Journal of Social Continuity & Change ‘ ® 5 o
Vol. 5, No. 2, Summer 2026 - U;“f’[f"/”‘

. : c Social Continui
Journal Homepage: http://jscc.yazd.ac.ir 4 &E'ﬁan‘;’; ('Eggy

o= E-ISSN: 2783-3259 P-ISSN: 2783-3100

Sustaining the Cycle of Poverty or Paving a Path to Empowerment? The Dual
Role of Local Charities in Shaping the Poverty Coping Strategies of Migrant
Families in Tehran's Deh-Vanak Neighborhood

Sedigheh Jabal Amelil*, Sattar Parvin?, Sedighe Piri3

1*. PhD Candidate in Social Work, Allameh Tabataba'i University, Tehran, Iran (Corresponding Author);
sedil21jabal@gmail.com
2. Associate Professor, Department of Social Work, Faculty of Social Sciences, Allameh Tabataba'i University,

Tehran, Iran; sparvin1359@atu.ac.ir

3. Assistant Professor, Department of Sociology, Faculty of Social Sciences, Allameh Tabataba'i University,
Tehran, Iran; sedighe.piri@atu.ac.ir

Original Article
Abstract

Background and Aim: Poverty is a critical social issue that undermines human dignity and gives rise to a range
of societal problems. This research aims to investigate the coping strategies employed by vulnerable migrant
families and local charitable organizations in the Deh-Vanak neighborhood of Tehran in response to poverty.

Data and Method: The study employed a qualitative methodology, using an interpretive phenomenological
approach and thematic analysis. Data were collected through purposive sampling, which involved semi-
structured interviews conducted with 18 migrant families affected by poverty, as well as with 5 officials from
four local charitable organizations.

Findings: Eighteen themes related to poverty coping strategies emerged from the interviews. These strategies,
employed for survival, were categorized into three main types: active (both normal and abnormal), passive, and
common strategies. The strategies of the charitable organizations were found to be a combination of "giving fish"
(short-term aid) and "teaching to fish" (empowerment).

Conclusion: The coping strategies of the families are predominantly reactive rather than proactive. When
charities focus on "giving fish," individuals are encouraged to adopt passive strategies. Conversely, when these
organizations provide a platform for "teaching to fish," individuals are motivated to adopt proactive strategies.

Keywords: Charitable Organizations, Deh-Vanak Neighborhood, Migrant Families, Poverty, Poverty Coping
Strategies.

Key Message: Internal migration could be mitigated through a just and comprehensive approach to balanced
national development. Furthermore, by fostering cultural development, charitable institutions can be guided to
prioritize a "teaching to fish" policy when assisting vulnerable groups.
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Extended Abstract
Introduction

The Deh-Vanak neighborhood, situated within District 3 of northwestern Tehran, is widely
regarded as a locality characterized by its favorable climate and a predominantly affluent
residential population. However, coexisting with this conspicuous affluence, the presence of
poverty is also markedly visible, creating a landscape of sharp socioeconomic contrasts. Often
compelled by conditions of economic and social deprivation, families from various cities and
rural areas within the country relocate to this area, where they typically establish residence in
its less affluent sections.

Due to the neighborhood's distinctive traditional, historical, and religious character, in
conjunction with its long-standing financial wealth, local charitable organizations, which are
frequently headquartered in the community's well-established mosques, have historically
assumed an effective role in providing support to vulnerable families. This study does not aim
to provide a comprehensive analysis of the broad phenomena of poverty or immigration.
Instead, its primary focus is to examine the specific strategies implemented by both the
vulnerable migrant families residing in the neighborhood and its active charity centers as they
dealing with poverty, as well as the reciprocal effects that emerge from their interactions.

Methods and Data

This investigation employed a qualitative research design, specifically an interpretive
phenomenological approach. The research focused on vulnerable migrant populations
residing in the Deh-Vanak neighborhood of Tehran. The primary data for this study were
collected through a series of in-depth, semi-structured interviews conducted directly with
participants in their residential settings to ensure a naturalistic context.

A purposive sampling strategy was employed to recruit participants, resulting in the
selection of 18 families identified as belonging to the neighborhood's vulnerable migrant
population. The specific criteria for inclusion in the sample required that participants express
their voluntary willingness to be interviewed and have resided in the specified neighborhood
for at least one year.

During a parallel phase of data collection, four well-established charitable organizations,
each with a consistent history of at least five years of local engagement, were also included in
the study. A total of five officials from these organizations were interviewed to provide an
institutional perspective. All interviews were meticulously scheduled with prior coordination
and proceeded only after securing the informed consent of each participant.
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The comprehensive process of data analysis commenced with the full transcription of all
interview recordings into textual format. This was followed by a systematic process of data
reduction and the execution of initial coding stages. Subsequently, these codes were
methodically classified into emergent thematic groups, which formed the basis for
constructing a detailed thematic network. To ensure methodological rigor, the data analysis
was explicitly guided by the six-stage thematic analysis framework developed by Braun and
Clarke (2012), while the construction of the thematic network followed the three-stage model
proposed by Attride-Stirling (2001).

Findings

The studied families experience multiple dimensions of deprivation, including
unemployment, lack of suitable job opportunities, inadequate housing, livelihood difficulties,
illiteracy or low literacy, various untreated physical and mental illnesses, inadequate
insurance coverage, hopelessness about the future, social isolation, drug and alcohol
addiction, as well as various forms of crime and social abnormalities. Individuals' strategies
for coping with poverty are not proactive; rather, they are reactive responses to the country's
policies, the functioning of effective institutions, and the manner in which social services are
delivered. This study focuses specifically on the role of charity centers in this context.

1. Family strategies: Family strategies for managing poverty are categorized into two
major groups: active and passive. The active category is further divided into two subgroups:
normal (conventional) and abnormal (deviant) strategies. A third subgroup comprises
approaches common to both active and passive groups.

1-1. Active (Normal) Strategies: In the active-normal approach, individuals employ
poverty management methods that not only assist in meeting their own and their families'
needs but also align with prevailing values, social norms, and legal standards. These strategies
include: economic foresight, where families allocate a portion of their current income for the
future through savings and self-insurance, despite the limitations of such measures. In the
realm of self-employment, families generate income through various businesses or home-
based production; however, they are constrained by a lack of suitable space for sales and
production, as well as limited economic incentives. The empowerment approach, involves
participation in skill-training workshops and educational programs offered by charity centers,
reflecting families' commitment to managing their livelihoods and enhancing their
capabilities, even within temporary and low-wage jobs. Finally, families have succeeded in
creating new economic opportunities through constructive social interactions, which
contribute to their social and cultural development.
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1-2. Active (Abnormal) Strategies: In active-abnormal strategies, individuals focus solely
on generating higher income with minimal effort to escape poverty, disregarding the means of
achievement, even if these means are norm-breaking or criminal. Among these strategies,
criminal income generation is notable; due to unemployment, livelihood necessities, and a lack
of suitable job opportunities, some families replace low-income jobs with drug-related
activities. From their perspective, these activities are merely a means of income generation,
although legally considered criminal. Furthermore, some individuals exploit charitable
support, viewing it not as a supplement but as a right or a financial strategy to compensate for
their deprivations, particularly in the absence of an integrated management system. The
strategy of dropping out of school arises from the family's need for children's income—a
present-oriented strategy that limits future job opportunities and complicates escaping the
cycle of poverty.

2. Passive Strategies: Passive strategies adopted by families are predominantly reactive.
Although they enable short-term survival, they do not contribute to breaking the cycle of
poverty in the long term. These approaches include reducing essential expenditures, where
families, in order to cope with poverty, cut back on health, treatment, nutrition, clothing,
education, and recreation expenses. This leads to the exacerbation of physical and mental
health issues and a decline in the quality of life. Reliance on charities meets short-term needs;
however, prolonged dependence hinders families' empowerment, independence, and
sustainable exit from poverty. Some immigrant families, driven by frustration and
dependence on institutional support, resort to isolation, resulting in decreased social and
economic participation. While subsidies play a crucial role in the livelihoods of vulnerable
families, economic dependence on them can weaken the motivation for skill acquisition and
employment, perpetuating poverty. Continuous support from family and relatives, if it
becomes a permanent practice, leads to institutionalized dependence, which in turn erodes
self-confidence and economic independence, prolonging the stay in poverty. Although
institutional and formal support alleviates some livelihood problems, long-term reliance on
them instead of skill training and employment is considered a passive strategy.

3. Common Strategies (Means vs. End): Certain passive strategies, such as utilizing
charity services, reducing essential expenses, and relying on formal and informal support, are
common across all families. The main distinction lies in the perception of this support: in
families with active strategies, these resources are utilized as a "means" to transition out of
poverty; conversely, in families with passive strategies, the same support becomes an "end" in
itself and an obstacle to movement, growth, and change.
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Strategies of Local Charity Centers: Field research indicates that four active local charities
play a significant role in providing material and non-material support to immigrant and
vulnerable families in the neighborhood. All these institutions are indigenous to the area and
possess a long history of serving the aforementioned families. The strategies of these four
charities regarding poverty and vulnerable groups combine "direct relief" (giving fish) and
"capacity building" (teaching how to fish).

By establishing Qarz al-Hasanah (interest-free loan) funds, charity centers target public
donations to meet immediate livelihood needs or create domestic job opportunities. By
requiring interest-free repayment, they reinforce a sense of responsibility within families. The
local nature of the charity center managers and their deep familiarity with the neighborhood
have facilitated accurate identification of vulnerable families, ensuring comprehensive
coverage and the provision of extensive social services.

The predominant approach of charity centers focuses on short-term support or "giving fish."
Although palliative approaches alleviate some immediate family problems, they alone do not
address the structural roots of poverty. Charitable organizations also possess health-oriented
capacities through interactions with various medical centers. Introducing families to free or
low-cost medical facilities is a priority, although support is limited by the high volume of
needs. Finally, by providing low-cost or free educational and skill-building facilities, charity
centers act as 'life coaches," offering families who cannot afford official centers the
opportunity to learn professional and life skills.

Conclusion and Discussion

Poverty is sometimes the result of personal behaviors and individual decisions, and at other
times, the result of macro-policies and the socio-economic structure of society. Structural
factors include the prevalence of a capital-centric attitude instead of the fair and balanced
development of different regions—development necessary to prevent migration, social
unrest, and the abandonment of neighborhoods, particularly in informal settlements and
undocumented properties—as well as a lack of economic investment aimed at creating
employment and fostering local growth.

Charitable organizations have played an effective role in empowering and creating job
opportunities for beneficiary families by providing various educational classes and
workshops; however, their audience consists primarily of women, and their service scope is
largely confined to home-based entrepreneurship. By accurately assessing needs and utilizing
their material and non-material capacities, these centers can play a more effective role in
extricating families from the abyss of poverty. This can be achieved by expanding diverse,
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education-oriented support and services to encompass all family members, including male
heads of households.

Whenever these centers have focused solely on meeting the short-term needs of vulnerable
groups through the "giving fish" approach (direct relief), they have inadvertently created a
platform for complacency, dependency, and disempowerment, encouraging individuals to
remain passive within the cycle of poverty. Conversely, by adopting the "teaching how to fish"
approach (skill acquisition), they have not only guided families toward active, sustainable, and
optimal livelihood management but have also promoted self-esteem, self-efficacy, and
opportunities for spiritual growth and a dignified life. Arguably, the most successful families
are those who, while accepting "fish" to meet their immediate essential needs, have not
neglected the necessity of "learning how to fish" to resolve their fundamental long-term
challenges.
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