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CrossMark

This study investigates the impact of the economic and social policies and programs of
non-governmental organizations (NGOS) in the area of poverty alleviation in Iran. The
research method is grounded theory, and the Strauss-based grounded theory approach
was employed for data analysis. The statistical population includes studies, interviews,
and discussions related to poverty alleviation initiatives conducted by NGOs and the
government. Data were analyzed using grounded theory methodology and coding
procedures. The analysis results indicate that five main concepts play a key role in the
poverty alleviation process: the provision of basic needs, cash and credit assistance,
empowerment, social cohesion between the poor and other segments of society, and
the capacity of NGOs. The provision of basic needs, which accounts for 18.72% of the
total concept frequency, includes indicators such as access to primary healthcare,
housing, and nutrition. This underscores the importance of access to foundational
resources for improving the living conditions of the poor. Cash and credit assistance,
comprising 11.80% of the identified concepts, serve as immediate tools for poverty
reduction. The availability of financial facilities and direct cash support is of critical
importance in this area. Empowerment, with a frequency of 38.25%, is identified as
the most significant concept in the poverty alleviation process. In this context, skill
development and the creation of employment opportunities are key, highlighting the
necessity of enabling individuals to improve their economic conditions. Social
cohesion between the poor and other societal groups, representing 8.44% of the
concepts, contributes to reducing inequalities and enhancing social solidarity. NGO
capacity, with a frequency of 22.79%, emphasizes the importance of the social capital
of NGOs and their ability to mobilize public support for poverty reduction efforts. This
research demonstrates that poverty alleviation in Iran can only be effectively achieved
through the coordinated and complementary implementation of these strategies and the
optimal utilization of the capacities of both NGOs and the government.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction

Poverty is a multifaceted and structural issue that transcends the boundaries of mere economic
insufficiency. It manifests through the deprivation of essential human capabilities, limited access to
fundamental services, and exclusion from socio-political participation. In Iran, as in many developing
nations, poverty is not merely a consequence of inadequate income but also stems from systemic
disparities in access to resources, institutional inefficiencies, and social exclusion (Myrdal, 1987; Sen,
2000). The evolution of global poverty discourse has shifted towards multidimensional approaches,
recognizing the significance of non-monetary indicators such as education, health, empowerment, and
social cohesion (Alkire & Apablaza, 2016; Santos & Villatoro, 2018). These indicators are essential for
understanding the complexity of poverty and developing targeted interventions. The role of civil society
organizations, particularly non-governmental organizations (NGOs), has gained increasing attention in
the global poverty reduction strategy. Their local grounding, adaptive structures, and participatory
approaches position them as key actors in addressing poverty beyond the limitations of bureaucratic
governmental systems (Abdollahi & Bashiri Mousavi, 2015; Zarean et al., 2018).

In Iran, the experience of NGOs in poverty alleviation has evolved through collaboration with
government entities and international agencies such as the United Nations Development Programme
(UNDP), especially in areas of empowerment, microcredit, healthcare services, and educational access
(Esmaeil Asadi & Goodarzi, 2018; Seifi et al., 2019). Despite these efforts, poverty persists as a structural
challenge influenced by regional disparities, urban—rural divides, and the lingering impacts of
macroeconomic instability (Alizadeh & Alizadeh, 2021; Bazzazan et al., 2015). Theoretical perspectives on
poverty range from Marxist interpretations—viewing poverty as a byproduct of capitalist accumulation—
to functionalist and cultural perspectives that locate poverty within individual capabilities and behaviors
(Moore, 2017; Ra'is Dana, 2000; Tossoli, 1992). The capability approach by Amartya Sen offers an alternative
by emphasizing the importance of individual freedoms and choices, arguing that poverty should be
understood as the deprivation of basic capabilities (Sen, 2000).

The present study investigates the impact of socio-economic programs implemented by Iranian
NGOs on poverty alleviation, employing a multidimensional framework to assess their effectiveness. It
aims to understand how NGOs contribute to poverty reduction through various mechanisms such as
service provision, financial support, empowerment, and fostering social cohesion. Building upon
empirical research and grounded theory analysis, this study provides insight into the patterns, challenges,
and opportunities in civil society-led poverty alleviation in Iran.

Methods and Materials

This study utilized a grounded theory methodology based on the Strauss and Corbin approach. The
research sample comprised more than 50 interviews, reports, and documented experiences related to
poverty alleviation initiatives conducted by Iranian NGOs in cooperation with local and governmental
bodies. Data collection was conducted through purposive and accessible sampling. The analytical process
followed the three stages of coding: open coding, axial coding, and selective coding. The identified
concepts and categories were derived inductively from the data and then refined into a conceptual model
representing the multidimensional roles of NGOs in poverty alleviation.
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Findings

The coding process revealed five major conceptual categories that form the foundation of NGOs'
strategies in combating poverty in Iran: (1) provision of basic needs, (2) cash and credit assistance, (3)
empowerment, (4) social cohesion between the poor and the wider society, and (5) NGO capacity and
organizational strength.

The category of basic needs provision accounted for 18.72% of the overall coded concepts.
Indicators within this category included access to housing, healthcare, education, and food security. These
services were identified as essential prerequisites for any sustainable poverty alleviation effort.

Cash and credit assistance formed 11.80% of the codes. This included direct financial transfers,
microloans, and facilitation of access to banking services. Respondents emphasized the short-term but
crucial role of such support in mitigating the immediate effects of poverty.

The most significant conceptual category was empowerment, comprising 38.25% of the total data.
This involved skill-building, employment opportunities, self-sufficiency, and improvement of personal
agency among the poor. Indicators such as job training programs, self-employment schemes, and access
to productive assets were heavily emphasized.

Social cohesion between the poor and the rest of society represented 8.44% of the data. This
included efforts to reduce stigmatization, promote equity, and enhance mutual understanding and
solidarity through community-based initiatives.

Finally, NGO capacity and operational competence accounted for 22.79% of the conceptual
framework. This included trust-building with the public, mobilizing resources, designing strategic
programs, and fostering partnerships with public and private institutions.

These findings were synthesized into a conceptual model illustrating the interconnected nature of
the identified strategies, suggesting that a holistic and integrated approach is essential for effective poverty
reduction.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this study highlight that poverty alleviation is inherently multidimensional and
cannot be reduced to monetary interventions alone. The predominance of empowerment-related strategies
in NGO programs aligns with international best practices and scholarly recommendations that emphasize
the centrality of human capital development in overcoming structural poverty. By equipping individuals
with vocational skills, access to resources, and psychological agency, NGOs in Iran contribute to long-
term socioeconomic resilience.

Provision of basic needs, although often associated with short-term relief, emerged as a
foundational element necessary for enabling further interventions. Ensuring access to housing, nutrition,
healthcare, and education creates the minimum threshold for individuals to participate meaningfully in
empowerment initiatives. These services reduce vulnerability and facilitate the transition from survival to
development. However, such provisions should be coupled with long-term strategies to avoid fostering
dependency.

Financial support programs—such as microcredit and cash transfers—demonstrated substantial
short-term impact but require careful targeting and complementary services to ensure sustainability.
Unconditional cash assistance may temporarily alleviate poverty but must be accompanied by capacity-
building and financial literacy training to maximize impact and prevent regression.




The emphasis on social cohesion reinforces the importance of societal integration in poverty
alleviation. Marginalization and social fragmentation exacerbate the effects of poverty and hinder
recovery efforts. Programs that promote inclusivity, collective identity, and inter-class collaboration can
enhance the social fabric and provide fertile ground for collective action.

Furthermore, the institutional strength and credibility of NGOs were shown to be vital in
facilitating effective and transparent poverty alleviation programs. Trust from the public, effective
governance, and strategic partnerships significantly improved the reach and impact of NGO-led initiatives.
However, systemic challenges such as bureaucratic constraints, limited funding, and insufficient
government collaboration continue to hinder their effectiveness.

In conclusion, this study underlines the necessity of adopting a comprehensive and synergistic
approach to poverty alleviation in Iran. NGOs, as dynamic agents of social change, must integrate
empowerment, service provision, social cohesion, and organizational development into their strategies.
Meanwhile, state institutions should recognize the potential of civil society and provide the enabling
environment required for NGOs to thrive. The interplay between grassroots efforts and national policies
holds the key to addressing poverty not only as an economic issue but as a complex, multidimensional
phenomenon requiring sustained and collective action.
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