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Abstract

This study, adopting a phenomenological approach, explores the lived experience of
poverty among female-headed households residing in the informal settlement of
Altimour, Mashhad. Drawing on Oscar Lewis’s culture of poverty theory and the
multidimensional poverty framework, the research analyzes the complex dimensions
of poverty in the daily lives of these women. Data were collected through 26 semi-
structured interviews using purposive sampling until theoretical saturation was
reached, and were examined using thematic analysis. The central research question
is: How do female heads of households experience and interpret poverty in their
everyday lives? Key sensitizing concepts guiding the design of interview questions
included economic deprivation, social exclusion, shame and stigma, livelihood
strategies, and the coexistence of power and helplessness. The findings were
organized into three thematic levels: life in destitution (material-livelihood
dimension), fragile social interactions (relational-structural dimension), and
individual and familial psychological wounds (psychological dimension). The
results reveal that poverty for these women is a multidimensional phenomenon

which, beyond material deprivation, leads to social exclusion, psychological harm,
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and the reproduction of the poverty cycle. Despite women’s agency and resilience in
navigating difficult conditions, the multiple pressures contribute to their fragility and
social isolation. This study underscores the necessity of designing comprehensive
policy programs that simultaneously address the economic, social, and

psychological dimensions of poverty.

Keywords: female-headed households, Mashhad, Altimour informal settlement,

poverty, lived experience.

Introduction

Female-headed households are a vulnerable group worldwide and in Iran, where
women take on the economic and managerial responsibilities of the family due to
factors such as divorce, death of a spouse, or abandonment. The number of such
households has been increasing in Iran, and many face multidimensional poverty
and deprivation. This study investigates the lived experience of poverty among
female heads of households residing in the informal settlement of Al-Teymour in
Mashhad, using a phenomenological approach to uncover hidden dimensions of
their poverty.

Materials and Methods

This qualitative study employed a descriptive phenomenological method to understand
the deep meanings of the lived experiences of women regarding poverty. Twenty-six
female heads of households, purposively sampled from clients of a charitable
institution in the Al-Teymour informal settlement, participated in semi-structured
interviews averaging 45 minutes each. Thematic analysis was conducted using
MAXQDA software following Braun and Clarke’s method. Data credibility was

ensured via participant feedback and parallel coding by independent researchers.

Results and Discussion

Findings reveal that poverty among these women is multidimensional, expressed in
three thematic levels: material-livelihood hardship (life in destitution), weakened
social interactions (social-structural dimension), and individual and familial
psychological wounds. Poverty extends beyond material deprivation to social
exclusion, stigma, and psychological harm, perpetuating a vicious cycle of poverty.
Despite their agency and efforts, these women remain fragile and socially isolated

under multiple pressures.
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Conclusion

Understanding the lived experience of poverty among female heads of households in
informal settlements requires addressing its multidimensional nature. Policy
interventions should integrate economic support, enhancement of social interactions,
and psychosocial services. Solely focusing on one dimension may inadvertently
reinforce others. Comprehensive, empowerment-oriented programs are essential to

improve these women’s quality of life.
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