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Introduction

Contemporary sociological approaches emphasize the multidimensional nature of poverty. One of the most prominent
theories for understanding social realities such as poverty is Berger and Luckmann’s social constructionism, which
conceives of social reality not as objective and independent, but rather as the product of human interactions and
processes of meaning-making among individuals (Berger & Luckmann, 2011 [1390 Persian edition]). According to
reports published by the Statistical Center of Iran and several research institutions, the rate of income poverty in Tehran
has risen in recent years, with estimates suggesting that in some southern and peripheral districts of the city, up to 30
percent of households live below the poverty line (Research Center of the Islamic Consultative Assembly, 2023; Tehran
Municipality, 2022). Nevertheless, the ideas, beliefs, and interpretive frameworks of volunteers—as key actors within
these organizations—as well as those of the poor themselves, have received comparatively little scholarly attention.
Furthermore, meta-synthesis studies of poverty research in Iran indicate that the predominance of a purely economic
perspective, the neglect of discriminatory structures, and the taken-for-granted assumptions regarding the causes of
poverty have resulted in policies that fail to correspond with the lived experiences and real needs of the disadvantaged
(Amirpanahi & Namian, 2022; Mohammadi et al., 2012; Taleb et al., 2010). This study seeks to address questions such
as: How is poverty understood and represented by local actors? What similarities and differences exist between the
perspectives of volunteers and those of the poor themselves? And what role do these interpretations play in shaping the
nature of social interventions?

Methodology

This study employed a qualitative research design using thematic analysis. The fieldwork involved two groups of
participants: first, volunteers actively engaged in poverty alleviation NGOs in Tehran; and second, impoverished
families—including children, women, and men—who were beneficiaries of these organizations and residents of Tehran.
To identify and access participants among both the NGO volunteers and the poor, purposive sampling combined with
the snowball technique was applied. Considering criteria such as engagement in livelihood-related activities, the breadth
of services provided, organizational track record, volunteer willingness to participate in interviews, and location in
Tehran, three NGOs were selected as case studies: Zanjireh-ye Eshg va Omid, Jam ’iyat-e Hamyaran-e Ostan-e Tehran,
and Anjoman-e Koodak Pouyesh. Each interviewed volunteer subsequently referred the researcher to additional
volunteers and other poverty-alleviation NGOs in Tehran. In total, the researcher conducted semi-structured interviews
with 14 volunteers, concluding data collection once theoretical saturation was reached and no new information
emerged. Following this, the participating volunteers introduced the first group of poor individuals, who were
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beneficiaries of the NGOs. After the initial interviews, these individuals themselves facilitated the researcher’s access to
subsequent participants. In this second group, 10 interviews were conducted with poor individuals. Data collection
ceased once theoretical saturation was again reached, as no new insights emerged in further interviews.

Findings

Volunteers with academic backgrounds in fields such as engineering, management, and psychology, or with limited
prior experience in voluntary work, tended to view poverty as a trap woven by the poor themselves, in which they
remain ensnared. This group of volunteers predominantly emphasized non-structural causes of poverty, identifying
addiction as the most decisive factor. In many cases, they expressed a tendency to blame the poor for their situation,
attributing poverty to their past misconduct or weak faith. In contrast, volunteers who were studying or had graduated in
the social sciences, or who had more extensive volunteer experience, perceived poverty as a complex and multifaceted
phenomenon. From their perspective, poverty is not merely economic but encompasses various dimensions such as food
security, education, skills, and culture. They emphasized the role of structural factors—including economic, social,
managerial, and governmental structures—and the state’s inability to ensure justice as central to the production and
perpetuation of poverty. Furthermore, they noted that negative societal attitudes toward the poor, along with the
stigmatizing behaviors of the middle and upper classes, contribute to marginalizing and excluding the poor from the
social sphere. Moreover, when poor participants were asked about the causes of their poverty, contrary to common
assumptions, they seldom attributed their deprivation to individual or familial shortcomings. Instead, they
overwhelmingly pointed to structural and institutional factors as the primary sources of their hardship.

Discussion

One of the most significant theoretical perspectives on poverty and poverty alleviation is social constructionism. From
this viewpoint, concepts such as poverty are not pre-existing realities waiting to be discovered; rather, they are semantic
and intersubjective phenomena constructed and reconstructed within the context of everyday interactions, prevailing
discourses, and field experiences. Accordingly, in poverty studies informed by social constructionism, the central
question is not what poverty is, but rather how poverty is understood, labeled, justified, and reproduced, and by whom.
The importance of adopting a social constructionist approach in poverty research lies in its implications for social
policy. The way poverty is understood by those active in poverty-alleviation NGOs shapes the strategies and solutions
pursued within these organizations. Furthermore, this perspective encourages recognition of diverse interpretations
among different actors and cautions against absolute or reductionist views of poverty. Overall, the varying constructions
of poverty among volunteers and the poor reflect their class backgrounds, cultural capital, discursive contexts, and
everyday experiences. These differences in understanding not only shape how poverty is perceived and engaged with
but also play a crucial role in the design and implementation of poverty alleviation interventions by NGOs. Hence,
paying close attention to the processes through which meaning is socially constructed constitutes one of the keys to
achieving a more realistic and effective understanding of poverty and the ways to address it.
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Table 1. Perception of Poverty, Indicators of Poverty, and Causes of Poverty among Group One Volunteers: Global Themes
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Table 2. Perception of the Poor and Attitudes Toward the Poor among Group One Volunteers: Global Themes
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Table 3. Perception of Poverty, Indicators of Poverty, and Causes of Poverty among Group Two Volunteers: Global Themes

A Yo 5l a8 A sleatll s A5 5 pas
AL sk s W slaplis ol AeTys S (sola, s pde S Bl B
— - — S5 s dl—
5ol s sl st P SN LSL“TU@ ok cls.w L;LAJ&:. -
Sslesla e g

o b el S s S5
ﬁ:dbjbéurw L Jle ol s s avyie 4y 55,5 53 Sl

sh Blosl il

SIS aals Ao 5o AblS (S Ol

bows b Llaae &5 s sl s Ol Sl il Sleds 4 ot pds

el 3 S Gl ol Oluas

A1 g 13 b agrlge 5 i pased 5l pgs 0s 8 Oblbyls e £ g
Table 4. Perception of the Poor and Attitudes Toward the Poor among Group One Volunteers: Global Themes
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Table 5. Structural and Non-Structural Causes of Poverty: Specific Themes and Global Theme
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