:  

Chapter 1 – In this chapter, I declare the purpose of this study, explain the context regarding the subject 

of study, highlight main findings of this research and introduce the research question that guided the 

process. 
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Chapter 2 – Theoretical Framework. In this chapter, I define the theoretical background of the research, 

including definitions of innovations coming from the grassroots, a framework developed by Smith et al. 

(2017) to analyze a GIM, and the contextual background of community development banks in Brazil. 

Chapter 3 – Methodology. In this chapter, I explain the philosophy behind this study, the research design 

inspired by the grounded theory method, the process of generating and further analyzing the data in an 

interactive way as, and the main reflections I developed while investigating the chosen initiative. 

Chapter 4 – Setting. In this chapter, I shed light on the organizations visited and the actors interviewed 

by briefly explaining what constitutes each organization, and what role the actors perform. 

Chapter 5 – Analysis. In this chapter, I explain with the use of empirical data generated during the 

research, the facts, achievements, stories, challenges, strategies and situations faced by the movement of 

community development banks throughout its historical efforts to organize local economic circuits in 

diverse communities in Brazil. 

Chapter 6 – Discussion & Conclusion. In this chapter, I discuss the main achievements of the movement, 

the contributions of this study, answer the research question, explain the limitations of this research, 

suggest implications for future research in similar fields and conclude the study. 

Chapter 7 – Bibliography. In this chapter, I organize the referenced empirical material used for this 

research.  

Appendices – In the appendices, additional material to fully understand the research can be found, such 

as the transcripts of the interviews, pictures of notes, reflections and coding process that guided this 

study, list of CDBs in Brazil, and the legislation related to it. Note that most of the material of this chapter 

is organized in a USB stick to allow better navigation through the material. 
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2. Theoretical Framework 

In trying to understand how partnerships with the public sector influence and shape the scale-up strategies 

of Grassroots Innovation Movements (GIM), I draw upon the GIMs theory applied to the Community 

Development Banks (CDB) model in Brazil. The present theoretical framework merges the notion of 

GIM from Smith et al. (2017), “Pathways to Sustainability: Grassroots Innovation Movements”, and the 

writings on CDBs in the Brazilian perspective.  

The theory of GIM developed by the authors Smith et al. (2017) provides an adequate framework to 

analyze a grassroots initiative because it allows studying a case study consistently but flexible, which 

means that patterns may be identified, but the protagonist is the story of the single case.  In order to 

understand the phenomenon of a GIM, it is essential to understand the theoretical context in which the 

case is referenced to. Therefore this theoretical review also draws on the notions of the local perspective 

on CDB. 

Despite choosing a main framework to guide this study, it is important to notice the unquestionable fact 

that a given case can be described and analyzed by a plethora of different theories in various spheres of 

knowledge. Therefore, it is relevant to acknowledge the existence of other theories, although some 

relevant contradictions and complements have been addressed along the theoretical framework 

explanation. This gives the author the possibility of discussion and also reveals different paths that could 

be taken in future research on the same or a similar topic/case.  

The following subchapters will be: Conceptualizing GI; A Framework for Analyzing a GIM; and 

Contextualizing Community Development Banks.  

 

2.1 Conceptualizing Grassroots Innovation 

Seyfang and Smith (2007) define Grassroots Innovations (GI) as “a network of activists and 

organizations generating novel bottom-up solutions for sustainable development and sustainable 

consumption; solutions that respond to the local situation and the interests and values of the communities 

involved” (Seyfang and Smith, p.585, 2007) This definition is complemented by the notion that these 
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initiatives operate within the civil society, involving social activists experimenting with social 

innovations and the practice of greener technologies (Seyfang & Smith, 2007; Hess 2007; Tang et al., 

2011; and Hossain, 2016). This is the most frequently cited definition, appearing in a large range of 

academic studies on the subject of GI (Fressoli et al., 2014; Hermans, Roep, & Klerkx, 2016; Hossain, 

2016, 2018; Seyfang & Longhurst, 2013b, 2013a; Smith, Fressoli, & Thomas, 2014; Smith et al., 2017; 

Seyfang & Longhurst, 2016). 

It is important to highlight that there is a consensus in academia regarding the definition of a GI: it is 

always to be bottom-up, however what is not unanimity is if it always emerges from a community level 

(Hossain, 2016). This suggests that GI can take diverse forms such as cooperatives, informal community 

groups, social enterprises, voluntary works, associations, and community currencies (Hossain, 2016; 

Martin, Upham, & Budd, 2015). Without necessarily coming from same/similar community 

environment.  

GIs, unlike mainstream innovations, tend to operate without or with less direct relation to the state and 

the market in general, which means they cannot be taken as powerful projects or big players in the global 

arena. Instead, they are a source of diversity in regards to innovative practices and solutions directed to 

specific applications (Hossain, 2016; Smith et al., 2014). An important historical example of a GI is the 

complementary currency initiatives, explained by Seyfang and Longhust (2013b) as a broader family of 

parallel money systems that exist in a range of diverse forms, from loyalty points systems to community 

development banks. 

Although most studies on GI come from the last two decades or so, the field has not been able to address 

a variety of own theories on scaling up processes and strategies. In other words, it has not been developing 

much in regards to the growth process of this particular field of innovations, especially when directly 

linked to public sector influences (Smith et al., 2017; Hossain, 2018; Seyfang & Longhurst, 2013b). 

There are studies linking GI scaling processes to the theory of Strategic Niche Management, and also 

studies that provide frameworks to analyze the scaling of these innovations in the broader context (see 

Hermans et al., 2016; Kempers et al., 2015). Scaling up the innovations is one of the three main tensions 

of GI, especially when referenced as Movements that aim at reaching a larger perspective relying on 

collective actions; the other two are success and sustainability (Hossain, 2018). Consequently, there is a 
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difficulty on finding specific theories that cover the spectrum of GI and its possible scaling processes. 

Perhaps the most adequate to do so could be the writings of Frans Hermans, Dirk Roep and Laurens 

Klerkx (2016) about the parallel pathways taken by several farming institutions in The Netherlands. This 

theory of Hermans et al. (2016) on scale dynamics highlights the importance of analyzing parallel 

pathways that are taken by GI. However, it is not enough to analyze the broader perspective and context 

in which the GI were taken; it is also limited in the notion of understanding shared meanings and 

interpretations that holds a movement together. 

Therefore, the perspective of GIM by Smith et al. (2017) has been used, as it embraces four interrelated 

concepts (context; framings; spaces and strategies; and pathways) that are useful for looking at the frames 

created based on the broader contexts, which influence the strategies that aim to act for opening new 

pathways of development for GIM (Smith et al., 2017). According to Smith et al. (2017), people need to 

think of GI as a movement in itself that generates innovative activity that aims for practical expressions 

of core social values contributing to a different path. The next subchapter explains in detail the author’s 

framework that allowed this study to better understand and analyze the case of community development 

banks movement in Brazil. 

 

2.2 Framework for Analyzing a Grassroots Innovation Movement  

To better understand GIM, it is essential to explain the existing differences between GIM and both social 

movements and ordinary innovation institutions. For the sake of simplification I have used the definitions 

of Smith et al. (2017) to differentiate them: Social movements are generally based on claims about class, 

rights or identity, while GIM aim at challenging specific directions and forms of knowledge production, 

technological change, and development. The differentiation to ordinary innovation institutions lies on 

the three features of GIM, defined by the authors as mobilization through civil society, alternative forms 

of knowledge production, and a political pursuit of different rationalities and criteria, which points to a 

movement inclined more to social movements rationality than to conventional institutions (Smith et al., 

2017). 
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Smith et al. (2017) developed this framework of analysis that may seem linear, yet are not. The 

framework consists of four concepts that influence each other in many different ways. These are: broader 

contexts; framings; spaces and strategies; and pathways. 

 

2.2.1 Broader contexts 

Smith et al. (2017) address the importance of broader historical and political-economic contexts as 

common themes both in evolutionary economic approach on studying innovation and social movement 

theories. Broader, dynamic contexts shape the opportunities for social movements to arise, flourish and 

decline, as well as developing environments that select and shape technological developments and guide 

their path over time. The authors (Smith et al., 2017) affirm that contexts can condition GIM in three 

different ways. First, main directions in innovations and development assumed problematic by activists 

can point motivations for the creation of alternative visions and directions; second, dynamic conditions 

in a given context can provide windows of opportunity for the development of grassroots initiatives; 

third, dynamic contexts can contain constraints to the development of grassroots alternatives (Smith et 

al., 2017). 

Contexts may over time structure opportunities for GIM actions by enabling or blocking access to 

resources in a variety of ways, changing dominant development discourses and opening up political 

opportunities (Smith et al., 2017). In Latin American contexts, Smith et al. (2017) highlights the influence 

of cultural aspects, besides the political and economic conditions, which may play a big role especially 

while facing a scaling process given the size and diversity of a country. For instance, it would be very 

naive to think of any institution, coming from the grassroots or not, that wouldn’t face challenges 

regarding cultural aspects when migrating throughout a country like Brazil, with over 200 million 

inhabitants, 26 states, a diverse immigration history, and a large geographic area.  

New social demands may arise within given technological contexts; those can put regimes into doubt, 

which can open up opportunities for social movements and other agents to press for alternative social 

and technological configurations for meeting societal needs (Smith et al., 2017). Therefore, questioning 

the status of legislation regarding technological assets can open pathways of development to GIMs in 
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search for expansion, leading to a reorganization of provision of given services to groups in society 

(Smith et al., 2017). 

For Smith et al. (2017), another important reference to contexts is in regards to International or 

transnational networks, which can open up windows of opportunity in the national and local contexts in 

a variety of ways. Movement actors can leverage influence or even resources from internationally based 

allies, with or without local penetration, for local-level activities (Smith et al., 2017). Looking for help 

and support from international allies can be very important when national or local contexts are otherwise 

unfavorable (Smith et al., 2017).  

The special challenge regarding the description of broader contexts relies on the ontology of the author 

as an outsider. Therefore it may seem easy to describe the broader contexts, which is certainly not that 

simple when on the shoes of a practitioner. The challenge relies on turning to an insider's ontology, which 

makes it important to look for evidence on how the GIMs themselves problematize the broader 

development contexts previously described, and how these actors frame the opportunities and alternatives 

they might grasp in that given universe (Smith et al., 2017). 

 

2.2.2 Framings 

In social movements' context, the concept of framing is essential to understand how the movements are 

held together by a collective production of ideas and meaning that creates bonds of solidarity among 

actors and informs their coordinate actions (Smith et al., 2017). According to Lakoff (2004), frames are 

mental structures that shape the way we see the world.  As a result, they shape the goals we seek, the 

plans we make, the way we act, and what counts as good or bad outcome of the actions we take (Lakoff, 

2004). Lakoff (2004) also addresses that, when talking politics, frames shape social policies and the 

institutions formed to carry these policies out, therefore reframing is social change. In the same line of 

thought, Smith et al. (2014) affirm that frames can be important in the way they influence how a context 

is understood, and what kind of actions might be employed to address a problem. In short, frames function 

to organize experience and guide actions, whether collectively or individually (Snow et al., 1986). 
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Taken from a combination of social movement perspectives (see Snow et al., 1986; Benford and Snow, 

2000; Tarrow, 2004), Smith et al. affirm that: “the concept of framing allows understanding of how social 

movements not only act to claim and blame incumbent powers, but also develop alternative forms of 

technological change.” (Smith et al. p. 22, 2017). Therefore, the way a movement frames the context 

may boost the potential of a given social change.  

In addition, it is important the notion of technological frame highlighted by Smith et al. 2017), and based 

on sociology of technology and political approaches in innovation studies (see Hess, 2005; Leach et al., 

2005; Leach et al., 2007; Smith, 2005). In this context defined as: “technological frames consist of the 

shared problems, strategies, requirements, theories, knowledge, design criteria, exemplary artifacts, 

testing procedures and user practices that emerge through social interaction in groups.” (Smith et al. p. 

22, 2017).  Consequently, it can help one to understand what social actors believe to be the ideal when 

choosing and developing a certain technological solution. Although Smith et al. (2017) bring this notion 

to the debate, they also highlight the fact that GIM should not use the technology framing as main path 

to follow and put in the center of the table when problematizing innovations and development. The 

authors defend a broad focus on framing in order to better understand the engagements of given 

movements to technology, innovation and values, and not the other way around (Smith et al., 2017). 

Complementing this urge to a broad perspective on framing, Smith et al. (2017) addresses the need for 

attention to the existence, operation and influence of different framings within GIM and how these 

framings: 

 prioritize different motivating factors;  

 suggest different roles for grassroots groups;  

 guide activity towards different opportunities and possibilities;  

 emphasize different kinds of knowledge production and parts of the innovation processes or expected 

outcomes;  

 identify and promote different exemplary artifacts and technologies; and 

 point to contrasting strategies for engaging GI groups with the state, business, and wider civil society.  

According to Smith et al. (2017), the plurality of framings are interesting to be thought of when analyzing 

a case because they can be a source of contestation and debate, as well as flexibility and pragmatism in 

coalition building. I have noted the importance of looking to these plural frames as the GIM studied here 

is broad and involves a variety of CDBs, which is going to be observed in the analysis and further in the 



18 
 

discussion, with a variety of frames both in the national level and local perspectives. Consequently, it 

calls for different approaches and strategies for each space where the innovation is being implemented. 

 

2.2.3 Spaces and strategies 

GIMs are different in many ways to ordinary institutions, and one of the main forms it materializes is 

through the sites where they are located. GIMs tend to put effort on finding or opening spaces, where 

social goals valued by the movement prevail over, for example, market pressure to rush into competitive 

commercialization and economic performance. In these spaces, the goal is to develop the GI by the 

mobilization of resources for experimentation and enrolling with receptive audiences, alliances and users 

willing to test in an open way so it can be further developed when released to  larger audiences (Smith et 

al. 2017).  

In addition to that, the authors Smith et al. (2017) address the case of growth through pathways that aim 

at enlarging the range of an innovation. In this case, the expansion would go beyond these spaces, pushing 

the limits and borders of the model, and go from specific social context to a wider context to reach more 

people and sites (Smith et al. 2017). Understanding the strategies applied by GIM on opening up spaces 

for their activities, how the characteristics of these given spaces influence innovation processes and 

outcomes, and how the pathways taken influence is the core of spaces and strategies term (Smith et al. 

2017).  

In support of the importance of applying adequate strategies in GIMs to open up spaces for replicating 

the innovations, Smith et al. (2017) have elaborated three key points: intermediaries and networks, 

mobilization structures, and repertoires of action. Below I briefly explain these three to a full 

understanding of the possibilities this approach highlights. 

Intermediaries and networks – the contribution of networks are of immeasurable importance for any 

GIM, especially in terms of communicating, coordinating, representing and sharing the innovation itself. 

Networks can serve as communicative structures and political actors, enabling flows of ideas, variety of 

resources, claims and activities, and international support. Intermediaries of these networks are 

fundamental in many processes, from sharing lessons and carrying experiences, to providing good 



19 
 

connections in diverse sites where a movement/organization wants to open space to further activity 

(Smith et al. 2017).  

Repertoires of action – are the forms of organization and activism that are materialized by the movement 

to develop and gain access to the spaces and challenge the ‘opponents.' These can be actions taken for 

guaranteeing access to resources or sites that require a certain flexibility of action, which can be 

materialized through prototyping, arguing for inclusion, fundraising campaigns and protesting against 

exclusions from the system technology (Smith et al. 2017).  

Mobilization of resources – an established network also helps on mobilizing many different types of 

resources and institutions in order to pursue its goals. GIM must consider variety of causes and 

consequences, risks, rewards and different strategies that can, eventually, be applied to the conditions set 

by the resource holders. Types of resources can include material assets (e.g., financial, material goods 

and services) and non-material (e.g., trust, skills, shared culture, historical tradition, ideology, and 

network). Another important set of resources is the outsider relation, which are the support or linkages 

with other groups and institutions, such as investors and business, local, provincial and national 

government strategies (Smith et al. 2017).  

Simple and short, the idea of spaces and strategies is an attempt to understand how GIM can be proactive 

in the process of opening new arenas or actively seizing and shaping platforms for alternative innovation 

activity (Smith et al. 2017). The reach to different, wider or bigger spaces, led by strategies of the 

movements and its networks can guide innovations through diverse ways and with different modus 

operandi.  

 

2.2.4 Pathways 

The final aspect of the framework proposed by Smith et al. (2017) aims at understanding how a GIM 

contribution is relevant to building alternative development. This concept is centered in the idea of future 

actions, pathways that are opened and can be taken by the movement. The author (Smith et al. 2017) 

affirms that there are plural development pathways possible when talking about the approach of any 
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given GIM, there’s no drawn path to be taken and no mandatory direction, one can even invent its own 

way to go.  

Interesting possibilities, highlighted by the author Smith et al. (2017), based on other researches (see 

Fressoli et al., 2014; Hess, 2007; Smith, 2007), refer to potential encounters between GIMs and 

mainstream institutions for science, technology and innovation, as well as for governmental institutions: 

these can open pathways with greater attention to issues of social inclusion diversity and difference, and 

social justice. Similarly, Smith et al. (2017) defend the notion that the combination of different set of 

narratives, shaped by a diverse range of discursive framings, and combined with the concept of context 

draw a plethora of possibilities to future development pathways. 

According to Smith et al. (2017), there are sets of questions that a GIM has to observe when analyzing 

what pathways and possibilities to build alternative development strategies. These questions reveal the 

importance of reflecting on pathways relating it to the previously explained notions of context, framings, 

spaces and strategies, and what to have in mind when searching for the right path to follow/open (Smith 

et al., 2017): 

 How can the framing of contexts and innovation, and the active opening of spaces for doing GI over time, 

contribute to alternative development pathways?; 

 How do GIMs develop activities and respond to changes over time, and what consequences for the 

pathways they build?; 

 How do alternative movements, often situated on the margins in relation to prevailing political and 

economic structures, try to influence or respond to such asymmetric relations?; 

 What are the controversies, politics and power relations that challenge (or perhaps support as well as 

undermine) alternative pathways; what enduring influences or traces do these pathways leave?;  

 What are the lessons for GI in future pathways?    

To sum, the concepts of GIs and the notion of classifying it as a Movement is relevant to this study.  As 

this study draws on the existing concept of Community Development Banks in Brazil, which is already 

classified as a movement (Seyfang & Longhurst, 2013b). Consequently, it is a movement that strives 

with the four important assets previously described.  
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2.3 Contextualizing Community Development Banks 

In trying to understand the influences and interactions between Community Development Banks and the 

public sector, it is fundamental to understand the concept of CDBs in the context they are part of. This 

way it is possible to know what and how, in the specific case of this research, the initiatives researched 

are building and the values and flags they stand for in their actions.  

The movement of CDBs in Brazil defines the initiative as: 

 “Networks of solidary financial services of an associative and communitarian nature, that aim to reorganize the 

local economies in terms of income and work generation, based on the principles of solidarity economy” (Melo 

Neto and Magalhães. p. 7, 2007). 

 

The objective of CDB is to promote the development of low-income territories by encouraging the 

creation of local production and consumer networks, based on the support of the Solidarity Economy 

(SE) initiatives and its diverse fields, such as socio-productive entrepreneurial activities, service delivery, 

and support to commercialization materialized in markets, shops and solidarity fairs (França Filho, Silva 

Júnior, & Rigo, 2012) .  

 

The principle of territorial delimitation operates the CDBs. They are therefore dialoguing with all types 

of enterprises existent within that given territory, coming from solidarity economy, popular economy or 

capitalist economy (NEGA, 2017a). Admittedly being capable of intervening with different 

understandings of economic activities, the non-limitations to which kind of enterprise a CDB interacts 

with proves the focus on territorial development, rather than solely focusing on solidarity economy 

initiatives. CDBs do so through a perspective that involves solidarity and reciprocity as main drivers 

(França Filho, Silva Júnior, & Rigo, 2012).  

Therefore, Paul Singer1 (2004; 2007; 2009), one of the main academic characters on the subject of 

Solidarity Economy in Brazil, define SE as an articulation among merchant economy, non-merchant 

economy and non-monetary economy, materialized with different types of “companies”, volunteer 

associations with the aim at promoting economic benefits to its members. These companies surge as 

reactions to the unsolved issues from the dominant system. The most important of these unsolved 

                                                        
1 known in Brazil as the "father of solidarity economy" (pai da economia solidária) and one of the most influential 

academics/practitioners (see Singer, 1985; Singer, 2004; Singer, 2007; Singer, 2009)  
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problems is the poverty; which most times derives from lack of opportunities from participating in the 

local production process in a broad sense (Singer 2004; 2007; 2009; França Filho, 2007). The companies 

encompassed in the solidarity economy perspective are guided by values of cooperation, mutual help, 

solidarity, and reciprocity. 

Adding to this idea, Singer (2002; 2004) also defines solidarity economy as a way to produce 

characterized by equality. Equality of rights, as the collective of workers possesses the means of 

production, is central for SE to happen. Furthermore, the self-management characteristic allows 

democracy to happen in an equal status of all workers (Singer, 2007). These values and practices are 

translated and materialized into diverse activities; the one embracing CDB in Brazil is called Solidarity 

Finance. 

Solidarity finance is defined by the Solidarity Finance Nucleon of University of São Paulo (NESOL-

USP) as the set of financial services, products and pedagogical that foments and contributes to the growth 

and consolidation of solidarity economy (NESOL-USP, 2015). Solidarity finance initiatives propose the 

rearticulating of financial tools to the notion of development, production, and communitarian 

organization. Yet, having a special attachment to territory activity and mobilization. The main tools used 

by CDBs to achieve the goals of solidarity finance are (NESOL-USP, 2015): 

 Microcredit – small amount of credit with low or no interest rate available for producers, merchants or consumers. 

Can be loaned in local currencies or national currency; 

 Local/social currency – currency that circulates only in specific geographical areas, it represents a complementary 

currency and aims at fostering the use of currency locally; 

 Bank correspondent – Provides the services that an ordinary bank does, through partnerships with these banks, for 

people in these communities that have no other access to bank services; 

 Microinsurance – Is the low-cost life insurance paid by the clients of CDBs, it can be accessed in case of death for 

helping with funeral expenses; 

 Online Platform – similar to ordinary online banking, it allows customers to have access to faster and more efficient 

banking services on their mobile phones. 

 

CDBs in Brazil are under the law of OSCIPs (Civil Society Organization of Public Interest) but have 

their nature as an organization based on associativism (NESOL-USP 2015). An associative organizations 
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consists of a group of people that are organized with a common purpose (Santos, 2014). The associative 

form called associações comunitárias (community associations) are the most common forms of 

organizations that embrace CDBs in the country, and it is the type of organization that typically involves 

in formulating and acting on the demands of a geographical area (Ganança, 2006; Santos 2014). 

Consequently, it is inevitable to notice that the environments where initiatives of CDBs evolve are the 

leftovers of society, the spaces where the system does not reach with full capacity, the top-down approach 

of the banking institutions does not reach to those areas, and they are not interested to do so. CDBs are 

solutions to the issues caused by the lack of opportunities in these regions, the lack of access to financial 

services, and the poverty resulting from that. Aiming at improving the life of people in that region through 

associative work, inspired by solidarity and reciprocity values in the heart, CDBs are a possible answer 

to organize the local economic activities in a bottom-up approach. 
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3. Methodology 

As introduced in the previous chapter, my study focuses on understanding the development of GIMs in 

Brazil by looking at the case of community development banks and their interactions with the public 

sector. This chapter presents the methodology used in this research to understand and explore the research 

topic, embracing the sections regarding research paradigm, research design, data generation, data 

analysis, and the reflections. 

 

 3.1 Research Paradigm 

This section describes the philosophy of science that guides my research, including the ontological and 

epistemological assumptions. 

The research philosophy one adopts in a given study contains important assumptions about the way in 

which the researcher views the world (Saunders et al., 2009). These assumptions influence the research 

strategy taken and the methods chosen as part of that strategy. The philosophy one adopts can be 

influenced by practical considerations depending on the subject studied. However, the main influence is 

likely to be the researcher’s own particular view of the relationship between knowledge and the process 

by which it is developed (Saunders et al., 2009).  

According to Saunders et al. (2009), there are four main research philosophies that can be adopted in a 

research, which are positivism, realism, interpretivism, and pragmatism. It is not the aim of this chapter 

to review all research philosophies and their possible impacts on this study. Rather, all these research 

philosophies are legitimate alternatives in understanding a given phenomenon, and one cannot claim that 

one is better than another. Therefore, it is a matter of which is appropriate to what kind of study and 

situation. 

This study follows the philosophical approach of social constructivism, which is derived from the 

viewpoint of the interpretivist framework (Saunders et al. 2009). Social constructivism assumes that 

reality is built by our own activities as humans, as we are active agents in our lives and in our worlds 

rather than passive recipients of larger social forces, meaning that people collectively invent the world 
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and not simply discover it (Glazer & Strauss, 1967, Charmaz, 2006, Kukla, 2000). To André Kukla 

(2000), constructivism is an idea that arises in the development of conducting and thinking about 

sociological investigations of science, and the constructive activities, therefore, constitute a fact.  

My ontological assumption is subjectivist (Saunders et al., 2009). This means that I understand that the 

social phenomena in this study are created from the perception and consequent actions of the social actors 

concerned with their existence, in a continual course in that through the process of social interaction these 

phenomena are in constant state of revision. This view is somewhat opposing to the idea of objectivism, 

which addresses that social entities exist in reality to external social actors concerned with their existence 

(Saunders et al., 2009). Therefore, I believe on what Kukla (2000) points when addressing that the human 

activity builds reality and the members of groups and societies are the ones who invent the properties of 

the world.  

In contrary to the position of social constructivism is the positivist perspective. To the positivists, the 

role of the researcher is similar to a natural scientist who works with an observable social reality and the 

outcome of that can be a law-like generalization, like the ones produced by physical and natural scientists 

(Saunders et al., 2009). Positivists assume the knowledge is independent of the construction of social 

actors, and therefore not suited for the present research, which focus on the interactions and the outcomes 

brought by the interactions between context, actors and the institutions.  

Based on the social constructivism approach chosen for this study, I combine this notion with the research 

method inspired by the Grounded Theory Method (GTM), which is a qualitative research that aims at 

developing theories from research grounded in data rather than deducing testable hypotheses from 

existing theories (Glaser & Strauss, 1967; Charmaz 2006; Czarniawska, 2014). The next section explains 

how I have designed this study with the principles of GTM and qualitative study, which were the adequate 

perspectives in my view to best explore the case chosen. 

 

3.2 Research Design  

This research is characterized by a qualitative and exploratory approach. It is exploratory because aims 

to comprehend a not so developed theme in the national context of Brazil (Gil, 2010). As for the 
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qualitative method, it highlights the comprehension of the phenomenon itself, searching to conceive a 

collective or individual meaning that it possesses for the individuals. In other words, comprehend the 

connections between the elements to understand how the study object manifests in its context (Sounders 

et al., 2009). Another issue considered when choosing the qualitative method was the difficulty to utilize 

standardized instruments for exploring each person or organization investigated, mainly considering that 

the sample chosen is composed by CDBs and its actors, and institutions in different stages and situations 

(Strauss & Corbin, 1990; Bryman & Burgess, 1994). 

 

3.2.1 Inspired by the Grounded Theory Method (GTM) 

The choice of using GTM is connected to the notion that this method allowed me to have a nonlinear 

process that went back and forth on data generation and analysis. In other words, an iterative process that 

gets in deeper touch with the empirical data. Consequently, having clear knowledge on what the method 

is and how to conduct such research is essential; it lightens the path of a researcher and allows one to 

understand the possibilities and limitations of the journey (Charmaz, 2007). 

The GTM uses a systematic, inductive, and comparative approach for conducting analysis with the 

purpose of creating new theories. This enables researchers to interact persistently with their data, and at 

the same time remain constantly involved with their emerging analysis (Bryant & Charmaz, 2007). This 

way, data analysis and collection proceed at the same time as each of them informs and streamlines one 

another (Bryant & Charmaz, 2007). 

Historically, the GTM was developed by Barney Glaser & Anselm Strauss (1967) in their studies 

regarding dying in hospitals (Charmaz, 2006). According to Kathy Charmaz and Antone Bryant (2007), 

the methodological foundations of GTM are very rich and varied, plus were very well articulated by the 

authors that first discovered it in a series of four founding texts (see Glases & Strauss, 1965; 1967; 1968; 

and 1971). That should not limit the discovery to the text of 1967 only, in fact both initial authors have 

migrated to different directions in the research of GTM, what resulted in even more impact to the field 

(Bryant & Charmaz, 2007). Both Glaser & Strauss, had marks upon this method far more than is the case 

with founders of other methods, which does not diminish the works of others but highlights the works of 

these two (Bryant & Charmaz, 2007). 
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Glaser and Strauss (1967) argued that it was far more essential to build new theories than to verify the 

ones already existent, as social reality changes constantly, and every social scientist should aim for the 

closest fit to the real world (Czarniawska, 2014).  Charmaz (2006) defends that GTMs can complement 

other approaches of qualitative analysis, and not stay in opposition to them, which provides a view that 

complementary methods could be used to analyze a given study best. In concordance, the GTMs 

constitute a set of principles and practices that can be followed but aren't prescriptions or packages 

(Charmaz, 2006). Consequently, the use of this method in this study was done with certain limitations 

and not followed a strict step-by-step notion. Rather it has used the principles of the method and some 

tools to guide the process and analyze the case with a property. 

 

3.2.2 Inductive approach 

This study has an inductive method. To Charmaz (2006), it is “a type of reasoning that begins with study 

of a range of individual cases and extrapolates patterns from them to form a conceptual category” 

(Charmaz, p. 188, 2006). In other words, it means moving from particular to the general. Regarding GTM 

it means moving up from the detailed descriptive to the more abstract, conceptual level (Bryant & 

Charmaz, 2007). My study goes from an initial interpretation of an observed phenomenon and moves to 

a more sophisticated and complete notion of it through the analysis of the data.   

 

3.3 Data Generation  

As initial procedure on data generation, I have selected several community development banks to get in 

touch with for possible visit and interview. For the sake of coherence, all the selected CDBs were part of 

the national movement of CDBs and had activities going on. The initial contact with these CDBs was 

either through email, phone calls or Facebook message. The ones selected to conduct the research agreed 

to the visit with a series of interviews. 

The most influential and historically important CDBs for the network is BP, which I thought was essential 

to pay a visit to and to gather information from because most of the strategies in the national network 

pop from there or cross BP to some extent. I have presented my purpose with this study to the current 
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coordinator of BP, Asier Ansorena, and he agreed to my visit in  February 2018. The other two CDBs 

selected were Justa Troca and Cascata, both in the city of Porto Alegre and the only CDBs to exist in the 

Southern region of Brazil, the region I come from in the country. That boosted my curiosity on how the 

network spreads to such a further distance to its origins - Porto Alegre is the furthest possible State 

Capital from Fortaleza, where BP started it all.  

My contacts to get to the CDBs in Porto Alegre were the two Professors from NEGA, the study group 

that supports Justa Troca and Cascata. While BP receives people from all over coming to study the case 

of BP, the two CDBs in the south never had anyone coming to study the experience from a different 

place; therefore they were very cautious to agree to my visit. First contacts were through the Facebook 

message, then we exchanged emails to be somehow more formal, and then we had a Skype call, followed 

by another phone call. It was finally set and clear so that I could go there after the second week of January 

2018. 

These contacts with the CDBs started in October 2017, and the agreement of the dates we based on their 

calendar, all three CDBs agreed that the following months of that year were not the best timing, neither 

the beginning of the year 2018 due to vacations reasons. However, this was great timing for me as it gave 

me enough time in the following months to prepare for the visits and interviews. I have started to gather 

materials online about those CDBs I was visiting, plus articles published online, visit web pages and 

watch documentaries about these experiences. Here is important to note the difficulty on finding any 

material about the two CDBs in the south, both had only videos available online and not much material 

to share in advance, but it was enough to have the first contact with it. 

The primary source of empirical material for this research is the interview with the participants; these are 

considered a very substantial instrument for data gathering and analysis (Czarniawska, 2014). These 

interviews were taken place in the site of action of each CDB and organization visited. For a complete 

understanding of who I have interviewed as actors of the field and which organizations I have visited 

look at Chapter 4 – Setting, I have elaborated a brief summary of each institution and a table that 

addresses who was interviewed and the role in the respective organizations, also the type of empirical 

material is generated. 

The interviews often led to more data than just the recorded words and phrases. Very often I was 
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presented with physical documents or access to sources that I did not have before, which were essential 

for the continuation of the study, for example, reports written from NESOL-USP that I used in Chapter 

5 (Analysis) were gifts from BP and NEGA, also the only studies elaborated about the two CDBs from 

the south were gifted to me. Note that most of this material is only available in physical copies, therefore 

collecting it requires visits and more profound connection with the projects. 

Observing the CDBs, its facilities, who is working there, what is happening and how it happens is a 

benefit of being in the field, and it indeed materialized the thoughts that the papers and videos boosted 

in me. Consequently, the physical participation in this environment influences the interpretation and 

analysis of the data gathered, once I do not believe any researcher should make himself blind to the world 

around. 

At BP I had the privilege to be hosted at their small hotel, called Pousada Palmas, which is about one 

hundred meters from the actual BP' headquarter. That wholly influenced the experience I had in regards 

to BP, being so close allowed me to feel, even if for a short period of time, the importance of the CDB 

for that region, and also get in touch with the local community, eating all my meals and sharing 

conversations with the locals positively influenced my behavior and curiosity on the case. Whereas in 

the case of the other two banks I only went to them a few times during my stay in the city, just for 

interviews, visiting the headquarters and short walks to see the neighborhoods. I have stayed from 

15/01/2018 to 22/01/2018 in Porto Alegre to collect data from the CDBs and NEGA, and from 

18/02/2018 to 03/03/2018 in Fortaleza to collect data from BP and Instituto Banco Palmas. 

Some data I collected through interviews with participants of the field that were not working or had direct 

connections to banks in the moment of the interviews but were essential to understanding pieces of the 

story of the movement and how it grew. To illustrate, I have interviewed Lucas de Oliveira who tried to 

start a CDB in the city of Florianópolis, Lourenco Pinto the current coordinator or solidarity finance of 

SENAES through phone call, and I had also interviewed Professor Armando Lisboa who taught the 

principles of solidarity economy to Joaquim Melo when he was first starting BP back in 1998. They were 

all fundamental on the better understanding of the movement as a whole. 

It is important to highlight that all participants agreed on my use of the data to the research, and none of 

the recorded audios had any restrictions made by any participants which are the primary motivation for 
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me to use their names and roles in this study. Although it is true that some of them asked for not recording 

the interviews, I have respected that, but I have also asked permission to use the notes taken during these 

non-recorded interviews on my study, they have all allowed me to do so.  

Another important data source is, in fact, my research notebook, which I have extensively used for taking 

notes from interviews, to put my thoughts on situations and peculiarities found in the field, to raise 

questions to my reflection and to guide interviews through selected questions. This notebook had no 

rules, and I could use it or not for similar situations, I just made sure to write according to my style and 

that it was always there when I needed to put things down or to access for questions. This became a mix 

of clustering and freewriting, as Charmaz (2006) defines, the first has the intent on organizing, visually 

and flexibly the data, whereas the second allows the researcher to put the ideas in paper and keep track 

of what the field is telling you and what thoughts and reflections it causes (Charmaz, 2006). 

I have taken care of always taking a picture of the written documents after every use to not lose the notes 

in case of losing the notebooks, this way the notes went straight to my cloud storage. I found it more 

suitable for my style to use handwriting, so I did, and it did not limit my learning, on the contrary just 

boosted it, because places I have visited I did not feel comfortable to bring my laptop. 

In all places visited I managed to get a guide from the region, in the case of BP it was Katiane Gonçalves 

who took me around the area to see the neighborhood, as it could be dangerous to walk alone in the 

region if no one knows you. In Cascata, my guides were the whole team of the bank, who helped a lot 

with the tour. As for Justa Troca, Nelsa Nespolo, the coordinator, was the one helping me to go around 

and meet the people. It would not be possible to reach for certain levels of observation without the help 

of them all. It is very limiting to be on by myself in these places as they are on the outskirts of big cities 

and are very dangerously marketed by the news and even by the local community.  

To sum, the data generated came from two primary sources: interviews with field actors, and documents. 

The interviews had an extensive treating through transcribing, coding, translating, and further analysis 

through my writings based on the interviews, observations, and reflections. Documents gathered in the 

field were mostly physical, such as reports, texts, papers, books of researches, and "cartilhas" (small 

books developed by the CDBs to market the results and ideas to the movement and local communities). 

The use of the empirical material is explained in the next section, Data Analysis. 
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3.3.4 Data Analysis  

As explained before, GTM inspired this study. Many tools complement this method during its process of 

data generation and analysis. In the following, I explain the procedures involved in the use of this method 

during the research. Note that the process is not necessarily linear, as it may seem, it is a back and forth, 

zoom in and zoom out process that has taken place through the entire research (Charmaz, 2006). 

The primary source of data generation was through intense interviewing. According to Charmaz (2006), 

intense interview opens the possibility for an in-depth exploration of a particular topic or experience and 

is a useful method for interpretive inquiry. The interviews with the members of the CDBs and the 

professors of NEGA were all taken in the facilities of the respective organizations. All interviews were 

semi-structured, which means I have prepared several questions and themes to work with, but at the same 

time I was not restricting other subjects or comments, I was there to learn and focus the conversation 

rather than require specific and strict answers. 

The interviews recorded were all in Portuguese and I transcribed all of them in a Word document. At the 

same time I was transcribing, the initial coding started because I was already highlighting and making 

observations on chunks of text, which helped me to get a deeper first contact with the coding process. 

Following that, I have transported the interviews into the software Atlas.ti, with the volume of interviews 

and material to analyze, the use of the software is indicated to code the data better (Czarniawska, 2014). 

Note the recorded data generated is of 888 minutes of recorded interviews, which accounts for 181 pages 

transcribed, that without counting the not recorded interviews and the notes I have taken during the 

interviews. 

Coding was a significant part of this process. It was separated into two different parts, the initial coding, 

and the focused coding. The initial coding is a phase where the researcher is still open to exploring 

whatever theoretical possibilities he can descent in the data (Charmaz, 2006). The initial coding was the 

longer of the two, mainly because I have applied the technique of line-by-line coding to all recorded 

interviews, a technique that works well with detailed data about practical problems or processes, which 

consists on naming every line of the written text (Charmaz, 2006). In this phase, I have created 215 

different codes. 
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The second phase of coding was the focused coding. This phase initialized with a review of the initial 

coding phase by clustering the codes that made sense to be together because they were interconnected 

through thematic features. For that I have used different techniques to identify themes based on Ryan 

and Bernard's (2003) article, which consists on discovering themes and subthemes, winnowing them to 

a manageable few, building hierarchies of themes, and linking themes into theoretical models (Ryan & 

Bernard,  2003). In this phase, I have built 27 different codes that are classified into three larger themes, 

and belong to three different phases of the scaling process of community development banks. After 

having this 27 codes, I have copy pasted all the transcribed interviews again to a new Atlas.ti project and 

started coding all again, but limiting my coding to the 27 refined codes, which were juxtaposed on larger 

chunks of texts and consequently excluded of a lot of text from coding, an extremely more focused 

process (Find the table of focused coding in the Appendix 6)  

The focused coding result served as a guide when compared to the physical material collected, the texts, 

reports, and documents given by the CDBs. Moreover, I was always doing a back and forth process with 

the data collected through interviews and documents. Consequently, I have used the coded material to 

help on analyzing the chunks of the reports and other physical documents. The empirical documents and 

interviews were consistently compared with my writings and notes during the process of data analysis; 

this iterative process is the basis of this study. In the following section I explain some of the particular 

reflections I have had during the process of this research, the aim is to clarify some of the situations faced 

and tried to translate the feeling of some challenges faced along the way. 

 

3.5 Reflections  

At first, I thought conducting this research would be quite comfortable in regards to gathering material 

and generating data, that it would all flow nicely in regards to time and access to people. However, it was 

not. There were many challenges faced once I started the research, first when it becomes to access to the 

CDBs and the actors, secondly to find dates and schedule it formally.   

As stated before, BP is considered the main CDB of the movement, which boosted the importance to 

visit it and interview people working there, so I tried to contact. The phone does not exist, and it is almost 

impossible to talk to them directly. There's no secretary or anyone responsible for answering the phone. 
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When I got at BP I realized that there is no phone, the number is just lying there on the website. Contact 

was super hard when one does not directly know people, so I had got in touch with them when Lucas de 

Oliveira (one of the interviewees) passed me the direct contact of the bank coordinator. Then it was easy, 

he was super open for the study and understood the importance of it in my research. 

Still, on BP, the area where it is located is hazardous. To illustrate that, in all interviews taken on that 

CDB it was mentioned details of how violent the place has become, with factions fighting in a real war 

for control of the area. It is considered one of the most dangerous areas of Fortaleza, which is the capital 

with the highest violent death rate in the country according to the Brazilian Forum of Public Security 

(FBSP, 2018). I would be lying if I say did not feel the dangerous several times on the streets as I was 

most of the times by myself, I did not take risks but to have an idea I was alone in the hotel all days I 

have stayed there, no receptionist or anything present. Cars had to cross the streets with the windows 

opened so the gang members could spot if it was not a gang enemy or something, very hostile area and I 

felt it from the first hour I got there. That limited my ability to talk to people on the streets and to get a 

more in-depth knowledge of the community. 

In Porto Alegre, the violence issue was not much different, both CDBs are located in the most violent 

areas in the city. Without a proper structure to be hosted in the area, and with the potential dangers out 

there for a non-local, I have decided to stay far from the regions and only go to the CDBs for scheduled 

interviews and accompanied walking tours, which also limited the potential of observing the interactions 

in the communities. 

Regarding interviews, I had access to all people I tried to schedule an interview in every organization 

visited, which helped a lot concerning data generation. Also, a plus to that is that all interviews realized 

were in a specific room which was only the interviewed people and me, that provided a high quality in 

the audio, and an excellent opportunity to have a direct connection with the interviewee with fewer 

barriers between us. 

Regarding openness this was quite repetitive, all the actors had a question mark before starting the 

interview, something I felt because I am a student coming from a foreign institution and there was not 

much of an icebreaker before the interviews. Therefore I used the strategy to always talk a little bit about 

myself and ask for the interviewee's own story about their lives. I felt that was game-changing, all of 
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them had something in common which I could relate to go around our differences and to set the stage for 

the interview. The three exceptions to that were Asier, Pedro, and Ana Mercedes, I read they were easier 

to break the ice because all three have academic backgrounds and they were somewhat more interested 

to know about the research that the person that was in front of them. 

All organizations were great on opening up the doors for my research, some differently than others, but 

all in their own way made me comfortable to go around, have coffee with people and to interview more 

"seriously" when needed to record audios and collect material for the study. They showed much interest 

in me as a person and also in my studies. The principal and final reflection I have is that these CDBs are 

formed by simple people that want to improve the situation of a community as a whole, some of them 

have a know how that is driven towards making the experience reach a more significant number of 

people, but most are more interested in the local impact of their actions. All people from the CDBs that 

I had contact with have a passion for what they do, and that is beyond the words recorded or the phrases 

analyzed, it is materialized in their daily actions and easily spotted in their eyes. 
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4. Setting  

This section aims at contextualizing the case studied in this research, to do that it has been split into two 

different subparts that address the sources of empirical material gathered, these are: (4.1) organizations 

and (4.2) people. 

 

4.1 Organizations 

There were five institutions visited that are directly or indirectly related to the network of community 

development banks, which are: NEGA, Instituto Banco Palmas, Banco Palmas, Banco Justa Troca, and 

Banco Cascata.  

NEGA – It consists of the research group that first engaged with the community members and solidarity 

economy leaders of Porto Alegre for the start of CDBs Justa Troca and Banco da Cascata. NEGA (Núcle 

de Estudos em Gestão Alternative / Alternative Management Study Group) is a permanent extension 

program that develops actions of teaching, research and extension connected to experiences of alternative 

organizations of job and income generation. Linked to the UFRGS University in Porto Alegre at the 

department of management, NEGA is driven by three professors, Ana Mercedes Sarria Icaza, Pedro de 

Almeida Costa, and Fábio Bittencourt Meira.  

The main objectives of NEGA are to study and understand new experiences and ways to generate job 

and income; support and develop social technologies that can help bust these alternative projects; discuss 

and subsidize the formulation of public policies that support them; and support and foment its dynamic 

as social movements. People who work at NEGA are professors, students from UFRGS and external 

technicians. The institutions that fund it are the Ministry of Education, CNPq, SENAES, and the 

departments of research and extension from UFRGS.   

Instituto Banco Palmas (IBT) and Banco Palmas (BP) – These two are different institutions. The IBT 

is responsible for scaling up CDBs in the country, it is part of the network but not effectively a CDB, it 

mostly reflects the efforts of the people from BP on replicating the model. Altough, the headquarters of 

both is named after IBT. BP is the first and largest community development bank in Brazil, it is where it 
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all started and where most ideas and innovations of the movement derive. The actions of BP are strictly 

within the area called Jangurussu, which embraces a few neighborhoods in the city of Fortaleza. 

BP and IBP are both references in the movement of CDBs in the country and for foreign institutions and 

research. Some of the leaders of the movement are there, including BP's coordinator Asier Ansorena, and 

Joaquim Melo who is the founder of BP, current coordinator of IBP and the general coordinator of the 

movement. A lot of the movement's activities and projects run from IBP headquarters, for example, the 

credit management, the management of E-Dinheiro2, and the national meetings. 

Banco Justa Troca – In December of 2014 NEGA organized a debate among the groups of Solidarity 

Economy of the city of Porto Alegre, where the guiding questions were: why there's no Community 

Development Bank in the city? And would it be possible to develop this type of experience in Porto 

Alegre? From that meeting popped the idea of creating a CDB at the community named Nossa Senhora 

da Aparecida. Justa Troca started with the aim of becoming an instrument to help to boost the local 

development and community engagement along with the already existing institutions in that local. 

Justa Troca is composed by a building group, which consists of workers from two cooperatives that: 

UNIVENS and Justa Trama. The coordinator of these two cooperatives and Justa Troca is the same 

person, Nelsa Nespolo, a very respected leader in the state of Rio Grande do Sul and the entire country 

when it comes to Solidarity Economy as a movement (see Nespolo, 2014).  

Banco da Cascata – it is another son from the debate organized by NEGA in 2014. It starts with a 

different notion and purpose from its brother, in the sense that at the village where Cascata started (Vila 

Primeiro de Maio) there were no other formal initiatives linked to solidarity economy, although there 

was a presence of diverse economic activities especially in the informal and popular notions. With the 

aim at integrating these economic activities with a solidarity perspective, the bank is brought up to life 

by the backing institution of Misturando Arte – a collective organization rooted in the solidarity economy 

perspective that uses recycled material and transforms it into art. 

                                                        
2 E-Dinheiro is a digital CDB platform, without physical agencies, with unlimited reach, which utilizes an electronic 
social currency, for people from all social classes, with emphasis on low-income people.  
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The same person coordinates Banco da Cascata and Misturando Arte, Katiucia Gonçalves. Both 

initiatives use the same space to organize meetings. Cascata does not have a credit line or a fund to 

manage loans, but the bank has a significant focus on engaging with the community in different ways, 

such as market fairs. For the future, the CDB Cascata will focus on the effective use of alternative 

currency and other financial services. However, they have already started to educate the local community 

on the local currency which is used during the fairs. The community has named the currency Antena. 

 

4.2 People 

In order to fully understand the quotes and explanations in the upcoming chapter (Analysis), it is essential 

to know who are the interviewed people and their roles in the respective organizations that they 

constitute. Note that, not all people interviewed are directly part of the national network of CDBs, but all 

had relevant participation to the network over time, and were essential to this study. 

 Table 1 – People interviewed 

Name Institution Role / context Type of 

empirical 

material 

Direct link 

to the 

Network of 

CDBs (yes / 

no) 
Ana Mercedes 

Icaza 

NEGA – UFRGS Support to CDBs 

(mainly Justa Troca) / 

Professor /  

Recorded 

interview 

Yes 

Angeline Freire Banco Palmas Coordinator of Project 

ELAS 

Recorded 

interview  

Yes 

Armando 

Lisboa 

Professor at 

UFSC 

Introduced the concept 

of Solidarity Economy 

to Joaquim in 1998 

Memo / notes No 

Asier Ansorena Banco Palmas Coordinator Recorded 

interview 

Yes 

Edília Tejada Banco Justa 

Troca 

Financial coordinator 

at Banco Justa Troca 

Memo / notes Yes 

Gislaine 

Fernandes  

UNIVENS Worker at UNIVENS / 

Client of Banco 

Palmas 

Recorded 

interview 

No 

Group: Katiucia 

Gonçalves, 

Banco da 

Cascata 

Banco da Cascata 

team 

Recorded 

interview 

Yes 
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Miriam 

Teixeira 

Mauricio 

Santos, 

Jocelaine da 

Silva 

Joaquim Melo Banco Palmas / 

Instituto Banco 

Palmas  

Coordinator of IBT 

and the national 

network of CDBs 

Recorded 

interview 

Yes 

Katiana 

Oliveira 

Cozinha D’Elas Cook and coordinator  Memo / notes 

/ guide 

Yes 

Katiucia 

Gonçalves 

Banco da 

Cascata / NGO 

Misturando Arte 

Coordinator of Banco 

da Cascata 

Recorded 

interview 

Yes 

Lourenço Pereira 

Pinto Neto 
SENAES National coordinator 

of Solidarity Finance 

from SENAES 

Phone 

interview, not 

recorded 

Yes 

Lucas de 

Oliveira 

 Tried to implement a 

CDB in the city of 

Florianópolis 

Memo / notes No 

Lucilene Silva 

(Preta) 

Cozinha D’Elas / 

Pousada Palmas 

Cook at Cozinnha 

D’Elas and Manager at 

Pousada Palmas 

Memo / notes Yes 

Nayara Sousa Banco Palmas Credit Coordinator Recorded 

interview 

Yes 

Nelsa Nespolo Banco Justa 

Troca 

Coordinator of Banco 

Justa Troca 

Recorded 

interview 

Yes 

Otaciana Barros Banco Palmas National coordinator 

of E-Dinheiro 

Recorded 

interview 

Yes 

Pedro de 

Almeida 

NEGA – UFRGS Support to CDBs 

(mainly Cascata) / 

Professor / 

Recorded 

interview 

Yes 

Rosiane 

Perdigão 

Banco Palmas Credit support 

coordinator 

Recorded 

interview 

Yes 
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5. Analysis  

This chapter presents the findings that respond to the research question. First, it presents the initial phase 

of Community Development Banks, here named Fighting for Recognition. Secondly, it presents the 

longest phase of the scaling up process, Managing Strategic Partnerships. Lastly, the third/current 

phase of the movement, Organizing for Independence. These three phases are presented with direct 

quotations from the interviews taken from important actors of the movement, and the interpretation and 

use of other empirical material collected by the author (books, documents, reports, and texts). At the end 

of every phase, there is a subsection summarizing the main challenges, strategies, and achievements.  

Aiming at a better understanding, the three phases have been presented in chronological order and not 

following any framework. This way the author had more freedom to express the facts investigated and 

the data gathered in a way that best suits the story being told. Note that, if one tries to understand the 

chronological path in the strict sense will not take the most of it, some facts and implementations had to 

be explained using future cases to the date, although the overall guide is the chronological order. 

 

5.1 Fighting for Recognition 

As described in the introduction, the movement of CDBs in Brazil has reached a high level of diversity 

regarding the location of the banks and also in the performance levels. Today it is a movement recognized 

by the Central Bank of the country; therefore it has to follow some rules in order to exist, but it did not 

start this way. At the beginning of the process, in an interview, Asier Ansorena affirms that “the lack of 

rules and regulations towards the community bank – it was only one, Banco Palmas – allowed Palmas to 

test the idea throughout five years (1998-2003) without being controlled or ruled”.(Asier Ansorena, 

28/02/2018). 

This freedom of action was combined with rounds of small donations that served as support from 

international and national NGO’s. The donations, as Joaquim affirms during the interview, “were of major 

importance to start testing the ideas of Banco Palmas and the association of residents of the area.” 

(Joaquim Melo, 24/02/2018). This association he refers to is named ASMOCOMP, and was the main 

trigger to make the first moves as a so-called bank. The group of people in the association was responsible 

for all political and social fights representing the poor neighborhood, in order to have access to a better 
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sanitary system, water system, electricity, asphalt on the streets and even education for the children in the 

region. It is important to state that the area was occupied by previous residents of the coastline of 

Fortaleza, who were kicked out due to real estate speculation in the early 1990's. Asier briefly explains 

this period: 

"(...) That was when the Banco Palmas was created with total freedom because it had no obligations to anyone, it 

owed no one. We said that we wanted to create a bank and that we had a donation of two thousand Reais (around 

3.490,00 DKK). I am simplifying: we said we would invest in the community, create a local consumption tool and 

give credit to people. And that was it." (Asier Ansorena, 28/02/2018) 

To contextualize, in his book Viva Favela (Melo, 2014), Joaquim explains in detail the motivations of 

ASMOCOMP to actively fight for bringing the basic conditions to the area of Conjunto Palmeiras. The 

goal of the decade of 1990, for the association, was to urbanize the area with basic conditions of sanitation 

and streets, the goal was set during a seminar organized in the village, called Habitar o Inabitável (inhabit 

the uninhabitable). ASMOCOMP achieved its goal in 7 years, three years before their initial plan. 

Consequently, they jumped to the next seminar (Habitar o Inabitável 2), and this time the underlying 

question was “why are we poor?” (Melo, 2014). The theme was developed through meetings and research 

in the local context, bringing the idea of creating a local bank that would help to organize the economic 

circuit. 

The combination of an active community engagement through the association's efforts and the willingness 

to create a local economic circuit was very potent but yet to be explored on a larger scale. Therefore, the 

next step taken was to create a local currency, named Palmacard that, according to Joaquim during the 

interview, came from the idea of having a “card just like the ones rich people have to buy things” – this 

phrase was mentioned in one of the meetings during that period. The purpose of the CDB in this context 

is, primarily, to organize and develop the local economic circuit, and the local currency is one important 

tool to do so. Professor Pedro and Joaquim explain what they mean by local circuit: 

"The bank gets into something that is very strong from the symbolic point of view of capitalism, which is the 

intermediation of money. The bank proposes intermediation of wealth within a community, to articulate supply 

and demand, which may not necessarily be a monetary articulation, it can be economic without being monetary, as 

are the exchanges, for example (...) that is the idea of the strengthening of a territorially organized and territorially 

referenced economy. Banks are working hard with the idea of getting the popular economy that exists in these 

neighborhoods, in these communities, to circulate inside these areas, and of preventing the pattern of consumption 

and contracting services to divert resources to the outside of these communities.” (Pedro de Almeida, 15/01/2018) 

 

"People do not need banks. They need banking services. So if you can offer the services there, selling, buying, if 

you can offer credit and other services: perfect. There the bank is created. This is the model! There is financial and 
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banking exclusion because the local actors are not connected. You connect a merchant with a consumer, with a 

producer and a network is created. You have created a financial service there." (Joaquim Melo, 24/02/2018) 

 

To highlight the need for that type of services in that specific neighborhood, at the time BP started to loan 

money, in one day they have loaned all the money available. There were many people on the waiting list, 

and BP had only R$ 2,000.00 (3,490.00 DKK) to start with. They have lent it in two forms, in the currency 

created (Palmas) locally for consumers, and in national currency (Reais) for producers.  BP got the money 

back in six months at that time and had accumulated more investments from other NGO's and funds to 

loan up to R$ 29,000.00 on the year of launch, 1998 (Melo, 2014). 

The mechanism of the model was quite simple. BP would receive a donation or investment of a given 

amount of money. The CDB loans money in the principles of microcredit for production, consumers or 

merchants. For production, it loans in national currency ranging from 100 to 150 Reais (175 to 262 DKK) 

in the first year of BP, for the consumers the money was loaned in local currency to be used within the 

community in the shops that accepted the currency. As for the merchants, it works similar as for the 

producers, but the amounts vary more and can be much higher, for example in the year of 2017 BP was 

loaning amounts of over 10 thousand Reais (around 17 thousand DKK). All these three loaning options 

were not backed at the beginning, which means that there was no correspondent amount saved as a backup, 

the backing system3Only started to be a policy of the network after the year of 2005 with the recognition 

of the legitimacy of the model. 

However, with time the experiment in the poor neighborhood of Conjunto Palmeiras attracted the local 

and national media, making it a somewhat known project, but yet not fully understood. The lack of 

understanding and the mislead information got to the government as a threat to the State’s supremacy on 

the emission of currency. The result of that came to be a disproportional and severe attitude: the Central 

Bank invaded BP and issued a lawsuit stating crime against the State for illegal money issuing. There was 

not much to be physically taken from BP, just a couple of notebooks and some fifteen bucks (yes 15!), 

which made the process look very hard to be taken seriously by many organizations as it was not a real 

                                                        
3 Backing system works as follows: the Palmas currency is indexed to the real and the value of 1 Palmas is equivalent 
to 1 Real (national currency). Each Palma issued and placed into circulation had its equivalent in Reais deposited 
with Banco Palmas (Franca Filho et al., 2012).  
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threat and the bank was not really printing something to compete or get advantage from the government 

(Melo, 2014). It was simply trying to organize the local economy and provide access to people that were 

once forgotten by the Central Bank and the State.  

While not causing problems directly; indirectly the lawsuit was blocking any expansion of BP actions. 

During this period, many actors from the third sector, universities, and other municipalities got interested 

in the project, but yet reluctant because they could not be 100% sure if the project was going to be 

considered legal or not while the lawsuit was being judged. Perhaps a conversation and a gentle visit could 

have started this relationship differently. Joaquim, the main person involved during the episode, recalls: 

"In the first seven years, there was no expansion because the State was against it, through 2 lawsuits. The first one 

started in early 1998, it was lighter and it was filed. But in 2003 there was a big lawsuit involving the Central Bank, 

which considered we were committing a "Crime against the State". The request was for the arrestment of the 

leadership. It was a tough process because it went through all the instances, police station, and public prosecution. 

On the last instance we were acquitted, but no one - no companies, no public power - would support a project that 

had been considered a scam by the Central Bank. In that period the State was not only against it, but it would 

brutally pursue us" (Joaquim Melo, 24/02/2018) 

Despite being watched by the government, BP has not stopped testing things out, the period from 2003 

to 2005 (lawsuit period) was used to develop the model in two different logics, the internal and external. 

As internal logic, BP was conducting several types of research to understand what type of impact they 

were generating and to whom. In addition, BP was mapping the community in socioeconomic aspects, 

as they found that 20% of people in the area worked as part of the informal economy and 80% of the 

inhabitants had an income of less than two minimum income4  – which represented less than US$ 

160.00/month by that time. The region was the poorest in the city of Fortaleza (Melo, 2014). All that 

without effectively stopping to print “illegal money” and providing microloans – both in national and 

local currencies. BP simply avoided calling attention from the media and kept on working in the shade 

of Conjunto Palmeiras. The engagement with the inhabitants of Palmeiras is a nonstop work, and the 

source of all the achievements in the view of Otaciana, one of the first employees of BP: 

"It is because a CDB needs to have community intervention or a group that is responsible for it. If it has all those 

things then it will be something that works. So I clearly believe that one day it will work. We live for this project 

every day, we think about this project every day, if we make any mobilization in the community it is thinking of it 

as a whole." (Otaciana Barros, 25/02/2018)  

                                                        
4 Minimum income (salário mínimo) corresponds to the minimum possible amount of money that any company has 
to pay to its employees.  
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The second, external logic, represents the efforts to start creating a network of people and organizations 

interested in the model. The major connection was the already existing movement of Solidarity Economy 

in the country, whom BP collaborated with to create the National Secretary of Solidarity Economy 

(SENAES) that became part of the Ministry of Work and Social Security. Other important connections 

were the Federal Universities and their study groups and incubators, NGO’s from the State of Ceará, and 

a few municipalities in the region. Joaquim explains the importance of these partnerships to create the 

movement: 

"In 2003/2004 it began, it was fundamental, still parallel to the process with the Central Bank and still without 

SENAES, we began to organize in Brazil the Brazilian Network of Community Banks (RBBC).It was very cool! It 

was at a certain level the Institute's strategy to be able to nationalize it. We began to invite some organizations, 

NGOs, universities, to integrate a network and to create an awareness process within the government itself. That 

these NGOs would be later created [Community Banks]." (Joaquim Melo, 24/02/2018) 

This spread of awareness about what was happening at Conjunto Palmeiras is the beginning of what 

would become the National Network of Community Development Banks. On the one hand, these actors 

were excited about what was being tested, the innovative way to approach a poor community, and how 

to organize a local economic circuit based on microloans with the use of an alternative currency. On the 

other hand, the actors were apprehensive about the lawsuit the bank was facing. In the words of Joaquim, 

who was in the front-runner against the accusation: 

"But even with everyone knowing that we were innocent, that there had been no crime, no one would want to touch 

in a business like this. The City Hall, the State Government and even SENAES itself, who's from 2003, they all waited 

for a little to see [what would happen]." (Joaquim Melo, 24/02/2018) 

In the book Joaquim wrote Viva Favela (Melo, 2014), he constantly mentions his disappointment with 

this phase of the process, because the community was not trying to get any illegal advantage from the 

state or financial institutions, they were basically trying to solve a local issue with local resources, and 

that could be the problem in many different locations and impoverished areas of the country. Instead of 

helping it, the State was actually condemning it (see Melo 2014). 

In addition to the interest on the alternative model in practice at Conjunto Palmeiras, there were different 

aspects of the case that reinforced the importance of it, to name a few: the region was characterized as 

having a very low HDI (Human Development Index) levels, it was a growing population area, the benefits 

of the monetary system were being tested without direct costs to the government, the community 

members were well organized and long-term driven, the bank had initiated a network with strong actors 

from different fields (universities, municipalities, SENAES, and so on) who wanted to get involved, the 
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community was engaged with the idea, and there was evidence of positive impact being generated by the 

model – for example the number of purchases inside the neighborhood was 20% in 1998, year BP was 

started, and jumped to 71% on the year of 2002 (Hermans et al., 2016; Seyfang & Longhurst, 2013b). 

To summarize with a metaphor, the bank has been an economic experiment for about 7 years, in which 

the ‘employees’ of the bank were the ones testing and experimenting, and the innovations and solutions 

developed in this lab couldn’t reach outside Palmeiras due to a locked door, and the owner of that key 

was the Central Bank. Until 2005.  

On the year of 2005, the Central Bank lost the cause against BP and the potential brought by that sentence 

was yet unexplored. The decision of non-criminalizing CDBs was taken on the basis that all Brazilians 

have the right of access to financial services and BP does not aim at the profit in their activities, instead 

the CDB provide these services to the citizens Central Bank forgot to attend, and that allowed BP to start 

flipping the game in their favor (Melo, 2014). Joaquim and Asier explain the relationship built with the 

government during that course: 

 
"The community banks were born with their backs to the State, or the other way around, the State was born... but 

from 2005, the non-criminalization of community banks won the lawsuit. The Judge said that he could not 

consider it a crime, since it didn't aim at the profit, and it generated development. There was an orientation of the 

Judge that said: 'It is up to the Central Bank not only to supervise the financial system, but also to guarantee 

access to financial services for all Brazilians.' With this, we had a more offensive position towards the State. We 

filed a request with the Central Bank for recognition, which was something that the Judge himself advised us to 

do." (Joaquim Melo, 24/02/2018) 

 

"From that point on, when Banco Palmas wins this process, this is celebrated as a great victory in the community. 

But along with that there were also changes going on in Brazil, there is a new government that creates the National 

Secretariat of Solidarity Economy (SENAES). When it learns about Banco Palmas says that it is really the kind of 

economy that it wants to build." (Asier Ansorena, 28/02/2018) 

 

Finally, with the legal status allowing the bank to exist, SENAES and other institutions were capable of 

supporting the model developed by BP, so the scaling up process could take the first practical step. In 

the words of Joaquim himself, the importance of the vision of Paul Singer – Economist, University 

Professor at USP (largest university in Brazil) and head of SEANES between 2003-2016 – and his will 

to build new economic possibilities to the poor were very well aligned with the economy BP wanted to 

stimulate: 
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"The proccess of expansion of these banks began in 2005 with Professor Paul Singer (head of SENAES), at lunch 

at his home. He invited me there and we told him the whole story of the Community Banks, how it was, as it was in 

Brazil, the lawsuit. And then we said to him: 'Look, this experience either takes a national dimension or it will 

barely survive a couple of years by itself in Conjunto Palmeiras.' Paul Singer [SENAES] is the one who takes on 

the expansion. At the time he invited the Instituto Palmas to scale up the experience in Brazil. He said 'Look, we 

want to support you there to do just that, to create other community banks".  (Joaquim Melo, 24/02/2018) 

 

In short, during the first five years BP was ignored by the monetary and financial system, and then when 

the government – through Central Bank – learned about BP it did not like the proposal and started a 

lawsuit. Even though BP did not believe it would take long before it was considered innocent, there were 

limitations set by the lawsuit regarding the potential scale of the model, as no one wanted to effectively 

get involved while it was on trial. Therefore, BP kept working and testing the model while expanding its 

network of interested communities, municipalities, universities, and activists. With the positive outcome 

of the sentence, the unexplored potential of the network could finally be activated, starting with Paul 

Singer as head of SENAES, the Federal University of Ceará (UFC) and other NGO’s in the state. Finally, 

the Keys to the laboratory were taken from Central Bank’s hands, and the doors were opened for the first 

time.  

It was time to mobilize the institutions already part of the network and look for support from the public 

sector to materialize a scaling up process. The movement was officially starting. 

 

 

 Summary fighting for recognition 

 

BP was the only CDB of this phase. It started within the outskirts of Fortaleza based on the efforts of 

overcoming poverty in the region through organizing the local economic circuit.  The first activities of 

the CDB were of microcredit and local currency issuing. Issuing local currency was not seen by the state, 

through the Central Bank as a legit service and that resulted in a lawsuit that blocked the potential of the 

solution. 

The challenge BP was facing in had two levels, the local and global. Locally, the challenge was to 

perform diverse services that were proving to be essential for the local population, such as the microcredit 
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for people to start or enhance their businesses in the local community, and the issuing of local currency 

to be used locally to buy goods and services and circulate the money in the community for longer periods. 

In the global level the difficulties were regarding the formation of a network of interested players that 

could help to scale up this experiment in the national level, but at the same time as facing a lawsuit that 

was locking the doors of BP to the external world. 

The community development bank has succeeded to overcome the challenges set by the local context by 

enhancing its portfolio through the raising of funds and the constant provision of financial services to the 

local people in need. As for the challenge imposed by the lawsuit, the CDB won the cause and was 

recognized by the Central Bank as a legitimate institution. Consequently, the institutions interested to 

join forces on scaling up the experience could take the first steps on the process, and on the front run of 

the public sectors’ interest was the recent founded SENAES. 

 

5.2 Relying on Institutional Support  

The moment is 2005, and the legal status of BP not only allows the CDBs to exist but it is the trigger to 

start making new CDBs, which is the will of BP and SENAES as a team. The institutional support of 

SENAES brings the possibility to grow the number of banks. Furthermore, the help provided by SENAES 

to refine the model and sharpen up the possibility of mobilizing a national network of actors, who share 

resources with the purpose of turning this experiment into reality in the most needed areas of the country. 

Along the second and longest phase, three different moments characterize the SENAES, and other public 

institutions support to the movement of CDBs, and consequently are of great importance to the 

movement's development. Therefore, it is essential to separate them in chronological order, as these 

periods shaped how the scaling up process took place in the national level: 

 The first (2005-2007), is about replicating the methodology of Community Development Banks in Municipalities 

with low HDI (Human Development Index), and it embraced the states of Ceará, Bahia, Pernambuco, and Espírito 

Santo. Here called developing the scaling up model; 

 The second moment (2008-2011), aimed at a national level of support, providing funds to 5 different institutions to 

be the responsible to replicate the methodology in all 5 macro-regions (North, South, Southeast, Midwest and 

Northeast) of the country, causing a big boom in the expansion and applying a “replicating cell” method of scaling 

up. Here called going national; 



47 
 

 The third moment (2012-2015) embraced a new round of public investment in the method developed previously, but 

this time with more money invested, it also is the last phase of active support of SENAES as a trampoline for the 

scaling up process. Here called expanding the national activity. 

 

5.2.1 Developing the scaling up model (2005-2007) 

As mentioned before, the beginning of the relationship between BP and SENAES, and its proximity to 

other actors in public and private sectors was previous to the decision of the judge. Besides these 

interested ones, there were many more coming from the day of the decision; the most important for the 

scaling up were the public banks, municipalities, universities, and NGOs.  

Naturally, BP and SENAES wanted to launch a scaling up program as soon as possible; and they did, but 

at the same time taking precautions and not risking it all at once. The first program launched had the 

interest to replicate the methodology in low HDI municipalities in the states of Ceará, Bahia, 

Pernambuco, and Espiríto Santo, and there was a triple partnership between Fundação Banco do Brasil, 

IBP and SENAES (NESOL-USP, 2016). Joaquim and Otaciana, responsible for replicating credit 

strategies and training nationally, explain how important these partners were to kickoff CDBs along with 

interested institutions and municipalities: 

"This turning point in 2005 is the beginning of the expansion, because when the government turns in, all the other 

actors of the federal government also arrive. For example, we had a partnership with Banco do Brasil, a great deal, 

and then it was followed by CAIXA, then BNDES. The arrival of other partnerships allows us to make the 

expansion." (Joaquim Melo, 24/02/2018) 

 

"I have followed a lot more in Ceará, during the first years of this expansion phase here in Ceará. And much of that 

expansion came from people that came here, City Halls, organizations that came here (NGOs) and showed 

interest. At first we didn't have the resources to make these banks, to go there, to follow up. But then we started 

having the processes with SENAES, when we really began to have resources to create new banks. Then we started 

a big project, a project for the creation of many banks." (Otaciana Barros, 25/02/2018 

 

In the quote above, from Joaquim, it is possible to understand the importance of these partnerships to 

really take a next step on the creation and consolidation of the movement of CDB, also the fact that the 

partnership with the federal government – through SENAES - attracts a range of different institutions 

that aim at supporting the cause (Instituto Palmas & NESOL-SUP, 2013). 
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During this period (2005-2007), BP had two main functions in the scaling up of the movement. First, 

training the people of the communities, which involved people living in the communities, leaders, 

producers, technicians, and merchants in ‘classes' formed in different municipalities. This training could 

be combined with visits from the classes to BP to see how it was being done. Although it mainly consisted 

on the BP team going to the community and teaching the method along with people from SENAES to 

help them understand the concept, and training them with adequate computer software to control the flow 

of currency, microloans, and so on.  Secondly, by the monitoring of new CDBs and providing them with 

support and knowledge from their experience. The investment needed for all these training, monitoring, 

and the initial costs of the CDBs were coming from SENAES fund and it was under the management of 

IBP5 

Since this first scaling up period was also a test, it was limited to the conditions of the municipalities and 

neighborhoods ‘chosen’ for starting a CDB. The location was something taken under consideration due 

to proximity to BP, as it would facilitate things regarding transportation, physical support, and cultural 

background of people involved. Another decisive factor was the interest of the host community, 

especially in regards to replicating the model outside the state of Ceará. Therefore, this period 

encompassed the investment in a limited number of banks; it was a new test to the model, this time with 

the public sector backing it up.   

According to the report of NESOL (NESOL-USP, 2016), there were eight new CDBs created during this 

period, and five of them were in the state of Ceará. However, the highlights were two banks outside the 

state, Banco Bem in the city of Vitória and Projeto Eco-Luzia in the Federal University of Bahia (UFBA 

- FAPEX). Both of them had strong leadership and became famous among the CDB movement for the 

good practices, the ability to access partnerships and resources from public and private initiatives, and 

the impact generation; shortly after their creation, both became two of the five responsible institutions 

for replicating the model. Eco-Luzia started within an incubator created inside UFBA, and Banco Bem 

started from an NGO named Ateliê de Ideias, the last had a strong community leadership by Leonôra 

Mol. In Joaquim’s own words: 

                                                        
5 The motivation of creating "Instituto Banco Palmas" (Banco Palmas Institute in English) separately from "Banco Palmas" 

was to fragment them according to the purpose, the first working with the scaling up process, and the second having its 

activities exclusively within Conjunto Palmeiras.  
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"Yes, because of the proximity. It started here [Palmas], then strongly throughout the state of Ceará. Then it was 

easier to go by bus to neighbor cities and things like that. It is a northeastern experience that has scaled up widely 

in the Northeast." (Joaquim Melo, 24/02/2018) 

 

"UFBA was very strongly highlighted as was Professor Genauto [França Filho], who created in the incubator that 

already existed there, the topic of Community Bank was inserted into the incubator (....) and the Ateliê de Ideias, 

with Leonora (...) here in Ceará the UFC also created a center, Pernambuco also... Several universities began to 

incorporate bank incubators, or to incorporate Community Banks in their agenda of solidarity economy, local 

development, entrepreneurship and this whole system." (Joaquim Melo, 24/02/2018) 

 

The importance of the CDBs created at that time was not limited to their communities, they were essential 

for the network of CDBs and future expansion of the method. These initiatives were the first ones, and 

testing new ideas along the way was part of the process, different ways to do things they were thought 

by the people from BP, adapting to their environments and improving towards serving the local context. 

In other words, using the tools, but focusing on the local needs. 

Equally vital as it was for the CDBs to have initiatives of local currencies, it was essential to provide 

access to other financial services that a typical bank could provide; during the phase of Fighting for 

Recognition, BP was only capable of providing local currencies and very limited microloans regarding 

numbers and amount. Consequently, an essential moment of the expansion is the partnership with Banco 

do Brasil, Banco do Nordeste, and later with Caixa Econômica Federal (CAIXA), all three were 

important public banks6   that, to some extent, were eager to help the development of this new method.  

The first service developed with these partnerships was the correspondent banking, which served for 

people within the communities to pay their bills, cash out bank checks and open bank accounts in the 

public banks. On the one hand, CDBs were serving as correspondents from public banks and replicating 

some services the same way as a typical bank would do, but in a different location – closer to the 

communities. On the other hand, the crowd coming to the CDBs because of those services was massive, 

and it opened space for dialogue with a more significant number of people about what other services the 

CDB was also providing. Consequently, the movement was using the public banks as a trampoline to 

access the communities, especially in Ceará, allowing the CDBs to explain the possibilities of the 

                                                        
6 Public Banks, also called State Banks, in the Brazilian context are banks that are entirely or the Federal Government 
owns the largest part of them. There are five in Brazil: Banco do Brasil, Caixa Economica Federal, Banco do Nordeste, 
Banco Nacional do Desenvolvimento Economico e Social, Banco da Amazonia, and Banco do Nordeste. 
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services. It was a smart move because those people would have to go to traditional banks, so why not use 

that momentum to engage with the community? Public banks seemed not interested in those areas to the 

point of setting up a bank. Otaciana and Asier explain the importance of the correspondence since the 

beginning of the scaling up process: 

 

"And then the [bank] correspondent ended up going along with the CDBs, we would open a community bank, inside 

the community bank there would be a partnership with Banco do Brasil, and a bank correspondent would be 

opened. The idea of the bank correspondent is to bring the action that the correspondent brings automatically, people 

come to pay a bill, these kinds of things, and when they came to do things like opening an account or paying a bill, 

they would see all the things happening in the community bank and would end up getting involved. This would 

bring an action that the community bank wouldn't have, and the community would not look so much to the community 

bank if it were not for this action of the banking correspondent. So, this was our strategy to attract clients: the 

banking correspondent." (Otaciana Barros, 25/02/2018 

 

"(...) being a CAIXA's [Bank CAIXA] correspondent, offering basic banking services that were the most demanded 

by the population." (Asier Ansorena, 28/02/2018) 

Besides the creation of the bank correspondent service, there were other services added to the capabilities 

that a community bank could perform. For example, the microinsurance, microcredit for merchants, and 

different credit lines were created such as the one for resellers – in national currency Reais for merchants 

and resellers but kept the local currency for the consumers (Instituto Palmas & NESOL-USP, 2013). All 

that was communicated to the people in the community while they attended the bank, in most cases at 

the time due to the use of bank correspondent. 

In short, this period was essential to have a first glimpse of what could be a start of a national model of 

collaboration between diverse actors. It did not come with successes only, one of the 9 Banks created by 

the year 2007, had already shut off two years after its start. The difficulties faced by CDBs started to 

become known little by little after the first round of investment, but the successes and benefits were 

incomparable to that, and the network aimed at expanding even more to a national level with all the actors 

and support it gained during this first moment. According to Joaquim and Asier, there was a ‘replicating 

cells' model starting among the CDBs, and there was a need of involving more CDBs in the scaling up 

process:   

"Then a lot of organization that have turned towards it, universities and NGOs that came in from 2005, it began to 

create a very large '[soup] broth’. The Instituto Banco Palmas didn't have enough legs to go sailing all over Brazil. 

So from 2008/2009 the Institute begins to be a kind of training of trainers, we start to travel through these 

universities, these incubators, and then they begin, they also start training community banks." (Joaquim Melo, 

24/02/2018) 



51 
 

"Then community banks are created. Instituto Banco Palmas provides training to the communities to manage 

resources and organize local economies, each creating a community bank of its own." (Asier Ansorena, 

28/02/2018) 

IBT was the only organization who received direct investment during this period, precisely because it 

was the disseminator and it reinvested it all on teaching communities and applying the method in those 

areas.  Although, throughout the last part of the period it began to help the network grow by teaching 

CDBs how to help other actors, NGOs, communities, and universities on how to apply the CDB model 

in their own context (NESOL-USP, 2016). The money invested in IBT would also be redirected towards 

the initial costs of the new CDBs. This role showed a different perspective on the type of investment 

needed for the next chapter, the national level was the goal to be reached, and IBT could not reach it on 

its own. That is when the experience starts to reach the national level, by disseminating the investment 

to different actors so they could also replicate these cells on their own.    

 

5.2.2 Going National (2008-2011) 

The current moment is when the CDBs grow the experience to the national level. In the first two years 

of this moment, the strategy was still to use IBP to accomplish most of the scale-up strategy, but also 

teach other actors how to enable communities to start their own CDB. In short, it was a transition period 

that led to a more significant challenge for the movement as a whole: developing a scaling up model 

based on local institutions (NGOs, CDBs, and University Incubators) being the responsible for 

replicating the model in their respective regions, this strategy was named by the head of IBT, Joaquim 

Melo, as Replicating Cells Model (Modelo Célula Replicante in Portuguese).  

This scaling up strategy came from the experience of IBP teaching other actors to teach the model. It was 

clear, as mentioned by Joaquim that the “IBT wouldn’t be able to reach the entire country by itself” 

(Joaquim Melo, 24/02/2018). It was also clear that the power of the model was within the network system 

created, which was already showing results in different parts of the country. However, not all the CDBs 

created during this period had direct investment from SENAES, neither were mandatorily visited by IBP 

for training, but at the same time, all had some support from both to materialize their actions and be part 

of the network. 
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In order to fully understand the replicating cells model, it was developed a figure to illustrate the possible 

flows of the model split into four different levels. It has been used the cases of the CDBs of Justa Troca 

and Cascata to highlight how it works, note that these two CDBs have not got direct investment from 

SENAES and have not started during this period – these two have started in the year of 2015 -, although 

they are perfect examples of how the replicating cells model works. 

 

   Figure 1 – Replicating cells scaling up model. 

 

A model explanation based on the interviews and the reports from NESOL-USP and IBP (NESOL-USP, 

2016; Instituto Palmas & NESOL-USP 2013; NESOL – USP 2015; NESOL-USP, 2016) 

Level 1 is where the national strategy comes into discussion and where the main actors find themselves. 

The institutions that are part of it are IBP, Ateliê de Ideias – NGO responsible for Banco Bem and the 

model replication in the Southeast-; NESOL / USP – University Incubator at University of São Paulo -; 

FAPEX / UFBA – University Incubator at Federal University of Bahia -; and ICASA – NGO responsible 

for Capital Social Bank and the replication strategy of CDBs in the North region.  These are the 

responsible for teaching other institutions how to start a CDB model in their communities. 
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Level 2 are the intermediaries between the Level 1 and 3. They only exist in places physically far from 

the leading five institutions, and very often they are university incubators and NGOs. This is the case of 

NEGA, it serves as an incubator for Banco Justa Troca and Cascata. According to Joaquim (taken from 

interview), the ones on level 2 will be part of Level 1 in the future.  

Level 3 are the institutions, community organizations or NGOs that hold the right to explore the model 

locally. Note that to be part of the network of CDBs it is mandatory to have an institution backing it up 

legally. In the case of Justa Troca it is one cooperative that does it (UNIVENS), and in the case of Cascata 

it is an NGO called Misturando Arte - as the CDBs are not legally allowed to be an institution by 

themselves. The legislation that would guarantee the independence from a backing institution has never 

passed in Congress.   

The CDBs themselves represent Level 4.  Those are backed by formal institutions but embracing people 

from different institutions as partners, volunteers from the community and also workers for the CDB 

itself. This level is represented by the group that provides the financial services and its activities. 

According to Otaciana, “the community bank cannot support itself without a strong group that 

materializes the model into practical activities” (Otaciana Barros, 25/02/2018). In the case of Justa 

Troca, the workers are volunteers from UNIVENS, interns from NEGA and one paid credit worker. 

Whereas in Cascata the volunteers are from Misturando Arte, from the community, and interns from 

NEGA compose it. It is important to note that, if the group in level 4 receives direct support and training 

without any intermediary the level 2 does not exist in this case.   

Note that the figure does not embrace all the partnerships developed and their role in the scaling up 

model, although the fundamental partnership roles did not benefit all CDBs due to a time conflict. The 

examples used to explain this model above is precisely this case, lack of institutional support from the 

main partners of this period. Therefore, I have not added these partners in the model, but if it were the 

case they would not be directly involved with the levels 2, 3 and 4, they have always been in direct 

contact with the level one as they are the main strategic actors of the movement. The CDBs in level 1 are 

the responsible to redirect the strategic tools and practices to the other levels. 

Joaquim briefly explains this replicating model:  
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"Replicating Cells. An extremely collaborative model, because this is the model of the banks, each one is unique, 

but we articulate in a network that draws all the directions. It has a national coordination, this is us, basically two 

representatives of each institution makes up the national operation of the networks of banks." (Joaquim Melo, 

24/02/2018) 

"Yes, this is a kind of expansion. Then there are local references, there are those four that are the references in 

their own regions and one bank is a reference for the other... so the reference for this micro is always the nearest 

local bank, not the institute [Instituto Palmas]." (Joaquim Melo, 24/02/2018) 

Joaquim highlights that when the scaling up boom started, there was a strong tie between this network 

and the second federal investment brought by SENAES: 

"So in 2010 we had the support of the federal government (SENAES), we already had a reasonably consolidated 

network of banks, and several NGOs were also doing this dissemination. A national coordination was created in 

2010 and it was something we didn't have before, a national coordination of the network of banks was created, one 

from each region, then one from the city, one from the Ateliê de Ideias, one from Capital Social da Amazônia (...)" 

(Joaquim Melo, 24/02/2018) 

 

"(...) in 2010, which was the boom of the expansion, there was a public notice from SENAES, this time a public notice 

opened to organizations in Brazil that wanted to support the creation of community banks, to promote banks. This 

public notice permanently marks the dissemination process in Brazil. Then 5 entities got the public notice investment: 

the Instituto [Palmas], the Ateliê de Ideias, UFBA (through FAPEX Foundation), Fundação Capital Social da 

Amazônia (ICASA) that covers the northern region, and NESOL (USP)." (Joaquim Melo, 24/02/2018) 

 

As a result of this combination of considerable investment and the power of the replicating model, the 

number of banks reached 68 by the end of this period, and the quality of the projects was crossing 

important boundaries. Asier Ansorena, the current coordinator of BP, recalls: 

 

"(...) it was in 2010 that we had the great agreements with public banks, because in 2010 the partnership with 

BNDES was formed. BNDES signed a contract with Instituto Palmas to provide institutional support to these banks: 

to buy computers, to equip them - lost fund it, it does not come back. With BNDES we started a microcredit line, 

where we would have even more freedom to create microcredit products. We began to release credit at a larger 

scale, and we grew 400% almost from one year to another, from 2010 to 2011. This happened with BNDES, the 

first credit we released with this new portfolio was in September 2010." (Asier Ansorena, 28/02/2018) 

 

The amount of money invested during this period increased a lot. It reached the number of R$ 

12,398,206.02 (over 21 million DKK) invested between 2008-2011 (Avaliação SENAES, 2012; NESOL 

– USP, 2016, pp. 32). In the year of 2011 and 2012 combined there were 8.797 loans realized by BP of 

over 5 million Reais in total (over 8 million DKK) (Instituto Palmas & NESOL-USP, 2013). In the year 

of 2009, the percentage of people buying in the Conjunto Palmeiras was of 93%, and when Palmas started 

the same research showed the result of only 20% of the purchases being in the area (Franca Filho et al., 

2012). BP, along with NESOL-USP, has published a book of the 15 years of existence where it shows 

complete reports on the local impacts of the BP, as for the number of CDBs and the importance of them 
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in the local community (see Instituto Palmas & NESOL-USP, 2013). It is beyond this study to provide 

the complete report of this numbers, but those mentioned above provide an idea of how much the network 

has grown and performed over the v time.  

Another importance of this period, indirectly boosted by the amount of investment in the movement, is 

the knowledge sharing as there were a lot of academic studies on the subjects of community currencies 

and community banking. Those writings, combined with the reports form SENAES, and the diverse range 

of CDBs have formed a somewhat solid knowledge for being share, although some limitation is evident, 

as most studies were undertaken based on one or a couple of specific banks as cases, not much has been 

written about the movement itself. 

In a talk with Katiana Oliveira and Lucilene Silva ("Preta"), they mentioned that “people from all over 

the world have been coming and going here since about ten years ago, it is nonstop! French, Germans, 

Americans, Brazilians, Venezuelans…” (Katiana Oliveira and Lucilene Silva, field notes, 25/02/2018). 

Katiana is responsible for the kitchen of Project ELAS. Project ELAS started at BP to “provide training 

and empowerment for poor women that receive the benefit of Bolsa Família 7 ” (Angeline Freire, 

26/02/2018), it also created a special microcredit line in local currency just for this target group.  Lucilene 

Silva runs and the Pousada Palmas, a little hotel that hosts the researchers from around the world – I have 

stayed at the Pousada Palmas for about 14 days and have eaten in the restaurant D’Elas, a restaurant 

started from the initiative of Project ELAS. Project ELAS has provided, in the years of 2011 and 2012, 

the number of 4616 microloans to women beneficiaries from Bolsa Família (Instituto Palmas & NESOL–

USP, 2013, p. 132). 

Bellow, it is showed the list of services and the credit lines created and/or applied in the many banks 

during this period (Instituto Palmas & NESOL–USP, 2013, p. 129-130): 

                                                        
7 Bolsa Família is a program that contributes to fighting poverty and inequality in Brazil. It was created in October 2003 and 

has three main spheres: Income complement, access to rights, and articulations with other actions. Explained below.   

- Income complement: every month, the families attended by the program receive a benefit in money, which is transferred 

directly through the federal government. It guarantees the most immediate poverty relief.- Access to rights: the beneficiaries 

have to fill some commitments, which have the aim to reinforce the access to education, health, and social assistance. This 

sphere offers conditions to break the poverty cycles, due to better opportunities for social inclusion. 

- Articulation with other actions: Bolsa Família has the capacity to integrate and articulate a variety of social policies aiming 

at family development, contributing for them to overcome the situations of vulnerability and poverty. (MDS, 2018, access 

10/07/2018). 
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Services: 

 Bank correspondent and ATM for CAIXA and Banco do Brasil; 

 Microinsurance; 

 Local/social currency; 

 Credit for production; 

 Credit for consumption in local currency; 

 Mobile phone payment. 

Credit Lines: 

 Productive home (credit for small renovations that also produce, e.g., people that produce food at 

home to sell); 

 Bolsa Família / Project ELAS; 

 Popular and solidarity economy; 

 Reseller; 

 Enterprise / production. 

 

Besides all kinds of innovations and new tools, the CDBs could provide to its customers, and fellow 

community members, one of the most inspiring things was to see the reach of the movement. In one 

hand, the model was scaling up through all four corners of the country, from major capitals and its dense 

urban geography like São Paulo to the most remote areas around the Amazon River like the village named 

Paraticú. The range of people that could benefit from such a model was very well proven to the 

movement, but the challenge to reach all of them was still eye shining. On the other hand, the difference 

between the CDBs was/is significant, while some thrive and can have lots of success reaching out for 

their communities and even being able to help replicate the model, others cannot even seem to be opened, 

even with the help from the network. Local community engagement combined with the necessary 

investment seems to be the recipe for the perpetuation of such institution, mainly because they are located 

in impoverished areas. Rosiane, Angeline, and Otaciana seem very worried when asked about the 

diversity of challenges, such as funding, distance and community engagement: 

"There are Community Banks that are in a totally different reality from Fortaleza, they are so isolated from the 

capital that it takes kilometers to get a banking service. Sometimes people have no idea of what a Community Bank 

is, have no idea of the difficulty that a Community Bank has to survive in Brazil, and with the prospect of providing 

help.” (Rosiane Perdigão, 25/02/2018) 

"Some banks have similar projects to ours [BP] and they do well, but some do not, they cannot because 

unfortunately they need the resources for all this and they do not get it." (Angeline Freire, 26/02/2018) 
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"Nothing would work if the community didn't say 'We want this, we think this is good, we believe this is going to 

work', if the community was not committed this wouldn't really work, we had some experiences of Community 

Banks that didn't work precisely because the community was not directly committed to it." (Otaciana Barros, 

25/02/2018 

Even Joaquim, who affirms that he believes “only 70% of the banks are with the doors opened.” 

(Joaquim Melo, 24/02/2018). Joaquim shows signs of disappointment when reflecting on the difficulties 

found by some CDBs in regards to keep working with limited funds and a model that relies so much on 

the community engagement and external funds. It is genuine that these CDBs need support from other 

institutions to survive, and that can come and go with time, but the dream of independence at this time 

seemed a little far out of reach. 

The model developed so far was quite simple: a CDB opens with investment from SENAES, or not if it 

can get investment from other organizations or NGOs. It relies on training and tools provided by the five 

main CDBs to provide the services in the respective communities. The loans provided have no interest 

rate, or very low, which does not allow its self-sustainability in the long run. Therefore, the CDBs are 

always trying to get new investments to be able to provide credit for the locals. The only source of money 

is through the investments, one CDB here and there have own projects on recycling materials or selling 

books and products to generate some revenue. However, the core activities of bank service do not make 

the model self-sustainable. Even though, with this limitation of the CDB model, the second round of 

investment on the national scaling process take place 

 

5.2.3 Expanding the national activity (2012-2015) 

The current moment is characterized by a less noticeable transition in the beginning, but a rather abrupt 

transition to the upcoming phase.  

Similarly to the previous cycle, this one is represented by an intense focus on replicating the experience 

of community development banks in the national territory. The economics desired by the network of 

CDB along with SENAES had a substantial impact in the lives of many communities around the country, 

and the plan was to engage even more communities and municipalities to enhance it. Therefore, the 

amount of money directly invested on replicating the model increased during this period, reaching over 

15 million Reais (around 6, 5 million USD at that time), that expresses a growth of over fifty times from 
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the first investment of SENAES on the movement (some 300 thousand Reais, around 300 thousand DKK) 

(Avaliação SENAES, 2012; NESOL – USP, 2016).  

One of the main responsible for the development of BP in the recent years, Asier Ansorena, has different 

feelings on the development of the model. He likes the fact that the movement got much investment and 

that it is related to the impact being generated, but the counterpart is the production of a model that relies 

and depends on public investments to expand. It is not a self-sustained model when we talk about the 

ability to grow the network without public investment, but "isn't it part of what the policy is meant to 

be?" – he asks in counterpart. Public investment on a solution that was, in this case, developed by the 

community but appropriated by the public sector through SENAES policy, and again replicated to the 

grassroots level in the most diverse parts of the country as a solution for a similar problem. 

In that sense, Asier affirms that the amount of money being managed by the movement was higher than 

before, but not yet ideal, neither providing an ability to grow independently, partly because of the 

resistance of the legislation, and partly because of the dominance from conventional banks: 

"(...) an extremely positive experience, Banco Palmas went from managing hundreds of thousands of Reais to 

managing millions of Reais. Where we talked about impacting hundreds of thousands of people, finally creating 

another scale. Although, with many resistances since public bank is still good with the popular government, but it is 

not the same as creating 100% independent tools and being 100% an alternative. You have a series of resistances 

from public power, from public banks that even if they are not as commercial or as aggressive as a commercial bank, 

they still operate under the rules of the official financial system." (Asier Ansorena, 28/02/2018) 

Regarding legislation, the CDBs operate as a Microcredit OSCIP (Organization from Civil Society with 

Public Interest), which means they do not have specific legislation that suits them the best, allowing them 

to perform the services the CDBs want to. For instance, this adequate legislation was once developed by 

the Deputy Luiza Erundina (Erundina, 2007) and would allow, among other things retain savings from 

customer sand operate investment portfolio, but this law has never passed in Congress. Today, with the 

legislation of Brazilian Payment System (SBP) the CDBs have some freedom in regards to using online 

platforms, but they are still not allowed to perform a series of services that were proposed in the Deputy 

Erundina's law. Therefore, the federal legislation is understood in the movement as a limitation of the 

CDBs activities more than an allowance to provide financial services. 

Professor Pedro de Almeida from NEGA, who invests his time in researching and supporting initiatives 

of alternative management, affirms that a lot of the activities of other CDBs were paid with government 
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support through SENAES. As for Nelsa, leader of the UNIVENS cooperative and coordinator of Banco 

Justa Troca, CDBs are to survive without the public investment, it is a nonprofit organization, as the  core 

activities performed do not generate profit:  

"And they have an operational cost, there's the need to have a credit agent, among other things. This was paid out 

by public policy in many moments." (Pedro de Almeida, 15/01/2018) 

 

"Then the community banks network grew, it reached the number of 115 banks over time, because it had a subsidy 

and support public policy." (Pedro de Almeida, 15/01/2018) 

"In fact there's no way that you [community bank] can survive only with your own capital [bank's activity], I 

believe you will see this with Banco Palmas, which is older, the amount of money that, you know, came from the 

outside. Because the bank itself, only through credit, through the value of the loans, there is no way. When you 

give credit with "Justo"(the local currency at Banco Justa Troca) there is no profit, you lend 150 'Justos' and 

you get back the same amount." (Nelsa Nespolo, 17/01/2018) 

The alternative found by many banks is to have the bank correspondent service as their core, what 

guarantees its sustainability in the region, but not the freedom to create new services or boost the 

communities’ ability to create new enterprises or projects, it limits more than it opens space for 

innovation and reorganization of the local economy (NEGA, 2017a, p. 24). Moreover, the CDBs need 

even more the investment to grow the experience in the national perspective; the movement depends on 

that. According to Asier, “Without SENAES and its public policy to support community banks, it would 

not exist half of the community banks there are today." (Asier Ansorena, 28/02/2018). 

When the movement reached the end of this cycle, there was an apparent paradox being faced. On the 

one hand, the movement was established as a good and efficient alternative to fighting poverty in a variety 

of regions in Brazil, reaching a number of over 100 CDBs by the year of 2015. At the same time, it was 

an effective model to provide bank services to the ones in need. It was dependent on the public policy of 

the federal government applied through SENAES to replicate the methodology.   

On the other hand of this paradox, the government finds itself extremely weakened at the beginning of 

the second mandate (the year of 2015 started the mandate) of President Dilma Roussef8. A total of over 

12 years support to a new way of organizing part of the economy, through the creation and incentive of 

SENAES and other policies that highlighted a state that provided social benefits and enormous 

                                                        
8 President Dilma Roussef at this period of her second mandate, found herself extremely pressured by a fiscal austerity 

process that would eventually end with her impeachment from governing in the year of 2016. Note that the government of 

Dilma followed Lula’s two presidential mandates (Singer, 2018). 
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investments in the social sector. It was all about to end, and the communities along with the movement 

of CDBs already knew that they could not expect much support from the federal government in the near 

future, although the model was very dependent on it to survive and continue to scale up. 

Professor Pedro de Almeida, from NEGA, affirms that everybody knew that it would happen a cut in the 

incentives from the federal government:  

"We already knew it was going to be like this, the communities already knew, solidarity economy groups were 

already checking for public announcements with initiatives other than community banks. This was already fading, 

everyone knew it, SENAES was already facing political difficulties." (Pedro de Almeida, 15/01/2018) 

Joaquim Melo agrees by explaining the facts that cost a lot to the movement as a whole: 

"(...) then in 2015/2016 the removal of the government of Dilma happens, and then all these partnerships are over. 

There is no more fund, BNDES doesn't transfer the rest of the money, SENAES doesn't make a new 

announcement - which was something that it had been doing every 3 years, it had been making a new announcement 

and it had been transferring approximately 15 million Reais - [public] banks start to narrow their rules and it gets 

more complicated." (Joaquim Melo, 24/02/2018) 

However, according to Professor Ana Mercedes from NEGA, that is not a problem that would have to 

do with one government, but any government. Professor Ana defends policymaking as a long-term 

strategy and not just something that depends on which of the parties holds the majority in Congress or 

has the presidential seat. In addition, Professor Pedro, also from NEGA, states that it is not something 

that only affects the CDBs movement. Therefore, it should be perennial to generate real positive 

outcomes in a solidarity economy point of view:   

"To me this is the other part of the mobilization that does not exist, because the problem with public resource is not 

a government's problem, it should not be the problem of just one government, it is supposed to be - and this is a 

debate of the solidarity economy - a public debate, a state debate. It should be legitimized and we should also be 

able to fight for it. That's it, this is the debate: 'what is the role of finance?’. This is a problem of all governments." 

(Ana Mercedes, 18/01/2018) 

 

"So in different parts of the country, these changes that are happening with the public policies of support, they are 

fundamental for the solidarity economy, for the associativism and also for the [community development] banks, of 

course." (Pedro de Almeida, 15/01/2018) 

 

In the years of 2015/2016, the movement of CDBs found itself with no future expectations to engage in 

a new scaling up round with support from federal government and its institutions - except for Federal 

Universities and CAIXA that would still engage in different ways but with a minimal set of resources. 

This was mainly caused due to government change, combined with budget cuts in the Ministry and 



61 
 

SENAES, along with the radical withdrawal from the major partners in the national strategy, such as 

Banco do Brasil, CAIXA (except for bank correspondent activities), and BNDES9. Besides, the head of 

SENAES, Paul Singer, was leaving his role in the development of solidarity finance initiatives in Brazil. 

The reason of his exit was the change of government; he was one of the main actors in the field and also 

a true entrepreneur in the creation and realization of public policy in regards to community development 

banks. 

To Singer's place at SENAES, after the government change, was pointed Natalino Oldakosky, a retired 

Federal Police agent with no previous experience on the subject of solidarity economy. Natalino's take 

over was very contested by the movement of solidarity economy in Brazil, a movement that is well 

characterized by values of self-management and transparency. Today, Lourenço Pereira Pinto Neto, a 

recent 24 years old law graduate with no previous experience in the field of solidarity economy or any 

community projects is in charge of the program of solidarity finance that embraces CDBs. 

Therefore, it became clear to the movement of CDBs that the model supported by SENAES and several 

other public organizations was weakened. CDBs needed a new strategy to face the new context. A new 

context was emerging for replicating the model, the challenge of shifting the model to a self-sustainable 

and independent from federal government to scale up, with the goal of generating better impact on the 

financial services provided to the ones needing the most.  

Consequently, some past ideas started to turn into actions and, still in this period, the movement was able 

to slowly begin testing an online platform, E-Dinheiro. Which had two critical sides: the first side works 

as a mobile application called E-Dinheiro and can provide a range of different services to the clients 

through the app, from money transfer, payment of purchases in local shops, to managing microcredit and 

even a kind of savings account, and the best is that it is entirely legal for the first time (law 12.865/2013 

about the Brazilian Payment System (SBP). The second is in regards to the network connectivity, as all 

the CDBs in the network could have access to an online platform that would allow them to share 

information and improve the control as a whole. The testing of the platform and the purchase of it came 

                                                        
9 BNDES is the main instrument from the Federal Government for long term financing and investment in all Brazilian 
economic segments.  
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from remaining funds received from BNDES during the partnership times, it allowed the network to be 

the owner of it and to hire people to manage the practicalities of the technology. 

As the leading solution of the movement for such turbulent time, they decided to explore the strengths 

of the network through this online path, the "community bank 3.0" was being created, and the challenge 

to become independent and enhance the impact. 

I have developed a table to illustrate and exemplify the central institutions that have partnered and 

supported the movement of CDBs during the entire period from 2005 to 2015. These institutions helped 

to shape and explore the potential of the movement in different ways as addressed in the table below, 

note that some stopped the partnerships with the network still in that period. Although, all had its 

importance and were fundamental to the development of the movement. 

Table 2 – Support Institutions. 

Support Institution Actions Materialized in the Movement  

1. SENAES; 

  

 

 

 

 

 

1.1. Investment in opening new banks; 

1.2. Investment for training communities and 

leaders; 

1.3. Strengthening the movement's organization; 

1.4. Access to SENAES network; 

1.5. Creation of Replicating Cells model; 

1.6. National meetings with CDBs.  

 

2. Public Banks (CAIXA, Banco do Brasil, 

BNB, and BNDES); 

 

2.1. Expand credit lines in numbers and types; 

2.2. Bank correspondent; 

2.3. Online Platform E-Dinheiro. 

 

3. Universities (e.g., UFBA - FAPEX, 

UFRGS - NEGA, USP - NESOL, UFC, 

and many more) 

3.1. Open incubators for CDB and communities; 

3.2. Knowledge transferring through papers, articles, 

and books; 

3.3. Federal investment through the supporting 

projects for research; 

3.4. A workforce with universities interns; 

3.5. Access to universities network.  

 

4. New CDBs (e.g., Banco Cascata and 

Justa Trama); 

 

4.1. New practices possibilities created; 

4.2. Scaling up through the country; 

4.3. Reach more poor people in need of financial 

services. 
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Summary relying on institutional support  

This was the most extended phase of the movement. Consequently, it embraced several challenges faced 

in the different periods. The first period's primary challenge was to start replicating the model for the 

first time, the main actors of this first scaling process were BP and SENAES. While SENAES was 

responsible for delivering the funds and supporting the expansion, BP was responsible for the action in 

the field, training and supporting the new CDBs, developing new services for the network, managing the 

funds to create these new CDBs. 

During the second period, the expansion boom started. The CDBs network grew a lot, and the challenge 

of scaling to the national level was imminent and was not possible to be done alone. The movement 

developed a model named replicating cells, which consisted of using key CDBs to be the local references 

on scaling it throughout the country. Therefore, five main CDBs were selected to manage the funds, give 

training and provide support to create new banks. This is the period which most partnerships with federal 

institutions were made, highlighting the ones set with public banks, which allowed the movement to 

create new tools and credit lines that better suited the needs of the communities. 

The third period started with the primary challenge of scaling up, even more, the network by using the 

replicating cells model. While CDBs were being created, more and more people were benefiting from 

credit loans and bank services in diverse areas of Brazil. With all the help from the partnerships made, 

the support from SENAES, and the movements strengthened ties; it was created a recipe for the 

challenges of the new scale. The movement reached over 100 CDBs at that time, but suddenly things 

started to change, and the movement started losing support quickly. The governmental change weakened 

5. NGOs (e.g. Ateliê de Ideias) 5.1. Legal support for CDBs; 

5.2. Workforce for the CDBs; 

5.3. Replicating Cell.  

 

5. Municipalities 5.1. Legal support by creating local legislation 

5.2. Investment at the beginning of the CDB; 

5.3. Pay local benefits through the CDB system.  
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SENAES, public banks were turning their backs to the new CDBs and the network, legislation seemed 

not to evolve in their favor, and it was becoming evident that the model developed was very dependent 

on the public sector's support to perpetuate. New paths had to be explored in this new context, and the 

municipal level combined with growing online resources seemed to be the right way to organize for 

becoming independent. 

 

5.3 Organizing for independence  

While the government was, and still is, facing troubled times with the president's impeachment and the 

change of priorities in a variety of spheres, at the same time the country is going through the largest 

investigation against corruption ever taken in its history - the so-called  "Lava Jato" -, and facing a severe 

economic crises (Singer, 2018). All these factors together contribute to shrinkage of public investments, 

which is spreading to all parts of the policy, especially the ones that were not concordant with the current 

government's ideas, which indeed is the case of solidarity economy initiatives (Singer, 2018). 

In 2015, the CDBs of Cascata and Justa Troca started the activities along with the help and guidance of 

NEGA. These actors never expected to receive the resources from the federal government through 

SENAES or from public banks, but rather, some investment is expected to enhance the experience. Even 

with the questionable political and economic context of the country, they had the expectation on the local 

state government. These projects started during transition times for the movement, besides scarcity of 

investment, mainly an uncertainty of whether a CDB can or cannot be self-sustainable regarding financial 

activities. Professors Ana Mercedes and Pedro from NEGA, along with Nelsa Nespolo address that the 

issue is not so simple and has been faced with a certain degree of difficulty: 

 

"So it is a time of scarcity of public resources, in short, that we are living. These experiences are happening with 

the hard work of people, with the connections with the community. For example, over there in Cascata [bank] 

what has been working on creating some backed money, there are some initiatives they have been taking, like 

collecting PET bottles and reselling them. Now they have started to make soap out of reused oil, and this soap is sold 

at local fairs, producing a small income. So there's a small fund that has been used a few times as a small support." 

(Pedro de Almeida, 15/01/2018) 

 
"But the communitarian work doesn't create capital, so there's this bank debate, because banks work on 

government support to the structure. When there's no support, which is the strength of these two (Cascata bank and 

Justa Troca), when neither municipal, state or federal government gives them support, then things get ugly, since a 

bank doesn't produce its own capital. They are trying, but self-create your own capital also puts a limit to your 

community engagement performance." (Ana Mercedes, 18/01/2018) 
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"Public money has to come to the population, they are who contribute the most for the public money to exist. So you 

know ... to imagine that at this moment you are living in a country that has cut off every resource that was supposed 

to go for the solidarity economy... there's so little left there that is not even worth considering. The banks that 

existed, did exist because there were resources directed to community banks, which was little.” (Nelsa Nespolo, 

17/01/2018) 

 

To illustrate the importance of governmental support through investments, Joaquim affirms that a number 

around 70% of the total of CDBs are still with some activity, the rest is temporarily not working, which 

means they are waiting or looking for some funds locally to continue their activities. As a result, the 

network weakens as a whole, and the number of CDBs stops growing at speed it was used to. One can 

understand that the number has decreased, as there are over thirty banks with no activities whatsoever. 

Although it is not a complete process of closing it is “weakened/without activities” (Joaquim Melo, 

24/02/2018) process, in Joaquim’s own words. 

Bellow it is the map showing where these CDBs are distributed in the country, the information in the 

map is regarding the number of banks in each state, which was provided by BP during the time of my 

visit: The list published in their website is outdated and only embraces 103 CDBs, find the list in 

Appendix 4. Note that the number of CDBs is an issue and the counting depends on the source, BP states 

that there are 115 CDBs, but I could develop the map only on 110 CDBs: 
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Figure 2 –  Map of Community Development Banks in Brazil. 

 

  

The list published on their website of IBP is outdated and only embraces 103 CDBs, find the list of the 

website in Appendix 4. Note that the number of CDBs is an issue and the counting depends on the source, 

BP states that there are 115 CDBs, but I could develop the map only on 110 for lack of information. 

The dependence on the public sector to open new CDBs hit the movement on the face during turbulent 

times. Therefore, the movement started to explore a different strategy to scale up the experience; they 

began a test that is providing financial services for the municipality of Maricá, in the state of Rio de 

Janeiro. According to Asier, the alternative path has to be through the more intense use of informational 

technology: 

"So, we know we need to start thinking of alternatives and the technology path was an area that we were already 

beginning to look with more interest, with more property, actually learning about IT tools." (Asier Ansorena, 

28/02/2018) 
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By IT tools Asier mainly refers to the E-Dinheiro Platform, but also to different platforms that the 

movement might create to enhance the overall performance of the new model. Joaquim explains this 

model, and how they are testing in the city of Maricá: 

 

"(...) one of the innovations that Maricá brings is that it imposes the model - which, for me, is a model that will 

boost a lot - where the public power creates a law, and through the law it creates the community bank. It works 

as a duality, as the law creates the Community Bank, then it is a public bank. The innovation of this law is that it 

creates the Community Bank, but the bank belongs to the community, therefore the administration of the city 

has obligations to this bank, since it has created it, but it still belongs to the community. The municipality 

cannot create a bank, but it can create a law that establishes the following: we [municipality] can create banks 

that belong to the community, we can use its service, we can even transfer resources to this bank, but it is not 

ours, it belongs to the community, but it is a public policy. The public power invests, uses it, but the profit stays 

here [in the community] under our management. ” (Joaquim Melo, 24/02/2018)                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                              

In the ideal future, a Mayor from a given city would be interested in paying all kinds of social benefits, 

salaries, and use the CDB for all kinds of banking transactions in the new model. Currently, the platform 

E-Dinheiro is used in 28 CDBs, which 26 are in the state of Ceará, one in Pará and one in Maricá. The 

platform currently provides the following services online (Instituto Banco da Periferia, 2018a): 

 Bank account opening 

 Transfer between accounts 

 Deposits 

 Payment of slips and invoices 

 Charges 

 Account statement 

 Control of expenses 

 Mobile phone credit recharge 

 Purchase microinsurance 

 Small loans 

To understand the dimension that the platform has reached, the report from the year of launch (2016) and 

also the only one available, highlights that there had been used 10.047.922,44 Reais (around 17 million 

DKK) in purchases and transfers through  E-Dinheiro, the number of users has reached 2.477 (in 2016 

alone), there was loaned money to 166 micro-entrepreneurs, it reached 20 different municipalities 

(Instituto Banco da Periferia, 2018b). Note that the platform does not use its own currency; instead, it 

limits the use of the platform to areas and people within those areas, but the currency is the national 

currency Real. 
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However, until the dream of the using the CDB services more broadly is materialized, there are a series 

of tests to be taken and things to be proven, and the primary test is the city of Maricá, which started this 

year (2018). As the mayor of Maricá consolidated a law (law number 2.448) that one specific social 

benefit provided by the city will be paid through the CDB of the city, Banco Mumbuca. All with the use 

of currency in the online platform E-Dinheiro. It is over R$ 2.000.000,00 paid to 16 thousand families, 

and the potential of it is explained by Joaquim words, right before he jumped to another trip to Maricá 

as he is coming and going very often as the leading implementer of this new model, and the movement's 

general coordinator:  

”Look how cool the accounts are, the numbers are really cool. This guy [mayor of Maricá] pays grants of 2 million 

reais per month, there are 16 thousand families, which makes almost 130 reais to each family. Placing our system 

with mobile phones, the merchant pays 2%, so the merchants loved it, since they won 1% free of charge - compared 

to the card system used previously. If these guys [beneficiaries of the grants]only buy in the local store and that other 

guy [merchants] withdraws money and purchases in outside stores, these 2 million of purchase make 40 thousand 

a month (2%). If the bank says that 20 thousand a month is for the maintenance of the bank, which works easily well, 

the bank can have 5 employees, pay for water and electricity and still be left with 20 thousand to do whatever it 

wants with it, microcredit, social action, whatever it wants. If these stores buy from one another, and shop around, 

that goes for 60,000 to 100,000 God knows how much." (Joaquim Melo, 24/02/2018) 

 

Consequently, the main difference of this model is the focus on providing a service to the municipalities, 

and in this case, Maricá provides the initial investment and the CDB's guarantee that the model will 

sustain itself through the taxes applied to merchants (2%). Adding to that, the surplus of these transactions 

enables Banco Mumbuca to provide other financial services and benefits to its users.  Joaquim affirms 

that it is a matter of what kind of development a mayor wants to its city: 

 

"So what we are saying is that we are not asking for the government's money, we are telling the government that 

we have a good, quality service, with a regulation that supports it, so the mayor won't fall into irregularity and 

that the dispute is the model of development that it [the municipality] wants to create. A model that will 

increasingly concentrate income and wealth in the earnings of the banks or a model in which the public power 

uses the bank and gives back to the municipality in the form of development. And this is the strategic point of 

Maricá, it is proving that this is possible." (Joaquim Melo, 24/02/2018) 

 

On the same line of thought, Otaciana and Rosiane, compare this new model with the previous concerning 

its benefits: 

 

"And this has been improving the lives of the community, so the money is circulating here within the community, 

those taxes that used to go to outside, now remain inside the community because with the charge of these taxes 

[2% each purchase] we can give more credit to the community with no interest by the [communti] banks, and with 

that they get access to something they would never have if there was no Community Bank." (Rosiane Perdigão, 

25/02/2018) 
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"That is basically how the bank can find resources for financing, to give credit, to work the social currency, without 

depending on this thing, or on a project, to be able to get resources, or on a municipal / state / federal government 

to be able to help. So, I think E-Dinheiro is a strong bet to actually allow the motion and the self-sustainability 

of these banks." (Otaciana Barros, 25/02/2018 

 

In agreement with what Otaciana, Joaquim and Rosiane exposed, Asier explores the idea that this model 

is easier to replicate and it can reach any scale, but the challenge lies in convincing the municipalities to 

adhere:  

 

"If we can make this work, it will work anywhere in Brazil at any scale. So the way we have to persuade the 

municipalities, is that exists another bank model and that it fits better to their needs of investing in the territory." 

(Asier Ansorena, 28/02/2018) 

"To me Maricá is the first one. The main one is Maricá. After that we can make it greater, or equal.".” (Asier 

Ansorena, 28/02/2018) 

 

Although the technology and the new model might seem exciting in a first look, it can be hard to sweep 

to, especially if a CDB does not have that much support from local municipalities. The movement 

understands this and agrees on that by not forcing any CDB to immediately adhere to the new ideas and 

practices, such as the introduction of the app E-Dinheiro as the local currency. Every new thing 

introduced by the movement is for the choice of each CDB to use it or not, as it is all shared and provided 

by the network in case of adherence. Each CDB and each community has distinct priorities, and the year 

a bank starts will not necessarily tell much about how the model works in the practical world. For 

example, Banco Cascata and Justa Troca both face different situations even having a substantial amount 

of common traces, such as both started on the same year, in the same city, being propelled by the same 

institution (NEGA), having similar demography, have had the same training, both leaders come from the 

solidarity economy movement, and so on. 

In one CDB, Cascata, the process of community engagement is set as the most important subject, and the 

idea of having a community united by the cause is what attracts more the leaders in comparison to having 

a well-organized economic circuit. Katiucia, the coordinator of Cascata, affirms that the currency is just 

used in the small weekend markets with the purpose of teaching the principles of a local economy. If it 

is to choose, she rather has an active social engagement first, as she believes a dynamic local economic 

circuit will come. Professors Ana Mercedes and Pedro also highlight this distinction, which Cascata has 

its priority driven at strengthening the social engagement with the local community:  
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"So the bank is an effort to do this, so that we can get together as a social equipment, and from there start to draw 

guidelines, to make a plan of how we can, together, also face several difficult situations that we have [in the 

community]. We want the bank to be strong in people's hearts ... otherwise it will not do any good. " (Katiucia 

Gonçalves, 16/01/2018) 

 

"Then how to do it, it is a matter of community work that comes before. Then the question is how you generate this 

greater dynamic." (Ana Mercedes, 18/01/2018) 

 

“This was one of the reasons that made them bet on the idea of the banks as an organization capable of bringing 

people together, of inspiring some discussion." (Pedro de Almeida, 15/01/2018) 

 
 

The situation at Justa Troca is diverse, as it is already trying to apply financial services even without 

having such significant engagement with the local community. At Justa Troca, they are trying to organize 

the local economic circuit through the use of local currencies – not E-Dinheiro, but the “Justo” – and 

microloans as a starting point, and with that enhance the engagement with the local people. It is a different 

approach that is mainly influenced by the easier access to funds as they had an investment from two 

international NGOs, allowing them to have such a freedom of choice.   

One of the first microloans of Justa Troca – by the time of the research there were only 22 – benefited 

Gislaine Fernandes, who has a very positive view of it and agrees with Nelsa and Professor Pedro that 

the way to develop in that specific community is through a mix of loaning money and also spreading the 

idea:  

"The Bank appeared because they started to give credit, and as I work with craft - I make decorated slippers, 

decorated bottles - so I borrowed money to buy material for my crafts. I think it will stick around, the tendency is to 

grow. If the publicity continues, and the people start to become interested, I think the tendency is to grow. " 

(Gislaine Fernandes, 17/01/2018) 

 

"So thinking about the bank, thinking about it here, think about the currency, that was something that mesmerized 

me from the beginning because it meant thinking about something that would merge everything in that community. 

It would allow to take those people who didn't speak before to start talking to each other based on the currency 

they shared. They would say: 'so there is no problem with it' or 'you have a beauty shop, there's another one in the 

middle of this street, and another one there', the three could work with this local currency, it is very cool. And we 

can advertise for the three of you, so the three of you can feel like partners of the bank." (Nelsa Nespolo, 

17/01/2018) 

 

"(...) one of the things that happen when banks begin to organize/structure themselves, which is something that is 

already advanced in Justa Troca, and less advanced in Cascata, is the discussion of a credit policy. To whom you 

will give credit, under what conditions, what you really want to foster in that community. In the long run that's it. 

At Justa Troca they are already interacting with the shops, there're already 3 or 4 markets that are accepting the 

local currency." (Pedro de Almeida, 15/01/2018) 
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This different way to approach, if compared to Cascata, is what the engaging group thought would suit 

better the needs of the local, it does not mean it is correct or incorrect, and this notion of diversity is 

important to be noted by the network (NEGAa, 2017; NEGAb, 2017). One CDB does not have to be the 

same as the others, which is agreed among the people interviewed. Professor Pedro highlights this fact 

by explaining the non-adherence to the online platform E-Dinheiro by both CDBs boosted by NEGA: 

"(...) working with E-Dinheiro would allow this kind of things. It could even generate an income and this was not 

embraced by the communities. As the history of Banco Palmas progressed, this application E-Dinheiro was being 

developed as another possibility, as a mechanism to foster solidarity finance. But the communities here didn't do 

that, so you can see how the path that is being drawn to the banks here is not identical to that of Palmas, as it is 

not identical to other places that have been going in other pathways." (Pedro de Almeida, 15/01/2018) 

 

"Even though we have known these pioneering experiences, each community here is actually free, and it is not even 

a matter of exercising a certain freedom, it is a matter of attending to the specificities of the community itself.” 

(Pedro de Almeida, 15/01/2018) 

 

 

Moreover, this is the situation that a lot of CDBs find themselves at, a situation of trying to attend to the 

local needs with the tools available by the knowledge shared in the network, the technologies developed 

and their own experiences and efforts. It is not a simple task, and it does not come without a certain level 

of fight, the context might help in some cases but also might bother in so many ways, and having a strong 

movement to back it all up makes much difference in the long run. Although a new model is being tried 

at this very moment, and it seems that the logic of a community-based approach might play a different 

role. This model is based on an online platform, it relies on the local public sector to run it legally and 

create it from the beginning, it requires the initial investment coming from the municipalities, and it is a 

model that allows revenues to come from the charge of fees to the beneficiaries. 

   

What if this new model of replicating independently, with a fixed set of tools and methods proves to be 

the one to go for, what would guarantee the diversity of the network? If the municipalities get to close to 

the banks how would they have space for attending to local needs? Also, how much would matter for the 

CDBs movement to challenge the paradigm of scaling one community at a time, to one city at a time? 

These seem to be the answers that only the future will be able to answer.  Nevertheless, this is where the 

story of community development banks and all the challenges they faced, with and without the support 

of the public sector, has reached. The upcoming chapter aims at discussing the data presented in this 

analysis chapter combined with what was presented in chapter 2 as the theoretical background. It will 
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also combine concluding thoughts for this research, and highlight some of the limitations and ideas for 

future research in the area.  

 

 

Summary organizing for independence 

The current challenge is to become independent from the federal government, although it is not simple 

as it holds a paradox. On the one hand, the federal government holds the means to boost the experience 

by transferring funds for the CDBs to scale. On the other hand, it can disappear very fast once it is not a 

long-term public policy. Therefore, a relative dependence brings a concern to the future of the movement 

and the importance of it to the communities.   

Consequently, the movement is exploring a pathway that involves local government instead of the 

federal. Firstly, testing it through the entrepreneurial actions of the municipality of Maricá, by creating a 

local law that creates and uses CDBs to pay social benefits. The CDB of the city, the Mumbuca, is 

migrating to the platform E-Dinheiro, aiming at organizing the local economic circuit around these 

benefits and the use of them in the local markets. There are 16.000 families already benefiting directly 

from this new model, and the number tends to grow with future increments to the model. 
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6.  Discussion & Conclusion 

My exploration of the Brazilian network of community development banks as a GIM indicates that the 

network has faced three main challenges over the years, which I have highlighted in the analysis as three 

phases of development. In order to reshape local economic circuits, CDBs mobilize support from 

different institutions to provide financial services to the people in need. My analysis focused on the 

dynamics that shape the creation and implementation of strategies to scaling up the initiatives of 

community development banks, as scholars point out that scale up strategies are not well explored in 

GIM theory (Hermans, Roep, & Klerkx, 2016). 

I offered an overview of the process of creation, replication and scaling up of community development 

banks in Brazil, including the strategies and actions that led to the current momentum. I discuss these 

findings in light of the challenges GIMs face when partnering with the public sector for development, 

posing the question: How do partnerships with the public sector influence and shape the scale-up 

strategies of Grassroots Innovation Movements? 

 

In order to answer this question, compare the findings with existing theory, and highlight the limitations 

and possibilities for future studies, I have organized this chapter in two subsections that reflect the main 

points of discussion. The sections are: (6.1) proactive behavior in transition periods and (6.2) reactive 

behavior in transition periods. Each subsection is discussed in relation to the principles explained in the 

theoretical framework (chapter 2), focusing on debating the context, framings, pathways, and strategies 

interchangeably, and comparing to the empirical material extensively developed in the analysis (chapter 

5). 

  

6.1 Proactive behavior in transition periods 
 

During the phase that CDBs were fighting for recognition, the innovations brought by BP were essential 

to start the movement. The members of the CDB were taking many risks and seemed very committed to 

succeeding. There are two levels of contexts that shaped the strategies taken by BP: the local context and 

the broader national context. Firstly, the local context was the influencer to start a series of debates on 

how to solve the problems of the neighborhood. The frame agreed on by members of the community 
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association was that the area was impoverished because it was losing its local savings due to goods and 

services bought outside the Conjunto Palmeiras. Therefore, the strategy to overcome that challenge was 

to build a mechanism that would reorganize the local economic circuit - a community development bank. 

Locally, the strategy was clear. Even though the actors of BP had never done it before, they were willing 

to change the reality of that space and so they did, opening future pathways to expand the activities to 

different localities around the area. The use of the tools of microcredit to consumers, producers, and 

merchants, along with the creation of a complementary currency to boost the local economy were the 

primary strategic actions to overcome the challenge in the early stages. 

Secondly, the broader national context was challenging as the CDB was facing a lawsuit, which was a 

real threat to the potential of the movement being created. Legally speaking the context was not favorable. 

In contrast, the national political context was very favorable as the recent leftwing government of PT 

was in charge, and there was a new governmental focus on solidarity economy initiatives through the 

creation of SENAES, which provided a critical perspective for the future. Moreover, BP intensified its 

efforts on building strong ties with different institutions, activists, NGOs, and SENAES, as they 

understood that the lawsuit was temporary and that the movement would be freed from it soon. In 

concordance, BP framed the period as an opportunity to create and strengthen a network to replicate the 

model of CDB when the window of opportunity eventually appeared. 

The theory covers well the significance that a broader context plays in the framing of the situation and 

in regards to strategic actions. It highlights that new technologies can call current regimes into question 

and open opportunities for GIs to flourish (Smith et al. 2017). Therefore, questioning the status of 

legislation regarding the assets can influence the expansion and further development of GIM, especially 

when the outcomes are favorable to the movement. 

I recognize the importance of framing the strategy according to the context, but the theory is not clear on 

when to do it and, most importantly, when to act on strategic choices. For instance, the favorable decision 

regarding the lawsuit opened possibilities for Palmas to replicate, but it was due to the efforts of BP to 

keep working internally and, at the same time, mobilizing external support for the future, that made the 

difference. BP was ready to expand as soon as the lawsuit ended, which is evident in their immediate 

start on the expansion throughout the Northeast of the country. 
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Therefore, I raise the importance of the preparation for the eventual window of opportunity that can 

become real. The end of the lawsuit was an important turning point and favored the scale-up strategy, 

only because BP had prepared the ground to act. There is a gap in the theory in regards to strategies 

during these transition periods, which appears to be fundamental as lawsuits and governmental changes 

do not seem atypical when the subject is challenging the existence of GIMs (Smith et al., 2017). The 

empirical data shows that strengthening network ties, locally and nationally, could be a main strategic 

action to prepare the movements for this window of opportunity. For future research, I suggest a deeper 

understanding of transition periods, as well as the significance of local and national network ties in scale-

up strategies. 

 

6.2 Reactive behavior in transition periods  

During the second phase, ‘relying on institutional support,' the importance of the government support 

through SENAES is evident. Also, the collaboration with public banks, NGOs, federal universities, and 

BNDES, shaped strategies for the scaling up process in diverse ways. The empirical material indicates 

that the movement was growing based on a model of "replicating cells." This collaborative model was 

the chief strategy of replicating CDBs nationally, which relied on the funds from SENAES and the efforts 

of five main CDBs to replicate within their macro-regions. 

The model was working well for many years. The primary evidence is the repetition of the public notice 

from SENAES, as it launched the program supporting CDBs three times, twice focused on the replicating 

cells, from 2008-2011 and 2011-2015. The context was very promising to the movement as a whole, and 

not many changes to the community banking model were made. Apart from several incremental 

improvements regarding services provided, such as correspondent banking, new credit lines and the 

initial introduction of an online platform (at the time not well developed or disseminated in the 

movement). The lack of a long-term innovation strategy, combined with the consent to the depending on 

public investments to keep scaling up, is at the heart of how the movement framed the context: as very 

favorable and potentially persistent. 

As the analysis demonstrates, there was nothing persistent about the context, and what came next 

confirmed that. The withdrawal from many players and the weakening of the SENAES contributed to an 
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overall decline of the movement. The theory highlights the importance of continually reframing the 

contexts to better plan strategies for GIM actions (Smith et al., 2017). The movement of CDBs seems to 

have neglected this concept and was not prepared for the significant governmental change, as it should 

have been. To my understanding, the context never holds the blame, rather the understanding of a context 

carries the weight of whether the frame is adequate, and that is uniquely up to the movement's conception. 

This became evident when the actors affirmed their understanding that the support was phasing out, but 

the lack of anticipated reframing of the model and strategic planning appears to be the missing part of 

the puzzle. 

Once again, the movement was facing a transition period, and the data shows that they knew the context 

was changing, just like was affirmed that they knew the lawsuit was going to vanish in the first phase. 

However, this second transition was to an unfavorable context for the movement, and the data suggests 

that the CDBs were not ready for the lack of support from the public sector in the scaling up process. 

Therefore, the movement was holding back from changing strategies, mainly due to the dependence of 

public support for scaling up. To this end, I suggest that reframing the understanding of the context and 

the strategic actions would question the scaling up model, and perhaps point to a more independent way 

of scaling up. This is also what the movement has started to do with the current tests in the city of Maricá, 

although very late.  

Consequently, the theory does highlight the importance of reframing the contexts and what consequences 

it has to the development of new strategies. However, it lacks guidelines on how to deal with transition 

periods, at this time a transition to an unfavorable context. Currently, the movement is dealing with this 

transition period, and its main efforts are directed at a test in the city of Maricá. This initiative is still 

uncertain and entails a shift of focus from partnerships with federal government and large institutions to 

collaborating with municipalities, and from dealing with uncertain legislation to creating legislation that 

favors the CDB model in the local arena. 

I argue, with evidence from the field, that this study has answered the research question through the 

discovery of two situations in which the partnerships, or the lack of it, with the public sector shape scaling 

up strategies of community development banks. First, displaying how to deal with unfavorable contexts 

by strategically mobilizing a network of support, being ready for action when the context turns favorable, 
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and the window of opportunity appears. Although the shreds of evidence are substantial, there are 

limitations of these affirmations to the general field of GIMs, because the transition periods can be 

diverse in each context, which can play a significant role. 

As for the second situation, when the transition is to an unfavorable context, a reactive way of acting 

seems inadequate, I suggest that there needs to be a more extensive empirical analysis on the importance 

of contextual shift preparation, especially when changing to unfavorable scenarios. It is a limitation of 

the current theory to the point that constant reframing alone would be the solution to adequate strategic 

actions. Consequently, I propose that future studies look for initiatives that hold a proactive behavior 

towards changing strategies on preparing for transition periods, as this study is limited by a reactive 

behavior of the CDBs movement to the unfavorable context change. As for the success of this reactive 

behavior, I cannot deny or affirm its success, as the tests in Maricá are still in its early stages and only 

future studies can affirm whether it will succeed or not. 
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Appendices 

I have decided to add a USB Stick to this thesis containing additional information used during this study. 

It is easier to navigate through these documents on the computer as setting it on paper would limit the 

possibility to better observe and analyze the material. The following represent each folder of the USB 

Stick, going from Appendix 1 to Appendix 5. Note that the appendix 6 is not on the USB stick, it is 

printed in this chapter. 

 

Appendix 1 - Interview Transcripts 

These are the pdf documents of all the transcribed interviews. Names and dates are in each PDF. 

Appendix 2 – Field Notes 

Pictures taken from the notes taken during the visits and the research period, which helped to guide the 

thoughts and directions of this study. Here you find variety of notes taken in a freewriting method 

(Charmaz,2016). 

Appendix 3 - Coding process  

It helped to put it all on paper and white board during the coding process.  

The software used for coding was Atlas.ti, which helped a lot but was not enough to guide the entire 

coding process. Sometimes I needed to get more visual about it. 

Appendix 4 - List of community development banks in Brazil. 

Note that the list is outdated and does not reflect the entire number of CDBs, but it is the last published 

version. Available in: http://www.institutobancopalmas.org/rede-brasileira-de-bancos-comunitarios/ 
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Appendix 5 - Legislations 

Appendix 5.1- Law number 12.865/2013 –Brazilian Payment Systems. 

Available in: http://www.planalto.gov.br/ccivil_03/_Ato2011-2014/2013/Lei/L12865.htm . Access date: 

08/09/2018 

Appendix 5.2 - Law number 2.448 – Solidarity Economy Law for the city of Maricá.  

Available in: www.institutobancopalmas.org/wp-content/uploads/lei-moeda-social-mumbuca.pdf. 

Access date: 08/09/2018 

Appendix 5.3 - Project Law from Deputy Luiza Erundina de Sousa  

Law that did not pass on Congress. Available 

in: https://setorialecosolpt.files.wordpress.com/2012/03/brasil-financ3a7as-solidaria-projeto-lei-

complementar-luiza-erundina.pdf. Access date: 08/09/2018 
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Appendix 6 – Table developed during the focused coding process. 

I have developed the table below to a better understanding of the coding in relation to the phases and the 

macro themes.  

 

Themes Process Phase 1 – Fighting 

for Recognition 

Phase 2 – Relying 

on Institutional 

Support 

Phase 3 – 

Organizing for 

Independence 

Politics, 

Legislation, and 

Institutions 

 Support from national 

NGO kicks it off  

 Print "illegal" money 

faces a lawsuit 

 Creation of network 

and beginning of the 

movement 

 

 Legal status allows 

banks to exist 

 Government support 

through SENAES 

enlarge the experience 

 Public banks backup 

the model  

 Federal universities 

serve as trampolines 

 Funds for microcredit 

(main BNDES) 

 Lack of Federal 

support, lack of funds 

 Municipal law is 

Maricá allow freedom 

to test a new model 

 Legislation on 

electronic currencies 

are a breach in law 

Actions and 

Financial Services 

 Developing a local 

economic circuit 

(microcredit to 

producers and 

consumers) 

 Local Currency 

development 

 Financial services 

providers 

 Replicating cells as a 

scaling up model 

 Importance of 

electronic currencies 

 Provide financial 

services for 

municipalities 

(municipal focus) 

 Development of the 

online platform E-

Dinheiro improves the 

connectivity of the 

network 

 Pause the growth, 

testing phase 

 Revenue allows 

sustainability of the 

model  

Definition and 

Type of 

Community 

 Socioeconomic aspects 

 Engagement of the 

community 

 Research in the 

community 

 Bank as a workplace 

 A plurality of 

communities: rural and 

urban banks 

 Social welfare 

benefits/defined 

 Scaling up through 

municipalities 
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Appendix 7 – USB Stick 

 

 

 

 


