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Entry of psychology into the field of development is relatively recent. A few decades 

ago, it was generally believed that the task of psychology was to discover certain laws, 

principles or theories of behavior that may be universally applied to understand, explain and 

predict the behavior of individuals. The basic goal of all this pursuit was to control behavioral 

outcomes so that the behavior of individuals could be shaped in desirable directions. As a 

result, innumerable approaches and techniques were developed not only for the modification 

of behavior of individuals, but also of groups and organizations. These approaches and 

techniques were borrowed by many other disciplines that also felt concerned with changes in 

behavior of individuals. Extension education is one prime disciplines that has widely utilized 

psychological knowledge to achieve its intended objectives. In the initial stages, it was mainly 

concerned with change in knowledge and practice relating to agriculture, but in later years, 

one finds its expansion to several other domains that characterize “development” of the 

population.  

While the technology of behavioral change was the copy right of psychologists, the 

problem of development was not addressed in their activities. The definition of psychology as 

given by the ILO International Classification of Occupations in 1969 makes no reference to 

development as the subject matter of psychology. Considering the discipline as largely 

individual-oriented (which is partly true even today), psychologists remained outside the orbit 

of development that required dealing with masses by addressing larger or macro-level 

phenomenon. Hence, topics like social change and national development hardly found any 

place in the textbooks of social psychology. 

 However, it should not be taken to mean that psychologists had nothing to do with 

development during the previous decades. By focusing on “child development”, “human 

development” or “development of the individual”, they studied development not in abstract, 

but in a pre-empted manner. However, realization of the “irrelevance” of the subjects to 

problems that really matter for both individuals and societies (e.g., poverty, health, education, 



social violence) is now wide-spread, and as Pareek (1980) observes, psychology has shown 

signs of “growing crisis” during these years by making a thrust in the national life. 

Psychology has come into the arena of social change largely due to two reasons. Firstly, the 

very nature of development, especially in the so called developing countries, has thrown up 

issues and problems on which the psychologist is inherently suited to operate. Three vital 

aspects of development process are: (1) the telescopic character of change and development 

characterized by rapidity, speed and temporal compression. We are trying to achieve the level 

of development quickly within a few years that the West has taken centuries to achieve; (2) 

cacophonic nature of change and development, i.e., the change is not coming or unfolding in 

an orderly manner; and (3) all-embracing nature of change and development, i.e., the change 

is encompassing all sectors of an individual’s life. These are unsettling issues, and lie at the 

root of most of the problems that an individual in a developing country faces.  

In this context a three fold role of psychologists may be noted. (1) They can identify 

the stimulants to change and development, called facilitators. (2) They can identify the 

inhibitors or resistances to change and development and the means for overcoming them. (3) 

They can help in avoiding and cushioning the social and psychological costs of development. 

In other words, a psychologist is capable of analyzing the correlates and concomitants of 

development with a view to helping the process and avoiding its undesirable effects.   

While most of us believe that psychologists can play these roles in development 

process, some psychologists (D. Sinha, 1984, 1986; J.B.P. Sinha, 1995) do not fully accept 

this ancillary function. They visualize a more active and pivotal role of psychology in 

development. They believe that development has many positive aspects, but it has many ill 

effects that have to be countered. Only the psychologists can suggest the ways to deal with 

them. What is disturbing is that in many countries the negative effects have been glossed over, 

and development has become a value by itself.  

Change in the conceptualization of development is the second reason for the entry of 

psychologists in this arena. In the course of time, the techno-economic model of development 

has been seriously questioned, and a more global or holistic perspective has emerged. It has 

been widely realized that development is not merely economic. As against it, the concept of 

“human development”, which involves indicators like literacy, life expectancy, gender 

discrimination, etc., has come to the fore. The new approaches to the study of development 



accept the right of developing societies to organize around their own values and objectives, 

and support “endogenous development” (Alechina, 1982; Belshaw, 1972). With such 

widening of the concept, other human sciences, including psychology (besides economics), 

have come into the picture.  

In spite of these extensions, very little attention is paid to the views of people in 

developing societies and cultures. Their voices are not heard and recognized, especially in a 

unipolar world. The forces of globalization have no time to wait and consider the intrinsic 

relationship between culture and development. On the other hand, the proponents of 

endogenous development have also not been able to put forward their vision of another world. 

They have also not been able to propose how they would use their existing cultural 

mechanisms to alleviate human suffering in their societies. 

Tripathi (1988) has examined the problem associated with the notions of change and 

development, and has attempted to establish a link between the local and universal. He has 

distinguished change from development in terms of two criteria, openess and embeddedness, 

which have to be satisfied simultaneously. This means that all changes do not characterize 

development nor do they contribute to it. Change in a condition that removes the blocks that 

restrict the growth of a system (at one or more levels) and makes it more open contributes to 

development provided that the concerned condition does not disembed the system from its 

moorings. On the other hand, it should also lead to greater degree of embeddedness, which is 

“...reflected in members showing greater emotional investment and involvement, increased 

sense of personal worth in belonging to the system, and in exerting greater effort in achieving 

group/organizational objectives” (Tripathi, 2003, pp. 238). In this sense, development requires 

new structural arrangements that can make change more enduring. The main task of a change 

agent is to creatively develop and install the structures that make the system more open and 

embedded. 

 The tradition of psychological interventions is fairly old. In a formal manner they were 

initially started to deal with individual level problems (e.g., school achievement, personal 

adjustment, work performance). Later on, they were extended to the problems facing groups 

and communities. Such problems have included: poverty alleviation, educational 

development, agricultural and community development, population and health, 

entrepreneurial development, empowerment of marginalized groups such as minorities, tribal 



groups and women. Several techniques have been developed for making interventions; these 

are based upon lessons derived from applications made into organized settings. Some of these 

(e.g., action research, survey feedback) are used for both diagnostic and intervention 

purposes. Other techniques aim at equipping individuals in groups, communities and 

organizations with special skills and competencies to realize and achieve their planned 

objectives. Researchers have raised serious doubts about the applicability of these techniques, 

since they often come into conflict with cultural, economic or political context of individuals 

or groups. The problem becomes more serious when they are used in relatively less sensitive 

manners by government or non-government agencies without involving a psychologists or 

social science professional in intervention programs. As a result, individuals, groups and 

communities react not only against the change program, but also against those who try to 

execute them.   

 Application of interventions has brought about a number of issues (Tripathi, 2003) that 

need to be addressed seriously in order to predict their efficacy. These include issues like 

“who plans, for whom, with which techniques, with what intentions, and for what outcomes”. 

These issues have several ramifications. While all of them are important in own peculiar 

ways, people who carry out these programs in communities play a very vital role in ensuring 

their success. Often these persons (change agents) are from outside. Their dress, diction and 

deportment (called the problem of 3 Ds) make them different and easily distinguishable from 

members of the community. This difference does not allow them to be accepted as part of the 

community, which is the first step in the success of any program of change for development. 

With the input of higher education, they often consider people of the community as incapable 

of planning and organizing their activities. Thus, programs are often imposed on rather than 

developed with people through interaction with them. How to generate trust of the community 

in change agent to ensure faith and credibility is a major problem in effective communication. 

The objectives and intentions of intervention agencies is also an important factor. 

Many times the objectives of intervention are the programs are more political than the real 

needs of the people. Thus, programs that have greater visibility and offer greater “political 

mileage” are given preference over other programs. In these state of affairs the pressing needs 

of the community remain largely unattended, and the quality of life of people unseen. Such 

programs also may have hidden agenda of gaining legitimacy and cornering resources from 



various funding organizations, although positive changes in the quality of life of people may 

still be the main agenda of the program. 

Psychological studies of intervention have given several lessons to us with regard to 

communication of change and development programs to people. First of all programs must 

come to people as entitlement rather than as aid. Secondly, they must be focused on “people” 

rather than on the program itself. Thirdly, there must be an attempt towards integration of 

“local” with universal. Fourthly, they must be aligned to the traditional values of the 

communities so that an emotional tone (bhavana) gets added to it. Lastly, a humane and 

service-oriented approach is also essential. Many lessons do not require verbal 

communication; they are learnt from the non-verbal features of communication. These 

features convey messages fairly in strong manners, and have long lasting effects on people. 
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