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Abstract 

The purpose of this study is to identify the primary internal and external factors that facilitate 

individuals' emergence from poverty. The principal investigator (PI) conducted interviews with a 

diverse sample of 21 participants who were born into poverty and successfully transitioned into 

the middle class. A phenomenological approach was employed, focusing on the lived 

experiences of these adults. The primary actions participants reported taking to overcome 

poverty included securing employment, pursuing formal education beyond high school, and 

relocating. Key internal factors identified were hope, faith, and a desire to escape hunger, abuse, 

or trauma. Participants predominantly cited their children as significant motivators when asked 

about family-related factors. Additionally, having parents with shared goals and living in a 

supportive home environment that provided emotional, verbal, and economic support, along with 

clear rules and discipline, were crucial. External factors facilitating their emergence from poverty 

included employment opportunities, access to medical services, welfare support, relocation for 

work opportunities, support from a church, formal education beyond high school, and specific 

assistance from a friend in the middle class. At the conclusion of the interview, participants were 

asked to identify the most critical factors among all the internal and external elements previously 

discussed. Seventy-six percent of participants indicated that all factors were important as they 

supported them in an interconnected manner, while sixty-two percent identified their children as 

the most significant motivating factor in their emergence from poverty. 

Keywords: poverty emergence, economic mobility, hope, motivating factors.   
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Chapter One: Introduction 

Poverty is a multifaceted and detrimental phenomenon affecting millions of individuals 

and families globally each year. According to the United States Census Bureau (2024), the 

official poverty rate in the United States is 11.5%, indicating that approximately 38 million 

Americans are living below the poverty line this year. As stated by Jiwani and Himmelstein 

(2023), the poverty rate in the United States is higher than many members of the Organization 

for Economic Co-operation and Development (from now on, “OECD”). In Oklahoma, the 

poverty rate stands at 15.6%, which is about four percentage points higher than the national 

average (Oklahoma Policy Institute, 2024). The situation is even more severe in the city of Tulsa, 

where the poverty rate is 18.2%, exceeding the national average by more than six points and the 

state average by over two points (World Population Review, 2024). These statistics underscore 

the pervasive and significant impact of poverty within specific regions and communities, 

highlighting the need for targeted policy interventions and support systems to address this critical 

issue. 

A family household is considered poor when their total annual income falls below their 

poverty threshold (United States Census Bureau, 2023). The methodology used by the OECD to 

classify income levels (poor/low income, lower-middle income, middle class, upper-middle 

income, and upper class/high income) involves comparing the aggregate income of household 

members to their total household income (OECD, 2023). Despite the standardized methods for 

measuring poverty, many lower-middle-class families perceive themselves as poor, even though 

they do not meet the international criteria for poverty (Oyarzo et al., 2023). Living below the 

poverty line has detrimental social and psychological effects on individuals (Costello et al., 

2003) and negatively impacts national economies annually (World Bank, 2020). Accurate and 
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objective identification of factors enabling low-income individuals to escape poverty is essential 

for governments and organizations. Such knowledge can inform the creation of social, familial, 

and economic structures that promote sustainable poverty alleviation. Current literature 

predominantly examines poverty from a macroeconomic perspective, highlighting a need for 

studies focusing on the personal experiences of individuals who have successfully emerged from 

poverty. This study aims to fill that gap in academic literature by exploring the perceptions of 

those who have overcome poverty in Tulsa, Oklahoma. Including the perspectives of these 

individuals is crucial for academics and policymakers to understand the complex process of 

poverty alleviation. The study is further justified by incorporating three distinct theoretical 

frameworks that examine macro-economic factors such as welfare and medical services. This 

proposal challenges the notion that poverty emergence is solely linked to internal factors, such as 

hope (Snyder, 2000). It posits that levels of hope are nurtured not only by familial and communal 

groups (Bernardo, 2010) but also by the aforementioned macro-level factors, as considered in 

models like the one proposed by Luhmann (1995). From this perspective, the involvement of city 

leaders and governments is crucial in understanding the process of poverty emergence. The 

conceptual framework for this study integrates Snyder's (2000) model of hope, as expanded by 

Bernardo (2010), alongside Luhmann's (1995) systems theory. For the research design, Edmund 

Husserl’s phenomenology theory (Husserl, 1970) was primarily utilized to guide the conduction 

and analysis of data. These theories are widely recognized as robust models for understanding 

the emergence of poverty (Kern et al., 2020).       

The phenomenon of poverty emergence is a topic that is being explored from a wide and 

diverse range of perspectives (Alper et al., 2021; Agasisti et al., 2021; Cecchini, 2014; Krishna, 

2017; Oyarzo, 2020). Contemporary scholarly literature provides substantial evidence that 
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identifying effective strategies for assisting households in overcoming poverty is a 

multidisciplinary field of study encompassing political science, sociology, social work, 

economics, psychology, education, and anthropology. There are multiple reasons why nations 

should invest in helping families overcome poverty. The consequences of poverty among OECD 

countries include higher welfare costs and increased crime rates (Sugiharti et al., 2023). High 

poverty rates can hinder a city's development and affect its overall growth (Bradley & Corwyn, 

2002). Kasara and Suryanarayan (2015) hypothesize, based on international data, that citizens 

living below the poverty line have less interest in participating in political activity than those in 

the middle and upper classes. Poverty is also strongly associated with the development of 

psychopathologies (Compton & Shim, 2015). Authors such as Himmelstein and Venkataramani 

(2019) propose that helping individuals emerge from poverty provides both social and economic 

benefits for families and countries. Assisting families in transitioning into the middle- or upper-

income clusters can positively affect a country’s economic growth (Pathak & Kuttippurath, 

2022) as well as its environmental and economic sustainability (Ngong et al., 2023). Some 

researchers are currently studying the relationships between cognitive impairment and poverty 

(Chen & Cao, 2020), while others investigate this phenomenon from a global, economic, and 

cultural perspective (Boone et al., 2018). Living in poverty and attempting to overcome it is a 

multidimensional issue. Among OECD countries, some researchers are examining the complex 

relationships between household dysfunction and poverty (Qu & Weston, 2021). In the context 

of poverty emergence, household dysfunction refers to conflicts within a family unit that can 

impact the well-being of its members (Gomis-Pomares et al., 2023). These various authors 

explore different issues associated with poverty, emphasizing the critical importance of 

identifying barriers that prevent individuals from overcoming poverty.   
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Poverty emergence, also known as social or economic mobility, is a process in which an 

individual or a family unit transitions from the low-income cluster to the middle- or upper-

income clusters (Desmond & Western, 2018). Current literature on this phenomenon examines 

both internal and external factors to understand what enables individuals and communities to rise 

above the poverty line. This study aims to address the following central question: What internal 

and external factors do previously low-income individuals identify as key in their journey out of 

poverty? Internal factors refer to psychological elements within individuals, such as ambition, 

perseverance, and emerging concepts like willpower in hope theory (Snyder, 2002a). In contrast, 

external factors are associated with influences outside the individual, including family systems, 

community, geographical, and economic environments. These external factors include both 

social and physical elements. For instance, living in a polluted environment can negatively 

impact citizens’ health and well-being, thereby hindering their economic mobility (Oluwole et 

al., 2012). Tulsa, the second-largest city in Oklahoma with approximately 411,938 residents 

(Cubit, 2024), currently faces specific poverty-related challenges, including a high homeless 

population. The causes and alleviators of poverty can vary significantly by geographical location 

(Vives-Miró, 2022), underscoring the academic relevance of conducting a study specifically 

focused on Tulsa. 

Since the study focuses on the voices of individuals who have successfully emerged from 

poverty, conducting in-depth phenomenological interviews will enable participants to express 

themselves in a more intimate setting. This approach allows them to share pertinent information 

about their perceptions and experiences during the social mobility process. The objective of these 

interviews is to identify the factors that participants believe aided their transition out of poverty, 

as recounted in their own testimonies. This type of face-to-face interview also provides 
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participants the opportunity to elaborate on deep and detailed responses, which could not be 

obtained through other contemporary research methods. Additionally, phenomenological 

interviews offer the researcher the opportunity to explore various factors mentioned by the 

participants in greater depth.      

Considering that this study aims to identify various internal and external factors, three 

different theoretical frameworks have been considered for the project's development. Among the 

numerous internal factors that can help an individual overcome poverty, this research will 

primarily focus on identifying levels of hope (Snyder, 2002b), due to the association between 

goals, determination, the creation of pathways, and motivating factors that positively impact 

hope levels. Consistent with hope theory, some scholars have discovered through qualitative 

approaches that individuals who escape poverty typically devise a strategy to overcome it 

(Krishna, 2010). Additionally, some studies have compared these observations across different 

countries through quantitative analysis (Hirschl et al., 2023). A growing number of scholars are 

concentrating on the internal and personal characteristics of individuals in relation to overcoming 

poverty (Castro et al., 2021; Clark & Stubbeman, 2021; González-Bailón & Wang, 2013). Hope 

theory, as founded by Charles Snyder (Snyder, 2002a), posits that hope is not merely a wish but 

a proactive desire to discover strategies or pathways that will lead to goal attainment. According 

to Snyder (2002a), objectives cannot be achieved without willpower (also referred to as agency) 

and pathways. Willpower enables an individual to achieve a goal because hopeful individuals 

devote mental energy to finding or constructing paths to reach their objectives (Gallagher & 

Lopez, 2009). It is believed that those who overcome poverty develop a strategy for social 

mobility and possess high levels of determination (Blanden et al., 2013). In this theoretical 

framework, the concept of free will differs from willpower; free will refers to the ability to make 
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choices independent of external constraints, while determination (or willpower in hope theory) is 

associated with intrinsic and extrinsic motivation and the internal features that help an individual 

achieve a goal (Snyder, 2002b). 

To identify and analyze external factors, this study will focus on various familial, social, 

and economic support networks that can help individuals emerge from poverty, such as familial 

support, access to formal education, employment opportunities, healthcare, philanthropic and 

governmental assistance, among others (Cuesta et al., 2020). Niklas Luhmann's systems model 

offers a perspective that views civilization as a complex system of interrelated measures 

functioning together to maintain stability (Guptill & Peine, 2021). From this paradigm, external 

support systems are crucial in the economic mobility process. Systems such as families, 

communities (including neighborhoods and social organizations), healthcare, and educational 

institutions are identified as the most relevant interconnected systems within this theoretical 

framework. For the analysis of familial and communal factors, the ideas proposed by Bernardo 

(2010) have also been incorporated. The economic mobility process will be further explored 

through the works of Professor Anirudh Krishna from Duke University. Krishna's research 

focuses on poverty dynamics, specifically examining how individuals and families emerge from 

poverty and the factors associated with economic mobility. His work also addresses elements 

that can cause households to return to poverty, the roles of social and economic capital, 

community-based approaches, and empirical evidence related to poverty emergence (Iversen et 

al., 2019). 

Perceptions, beliefs, and experiences have been identified as the three primary qualitative 

influencing factors in this study. These factors are most pertinent to the study's purpose and were 

chosen over other commonly utilized concepts in phenomenological research, such as meaning, 
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context, essence, and intersubjectivity (Siddiqi et al., 2021). The principal investigator examined 

how participants perceive the issue of poverty emergence, particularly by identifying internal and 

external elements. The second influencing factor in this analysis is beliefs. Participants' 

individual beliefs may shape their unique perceptions of economic mobility. The third 

influencing factor considered in this study is experiences. Participants were asked to recount the 

experiences that, according to their own perceptions, helped them overcome poverty. 

The study adopts a phenomenological and descriptive/observational approach (Aurini et 

al., 2021). A total of 21 in-depth, in-person interviews were conducted. This research is not a 

replication study, as an original questionnaire created by the principal investigator was utilized 

for all interviews. The sampling procedure was nonrandom. The interviews employed 

qualitative-phenomenological methods, deemed most appropriate for exploring participants' 

perceptions, stories, memories, and perspectives (Armstrong, 2024). All participants were 

individuals born into poverty who later emerged from it. Selection criteria focused on ensuring 

parity and racial representation, with about half of the participants having obtained education 

beyond high school. A snowball strategy was used for recruitment purposes (Aurini et al., 2021). 

Upon completion, all interviews were transcribed and entered into Excel software for analysis. 

Main categories, themes, and central factors were identified and analyzed. To ensure the validity 

of the findings, the member checking strategy was employed. Transferability was ensured using 

thick description, allowing for a comprehensive portrayal of the participants' contexts and 

experiences. Additionally, the study included a diverse sample in terms of race, culture, gender, 

and other factors. Contextual analysis, comparative analysis, and the presentation of theoretical 

frameworks further supported the transferability of the study's findings. Contextual analysis 

encompasses an examination of situational, environmental, cultural, and temporal factors that 
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shape and influence the experiences of participants (Stange & Glasgow, 2023). This method 

allows researchers to gain a comprehensive understanding of how these multifaceted elements 

interact and affect individual experiences. On the other hand, comparative analysis involves the 

systematic comparison and contrast of different experiences or cases within a phenomenological 

study to discern commonalities and differences. This approach helps identify patterns or themes 

across multiple cases while also highlighting unique aspects of individual cases (Blair-Walcott, 

2023).  

Given that the study included only 21 interviews, the findings cannot be generalized to a 

larger population. According to Armstrong (2024), the qualitative design inherently involves 

subjectivity in the perceptions of both the participants and the PI, which could influence the 

analysis and findings (e.g., researcher influence). The significant amount of time required to 

conduct in-depth interviews may have impacted various stages of the research project. 

Additionally, the interpretative nature of the analysis presents challenges for replication. 

Internal and external validity may have been affected by the PI’s bias during data 

collection and analysis. Participants' reliance on memory to answer study questions could result 

in inaccuracies. To mitigate these limitations, the PI employed rigorous qualitative 

methodological strategies. These strategies included: a) ensuring the thorough documentation 

and transparent reporting of the research process, b) utilizing member checking to validate the 

findings with participants, c) employing thick description to provide detailed contextual 

information, d) including a diverse sample to enhance the transferability of the results, and e) 

implementing measures to minimize researcher bias, such as reflexivity and triangulation. These 

methodological approaches aimed to reduce the impact of the study's inherent limitations and 

enhance the credibility and trustworthiness of the findings. 
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Many of the approaches in the study of poverty emergence mentioned earlier rely on big 

data collected at the macro level, typically from governments or large-scale research institutions 

such as the OECD and the United Nations (UN), utilizing quantitative analysis. Historically, this 

lens has dominated the study of poverty emergence. Although these reports and studies 

significantly contribute to understanding economic mobility, there is a discernible need to 

explore the perceptions of individuals who have overcome poverty through a more personal 

approach, allowing for the collection and analysis of their testimonies.  

According to Prášková (2021), tensions exist among different methodologies aimed at 

alleviating poverty. Some paradigms address the social mobility process using quantitative tools 

(Daowd et al., 2021), while others argue that it is equally crucial to study the internal elements of 

individuals and families who have managed to rise out of poverty during their lifetimes (Oka et 

al., 2017). Internal and external factors associated with poverty emergence can vary widely 

depending on economic, cultural, geographical, and other contextual factors (Ochi et al., 2023). 

This investigation aims to contribute to the study of poverty emergence, specifically in the 

context of Tulsa. Numerous governmental, academic, private, and philanthropic organizations 

are currently making significant efforts to discover new and effective ways to support individuals 

and families in the economic mobility process. On a larger scale, findings from 

phenomenological studies like this one could provide valuable insights for policymakers, city 

leaders, and philanthropic organizations in their efforts to combat poverty.  

Organizations such as the OECD and the UN continuously seek ways to alleviate 

poverty, a phenomenon also observed at state and federal levels. Although the discourse on 

poverty alleviation can sometimes be political and ideological, scientific approaches to 
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identifying factors that help low-income families emerge from poverty are generally well 

received in academic, philanthropic, and governmental contexts. 

The purpose of this study is to identify, specifically for the city of Tulsa, the 

psychological elements (internal factors) and external factors, including familial and communal 

support, alongside macro-level factors such as those influenced by city, state, and national 

leaders, including welfare, medical services, and education availability. These features are 

crucial in aiding individuals or households to overcome poverty. The study aims to expand the 

understanding of poverty emergence in Tulsa by employing the three conceptual frameworks 

previously discussed, addressing a clear gap identified in the current specialized literature. 

Positionality Statement 

To comply with the widely accepted standards suggested by King and Hermes (2014), 

significant information regarding the author of this study is disclosed. The author is a male born 

in Santiago, Chile, South America, who practices the Jewish religion. He holds a bachelor’s 

degree in education from the Pontifical Catholic University of Chile, a master’s degree in social 

work with licensure in the state of Oklahoma and is currently a PhD candidate at the University 

of Oklahoma in the Organizational and Community Leadership program. He has extensive 

experience working in Tulsa with low-income populations in organizations such as Family and 

Children Services, Saint Jude Research Hospital, and Tulsa Public Schools. 

The author experienced poverty because of the economic policies implemented during 

Salvador Allende's communist regime in Chile. Subsequently, the author transitioned into the 

middle class under the governance of Augusto Pinochet. He has since attained upper-class status 

while living in Tulsa. He believes that reducing or eradicating poverty is an ethical responsibility 

of governments, intellectuals, and society. Furthermore, he advocates for the creation of social 
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and economic systems that support low-income families in emerging from poverty. He 

emphasizes that, although personal decisions, mental health, determination, and motivation are 

crucial for overcoming poverty, familial and communal support are also significant. Having 

experienced poverty and successfully overcoming it, the author aspires for others to achieve 

similar success. 

These experiences and beliefs could potentially influence the data collection and analysis 

in this study. Therefore, the researcher employed a reflexive journal and an external auditor to 

mitigate potential biases. This disclosure is made to adhere to current standards for 

phenomenological transparency, credibility, and contextualization (Høffding & Martiny, 2016). 
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Chapter Two: Conceptual Framework 

The study of poverty emergence from a phenomenological perspective allows the 

researcher to explore various aspects of this phenomenon comprehensively. The 21 interviews 

conducted enabled the PI to immerse in the internal and external elements significant to the 

participants as they experienced economic mobility. Emerging from poverty is a process 

intertwined with participants' personal stories, mental processes, and emotions (Marbin et al., 

2022). Understanding life experiences is crucial when researching the complex phenomenon of 

economic mobility (Edwards & Irwin, 2010). To analyze the internal and external factors 

influencing poverty emergence, the following theoretical frameworks have been consulted for 

the elaboration of this study. 

Edmund Husserl’s Phenomenology Theory 

 For the research design, the study drew on the phenomenological theory proposed by 

Edmund Husserl. A significant aspect of Husserl’s proposal is the element of intentionality, 

which suggests that the PI should focus on the lived experiences of participants, exploring and 

understanding their mental processes and how they perceive their economic mobility process 

(Edwards & Irwin, 2010). Husserl also emphasizes the importance of delving into the core of 

participants’ experiences and the significance they attribute to the factors that enabled their 

economic mobility (Finlay, 2011). Husserl's ideas have been widely accepted in empirical-

qualitative studies on poverty emergence and were utilized by the PI to conduct in-depth 

interviews aimed at identifying internal and external factors that help individuals overcome 

poverty. Employing Edmund Husserl’s theory in the study of poverty emergence is significant 

because it provides a profound comprehension of the lived experiences of individuals affected by 

this issue. Husserl’s approach highlights the subjective experiences and the importance that 
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individuals assign to their economic circumstances, offering powerful insights into how these 

individuals perceive and transition into higher economic clusters (Rosan, 2012). Koopman 

(2011) suggests that Husserl’s phenomenological theory offers a robust framework for studying 

the experiences of individuals who have lived in poverty. This approach facilitates a deep 

understanding of the personal and contextual factors that influence their journey out of poverty, 

making it a valuable tool for this research. 

In line with this philosophical framework, Maurice Merleau-Ponty contributes an 

intriguing theoretical perspective to this study. His theory emphasizes the significance of daily 

experiences, suggesting that the socio-economic ecosystem of participants can substantially 

influence their perceptions and behaviors (Küpers, 2020). Dijkema and Van den Berg (2021) 

have employed Merleau-Ponty’s work to explore the experiences of individuals who have lived 

in poverty, arguing that these experiences are deeply connected to the individuals’ environments. 

The same authors suggest that, based on Merleau-Ponty’s foundational ideas, the environment of 

individuals emerging from poverty can shape their perceptions, behaviors, and strategies for 

coping with poverty. He expanded Edmund Husserl’s phenomenological theory in a manner 

similar to how Bernardo (2010) expanded Charles Snyder’s hope theory, as will be discussed in 

the forthcoming sections. 

Merleau-Ponty’s emphasis on the lived, embodied experience underscores the importance 

of considering how individuals interact with their environments daily. This perspective aligns 

well with the study’s focus on understanding the internal and external factors influencing 

economic mobility. By incorporating Merleau-Ponty’s theoretical framework, the study can 

better capture the nuanced ways in which participants’ environments impact their economic 
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journeys and provide deeper insights into the socio-economic factors that facilitate or hinder 

their emergence from poverty. 

Charles Snyder’s Hope Theory 

Among the various internal elements that can help households overcome poverty—such 

as theories associated with resilience, agency, and empowerment—this study will primarily 

focus on identifying levels of hope (Snyder, 2002a). Hope is a well-established psychological 

theory often linked to poverty emergence, with high levels of hope frequently associated with 

overcoming poverty (Snyder et al., 2000). Researchers such as Dixson et al. (2017) have utilized 

hope theory to explore poverty emergence, finding that it is a robust framework for empirically 

investigating the factors that help families overcome poverty. According to Charles Snyder, hope 

is a cognitive process involving the ability to set clear goals, create multiple pathways to achieve 

them, and maintain the motivation to pursue them (Snyder, 2002b). His theory postulates that 

hope is a crucial psychological strength that can aid individuals in overcoming poverty through 

the development of resilience and adaptive behaviors. In the field of anthropology, willpower is 

often referred to as determination (Jansen, 2016). Scholars such as Lybbert and Wydick (2018a) 

have also applied hope theory to study economic mobility, suggesting that fostering hope can 

help households surpass the poverty line. Lopez and Snyder (2009) propose that Charles 

Snyder’s ideas are particularly useful when exploring the elements of poverty emergence. They 

argue that hope theory empowers low-income individuals to overcome poverty by inspiring them 

to plan and pursue goals. Currently, hope theory serves as a foundational framework for many 

relevant publications related to the study of poverty emergence. 

According to Krafft et al. (2020), hope differs from optimism in that hope considers three 

main components: goals, pathways, and agency. The focus of the two concepts also differs.  
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While optimism emphasizes maintaining a positive outlook on life, hope cannot exist 

without the presence of all three aforementioned components. The measurement of these theories 

also varies. Hope is typically assessed using scales such as the Adult Hope Scale, which 

measures both the pathways and agency components (Snyder et al., 1991). In contrast, optimism 

is evaluated using instruments like the Life Orientation Test, which aims to gauge optimistic or 

pessimistic tendencies (Scheier & Carver, 1985). The author of this study selected hope over 

optimism because hope can be identified through the presence of goals, pathways, and agency—

three elements closely associated with poverty emergence in the literature (Arnau et al., 2010). 

This makes hope a more relevant and comprehensive construct for examining the factors that 

contribute to overcoming poverty. 

Hope and self-efficacy are distinct constructs within psychological theory. According to 

Bandura (1997) and Maddux and Kleiman (2016), self-efficacy pertains specifically to an 

individual's belief in their capability to execute tasks. This construct emphasizes confidence in 

one's abilities and the successful completion of specific actions. In contrast, hope theory, as 

outlined in relevant psychological literature, involves both the planning and motivational aspects 

necessary for goal attainment. It integrates goal setting, identifying pathways to achieve those 

goals, and maintaining motivation, irrespective of individual performance outcomes. 

Consequently, self-efficacy is frequently applied within the domain of athletics, where task-

specific confidence is paramount (Aizava et al., 2021) In contrast, hope is acknowledged by the 

author of this study as a broader concept, incorporating a more comprehensive approach to 

motivation and goal pursuit.   

Prominent theorists in the field of hope, such as Gallagher and Lopez (2009) and Snyder 

(2002), have examined the relationship between poverty and hope by exploring the three primary 
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components of hope theory. Central to this theory is goal setting, which represents the desired 

outcomes that hopeful individuals strive to achieve. These personalized objectives offer direction 

and purpose, varying significantly from one person to another. The formulation of realistic goals 

can assist low-income individuals in channeling their efforts and resources towards attainable 

outcomes (Matthews, 2021). Examples of such achievable goals may include securing stable 

employment or completing high school. 

In hope theory, pathways refer to the strategies or plans that individuals develop to 

achieve their goals (Snyder et al., 1991). This concept encompasses the creation of multiple 

approaches and contingency plans to navigate challenges effectively. Research, including 

multiple studies published by the World Bank (2015), has highlighted the importance of having 

diverse plans to mitigate poverty. Developing various strategies to overcome obstacles is crucial 

for low-income individuals aiming to improve their circumstances. 

Agency is typically recognized as the motivational component within hope theory. It is 

defined as an individual's belief in their own ability to initiate and sustain actions necessary to 

achieve personal goals (Snyder et al., 1991). In the context of this study, this concept is 

particularly pertinent, as high levels of agency can motivate individuals to take action despite the 

obstacles associated with living below the poverty line. According to Snyder et al. (1991), this 

belief and motivation are critical for maintaining two essential psychological elements: 

perseverance and resilience. 

Numerous publications have examined the importance of hope in overcoming adversity. 

Snyder (2002) suggests that hope facilitates the overcoming of hardship by fostering resilience 

and enabling the attainment of personal goals. In a similar vein, Lopez et al. (2003) found that 

high levels of hope can help patients in coping with and overcoming certain psychopathologies.  
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Snyder et al. (2020) explored the protective effect of high hope levels against 

hopelessness, emphasizing its positive impact on mental health, particularly in mitigating 

suicidal ideation. Corn et al. (2020) reviewed various studies that corroborate the effectiveness of 

the hope model in enhancing mental health and overall well-being. Consequently, hope theory is 

recognized as a robust framework within contemporary psychology for understanding how 

individuals overcome adversity. 

Scholars such as Bernardo (2010) have expanded on Snyder’s original model of hope by 

incorporating cultural dimensions and social contexts. Bernardo's contributions are particularly 

relevant to this study, as he emphasizes the importance of considering cultural differences and 

social support systems that help individuals cultivate hope. Furthermore, Bernardo extended the 

focus from individual goals to collective goals, highlighting the significance of group dynamics 

and familial support, which are pertinent to the participants in this study. This topic will be 

explored in greater detail in subsequent sections. Additionally, Bernardo (2010) underscores the 

necessity of flexibility in creating pathways and adaptability in agency. He argues that 

individuals who can adjust their goals and plans in response to changing circumstances are more 

likely to maintain their sense of hope. 

Scioli and Biller (2009) delve into Bernardo's (2010) concept of the Locus of Hope, 

which frames hope as a model with both internal and external dimensions influenced by 

individual and communal factors. In the internal Locus of Hope, Bernardo identifies personal 

responsibility and self-efficacy as critical for goal achievement. Conversely, the external Locus 

of Hope includes collective goals, social support, and the cultural context of groups. Bernardo 

(2010) posits that families and communities can nurture hope and that robust social support 

systems can help individuals sustain and enhance their levels of hope. He discovered that 
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individuals with a strong external locus of hope reported higher levels of well-being when 

surrounded by strong social networks. Moreover, intrinsic hope, characterized by individual 

beliefs, values, and motivation, is essential for setting and pursuing personal goals. Bernardo 

emphasizes that intrinsic hope is vital for maintaining motivation and positive traits like 

perseverance, particularly in the face of adversity. This intrinsic hope is seen as a fundamental 

component of personal growth and psychological well-being. 

Vroom (1964) has significantly contributed to the expansion of hope theory through his 

expectancy model, a motivational theory that explains how individuals make decisions regarding 

various behavioral options. According to Vroom's model, motivation is a result of a rational 

calculation where individuals assess three key factors: expectancy (the belief that one's effort 

will lead to performance), instrumentality (the belief that performance will result in a specific 

outcome), and valence (the value the individual places on that outcome). Vroom (1964) 

conceives that individuals are motivated to engage in behaviors they believe will lead to 

desirable and valued outcomes. His model underscores the role of cognitive processes in 

motivation, suggesting that most people choose behaviors based on their expectations of the 

outcomes and the value they assign to those outcomes.  

Lambright (2010) applies Vroom's expectancy theory to understand the emergence of 

poverty, exploring how individuals' expectations, perceptions of instrumentalities, and valences 

influence their motivation to pursue opportunities that could help them overcome poverty. 

Within Vroom's framework, a lack of motivation can also perpetuate poverty, as low-income 

individuals may not engage in necessary actions to rise above the poverty line. This aspect of the 

model highlights the critical impact of cognitive evaluations on motivation and behavior in 

socio-economic contexts. 
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Niklas Luhmann’s Systems Theory 
 

While Bernardo (2010) provides a robust theoretical framework for understanding 

external factors that positively influence levels of hope, this study incorporates an additional 

theoretical perspective to examine elements beyond family and community structures, such as 

welfare and health systems. Among the various systems theories discussed in the literature, 

Niklas Luhmann's systems theory presents the most comprehensive model for analyzing external 

factors in the context of poverty emergence. Luhmann's theory posits that society consists of 

complex, self-referential systems that operate autonomously but interact through 

communicational networks (Luhmann, 1995). Each system—whether economic, political, or 

educational—functions independently with its own logic and constraints. In examining poverty 

emergence, Luhmann's systems theory can elucidate how interactions and communications 

between different social systems can either facilitate or hinder this process (Fuchs, 2001). This 

approach allows for a more nuanced understanding of how broader societal structures impact 

individual experiences of poverty. 

Authors such as Rempel (1996) have effectively utilized Luhmann's systems theory to 

understand poverty emergence from a systems perspective. In his study, Rempel reconstructs 

Luhmann's ideas to examine how social subsystems interact with the phenomenon of 

overcoming poverty. He hypothesizes that the interactions individuals have with external 

systems can create environments that either facilitate or obstruct the emergence of poverty. 

Schirmer and Michailakis (2015) have also illustrated that Luhmann's model is a powerful tool 

for studying poverty emergence. According to these authors, Luhmann's framework provides a 

comprehensive approach to exploring economic mobility by highlighting how systems can 

include or exclude individuals and families from essential services such as welfare and health 
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care. Luhmann's proposals have become foundational in sociological theory and have been 

applied effectively in phenomenological studies to investigate complex social phenomena (Seidl 

et al., 2005). Given that the emergence of poverty is intertwined with the existence and 

interconnection of complex systems, Luhmann's model has been extensively utilized for policy 

analysis (Fuchs, 2001). This approach allows policymakers to understand how different social 

systems—such as economic, political, and welfare systems—interact and influence the 

conditions that lead to poverty. By applying Luhmann's theory, analysts can identify the points 

of communication and interaction between these systems, thereby offering insights into how 

policies can be designed or adjusted to mitigate poverty more effectively. 

The theoretical models previously discussed have been integral to the formulation of the 

primary questions in this study, as well as to the development of the literature review. These 

models have also guided the analysis of both internal and external factors identified by the 21 

participants. The incorporation of these frameworks has ensured a comprehensive approach to 

understanding the multifaceted nature of poverty emergence, enabling a detailed examination of 

how individual and systemic elements interact to influence the participants' experiences and 

outcomes. 
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Chapter Three: Literature Review 

The review has been organized into studies examining psychological elements (internal 

factors), external factors including familial and communal support, and macro-level factors 

related to welfare, medical services, and government work, thereby employing a micro to macro 

perspective. The methodological framework established by Aurini et al. (2021) was chosen for 

this study due to its comprehensive approach to phenomenological research. These authors 

provide detailed guidance on data collection, analysis, and interpretation techniques, which 

support the validity and reliability of the research findings, making it an ideal framework for 

examining poverty emergence and related factors. 

Despite the broader body of literature exploring the experiences of low-income 

individuals, there have been limited studies published in the past decade that specifically address 

how previously low-income individuals in Tulsa describe their experiences of emerging from 

poverty from a phenomenological perspective. This study aims to contribute to the development 

of research focused on poverty emergence. The variability in questionnaires used for 

phenomenological interviews across different regions underscores the need for standardized 

methodologies. Additionally, factors influencing poverty emergence can change over time 

(National Academies of Sciences et al., 2019). 

Most specialized qualitative studies on poverty predominantly focus on individuals' 

descriptions of the internal and external factors that led them below the poverty line, rather than 

their trajectories toward social mobility (Wheeler, 2023). This investigation seeks to fill that gap 

by providing insights into the processes and experiences associated with overcoming poverty. 
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Internal Facilitating Factors for Poverty Emergence 

Anirudh Krishna from Duke University has conducted significant research on poverty 

emergence, focusing on how individuals and families transition into the middle class. In his 2010 

study, Krishna investigates both the factors that lead individuals to fall below the poverty line 

and those that enable them to rise above it. He identifies key elements that facilitate overcoming 

poverty and factors that can cause a relapse into poverty. His extensive research spans multiple 

countries, including the United States, India, Kenya, Uganda, and Peru, involving approximately 

35,000 interviews (Krishna, 2010). 

Krishna's phenomenological work highlights critical incidents that can precipitate a 

household's descent into poverty, such as illness and individual psychological elements (internal 

factors). These events often create a negative cycle that drives individuals and families into 

chronic poverty. His studies emphasize the importance of considering both internal and external 

factors in the analysis of poverty emergence, providing valuable insights into the dynamics of 

poverty. Psychological elements associated with poverty emergence include the internalization 

of poverty-related stress and the psychological toll of living in deprived conditions, which can 

affect cognitive function and emotional regulation. A lack of self-efficacy, low self-esteem, and 

internalized stigma can exacerbate the difficulties of escaping poverty. Additionally, chronic 

stress associated with poverty can impair decision-making and problem-solving abilities, further 

entrenching individuals in their socioeconomic status (Jenkins et al., 2008). 

In exploring the psychological factors facilitating poverty emergence, it is essential to 

consider the relevance of hope theory. The multitude of internal and external factors influencing 

poverty emergence presents unique challenges, shaped significantly by cultural dynamics, 

individual variability, and region-specific economic characteristics. Hope theory, as proposed by 
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Snyder et al. (2002), provides a psychological framework for understanding how individuals' 

perceptions of their capabilities to achieve goals influence their behavior and resilience in 

adversity. Snyder's model (1991), extended by Bernardo (2010), suggests that individuals with 

higher levels of hope have a greater capacity to devise and pursue strategies for overcoming 

poverty. The components of agency and intentional goal-directed planning (pathways) are crucial 

for those confronting socioeconomic challenges. The literature on hope theory emphasizes its 

central tenets in relation to poverty emergence, including psychological resilience, intentional 

goal-directed behavior, and designing interventions informed by hope theory, which can aid in 

poverty alleviation programs. This holistic perspective encompasses cognitive, emotional, and 

motivational aspects of individuals, as well as collective hope and external systems that foster 

hope among individuals. Snyder (2000) identifies hope as a crucial coping strategy during 

adversity. The development of its three core components—goals, pathways, and agency—

significantly aids individuals in managing stress and overcoming obstacles. These components 

not only help in stress management but also contribute to enhancing overall well-being and 

psychological health. This underscores the broad benefits of nurturing hope in both therapeutic 

and everyday settings, highlighting its importance for psychological resilience and effective 

coping mechanisms. Hope is also widely recognized as a psychological strength (Cheavens et al., 

2005). Individuals with high levels of hope can effectively establish and achieve meaningful 

goals, even within the constraints of poverty, by providing the motivational impetus and 

cognitive strategies essential for goal attainment. Agency represents the motivational drive, 

while pathways denote the cognitive strategies necessary to navigate towards these goals. This 

synergy promotes resilience, enabling individuals to sustain focus and motivation amid 

challenging circumstances. According to Cheavens et al. (2005), heightened levels of hope 
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facilitate effective stress management, enhance problem-solving abilities, and contribute to 

improved overall psychological well-being and life satisfaction. 

A central research question frequently explored in specialized literature is whether 

individuals are inherently equipped with the internal characteristics that enable them to overcome 

poverty, or if these traits are developed through their social environments (Krishna, 2010). While 

it is reasonable to hypothesize that a combination of inherent traits and social influences plays a 

role, this study analyzes participants' responses to shed light on this issue. The findings, which 

will be presented in upcoming sections, aim to elucidate the relative contributions of intrinsic 

characteristics and external social factors in the process of overcoming poverty. 

Krishna (2010) investigates psychological attributes linked to poverty emergence, such as 

self-efficacy, motivation, resilience, and stress management capacity. He posits that fostering 

these qualities through intentional and structured interventions can aid low-income households in 

overcoming poverty. Earlier, Krishna (2009) emphasized the role of individual agency, defining 

it as the capacity to make independent choices and act autonomously. Complementing Krishna’s 

findings, Lybbert and Wydick (2018) found that individuals who successfully overcome poverty 

exhibit strong determination and elevated levels of hope, enhancing social mobility. Castellanza 

(2022) suggests that individuals who emerge from poverty leverage positive values like 

discipline, which vary significantly across cultural contexts, consistent with Bernardo’s (2010) 

ideas. 

Researchers such as Boatman (2014) have discovered that certain PhD students who grew 

up in poverty and challenging familial conditions describe their emergence from poverty through 

envisioning themselves beyond their immediate environments. Boatman suggests that these 

individuals exhibited a heightened level of determination, aligning with Snyder's (2002) hope 
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theory. Similarly, Bailey (2020) identified additional cognitive internal factors, such as a shift in 

mindset, through interviews with individuals who emerged from poverty. This dissertation aims 

to identify a broader range of factors than those described by Bailey (2020). Additionally, Luthar 

et al. (2000) emphasize resilience as a critical internal factor, alongside perseverance, in 

overcoming poverty. This line of research underscores the importance of both cognitive shifts 

and psychological resilience. These findings indicate that internal factors like determination play 

a crucial role, and that a broader array of factors may contribute to successfully overcoming 

poverty, which will be explored further in this dissertation. 

Kafle (2011) conducted multiple phenomenological interviews with individuals who had 

successfully overcome poverty, identifying resilience, hope, and personal agency as the main 

factors facilitating their escape from economic hardships. Similarly, Navarro (2015) underlines 

resilience as a critical internal factor and highlights other protective elements such as 

determination and goal setting. Bernardo and Resurreccion (2018) explored the relationships 

between financial stress and the well-being of young adults, focusing on the moderating role of 

the locus of hope. This concept theorizes that the foundation for hope can either be internal 

(within oneself) or external (from others). Their findings indicate that financial stress can 

influence the relationship between an external-spiritual locus of hope and life contentment, 

suggesting that both internal and external factors are central in navigating financial challenges. 

The convergence of these studies highlights the multifaceted nature of overcoming poverty, 

emphasizing the importance of psychological resilience, goal setting, and the interplay between 

internal beliefs and external supports.  

Shafir and Mullainathan (2013) underscore the significance of psychological factors such 

as cognitive function, decision-making, and resilience in aiding individuals to overcome poverty 
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in developed European countries. Their research reveals that poverty severely restricts cognitive 

bandwidth, thereby impeding individuals' abilities to engage in job training and educational 

opportunities critical for economic mobility. They emphasize the necessity for interventions that 

streamline processes, such as job applications, to alleviate the cognitive burden on impoverished 

individuals. This approach suggests that improving psychological well-being is essential for 

facilitating economic transitions.  

External Facilitating Factors for Poverty Emergence 

Current phenomenological literature comprehends a diverse range of external factors 

associated with poverty emergence, including communal support and microfinancing initiatives 

(Ibe et al., 2023). Krishna (2010) suggests that deaths within a family unit could become a 

barrier for poverty emergence. Krishna (2009) investigates the pathways through which low-

income families overcome poverty, suggesting that social networks and communal support play 

a crucial role in this process. His research advocates for a bottom-up approach to poverty 

emergence, emphasizing that transitions from poverty to the middle class often originate within 

communities rather than through top-down interventions. The integration of social networks and 

communal support offers valuable insights into the mechanisms that facilitate or hinder poverty 

alleviation.  

Familial and communal factors play a significant role in overcoming poverty. Positive 

familial support can enhance self-esteem and self-actualization, while negative relationships can 

increase stress and hinder economic mobility (EEqual, 2020). Moreover, communal support, 

conceptualized as social capital, is crucial for providing resources, emotional support, and 

information that help individuals escape poverty. Social networks, norms, and trust within 

communities enhance resilience and provide a safety net during economic hardships (Cook et al., 
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2013). Hysa et al.  (2020) explore the impact of various factors on poverty in European Union 

countries, emphasizing the significance of familial relationships and social capital in facilitating 

the emergence from poverty. Their research highlights that strong familial support and robust 

social networks are crucial in providing resources, emotional support, and essential information, 

all of which are instrumental in achieving economic mobility and resilience against poverty. 

Qualitative consultations by Limbu et al. (2018) explored the role of social capital in helping 

individuals emerge from poverty and found that it positively influences low-income individuals' 

perceptions of control over outcomes, such as health. Social capital involves the networks of 

connections and shared values within a community that promote collaboration and mutual 

support (Forbes & Sime, 2016). Additionally, interviews conducted by Xiulan and Yan (2019) 

revealed that individuals who successfully escape poverty actively work to build the cultural 

capital necessary to achieve the educational levels required to surpass the poverty line.  

Research by the Australian Housing and Urban Research Institute (AHURI) and the 

Joseph Rowntree Foundation underscores the significant impact of housing on poverty. AHURI 

(2023) highlights that unaffordable and poor-quality housing exacerbates stress and limits access 

to essential resources, thereby entrenching individuals in poverty. High housing costs can leave 

families with insufficient funds for other necessities, increasing their economic vulnerability. 

Similarly, the Joseph Rowntree Foundation (2021) demonstrates that housing costs contribute to 

material deprivation and poverty, often pushing individuals into housing cost induced poverty. 

These findings emphasize the critical role that secure, affordable, and quality housing plays in 

mitigating poverty and enhancing economic mobility. 

Lamont et al. (2010) argue that familial mindsets, values, and cultural norms can act as 

significant barriers to poverty emergence. Their research indicates that families with negative 
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attitudes towards education and stable employment can perpetuate cycles of poverty across 

generations. Such cultural factors de-emphasize the importance of educational attainment and 

consistent work, which are crucial for economic mobility. This reinforces disadvantage and 

hinders individuals from breaking free from poverty. The study underscores the need for 

addressing cultural and familial attitudes in efforts to mitigate poverty and promote social 

mobility. Garcia (2018), in a phenomenological doctoral study, identified family support as 

fundamental in facilitating children's emergence from poverty. This study underscores the 

significance of parental involvement in children's education, emphasizing activities such as 

assisting with homework, which can significantly contribute to their future economic mobility. 

The findings also underscore the importance of purposefully motivating children at home, 

providing structure, and respecting cultural beliefs. Additionally, Rosyadi and Thamrin (2020) 

explored external factors associated with poverty emergence in their phenomenological study, 

highlighting the influential role of mothers in their children's later economic success. Participants 

in this study indicated that both internal factors (e.g., resilience and communication skills) and 

external elements (e.g., community support and socio-economic status) contribute to the 

economic mobility process. Taylor and Conger (2017) conducted phenomenological 

investigations suggesting that familial affection plays a significant role during the poverty 

emergence process.  

Navarro (2015) identified key external elements contributing to the academic success of 

low-income students, including supportive relationships, strong family ties, emotional and 

academic support from teachers, positive relationships with community mentors, a supportive 

school environment, and access to diverse resources (e.g., academic and extracurricular 

opportunities). Owusu and Agbedra (2021) conducted phenomenological research to identify 
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critical factors associated with overcoming poverty. They conducted in-depth interviews with 40 

low-income teenage mothers. The study highlighted that external factors such as educational 

support, vocational training, and community assistance play critical roles in assisting women in 

escaping poverty. Bailey (2020) similarly found in their studies that positive changes in family 

structure and circumstances, access to familial financial resources, parental prioritization of 

educational success, and participation in school groups are essential external factors facilitating 

economic mobility. These findings collectively underscore the importance of a stable and 

supportive macro-environment, robust social networks, and the acquisition of cultural capital in 

the process of poverty emergence.  

Macro-Level Factors 

The existing body of literature contains numerous publications featuring interviews with 

poverty experts, yet there is a discernible lack of studies that focus on individuals who have 

successfully risen out of poverty. This gap is significant for understanding how macro-level 

factors can either hinder or facilitate poverty emergence. At the macro level, various 

governments and philanthropic organizations employ diverse strategies to assist individuals in 

overcoming poverty (Harrison & McMillan, 2007). The multifaceted nature of poverty, a 

complex social and economic issue influenced by numerous interconnected factors, contributes 

to the varying perspectives within specialized literature (Van Dorn, 2019). Krishna (2010) 

identifies high medical costs as a barrier to poverty emergence and emphasizes that OECD 

governments need to address both the factors that push families below the poverty line and those 

that help them rise above it. His findings highlight the importance of targeted interventions to 

support individuals and families in achieving long-term economic stability. Additionally, 

Krishna (2008) asserts that political participation and democratic governance are significantly 
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linked to poverty emergence, noting that poverty can negatively impact citizens' engagement in 

political activities. 

Krishna (2017) identifies numerous structural and systemic barriers that prevent low-

income households from escaping poverty, underscoring the role of macro-level factors as 

significant obstacles to overcoming economic hardships. In analyzing the macro-environment 

affecting individuals, Krishna (2011) posits that political stability, low corruption rates, adequate 

infrastructure, and positive governance are foundational elements facilitating poverty reduction 

in densely populated countries. Macro-level factors such as socio-economic policies, systemic 

inequalities, and cultural dynamics considerably influence micro-level variables, including 

family dysfunction and individual mental health outcomes (Richter & Dragano, 2017). This 

interaction highlights the necessity of addressing broader societal issues to alleviate personal and 

familial challenges, supporting the application of Luhmann’s Systems Theory to understand how 

macro-level factors impact poverty emergence. Many macro-level factors are intrinsically linked 

to economic components and governance structures (Bambra et al., 2019). As such, the 

availability of employment opportunities, access to education, and neighborhood safety are 

closely connected to governmental policies and interventions (Siddiqi et al., 2021). These 

governmental actions are crucial in shaping the socio-economic environment, thereby 

influencing the well-being of individuals and communities. 

Banda-Mutalina (2023) highlights the increasing acceptance of microfinance as a strategy 

to facilitate poverty emergence across various regions. In Tulsa, one organization employing this 

strategy is Avanzando Juntos (Advancing Together), which provides micro-loans and micro-

grants to low-income entrepreneurs (Avanzando Juntos, 2024). Future research should focus on 

assessing the effectiveness and measurable impact of this specific initiative on low-income 
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households in Tulsa. Microfinance is defined by the World Bank (2010) as the provision of small 

loans, savings accounts, and other financial services to low-income individuals who are in the 

process of becoming entrepreneurs. While microfinance is widely recognized in the literature on 

poverty emergence, studies led by Strydom and Kempen (2021) argue that financing micro-

businesses alone is insufficient to help citizens overcome poverty. They emphasize the need for 

higher education for borrowers to facilitate long-term economic mobility (Eryong & Xiuping, 

2018). Although some researchers have concluded that microloans have enabled many poor 

families to escape poverty, others, such as Carswell et al. (2021), caution that micro-financing 

programs can introduce additional social and ethical challenges within poor communities. 

While facilitating loans to poor entrepreneurs is considered a robust method for reducing 

poverty, alternative perspectives advocate for solutions such as providing housing for the poor. 

Li et al. (2023) suggest that securing stable housing can be a crucial first step in helping families 

overcome poverty, potentially offering a more foundational approach to economic mobility. The 

discourse on microfinance and poverty emergence is multilayered, with various strategies being 

explored to address the complex issue of poverty. Future research should aim to provide a 

comprehensive evaluation of these strategies to determine their effectiveness and long-term 

impact on economic mobility and poverty alleviation. 

Researchers such as Mabi et al. (2023) examine poverty emergence through the lens of 

relocation. From this perspective, families relocate to areas where adults can secure higher 

wages, positioning relocation as a key driver of economic mobility. This phenomenon is 

observable in the United States when families move from rural regions to urban centers or, on an 

international scale, when families migrate from one country to another (Alroey, 2015). Migration 

studies are generally conducted using population censuses (United States Census Bureau, 2023).  
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The United States has become a prominent destination for immigrants seeking to escape 

poverty, boasting the highest immigration rate globally (World Population Review, 2023). Tulsa 

is a microcosm of this broader trend, experiencing significant immigration-driven demographic 

changes. The relocation of families in pursuit of better economic opportunities is a significant 

factor in poverty emergence, both domestically and internationally. This migration is thoroughly 

documented through various population studies and census data, highlighting its importance as a 

strategy for economic mobility and poverty alleviation. 

Lal (2018) has identified significant correlations between financial inclusion and poverty 

emergence, particularly through the collaboration of low-income families with cooperative 

banks. This partnership has enhanced economic stability and created opportunities for these 

families. Additionally, Castellanza (2022) conducted 104 interviews, revealing that some 

individuals who have escaped extreme poverty achieved economic mobility through collective 

entrepreneurship. Modern scholars, such as Blackwell and Pinder (2014), have emphasized the 

critical role of higher education in overcoming poverty, encompassing any formal education 

beyond high school. Blackwell and Pinder (2014) underscore the crucial influence of 

schoolteachers in motivating low-income students to pursue higher education. These educators 

often serve as key figures in encouraging students to strive for greater academic achievements, 

significantly enhancing their economic prospects. From this perspective, school systems are 

positioned at the macro-level, highlighting their broad impact on individual economic mobility. 

Graduating from school and obtaining formal education beyond high school has been 

shown to positively influence individuals’ economic mobility (Pew Research Center, 2011). 

Phenomenological interviews conducted with low-income students, guided by Williams et al. 

(2019), revealed that fostering a culture of hope within schools could enhance learning 
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outcomes, graduation rates, and mitigate poverty. Within this framework, hope is conceptualized 

as an internal attribute nurtured by the student's peer group, initially existing as an external 

cultural element that is subsequently internalized and developed by the student. 

One significant publication that focuses on macro-level factors facilitating poverty 

emergence is the "Macro Poverty Outlook" by the World Bank Group. This report analyzes 

macroeconomic and poverty developments in various countries, highlighting the critical role of 

macro-level factors such as political stability, economic policies, infrastructure, and governance. 

It emphasizes how these elements can either mitigate or exacerbate poverty (World Bank Group, 

2022). Additionally, the report by the International Monetary Fund (IMF) on "Macroeconomic 

Policy and Poverty Reduction" further explores how macroeconomic strategies, including fiscal 

policies and social spending, significantly impact poverty levels (International Monetary Fund, 

n.d.).  

As previously demonstrated, the emergence of poverty is a complex phenomenon 

influenced by the interconnection of internal, external, and macro-level factors. Each of these 

dimensions plays a crucial role in the comprehensive exploration of this issue. 
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Chapter Four: Methods 
Research Design and Rationale 

 Since the focus of this investigation is the exploration of the experiences and perceptions 

of those who have experienced economic mobility, phenomenology was utilized as the research 

design to conduct all interviews. For the qualitative-phenomenological construction of this 

investigation, the configurations proposed by Aurini et al. (2021) have been utilized for the 

elaboration of this study. These authors have shared a compilation of technical aspects of 

phenomenological research to guarantee a scientific and thorough qualitative investigation of 

poverty emergence. This type of phenomenological research has been used by the main authors 

consulted for this study such as Krishna (2017).  

According to Armstrong (2024), phenomenology was developed around 1900 based on 

the belief that human experiences are the foundation of all meaning and value (Husserl, 1970). 

This idea was initiated by Edmund Husserl and was later expanded by other thinkers such as 

Martin Heidegger, Maurice Merleau-Ponty, and Roman Ingarden. These authors suggest that 

philosophical inquiry should focus primarily on describing consciousness, imagination, 

interpersonal relations, and societal situatedness.  

Research Problem and Questions 

This study seeks to address the dearth of academic reports and publications that highlight 

the opinions of those who have overcome poverty, specifically in the city of Tulsa. 

Understanding what factors help individuals experience economic mobility could potentially 

help to assist others in this same process. The main study question is: What internal and external 

factors do previously low-income individuals describe as key to emerging from poverty? Two 

introductory questions were asked to build initial rapport with each participant (Table 1).  
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Table 1 

Introductory Questions.  

 
Questions 
 

 

1) Tell me, how did you to get here?  

2) What was it that helped you come out of poverty?   

 

The following are the main inquiries of the study (Table 2): 

 

Table 2 

Main Study Questions 

 
Questions 

 
Category 
 

1. In your opinion, were there specific things that you or your 
family did to increase income and be able to emerge from 
poverty?  

-Plans or strategies to 
defeat poverty 
- Behaviors 

2. Do you think there were elements inside you, either in your 
body or your mind, that helped you stop being poor? (If 
participant asks for specific examples: Physical health, 
motivation, etc.)  

-Hope 
-Physical health, etc. 

3. Do you believe there were any factors within your family 
that helped you emerge from poverty? If yes, could you tell 
me what they were?  

Role of family support  

4. Do you recall any external factors (elements outside your 
family, outside your home) that helped you overcome 
poverty?  

Factors present in the 
systems around the 
individual 

5. Among all the factors you shared with me today, what 
would you say are the most important in this process?  

Main factors to defeat 
poverty  
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Phenomenological Study of Poverty Emergence: The Case of Tulsa 

 Tulsa, recognized as the second largest city in Oklahoma, boasts a diverse and growing 

population, including a substantial number of immigrants, contributing to its total population of 

approximately 411,938 residents (Cubit, 2024). The city has seen a surge in philanthropic 

activities, with organizations such as the Tulsa Community Foundation, established by the 

George Kaiser Family Foundation, initiating numerous programs to support citizens in need 

(Nation Swell, 2023). These efforts reflect the community’s commitment to addressing social 

issues and enhancing the quality of life for its residents. 

 Historically, several significant events have profoundly impacted poverty rates in Tulsa, 

with the most notable being the 1921 Tulsa Race Massacre. This catastrophic event led to the 

destruction of the prosperous Black community in the Greenwood District, famously known as 

"Black Wall Street" (Human Rights Watch, 2020). Scholars such as Messer (2019) have 

emphasized the enduring effects of structural racism and discriminatory policies in shaping 

Tulsa's socio-economic landscape. These policies, including redlining and urban renewal 

projects, disproportionately targeted Black communities, fostering segregation and economic 

disenfranchisement. Consequently, these actions have resulted in the development of 

underdeveloped and under-resourced Black neighborhoods, particularly in North Tulsa, where a 

significant portion of the population continues to live in poverty. Additionally, challenges related 

to public transportation and food availability, often referred to as food deserts, have further 

exacerbated the high poverty rates in the city (Allcott et al., 2019). Researchers such as Albright 

et al. (2021) have also highlighted that Tulsa grapples with issues of economic 

underdevelopment, significant health disparities, and educational inequities, which collectively 

contribute to the pervasive poverty experienced by many of its residents. These intertwined 
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factors underscore the complex and multifaceted nature of poverty in Tulsa, necessitating 

comprehensive and targeted interventions to address these deep-seated issues effectively. 

According to Best Places (2024), Tulsa also offers several positive aspects that make it an 

attractive place to live. Notably, the city's cost of living is relatively low compared to national 

averages, making it an economically viable option for many (Area Vibes, 2024). Additionally, 

the availability of affordable housing and a variety of work opportunities further enhance its 

appeal (Habitat for Humanity, 2022). However, residing in Tulsa also presents certain 

challenges, as highlighted in contemporary literature. Significant limitations in public 

transportation infrastructure pose mobility issues for residents without personal vehicles 

(Tiznado-Aitken et al., 2020). Furthermore, the city experiences high crime rates in specific 

areas, which is a concern for public safety (Stebbins, 2021). Accessing healthcare can also be 

problematic, particularly for those facing transportation barriers, leading to delayed or missed 

medical appointments and poorer health outcomes (Smith et al., 2023). 

Moreover, Tulsa is characterized by elevated levels of homelessness and a high rate of 

female incarceration, issues that are indicative of broader social and economic challenges faced 

by the metropolis (Bashir et al., 2021). The prevalence of Adverse Childhood Experiences 

(ACEs) is also notably high, contributing to long-term negative impacts on the mental and 

physical health of its population (Henry et al., 2021). These factors collectively underscore the 

complex landscape of living in Tulsa, balancing its advantageous aspects with significant socio-

economic challenges. 

The Hope Model is being extensively applied across various contexts within the State of 

Oklahoma through the Hope Research Center at the University of Oklahoma, under the 

leadership of Dr. Chan Hellman (Pharris et al., 2022). This initiative has significantly impacted 
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the community, leading to Oklahoma's designation as a hope-centered state. According to 

Oklahoma State University (2023), numerous state agencies and philanthropic organizations 

have adopted this model to enhance mental health among employees, clients, patients, and 

residents. This widespread implementation underscores the relevance of this study to the context 

of the city of Tulsa. 

Participants 

The selection criterion was established to ensure parity and racial representation. A 

nonrandom sampling procedure was employed. Detailed participant information, including 

marital status, immigration status, and other relevant demographics, is comprehensively 

documented in Appendix D (additional information supplementing the details provided in this 

section, as well as those presented in Table 3, is available for further review.). The criteria for 

identifying poverty, as utilized by other researchers such as Lal et al. (2021), included the 

following indicators: a) consistent lack of sufficient food for a dignified life; b) consistent lack of 

adequate clothing for a dignified life; c) persistent difficulty in paying essential bills such as rent 

or mortgage, electricity, water, and gas; d) absence of additional resources for saving, investing, 

or accessing health and entertainment services; and e) feeling impoverished compared to other 

families in the community. Thus, this criterion was based on self-perception (Kourkouta et al., 

2021). Similarly, the criterion for identifying emergence from poverty (transition into middle or 

upper classes) was also based on self-perception. However, the researcher ensured that these 

participants were genuinely living above the poverty line. All participants demonstrated that they 

no longer belonged to the impoverished cluster based on their current income. The criterion for 

poverty is framed specifically within the American context, considering that the United States is 

a large, developed country. This specificity is important because poverty can vary significantly 
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among OECD countries, especially between developing and developed nations, which differ 

markedly from the United States in terms of economic structure and social policies (Economic 

Policy Institute, 2021). 

The justification for the selection of this criteria is that income measurements for poverty 

vary across time. Since the ages of the participants also changed over time, it is believed that this 

type of standard is suitable for a qualitative investigation since the perception and memories of 

the participants is what is being explored. Official poverty measurements (like the ones utilized 

by the OECD) are also complex and mathematical, often used by experts and not the public. 

Participants might not know or remember what their parents’ income was when they were 

children or teenagers. Individuals who have personally encountered poverty should possess a 

profound understanding of its nature. This assertion stems from the recognition that poverty 

constitutes a complex and unique circumstance that inevitably exerts detrimental effects on an 

individual's physical and psychological well-being (Winer & Thompson, 2013). Table 3 shares 

the total number of participants and information regarding race, sex/gender, age, education, and 

tribe. Names have been kept confidential to protect privacy. The table presents pseudonyms of 

the participants:    
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Table 3 

Participants 

 
 
Pseudonym 

 
 
Race 

 
 
Sex/Gender 

 
 
Age 

 
 
Highest Education  

 
 
Tribe 

Michael Caucasian Male 39 Bachelor’s degree Cherokee 
Peter Caucasian Male 23 Bachelor’s degree None 

Emely Caucasian  Female 28 PhD student None 

Eliana Caucasian Female 25 High school diploma None 
Sara Caucasian Female 30 High school diploma None 
Jacob African 

American 
Male 50 Barber certification None 

Abraham  African       
 American 

Male 65 Master’s degree None 

Deborah  African    
 American  

Female 38 Real-estate certification None 

Myriam  African   
 American 

Female 37 High school diploma None 

Ana  African   
 American 

Female 29 CNA None 

Israel  Native   
 American 

Male 43 PhD student Cherokee 

Mary  Native   
 American 

Female 50 Associate degree  Seneca-
Cayuga 

Ruth  Native  
 American 

Female 30 High school diploma  Cherokee 
Indian 

Elijah  Asian Male 19 High school diploma None 
Hannah   Asian Female 54 3rd grade None 
Esther  Hispanic Female 54 8th grade None 
Abigail   Hispanic Female 35 Bachelor’s degree  None 
Eva  Hispanic  Female 25 GED None 
Noah  Hispanic Male 53 High school diploma 

(incomplete) 
None 

Aaron   Hispanic  Male 59 Bachelor’s degree  None 
Ephraim   Hispanic Male 74 Doctoral degree  None 

 

 All participants on table 3 were born into poverty, all were Tulsa residents at the time the 

interviews took place, and they all consented to participate in the study via informed consent 
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respecting all IRB guidelines established by the University of Oklahoma. English was the 

primary language for 18 of the participants, while two spoke Spanish. No interpreter was needed 

as the principal investigator speaks Spanish fluently. Only one participant spoke Burmese. For 

this specific participant, a Burmese interpreter was utilized. Saturation was reached at the 21st 

interview.  

Sample Features 

Most of the demographic information for the sample group is presented in Table 3. 

Regarding the socio-economic status of this group, it is noteworthy that although many of the 

participants currently identify as belonging to the lower or upper middle-class, three individuals 

(Abigail, Deborah, and Israel) reported being situated in the upper-class. This indicates that 14% 

of this small sample has transitioned not only into the middle class but has also achieved a 

significantly higher income level. The four participants who identified as Native American also 

reported being affiliated with their respective tribes, actively participating in tribal activities, and 

receiving various benefits from their tribes at different points in time. The gender distribution 

within the sample is 57% female and 43% male. No participants disclosed belonging to the 

LGBTQIA+ community, and all participants identified as either a biological female or biological 

male. 

In terms of educational attainment, approximately 14% did not graduate high school, 5% 

obtained their General Educational Development (GED) certificate, 29% earned a high school 

diploma, 14% acquired a certification such as a barber or real estate certification, 5% obtained an 

associate degree, 19% earned a bachelor’s degree, 14% completed a master’s degree (with two 

participants currently pursuing a PhD), and 5% held a doctoral degree. 
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Regarding racial identification, approximately 29% of the participants identified as 

Hispanic, 24% as African American, 24% as Caucasian, 14% as Native American, and 10% as 

Asian. The age distribution of the sample ranges from the youngest participant, who was 19 

years old at the time of the interviews, to the oldest participant, who was 74 years old. 

Specifically, 5 participants were in their twenties, 6 in their thirties, 1 in his forties, 6 in their 

fifties, and 1 in his sixties. 

Most of the participants were born and raised in Tulsa, while others migrated to Tulsa 

from rural areas or foreign countries. The characteristics detailed in this section underscore the 

diverse nature of the sample, which aligns with the standards for qualitative research as 

suggested by Englander (2020). This sample is rich in diversity, encompassing variations in age, 

race, socio-economic status, and immigration status. 

Recruitment Strategy 

Public invitations to participate in the study were shared on Facebook and LinkedIn. 

Emails were sent to some students and certain faculty members from the University of Oklahoma 

in Tulsa and from Tulsa Community College. After the first interviews were conducted, the 

snowball strategy was utilized to recruit more qualifying participants.    

Interview Protocol 

 In-depth interviews were conducted with all participants. The consent process was 

explained, and participants were given a copy of the consent form. All participants freely agreed 

to participate in the study and signed the consent form. They were also informed that the findings 

of this investigation might be published in a journal of the social sciences. From the specialized 

literature, 70 a priori codes were identified prior to conducting the interviews. Each interview 

took between 60 and 90 minutes. The interviewer introduced himself and explained the purpose 
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of the study. Each participant was asked to inquire about any questions he or she might have 

before the interview began. All interviews were recorded with an iPhone 14 recorder and 

transcribed using Microsoft Excel and Word software. The PI took notes during each interview. 

Participants were not paid for being part of this research project.     

Data Analysis 

Since the PI experienced economic mobility during his lifetime, the bracketing strategy 

was used during the interviews and throughout the analysis of data. The researcher intentionally 

let the participants speak about their own experiences keeping himself from sharing his 

experiences or perceptions about poverty emergences with all participants.      

Here are the specific steps followed by the PI for the collection of data and analysis, 

drawing upon the methodologies delineated in Partis (2003): 

Step 1 

 After the PI obtained IRB approval from the University of Oklahoma (Apendix A), 

interviews were conducted until saturation was reached (Hennink et al., 2017). Saturation was 

reached on the 21st interview. The PI took notes during the interview and recorded audio 

(Høffding & Martiny, 2015).  

Step 2 

 The data were systematically input into an Excel spreadsheet and categorized according 

to the themes described in the subsequent tables (e.g., employment, familial support, hope). 

These themes emerged exclusively from the information provided by the participants of this 

study (Moustakas, 1994).  

A portion of the literature review was performed after the completion of the interviews. 

This sequencing was intentionally implemented to mitigate potential researcher bias. This 
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approach was adopted to adhere to the recommendations outlined by Van den Akker et al. 

(2020).  

Step 3  

As proposed by Englander (2020), these emergent themes generated clustering themes 

that will be presented in the upcoming section of findings. Each one of these themes was born 

exclusively from the answers provided by participants (e.g., hope, employment availability, 

family support, formal education beyond high school, etc.). Answers were coded (Tadele, 2019) 

and the mathematical analysis of these codes was conducted utilizing the summation formula in 

Excel to identify the most prominent patterns, which were subsequently converted into 

percentages for further interpretation. 

Credibility 

As proposed by Aurini et al. (2021), the researcher used the member checking strategy to 

ensure credibility. The analysis in this study is based solely on the data provided by the 

participants. To adhere to the member checking strategy, the researcher contacted participants 

via telephone following the interviews to verify the accuracy of the recorded responses. 

Reflexivity, as described by Roller (2019), was systematically employed using a reflective 

journal maintained by the PI throughout the data collection and analysis phases to mitigate 

potential biases. Prolonged engagement (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Korstjens & Moser, 2018; 

Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Moustakas, 1994) was implemented through the conduction of extensive 

interviews aimed at establishing trust with participants, comprehending their unique and personal 

contexts, gathering comprehensive and detailed data, and mitigating potential researcher bias.  

The PI allowed each participant ample time to respond thoroughly to all questions. Upon 

the conclusion of each interview, the PI inquired if participants had any questions regarding the 
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study or wished to provide any additional information beyond their initial responses. This 

approach not only ensured the richness and depth of the data collected but also enhanced the 

reliability and validity of the research findings. 

Transferability 

The thick description strategy was utilized to capture the nuances, emotions, and 

underlying meanings embedded in the participants’ narratives (Aurini et al., 2021). As stated by 

Shenton (2004), the objective of this strategy is to attain a profound comprehension of the 

participants' testimonies, thereby augmenting the transferability and credibility of the research 

findings. 

Given the nature of phenomenological research, the small sample size used in this study 

may limit the transferability of the findings to other contexts or settings. Nevertheless, the results 

yield valuable insights into the motivating factors associated with the emergence of poverty and 

provide a profound understanding of the participants' perspectives on economic mobility and 

poverty. These findings will be elaborated upon in subsequent sections. 

Triangulation 

 The principal PI aimed to incorporate triangulation in accordance with the standards 

suggested by Aurini et al. (2021) and other renown qualitative researchers. The research question 

and the studied phenomenon have been clearly presented (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Data 

collection employed four distinct methods: In-depth interviews, audio recordings of the 

interviews, note-taking, and member checking (Denzin, 1978). Morgan Phillips provided 

feedback and analysis, serving as an external auditor, a role deemed critical in the development 

of phenomenological studies (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Additionally, the study was shared with 

the chair of the doctoral committee, Dr. Chan Hellman, before distributing it to the rest of the 
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committee members. All feedback from Dr. Hellman has been integrated into the study. In line 

with Flick (2004), theoretical triangulation was achieved using multiple conceptual frameworks 

(Snyder, Bernardo, Luhmann, etc.). As previously mentioned, the member checking strategy was 

also employed (Aurini et al., 2021). This entire triangulation process has been thoroughly 

documented (Yin, 2017). 

Dependability 

 To ensure the dependability of this study, the author implemented systematic procedures. 

The code-recode strategy was utilized to maintain consistency (Saldaña, 2015). An audit trail 

was meticulously created using printed documentation and Excel software (Korstjens & Moser, 

2018). Detailed records of all decisions and research activities, including data collection, coding, 

analysis, and interpretation, were maintained and are available for external audit. Consistent 

procedures were applied across all interviews and research protocols to uphold uniform standards 

(Maxwell, 2013). Furthermore, peer examination was conducted throughout the project, and a 

reflexive journal was maintained to document the researcher's reflections and potential biases 

(Ortlipp, 2008). A comprehensive description of the methodology employed in this study has 

been presented and thoroughly discussed (Aurini et al., 2021). 

The PI refrained from influencing participants' responses or providing any information 

related to the issue of poverty or the phenomenon of poverty emergence. When responses were 

overly brief or lacked sufficient detail to fully understand the phenomenon under study, the PI 

prompted participants to provide additional elaboration. This approach ensured that the data 

collected was rich and comprehensive while maintaining the integrity of the participants' 

perspectives. 
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Confirmability 

 The researcher focused exclusively on the experiences and perceptions of the participants 

(Pallagrosi et al., 2014). During the note-taking process, the PI paraphrased the participants’ 

responses to ensure that the recorded notes accurately reflected the participants' intended answers 

(Bliss, 2016). Subsequently, the responses were systematically coded (Saldaña, 2015), and the 

percentages presented in the tables below were calculated using Excel computations. 

Step 4 

The final stage of the analysis involved the interpretation of findings. This began with an 

immersion in the collected data (Moustakas, 1994), followed by the processes of coding and 

thematizing (Saldaña, 2015). As recommended by Creswell and Poth (2018), the PI included 

both textural descriptions (verbatim examples from participants' narratives) and structural 

descriptions (Moustakas, 1994). From the derived codes and themes, the meanings and essences 

were synthesized (Van Manen, 1990). Member checking was employed to ensure the accuracy 

and credibility of the findings (Denzin, 1978). The process concluded with a reflective analysis, 

manuscript writing, and a thorough review of the final draft by Dr. Chan Hellman and Morgan 

Phillips (Smith et al., 2009).  

Transparency in Phenomenology 

 To disclose potential bias, it is pertinent to acknowledge that the author of this study 

experienced poverty during childhood. Around the age of 12, he experienced economic mobility 

in Chile, South America. This country underwent significant economic changes, having 

experienced communism under Salvador Allende’s regime, which had a high poverty rate of 

approximately 28% (Schneider, 1991), followed by the establishment of a strong middle class 

during the military dictatorship of Augusto Pinochet (Valdés, 1995). As discussed in other 
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sections of this study, the PI investigated his own bias through self-reflection and awareness 

(Englander, 2020), bracketing, reflexivity, peer review (with Morgan Phillips serving as an 

external auditor), member checking, and transparent reporting. The PI ensured that the focus 

remained solely on the information provided by each participant, thereby avoiding any influence 

of his past experiences on the responses or analysis. 

While there may be similarities between the author’s experiences and those of the study 

participants, it is essential to recognize that poverty is typically studied in relation to specific 

geographical regions (Isserman, 2005). Therefore, the author asserts that there are notable 

differences between growing up poor in a developing country compared to a developed country. 

Additionally, as stated by Chetty et al. (2014), experiencing economic mobility in the United 

States differs significantly from experiencing it in Latin America. 

Although the author's personal experiences with poverty have inspired his research in this 

field, this study focuses solely on documenting the experiences and narratives of the 21 

participants involved. Throughout the planning and execution of this study, the author was 

conscious of how his own bias might influence the analysis. To mitigate this, he specifically 

concentrated on the participants' experiences within Tulsa. Furthermore, a member checking 

strategy was employed to minimize the potential impact of the author’s bias. 

Positively, being fluent in Spanish and familiar with Hispanic culture helped the PI 

connect with Hispanic participants, as indicated by authors such as Bliss (2016). Experiencing 

poverty and subsequent economic emergence has also been identified as a strength by scholars 

such as Dermott and Main (2017), which could have enabled the PI to better comprehend the 

narratives of these 21 participants. 
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Ethical Considerations and Informed Consent 

 This study received approval from the Institutional Review Board (IRB) at the University 

of Oklahoma in 2024. All participants provided informed consent and retained a copy of the 

consent form, which was formatted according to the University of Oklahoma's guidelines. 

Adhering to the widely accepted ethical standards proposed by Orb et al. (2001) and Van Manen 

(1990), confidentiality has been maintained by using pseudonyms for all participants. 

Furthermore, all documents and digital files containing participants’ personal information and 

responses will be securely destroyed after the PI defends this thesis before the doctoral 

committee.  

The PI consistently exhibited a positive and respectful attitude toward participants 

throughout each interview. Recognizing that experiencing poverty can be traumatic and that 

reflecting on such experiences may trigger emotional distress, the PI was diligent in ensuring 

participants' comfort. He also fostered a supportive and reflective environment, encouraging a 

constructive and insightful discussion. Efforts were made to maximize the research benefits 

while minimizing potential harm to participants, in line with research ethical guidelines 

(Creswell & Poth, 2018; Orb et al., 2001). This approach underscores the commitment to ethical 

research practices and the well-being of participants.             
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Chapter Five: Findings  

Contiguous Findings 

All participants in the sample reported that experiencing poverty was a traumatizing 

experience. This finding aligns with the research on hope and poverty conducted by Desmond 

(2016). Furthermore, participants indicated that transitioning to the middle class after living in 

poverty significantly contributed to the development of more positive mental health compared to 

when they were part of the low-income group. Consequently, Israel stated: “Even though I still 

get emotional thinking about my childhood, I'm healing from the sadness I felt growing up poor. 

Now, I own a small business and give away bicycles to low-income kids in Tulsa. Giving back to 

my community is a big part of my healing process. I used to feel really sad and anxious when I 

was a kid, and I had a lot of fears as a teenager. But now that I'm not struggling financially 

anymore, I can say that I handle those issues much better.”  

All participants voluntarily participated in this study, demonstrating a high level of 

motivation to contribute. They expressed to the PI their desire for other low-income families to 

experience a similar transition to the middle class. Jacob stated: “I grew up in a low-income, 

single-mom African American family. From my experience, anyone who pursues education 

beyond high school, works hard, and makes good choices can move into the middle class. It's 

tough, but it's possible. As a motivational speaker in Tulsa, I share this message with minorities, 

telling them my story and how I made it to the middle class. I went through a lot being a poor kid 

and teenager. Now that I'm in the middle class, I don't want anyone else to go through what I 

did.” Other phenomenological studies, such as those published by Chance (2021), have also 

demonstrated that individuals who have overcome poverty typically exhibit a strong desire for 

others who are still in the low-income group to similarly transcend poverty. 
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The Cognitive Mechanisms Underlying the Emergence of Poverty 

Every participant voluntarily disclosed the reasons their families fell below the poverty 

line before explaining how they emerged from poverty, despite not being prompted to do so. 

Believing they understood why their households were in the low-income group, participants felt 

compelled to narrate the journey that led them above the poverty line. This cognitive process, 

evidenced by all participants, emerged as a particularly interesting element of the interviews. 

Each participant felt the need to verbalize their understanding of poverty before identifying the 

key factors examined in this study. This cognitive process has been identified as the primary 

psychological factor contributing to the emergence of poverty, aligning with the findings of Koo 

et al. (2022) and other pertinent studies in this domain.  

 Consequently, participants demonstrated a profound understanding of both the causes of 

poverty and the elements that can help individuals and families overcome it. Complementing this 

idea, Noah stated: “When I was young, I noticed that my relatives didn't have much ambition and 

spent a lot of their money at local bars. I realized early on that if I wanted to escape poverty, I 

needed a solid long-term plan and had to be very careful with the money I earned as a rancher. 

Looking back now, I see my plan paid off, but many of my relatives are still stuck in poverty, 

doing the same things they did when I was a kid.” Myriam also stated: “If you want to know how 

I overcame poverty, I need to start by explaining why my family was poor. We understood why 

we were in that situation and knew what we needed to do to get out of it.” Given that all 

participants expressed the need to disclose the reasons for their poverty prior to discussing how 

they overcame it, this information is detailed in Table 4. The rankings associated with Table 4 

are subsequently provided in Table 5. 
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Table 4 

Factors that led my family to become poor  

 
Factors 

 
Percentages 
 

 
My parent had low-paying jobs 
My parents did not have the formal education necessary to 
secure better employment opportunities 
My family did not have the appropriate mindset  
Macroeconomic reasons associated to the area where we 
lived  
One of my parents had an addiction  
Family dysfunction  
I grew up in a single-mom home  
I was abandoned  
One or both of my parents were involved in criminal 
activities or were incarcerated 

 
76% 
71% 
 
38% 
38% 
 
19% 
19% 
14% 
5% 
5% 
 

  
 

 

Table 5 

Key categories and associated rankings related to Table 4 

 
       Categories 

 

 
Ranking 
 

 
       Insufficient wages 

 
1 

       Lack of formal education  
       Inappropriate mindset 
       Macroeconomic factors  
       Family dysfunction, including addiction and abandonment 
       Raised in a single-mother household 
       Involvement in criminal activities and subsequent  
       incarceration 
 

2 
3 
4 
5 
6 
7 
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Luhmann's Systems Theory is instrumental in elucidating these categories. Insufficient 

wages are linked to macroeconomic factors, and formal education is typically delivered by 

political systems that possess both the capacity and the intent to provide such opportunities to 

citizens (Jackson, 2014). Furthermore, ensuring community safety is a significant responsibility 

of state and city leaders, who must develop and implement strategies to prevent the proliferation 

of criminal activities (Journal of Participatory Research Methods, 2020).  

All participants described poverty as a barrier they were capable of overcoming. They did 

not perceive the transition to the middle class as an unattainable goal. Consistent with this idea, 

Emely stated: “As a kid, I understood why we were poor. When I became an adult, I realized that 

moving up to the middle class was something my parents could have done too. If I managed to 

do it, they could have as well.” None of the participants reported having a mental or physical 

disability, which, according to Ridley et al. (2020), often serves as a contributing factor to 

poverty.  

The connection between low-paying jobs and the lack of formal education is evident in 

the participants' responses. Low-paying jobs were cited by 76% of participants, followed by the 

lack of education, which was mentioned by 71%. This information is particularly relevant as 

both factors also emerged as significant in the responses to the primary research questions of the 

study. In line with this idea, Eliana shared, "I can tell you that having a job that pays decent 

money, plus a little bit of education that can allow you to get a better job, were two important 

elements in my emergence from poverty. I think it is not only one factor, but multiple ones that 

will help you stop being poor." 

The third identified category pertains to the mindset of the adults within a family. 

Participants described mindset as encompassing the way adults think, their values, and their 
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cultural attitudes. In agreement with this perspective, Eva said, "For some people, this might 

sound bad, but after being poor for so many years, I can tell you that poverty is an issue of 

mentality, values, and culture. If someone wants to stop being poor, they need to improve the 

way they think, have positive values, and spend time with people who have a more positive 

culture." Thirty eight percent of participants indicated that having an inappropriate mindset can 

contribute to remaining below the poverty line. For this sample of participants, ideas about life 

and positive or negative values were significant. Additionally, 38% of participants associated 

poverty with the macroeconomic characteristics of the area in which they lived, such as the lack 

of work opportunities and the prevalence of low-paying jobs. This association justifies the 

importance of the relocation factor, which will be discussed and analyzed in the following 

sections. 

Nineteen percent of participants associated poverty with family dysfunction and adult 

addiction. Fourteen percent linked poverty to being raised in a single-mother household, while 

only 5% believed their poverty was due to parental abandonment or their parents' involvement in 

criminal activities. In line with this idea, one participant, Deborah, shared: “My parents were 

always trying to make money through illegal activities. I remember them being in and out of 

prison while I was growing up. Even as a kid, I knew there was a better way to make a living. 

Today, my dad is still in prison, and I'm helping my mom get her life back on track. I'm trying to 

help her get a driver's license. Now, I'm a successful real estate agent.”   

Analysis of the Main Questions of the Study 

Considering all the responses provided by the participants, no significant differences 

were observed based on sex, gender, age, or race. Minor variations in individual experiences 

were noted, but these did not reach a level of statistical significance. 
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Table 6 

Question 1: Specific things you did to overcome poverty 

 
       Answers  

 

 
Percentages 
 

 
       I worked hard 

 
67% 

       I successfully obtained formal education beyond high school,  
       including a bachelor's degree, an associate degree, or a       
       technical degree 
       I relocated 
       I secured employment that provided significantly higher  
       compensation compared to my previous positions 
       I adopted a different mindset and behavior compared to my   
       family 
       I fought for my children 
       I dated or married the right person    
       I took specialty courses that helped me get a higher paying   
       job 
       We were good at budgeting  
       I made the right decisions 
       We were good at saving money 
       I created my own business  
       I connected with my community  
       I developed a specific skill that helped me get a better job  
       I got my own place to live  
       My job helped me overcome poverty  
       I developed positive social relationships that benefited me  
       I avoided involvement in trouble and criminal activities 
       I enhanced my mindset and way of thinking 
       I abandoned negative habits, such as frequenting bars and  
       engaging in alcoholism        
       I envisioned a future for myself free from poverty        
       I was a good employee 
       I worked 2 jobs  
       I paid my debt  
       I sought support for my mental health. 

 

57% 
 

             
            48% 

38% 
 
29% 
 
24% 
14% 
14% 
 
14% 
10% 
10% 
10% 
10% 
10% 
10% 
10% 
10% 
5% 
5% 
5% 
 
5% 
5% 
5% 
5% 
5% 

 

Table 6 presents the responses to Question 1. The thematic analysis is provided following 

Table 7, which displays the key categories and their associated rankings related to Question 1. 
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Table 7 

Key categories and associated rankings related to question #1 

 
       Categories 

 

 
Ranking 
 

 
       Employment 

 
1 

       Formal education beyond high school 
       Relocation 
       Cognitive factors  
       Familial support 
       Positive financial management 
 

2 
3 
4 
5 
6 
 

 

Employment opportunities, access to formal education, and relocation emerge as primary 

categories in this ranking, indicating that the emergence of poverty is associated with macro-

level factors. These factors can be understood through frameworks such as Luhmann's Systems 

Theory. Moreover, these macro-level factors are intricately linked with familial and communal 

elements (Bernardo, 2010), as well as individual psychological components (Snyder, 2002a). 

Employment emerged as the leading factor in the responses, with the following categories: "I 

worked hard" (67%), "I got a job that paid me significantly more than my previous jobs" (38%), 

"I created my own business" (14%), "My job helped me overcome poverty" (10%), "I was a 

good employee" (5%), and "I worked two jobs" (5%). Participants consistently identified 

employment as the most critical factor in their transition to the middle class. They acknowledged 

the psychological and mental effort involved ("I worked hard") and the importance of securing 

higher-paying jobs ("I got a job that paid me significantly more than my previous jobs"). Higher 

pay appeared to have a substantial impact on their lives. Fourteen percent of participants stated 

that starting their own business improved their income, while 10% valued their jobs irrespective 

of the pay, as these jobs contributed to their long-term emergence from poverty.  
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Additionally, 5% emphasized the role of positive work values in overcoming poverty ("I 

was a good employee"). In subsequent questions, the importance of positive values increased 

among participants' responses, with many reflecting on job retention by stating, "I kept it because 

I was a good employee, responsible, etc." Only 5% of participants mentioned that having two 

jobs helped them rise from poverty, although most of the participants' households included two 

working adults. This information is significant as both employment and positive values also 

emerged as important factors in the responses to the main research questions. Supporting this 

notion, Aaron said, "I always worked while I was poor and when I was moving into the middle 

class. Even though my jobs didn't pay much at first, they still helped me get out of poverty. Once 

I started earning more, I noticed a big improvement in my overall well-being. Working hard is 

the key to overcoming poverty." 

Obtaining formal education beyond high school emerged as the second major category 

for the first question, with 57% of the responses. The importance of finding a higher-paying job 

and pursuing education beyond high school aligns with the two top factors identified in Table 1 

regarding the causes of poverty in these families. Fourteen percent of participants indicated that 

taking specialty courses helped them secure higher-paying jobs. Additionally, 10% of the sample 

disclosed that developing a specific skill (e.g., plumbing, barbering) contributed to obtaining 

better employment and, consequently, a higher income. Thus, the combination of secure 

employment (with higher pay) and formal education appears to be the most important factors 

identified for the first question, "What specific actions did you take to overcome poverty?" 

Participants emphasized that obtaining a higher-paying job was crucial for emerging from 

poverty. Following this idea, Abigail said, "It wasn’t until I started making more money that I 
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really felt like I stopped being poor because I could buy what I needed without having to count 

every penny." 

Relocation was identified as a category by 48% of participants, making it the third most 

common response. Participants moved from rural areas to metropolitan regions or from small 

towns to larger cities, where they could secure higher-paying jobs and access formal education 

beyond high school. Many educational institutions and higher-paying job opportunities are 

concentrated in metropolitan areas. In this context, a high-paying job is defined as one that 

provides an income above the poverty line. The concept of relocation aligns with hope theory, as 

it requires determination, a plan, and a specific goal. Relocating to a new area to achieve a higher 

income and better quality of life exemplifies the principles of hope theory (Snyder et al., 1999). 

Consistent with this viewpoint, Elijah shared, "My family left Asia and searched for the perfect 

city to overcome poverty for many years. We lived in Europe until we made it to Tulsa. This city 

had the right conditions for my family to get out of poverty, and we did it." 

The fourth identified category pertains to cognitive factors, specifically the thinking 

processes that influenced the behavior of the participants and their families. Twenty nine percent 

of participants stated that they were able to emerge from poverty because they thought 

differently from their families of origin, which enabled them to adopt behaviors conducive to 

overcoming poverty. Participants attributed their families' continued presence in poverty to their 

mentality, associating this mindset with the behaviors of their family members. Regarding this, 

Mary said, "I knew that going to bars every week or getting into addictions wasn't going to get 

me anywhere. I had to think differently from them, and that's what I did." Expanding on this 

idea, 10% of the sample stated that they overcame poverty by making the right decisions, 5% by 

staying out of trouble (specifically avoiding crime), and another 5% by intentionally improving 
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their mindset. Although poverty is often associated with criminal activities, individuals from 

middle and upper classes, as well as those with formal education, can also engage in criminal 

behavior, often committing different types of crimes (Ades & Mishra, 2021). Additionally, 5% 

of participants reported that they had to abandon their families’ negative habits (such as 

frequenting bars, alcoholism, and domestic violence), and another 5% envisioned what their lives 

would look like in the future if they were not poor. This finding is consistent with the literature 

review section of this thesis, which highlights that many participants who were hopeful before 

transitioning to the middle class often imagined their future success. These responses are linked 

to cognitive processes and how thoughts can influence behaviors and emotions (Yu & Blader, 

2019). Most participants viewed themselves as the protagonists of their journeys out of poverty. 

Supporting this perspective, one participant, Noah, stated, "I have what I have today because I 

worked hard, made a plan, and did the right things to achieve my goals." It is important to note 

that Noah explicitly mentioned that he made a plan to achieve his goals. This underscores the 

relevance of hope theory in this analysis, as it involves a cognitive process rather than mere 

optimism. Seeking mental health support was noted by 5% of the participants, appearing at the 

bottom of the table.  

The fifth identified category pertains to social and familial support. These findings align 

with Bernardo's (2010) ideas, which suggest that hope can be fostered by an individual's family. 

24% of participants indicated that they fought for their children, providing support in various 

ways (financial, housing, emotional, etc.). They emphasized that their children were a significant 

motivation for their efforts to emerge from poverty. In this context, "fighting" refers to the 

challenges individuals face when attempting to overcome poverty. Continuing this discussion, 

Esther stated: “My husband and I had to share our car because we only had one. I would look for 
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jobs in the morning, and he would work in the afternoon. We didn’t know what to do with our 

baby daughter as we needed childcare. We were discriminated against a lot and had enough 

money only to survive. Those days were tough.” This illustrates that their children's well-being 

was a strong motivator, contributing significantly to the participants' high levels of hope, which 

will be discussed in the next section. 19% of participants reported that they were able to emerge 

from poverty because they dated or married the right person. Esther further stated: “My husband 

and I had and have the same goals, and we work hard to achieve them. It is important to have 

your spouse’s support when overcoming poverty.” The identification of familial support as a 

primary category in this ranking raises an important question: Do parents advocate for their 

children out of a sense of responsibility, instinct, love, or ethics, or do they also derive 

psychological benefits from their children? Scholars such as Liu et al. (2018) discovered that 

certain parasitic wasps obtain nutrients from their larvae and may die if separated from them. 

This analogy prompts an intriguing question: What psychological benefits or 'nutrients' do 

parents gain from their children that motivate them to strive and overcome poverty? This area 

warrants further investigation in future research. 

They attributed positive values to their partners or spouses and explained that these 

values positively influenced them. They stated that the support from these individuals was vital 

in their process of emerging from poverty. It is justifiable to assert that overcoming poverty is 

more attainable through communal support and social networks than through solitary efforts. 

This aligns with the responses to Question 3, "Factors within your family that helped you 

overcome poverty," where having a supportive family emerged as one of the top three categories. 

Additionally, 10% of participants indicated that connecting with their communities was a 

significant factor in their transition to the middle class, and another 10% disclosed that 
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developing positive social relationships benefited them tremendously. In support of this 

perspective, Jacob stated: "When I opened my barbershop, I was able to learn from my clients, 

especially those who were highly educated or wiser than me. Connecting with my community 

through my clients gave me new knowledge, education, and values that I was not familiar with. I 

am who I am today due to my social connections." 

Positive financial management is the sixth identified category, and it formed a distinct 

cluster encompassing the following three responses: "We were good at budgeting" (14%), "We 

were good at saving money" (14%), and "We paid our debt" (5%). These responses indicate that 

possessing positive values, familial support, and high levels of hope are not sufficient on their 

own for overcoming poverty. Effective management of family finances was also critical for these 

participants. 

Ten percent of the sample stated that obtaining their own place to live was imperative for 

transitioning into the middle class, making it the seventh identified category. The concept of 

having their own residence is associated with feelings of independence, which will be discussed 

in subsequent paragraphs. Echoing this idea, Emely said, "I think overcoming poverty is about 

independence. You need to fight to create your own life, to have your own car, and your own 

place to live. Finding my own place to live was crucial, along with the feeling that I could do it 

on my own. Feeling independent and having a bit of confidence that you can do it is important."  
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Table 8 

Question 2: Internal factors that helped you overcome poverty 

 
       Answers 

 

 
Percentages 
 

       I maintained a sense of hope 
       I maintained a sense of faith 
       I wanted to escape hunger, abuse, and trauma 
       I was ambitious  
       I exhibited strong drive 
       I possessed a strong work ethic 
       I aspired to achieve a better quality of life for myself 
       I aspired to provide a better quality of life for my children 
       I demonstrated responsibility 
       I upheld positive human values 
       I wanted to distinguish myself from those around me,  
       including extended family and neighborhood members 
       I had confidence in my abilities 
       I possessed a strong desire to succeed 
       I demonstrated perseverance 
       I exhibited courage 
       I possessed intrinsic motivation 
       I had entrepreneurial skills 
       I demonstrated independence 
       I exhibited a fighting spirit 
       I enjoyed feeling accomplished 
       I had knowledge that helped me secure and maintain a better  
       job over time 
       I became wiser and more mature 
       We observed others prosper, which made us believe we could  
       do it too 
       I improved my mindset 
       I was willing to put in the work 
       I maintained an optimistic outlook 
       I had the correct attitude  
       I demonstrated mental strength 
       I held myself accountable 
       I am kind and care for others 
       I am skilled at developing social relationships        
       I showed initiative 
       I faced my fears and took action despite being afraid 
       I discovered a career and found my passion 
 

            76% 
62% 
52% 
48% 
43% 
43% 
29% 
29% 
29% 
24% 

            19% 
 
19% 
19% 
14% 
14% 
10% 
10% 
10% 
10% 
10% 

            10% 
             
            10% 

5% 
 
5% 
5% 
5% 
5% 
5% 
5% 
5% 
5% 
5% 
5% 
5% 
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Table 8 presents the responses to Question 2. The thematic analysis is provided following 

Table 9, which outlines the key categories and their associated rankings related to Question 2. 

 

Table 9 

Key categories and associated rankings related to question #2 

 
       Categories 

 

 
Ranking 
 

 
       Hope, drive, and ambition 
       Faith 
       Positive personal attributes and values 

 
1 
2 
3 

       Possessing the aspiration to alleviate suffering or attain  
       specific objectives 
       Possessing the knowledge required to secure a better job and  
       the ability to maintain it over time        
       Positive mental attributes  
        

4 
 
5 
 
6 

 
 

The most common responses to the question "What internal factors helped you overcome 

poverty?" are associated with hope, drive, and ambition. Under this initial identified category, 

hope leads with 76% of the responses, followed by ambition (48%), drive (43%), intrinsic 

motivation (10%) and initiative (5%). Participants recognized that these personal attributes were 

crucial in facing the challenging transition to the middle class. They disclosed that once they 

identified their goal of emerging from poverty, they created pathways to achieve it. While some 

participants described themselves as inherently hopeful individuals, the majority articulated their 

sense of hopefulness using the aforementioned expressions. Others explicitly disclosed to the PI 

that they possessed motivation, set goals, and created plans to achieve those goals. It is 

noteworthy that the concept of hope elicits the highest frequency of responses related to human 

values. Willpower, or determination as described by several participants, was predominantly 
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perceived not as an intrinsic quality but as one driven by substantial motivational factors, such as 

faith (62% of responses). It is important to note that agency is a foundational motivational 

component in hope theory. Following this idea, Abraham stated, "My mom and siblings were 

hopeful individuals. I think having hope for a better future is important. I don't know if we were 

more hopeful than those around us, or if church and family made us that way, but we never lost 

hope of getting out of poverty, and we were able to achieve all our goals." 

The second category is associated with maintaining a sense of faith, with 62% of the 

responses. Given that faith is associated with personal religious beliefs, it has been categorized 

separately. Regarding faith as a motivating factor, Hannah stated, "I know God helped us 

overcome poverty. He put the right people around us and gave my family the hope to achieve our 

goals. We had to escape the civil problems in my home country, and He opened a door in 

America for us to overcome poverty." 

The third category is related to positive personal attributes and values. This category is 

derived from the responses I possessed a strong work ethic (43%), I demonstrated responsibility 

(29%), I upheld positive human values (24%), I had confidence in my abilities (19%), I 

demonstrated perseverance and exhibited courage (both 14%), I had entrepreneurial skills, 

demonstrated independence, and I exhibited a fighting spirit (the three responses each accounted 

for 10%), I became wiser and more mature, with 10%. The rest of the responses in this category 

such as I was willing to put in the work, obtained 5% of the responses. Observe that the first 

three categories represent a combination of elements from hope theory intertwined with human 

values. These categories also suggest that participants' motivation to overcome poverty was 

driven by both intrinsic attributes, such as hope and ambition, and extrinsic motivating factors, 

such as the desire and need to escape hunger, abuse, or trauma (understanding that this hunger, 
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abuse, or trauma was caused by external factors). Along with this idea, Michael stated, "Even 

though we were poor, my family taught us strong work and life values. Working hard and being 

honest were part of being good people. I see now that those values were the cornerstone of 

escaping poverty." 

The four identified category in this ranking relates to possessing the aspiration to 

alleviate suffering or attain specific objectives. Additional significant motivational factors 

identified include a desire to stop experiencing hunger, abuse, or trauma (52%), a desire for a 

better life for themselves (29%), a desire for a better life for their children (29%), a wish to be 

different from those around them and a strong desire to succeed (both 19%), and we observed 

others prosper, which made us believe we could do it too, with 5%. Participants recognized that 

living below the poverty line was associated with certain behaviors and anti-values. Within the 

scope of this second category, Eva stated: "My relatives and friends had no goals, they didn’t 

want to go to college, and would waste all their money on entertainment only. They did not save 

or plan a future for themselves." All participants disclosed to the PI that understanding why 

families stay below the poverty line is crucial when attempting to emerge from poverty. As 

previously discussed, they were able to identify both the elements that can keep someone in 

poverty and those that can help families transition into the middle class. While all participants 

disclosed that transitioning into the middle class was an extremely difficult journey, each 

member of the sample agreed that it was a perfectly achievable goal. The pertinent question is 

whether the participants' belief in their ability to achieve their goals stems from their actual 

success or if their experiences suggest that anyone can effectively escape poverty by following 

the same path taken by the participants in this study. 
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The fifth category identified in participants’ responses pertains to having the knowledge 

necessary to secure and maintain better employment over time (10%). This percentage aligns 

with the 10% of participants who reported starting a small business in response to Question 1. 

The sixth identified category relates to positive mental attributes: improving one's 

mentality or way of thinking (5%), demonstrating mental strength (5%), and facing one's fears 

(5%). Note that hope is conceptualized as a cognitive theory, as it necessitates the individual's 

formulation of plans to achieve goals. Consequently, based on the participants' responses, the 

emergence of poverty can also be understood as a cognitive process. Table 10 presents the 

responses to Question 3. The thematic analysis is provided following Table 11, which outlines 

the key categories and their associated rankings related to Question 3. 
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Table 10 

Question 3: Factors within your family that helped you overcome poverty  

 
  Answers 
 

 
Percentages 
 

 
  My children served as a significant motivation for my  
  efforts to overcome poverty   
  My parents had shared goals that unified their efforts  
  towards improving our circumstances 
  I grew up in a supportive home environment 
  My family provided financial support 
  My family maintained a sense of unity 
  My spouse offered substantial support 
  A family member verbally motivated, inspired, and  
  believed in me, recognizing my intelligence  
  Rules and discipline guided me towards the right path 
  Our household included two working adults   
  My family had a strong father figure who served as a  
  positive leader   
  My family provided material support, including clothing  
  and personal care items.   
  My family expressed love and affection towards me 
  My family exemplified a strong work ethic 
  My family placed a high value on formal education 
  My parents were willing to make sacrifices  
  My family provided emotional support 
  Certain family members instilled confidence in me 
  My family effectively utilized available community  
  resources   
  My family held high expectations for my achievements 
  My family assisted with household chores, babysitting,  
  and laundry to enable me to work or study  
  My family had access to transportation (a car) 
  My parents maintained a positive and optimistic attitude 
  My parents encouraged me to save money 
  My family upheld positive values 
  My family demonstrated respect for others 
  My family provided prayer support 
  My family exhibited courage 
  My family taught me the importance of independence 
  We established boundaries with our extended family 
  My family maintained a strong faith 

 
52% 
 
52% 
 
48% 
43% 
33% 
33% 
33% 
 
33% 

            29% 
24% 
 
24% 
 
24% 
24% 
19% 
19% 
14% 
14% 
14% 
 
10% 
10% 

             
            10% 

10% 
5% 
5% 
5% 
5% 
5% 
5% 
5% 
5% 
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Table 11 

Key categories and associated rankings related to question #3 

 
       Categories 

 

 
Ranking 
 

 
       Factors within the family that provided motivation  

 
1 

       Unity within the family, characterized by shared goals and  
       mutual support 
       Support provided by family members 
       The presence of rules, discipline, and guidance within the  
       family 
       The household included two working adults 
       The presence of a strong father figure who served as a positive  
       leader 
       The family exhibited a strong work ethic 
       Formal education was highly valued by my family 
       The parents were willing to make sacrifices for their children 
       The family possessed knowledge on how to utilize available  
       community resources        
       The family held high expectations 
       The family had access to transportation 
       The family maintained a positive or optimistic attitude toward  
       life 
        

2 
 
3 
4 
 
5 
6 
 
7 
8 
9 
10 
 
11 
12 
13 

        

 

Among all the responses to Question 3, "factors within your family that helped you 

overcome poverty," motivating familial factors emerged as the primary category. Two prominent 

responses were: "My children were a motivation for me to fight" (52%) and "someone within my 

family verbally motivated me, inspired me, believed in me, or thought I was smart" (33%). The 

desire to provide a better quality of life for their children appeared to significantly fuel 

participants' levels of hope. Familial verbal motivation also emerged as a crucial factor, as 

illustrated by Israel's statement: "Since I was a kid, my aunt always told me that I was smart and 

talented, and that I could do anything I desired." Similarly, Sara remarked: "Although my 
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grandmother gave us tough love, she always encouraged us verbally to be better and to be 

ambitious. She told us that it was possible to achieve our goals if we were disciplined." 

 Family unity emerges as the second category in this ranking. Shared goals among 

parents, along with family unity, occupy the first position with 33% of the responses. 

Participants identified collective hope—hope shared by more than one individual or by a group 

of people (Pizarro et al., 2022)—as a significant element within their households. Parents had a 

shared desire to emerge from poverty and collaboratively found or created pathways to achieve 

that goal. Their willpower was driven by the desire to provide a better life for their children, 

serving as a key motivating factor. 33% of participants indicated that their families' unity was 

instrumental in achieving this goal. Regarding this topic, Esther stated: “I remember we would 

sleep on inflatable mattresses. We didn’t have furniture and we owned a very old car. But my 

parents had a clear goal of taking us out of poverty, they had big dreams, and they fought 

together for us. We were a very united family compared to many other families that we knew in 

all social classes.”  

The third category identified among these responses is familial support. Participants 

stated that they felt exceptionally supported by their families in various areas, and this support 

was crucial in their process of emerging from poverty. The general statement "I had a supportive 

home" was mentioned by 48% of participants, followed by 43% who specified financial support. 

Additionally, 33% of participants indicated that their spouses were supportive, while 24% noted 

that their families provided specific material items, such as clothing and personal care products, 

which were necessary for their transition into the middle class. Regarding this category, Eva 

stated: "When I was homeless, my grandfather would give me basic items that helped me get a 

job, housing, and go back to college. These were small items that helped me with my physical 
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needs, but also made me feel emotionally supported by my extended family." Moreover, 24% of 

participants disclosed that their families gave them love, 14% mentioned receiving emotional 

support and confidence, 10% received assistance from family members with household chores 

such as babysitting and laundry to enable them to work or study, and 5% stated that they 

received prayer support from their family members. 

The fourth identified category in this ranking pertains to the rules, discipline, and 

guidance provided by the participants' parents, which helped steer them toward the right path 

(33%). This idea is consistent with findings published by J-PAL (2018), which indicate that 

intentional discipline and guidance can help low-income teenagers overcome poverty and avoid 

criminal activities. Following this idea, Jacob stated, "In my neighborhood, we were all poor, but 

there were differences among us. Some joined gangs or dropped out of school, while others had 

strong families guiding them on the right path. I was lucky to have a mom with a strong 

character who kept me out of trouble." 

Twenty nine percent of participants stated that they were able to transition into the middle 

class because there were two working adults in the household. This becomes the fifth identified 

category in this set of responses. Having more than one working adult in a home appears to 

significantly increase the family unit's income (Kramer et al., 2019). Along with this view, Mary 

said, "My parents always worked hard, and if one of them couldn't work, my older brother would 

pitch in with extra income. Having multiple adults working at the same time really made a 

difference compared to my friends' families." 

The sixth category emerged from the response "my family had a strong father figure who 

was also a positive leader" (24%). These participants recognized that having a father figure 

during their upbringing helped them emerge from poverty. Regarding this category, Abraham 
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stated: “I stopped being poor as soon as my dad got involved with me. My parents were 

divorced, but my dad would make time to spend with me and my sister, and he would support us 

financially. He guided me and gave me a type of emotional support that is unique, something I 

couldn't get from anybody else. For an African American boy living in Oklahoma, this was 

important because many of my friends at the time did not have a father figure in their lives as I 

did. I was very lucky to have my dad with me growing up.” 

The seventh identified category, also represented by 24% of the responses, relates to 

participants stating that their families had a strong work ethic. It is important to note that the 

recognition of this factor as imperative is also evident in the responses to Question 2 (internal 

factors that helped you overcome poverty), where work ethic received 43% of the responses. 

The eighth category, identified by 19% of the responses, is "My family valued formal 

education." The perceptions and attitudes of participants' families toward formal education 

significantly influenced the participants' own views and their subsequent enrollment in technical 

colleges and universities. Within the context of this eighth category, Elijah stated: “My parents 

definitely expected me to go to college. We were poor, but they knew that the only way to stop 

being poor was by attending college. They found a way for me to go to college. It was hard, but I 

made it just fine.” 

The ninth identified category is associated with the statement "my parents were willing to 

make sacrifices for us (children)," also with 19% of the responses. This statement underscores 

the challenges encountered by individuals striving to escape poverty. It also highlights that those 

who aspire to transcend their low-income status are prepared to invest considerable effort into 

achieving this goal. Reflecting on the sacrifices made by her parents for her family to emerge 

from poverty, Ruth stated: “There were days in which my siblings and I ate together, but I did 
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not see my parents eating. That is how I knew we were very poor, because there was not enough 

food at home for everyone, and my parents would make sacrifices for us and continue working 

no matter what difficulties we were facing as a family.” 

The tenth identified category pertains to the capacity of families to take advantage of the 

resources available in the community (14%). This element will recur as a significant factor in 

subsequent sections, where it will be thoroughly analyzed. 

Ten percent of participants indicated that their parents had high expectations for them 

(11th category), that their family had access to a car, which facilitated their ability to work and/or 

study (12th category, transportation), and that their parents maintained a positive or optimistic 

attitude toward life (13th category). This positive attitude is consistent with the high levels of 

hope evidenced in responses to the previous question. 

Five percent of the individuals assessed indicated that their parents encouraged them to 

save, had positive values, respected others, exhibited courage, taught them to be independent and 

to establish boundaries with extended family, and maintained faith. Due to the low percentage of 

these responses, a new category was not created for them. Table 12 presents the responses to 

Question 4. The thematic analysis is provided in Table 13, which outlines the key categories and 

their associated rankings related to Question 4. 
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Table 12 

Question 4: External factors that facilitated your emergence from poverty 

 
Answers 
 

 
Percentages 
 

 
Employment opportunities 
Access to healthcare and welfare services  
Relocation 
Church provided me with financial assistance, emotional 
support, and spiritual guidance 
Education beyond high school  
A friend in the middle class supported me 
Communal support, support from social environments  
My employer gave me the opportunity to grow (promotion, 
higher pay, etc.) 
Social connections gave me knowledge, guidance, and 
wisdom to succeed 
Someone inspired me (leaders, teachers, professors, 
television characters, community mentors)  
Housing assistance from friends  
Financial support from friends 
Support agencies such as the Salvation Army, social 
workers 
I got a higher paying job  
I had more than one job at the same time 
A friend helped me get a job 
I got to see other realities that inspired me to do better 
Emotional support from a friend 
The U.S. Military 
Life insurance 
The public school system   
Loans 
Motivational speakers   
Mental therapist  
Being at risk motivated me to stop being poor 
Oklahoma DHS paid for my housing and education when I 
turned 22  
A housing program  
Sports gave me discipline and kept me out of trouble. 
My tribe 
Scholarships 

 
48% 
43% 
38% 

            38% 
 
33% 
33% 
29% 
24% 
 
24% 
 
24% 
 
19% 
19% 
19% 
 
19% 
14% 
14% 
14% 

            10% 
10% 
10% 
5% 
5% 
5% 
5% 
5% 
5% 
 
5% 
5% 
5% 
5% 
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Table 13 
 
Key categories and associated rankings related to question #4 

 
       Categories 

 

 
Ranking 
 

 
       Employment   
       Welfare and support agencies 
       Relocation 
       Education beyond high school 
       Support from friends 
       Communal support (or support from social environments) 
       Financial support 

 
1 
2 
3 
4 
5 
6 
7 

  
 

Macro-economic factors once again emerge as prominent features among these 

categories. Welfare and support agencies rank second in this analysis, which underscores the 

relevance of incorporating Luhmann’s Systems Theory. These macro-level factors are identified 

as the most significant elements for questions 1 and 4, as well as the primary reasons participants 

cited for their experiences of poverty. Employment availability was identified as the most 

significant external factor in emerging from poverty by 48% of participants within the 

employment category (category #1). Although the majority highlighted job availability, 24% of 

respondents emphasized the importance of professional growth opportunities provided by their 

employers, such as promotions, which facilitated higher incomes. These participants expressed 

gratitude towards both current and past employers for these opportunities. Additionally, 19% of 

respondents indicated that securing a higher-paying job was crucial in their journey out of 

poverty. Furthermore, 14% believed that holding more than one job simultaneously was essential 

for overcoming poverty. This included situations where multiple family members, such as 

parents or older siblings, contributed by working two jobs. Abigail, one of the participants, 



 75 

reflected on her experience: "Having one or two jobs was key for my family's transition into the 

middle class. Later in life, when my employer promoted me and increased my salary, I was able 

to buy a house and send my daughter to college. I am still with the same company, and they even 

supported me in attending college while working for them. I believe good employers play an 

important role in helping poor families emerge from poverty." These answers underscore the 

multifaceted role that employment and supportive employers play in the economic mobility of 

individuals and families, highlighting the importance of job availability, professional growth 

opportunities, and the collective effort of family members in achieving financial stability. 

 The second major category identified in these responses is the importance of welfare and 

support agencies in social mobility. Among the participants, 43% indicated that medical services 

and welfare were essential in their journey towards upward mobility. Additionally, 38% reported 

that their churches provided critical economic, emotional, and spiritual support, aligning with 

research that highlights the significant role of churches as key social agencies in the United 

States (Nordentoft et al., 2014). Moreover, 19% of respondents acknowledged the contribution of 

additional support agencies, such as the Salvation Army and social workers from various social 

service organizations, in facilitating their economic mobility. Another 10% of participants noted 

that the U.S. Army played a crucial role by offering work opportunities and education, aiding in 

their transition to the middle class. Furthermore, 5% mentioned the impact of the public school 

system, the Oklahoma Department of Human Services (for providing housing and covering 

educational expenses), various housing programs, their tribes, and scholarships from multiple 

organizations. Hanna’s testimony exemplifies the impact of these support systems: “My arrival 

to Tulsa was smooth. Social workers from different agencies assisted my family in securing an 

apartment, jobs, and community resources. Ten years later, we own a house and live in the 
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middle class.” These findings underline the multifaceted support provided by welfare services 

and agencies, highlighting their critical role in aiding individuals and families in their pursuit of 

economic stability and social mobility. These social organizations operate beyond familial and 

communal systems, falling within what is generally referred to as macro-systems (Tam et al., 

2020). 

The third identified category is relocation, with 38% of participants indicating that 

moving to an area with more job opportunities was crucial in their efforts to escape poverty. 

Elijah's account illustrates this category: "We lived in about three different cities before we 

arrived in Tulsa. My parents were willing to move because they knew they had to find the right 

place with the best available jobs. My sister and I are now attending college, and both of my 

parents have salaries that have helped us remain in the middle class." Relocation ranked third 

among the responses to the question about specific actions taken to overcome poverty. These 

testimonies highlight the importance of geographic mobility in accessing better employment 

opportunities and achieving economic stability. Relocation can provide access to more robust job 

markets, higher wages, and improved living conditions, which collectively contribute to upward 

social mobility. This finding is consistent with existing literature that emphasizes the role of 

spatial mobility in economic advancement and poverty reduction (e.g., Clark, 2013; Massey, 

1990). 

The fourth category identified is the significance of education beyond high school, as 

reflected by 33% of the responses to question #4. Emely highlighted the transformative impact of 

advanced education on her income and job stability: "I remember the days when I earned very 

little. Today, I make significantly more because I have a master’s degree. I am currently pursuing 

a doctorate, knowing that it will enable me to earn even more and secure a more stable job."  



 77 

Similarly, Jacob emphasized the importance of formal education and certification in his 

professional success: "If it weren’t for my barbering skills and certification, I wouldn’t have my 

barbershop. This allows me to earn a high income and connect with people who teach me 

valuable new things every day. With my current income, I can afford a house and provide my 

family with the life my mother couldn’t give me." These testimonials emphasize the critical role 

of post-secondary education in achieving economic stability and upward social mobility. Higher 

education and vocational training not only enhance earning potential but also provide individuals 

with the skills and credentials necessary to secure better job opportunities and professional 

growth. This category is supported by extensive literature demonstrating the positive correlation 

between higher education and economic outcomes (Autor, 2014; Oreopoulos & Petronijevic, 

2013). An intriguing observation regarding the 21 participants is that none of them consider 

themselves to be below the poverty line after transitioning into the middle class. This finding 

highlights the success of various factors and support systems in facilitating sustained economic 

stability and upward mobility for these individuals. The participants' experiences highlight the 

effectiveness of interventions and personal strategies that contributed to their economic 

advancement and ability to maintain a middle-class status. 

The fifth identified category in the ranking is support from friends. 33% of participants 

indicated that a friend in the middle class provided various forms of valuable assistance. 

Specifically, 19% of respondents reported that a friend offered housing and financial support, 

14% mentioned that a friend helped them secure employment, and 10% disclosed receiving 

emotional support from a friend. While familial support emerged as the most significant factor in 

the responses to the previous question, the support received from friends was also highly 

significant, second only to assistance from welfare and support agencies. Addressing this 
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category, Michael shared his experience: “When my friend’s grandmother passed away, he 

invited me to move in with him (rent free). His kind gesture allowed me to work and go to 

nursing school. Without my friend’s help, I wouldn’t be a nurse or a college professor today. 

Having a supportive friend in the middle class was key in my personal journey out of poverty.” 

These responses emphasize the critical role of social networks in providing both tangible and 

intangible support, which significantly contributes to economic mobility. As previously stated, 

the literature supports the notion that social capital, including friendships, plays a vital role in 

facilitating access to resources, opportunities, and emotional support necessary for overcoming 

poverty (Granovetter, 1973; Putnam, 2000). 

The sixth identified category is communal support, or support from social environments, 

which was highlighted by 29% of respondents. This category includes assistance or inspiration 

from multiple individuals or groups during the participants' transition to the middle class. 

Specifically, 24% of participants reported that social connections provided them with the 

knowledge, guidance, and wisdom necessary for success. Similarly, 24% indicated that they 

were inspired by individuals in their communities, such as leaders, teachers, professors, 

television characters, and community mentors. Abraham provided a notable reflection on the 

influence of television shows and characters: “Once we were able to buy a television (back in the 

day, we could not access shows easily as we do today from our phones), I felt more connected 

with my community. I was informed through local channels, and characters from some shows 

inspired me to overcome poverty. As a teenager, I aspired to be like the successful characters I 

watched on inspiring television shows. Additionally, motivational speakers aired on public 

television motivated me to pursue a path to the middle class.” Furthermore, 14% of respondents 

mentioned that exposure to different, often better, social realities inspired them to emerge from 
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poverty. Another 5% stated that motivational speakers, whether from their communities, local 

churches, or other venues, played a significant role in motivating them to succeed. Jacob shared 

his experience: “While working at my first job, I met many people who inspired me to do better. 

Seeing their realities made me believe I could also achieve what they had—owning a house and 

having a stable income. I viewed them as leaders and motivational speakers. The sermons from 

my mom’s pastor also motivated me to build a better life for myself.” These reflections 

accentuate the critical impact of communal support and social environments in providing both 

tangible and intangible resources that facilitate economic mobility. Putnam (2000) and Coleman 

(1988) corroborate the importance of social capital and communal networks in enhancing access 

to opportunities and fostering hope. 

The seventh identified category encompasses financial support, as indicated by two 

closely related responses. Specifically, 10% of participants reported that they were able to 

continue their transition into the middle-class using funds from a life insurance policy following 

the death of a parent. Additionally, 5% of participants stated that having access to loans 

facilitated their ability to purchase a home and attend college. These findings highlight the 

importance of financial instruments such as life insurance and loans in providing the necessary 

resources for economic advancement. The availability of life insurance funds can offer critical 

financial stability during times of loss, enabling continued upward mobility. Similarly, access to 

loans can provide essential capital for significant investments in housing and education, which 

are pivotal for long-term socioeconomic improvement. This category aligns with existing 

literature emphasizing the role of financial resources and support systems in enhancing economic 

mobility and stability (Barr, 2012; Dynan, 2012). 
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At the bottom of the identified categories, 5% of participants reported that receiving 

services from a mental health therapist significantly aided their transition into the middle class. 

Additionally, these participants noted that the experience of being at risk served as a powerful 

motivator to escape poverty, and participation in sports provided the discipline necessary to 

overcome economic hardships and avoid trouble. A noteworthy finding from the responses to 

question #4 is that all participants identified involvement in criminal activity as a factor that 

perpetuates poverty. This underscores the critical role of mental health support, motivational 

factors, and structured activities like sports in fostering economic stability and preventing 

engagement in criminal behavior. These insights align with existing literature emphasizing the 

importance of mental health services in promoting well-being and economic advancement 

(Stagman & Cooper, 2010). Research supports the notion that sports and physical activities can 

instill discipline, promote social integration, and reduce the likelihood of criminal involvement 

(Bailey et al., 2013). The motivational aspect of risk has been recognized as a significant driver 

for positive change and socioeconomic mobility (Schunk et al., 2008). 

Table 14 presents the responses provided for question #5. A thematic analysis is offered 

subsequently, following Table 15, which delineates the key categories and their respective 

rankings associated with question #5.   
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Table 14 

Question 5: Among all the factors discussed, what would you say are the most important?  

 
        Answers 
 

 
Percentages 
 

 
       They are all important as they function interconnectedly 
       My family and my children were a motivation for me to  
       emerge from poverty  
       Faith 
       Employment 
       Work ethic 
       Communal support and social support   
       Social connections gave me the knowledge to succeed  
       Independence  
       Church  
       Education  
       Being responsible with my job  
       A friend supported me with housing  
       Ambition  
       I made the correct personal choices  
       Mental strength  
       The aspiration to escape poverty, end abuse, and heal from  
       trauma 
       Teachers’ verbal motivation  
       Hope 
       My father’s determination  
       Positive personal values  

 
76% 
62% 
 
14% 
10% 
10% 
10% 
10% 
10% 
5% 
5% 
5% 
5% 
5% 
5% 
5% 
5% 
 
5% 
5% 
5% 
5% 
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Table 15 

Key categories and associated rankings related to question #5 

 
       Categories 

 

 
Ranking 
 

 
       All identified factors operate in an interconnected way   
       Family and children as a motivator to emerge from poverty 
       Faith 
       Employment  
       Communal and social support 

 
1 
2 
3 
4 
5 

       Personal values and choices 6 
  

 

For the first identified category, participants did not attribute their success to a single 

factor. Instead, they emphasized that emerging from poverty requires a combination of internal, 

familial, and external factors, as discussed in the responses to the previous four questions. This 

finding aligns with the literature reviewed for this study, which emphasizes that the process of 

emerging from poverty is influenced by a combination of internal, external, and macro-level 

factors. These interconnected elements collectively contribute to the complex and multifaceted 

nature of achieving economic mobility. This result also emphasizes the complexity of the 

poverty emergence process, highlighting that multiple elements must coexist for a low-income 

family to transition into the middle class. Participants described poverty as a traumatic 

experience, with achieving economic mobility being a significant challenge for most individuals 

in this study. The nuanced understanding of these findings aligns with existing literature, which 

emphasizes the multifaceted nature of poverty and the need for comprehensive strategies to 

address it (Duncan & Brooks-Gunn, 1997; Sen, 1999). Internal factors such as personal 

motivation and hope, familial support including emotional and financial assistance, and external 

factors such as access to education, employment opportunities, and social services, collectively 
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play crucial roles in facilitating economic mobility (Mayer, 1997; Wilson, 1987). This response 

also supports the use of multiple conceptual frameworks for studying the emergence of poverty. 

With 62% of the responses, the category of family and children as motivators to emerge 

from poverty emerged as the second most significant category for this final question. This 

percentage is notably higher than that of subsequent categories, indicating its prominence as the 

most significant single motivating factor. The responses suggest that family and children have a 

direct impact on individuals' levels of hope, serving as a powerful external motivator. While it is 

challenging to determine from the participants' responses whether these individuals were 

inherently predisposed to high levels of hope, the influence of strong external motivating factors, 

such as family and children, is undeniable. These factors likely contribute significantly to their 

high levels of hope, facilitating their drive to overcome poverty. Specialized literature supports 

the crucial role of family and children in motivating individuals to achieve economic mobility, 

highlighting the importance of familial support and the desire to provide better opportunities for 

children as key factors in fostering hope among individuals facing economic hardship (Elder & 

Conger, 2000; Masten & Reed, 2002). Supporting this idea, Ruth shared, "Now that you ask me, 

I realize how traumatic and difficult being poor was. Something had to give me the energy and 

motivation to keep fighting. Having a loving husband and children who gave me love was crucial 

in overcoming poverty. I honestly believe they gave me the motivation and energy to get out of 

poverty. They still give me the motivation to keep going, even now that I'm middle class." 

The third category identified from this list of responses is faith, which was mentioned by 

14% of participants. Additionally, 5% of participants highlighted the role of the church as an 

important factor in their process of emerging from poverty. This underscores the significance of 

spiritual and religious support in providing hope and motivation. Faith was identified as the 
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second most common response to question #2, which asked about the internal factors that helped 

individuals overcome poverty. 

Employment emerged as the fourth category, with 10% of participants emphasizing its 

importance. This finding is noteworthy given that employment was ranked more prominently in 

responses to earlier questions. Within this category, work ethic was noted by 10% of 

participants, and responsibility at work was mentioned by 5%. 

The fifth category is communal and social support, with 10% of participants identifying it 

as a crucial factor. Social connections that provided the knowledge to succeed were also 

highlighted by 10% of participants, while 5% mentioned receiving housing support from a 

friend. 

Personal values and choices constitute the sixth category, encompassing independence 

(10%), ambition (5%), making the correct personal choices (5%), mental strength (5%), and 

general positive personal values (5%). These elements highlight the role of individual attributes 

and decision-making in achieving economic mobility. 

Responses at the bottom of the list displayed considerable variation, with each option 

receiving a low percentage of selections: formal education beyond high school (5%), the desire 

to stop being poor or to stop abuse and trauma (5%), teachers’ verbal motivation (5%), and hope 

and determination inspired by a father, each with 5%. It is important to note that this final 

question focused exclusively on identifying the most significant factors among all the elements 

previously highlighted by participants. This comprehensive analysis reflects the multifaceted 

nature of poverty emergence and underlines the interplay between various personal, social, and 

structural factors. 
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Intrinsic versus Extrinsic Hope 

 Although most participants reported having high levels of hope and intrinsic factors 

related to this theory, such as ambition and drive (as indicated in responses to question #2), all 

individuals disclosed to the PI that external elements were the primary drivers of these elevated 

levels of hope. This is evident in the responses discussed in previous sections, where recurrent 

statements included "I wanted something better for my children," "someone motivated me to be 

better," etc.  

In the context of this study, while faith is an internal motivating factor, it was often 

instilled in participants through their families or communal groups such as churches or faith-

based organizations like the Salvation Army. Therefore, the high levels of hope observed in this 

sample appeared to be facilitated by both external (e.g., family support, verbal motivation from 

others) and internal factors (e.g., personal ambition and resilience), suggesting a dynamic 

interplay between these elements. 

This study does not provide sufficient data to determine whether participants were 

inherently predisposed to developing high levels of hope. However, the findings align with 

existing literature that emphasizes the importance of both external support systems and internal 

personal attributes in fostering hope (Masten & Reed, 2002; Snyder, 2002b). 

Axial Coding at Second and Third Levels 

 Following an exhaustive axial coding process of the previously presented information, 

adhering to the methodologies outlined by Strauss and Corbin (1990), the subsequent categories 

have been discerned for second-level axial coding. These categories are delineated in Table 16. 

Table 17 presents the third-level axial coding following the parameters proposed by Suddick et 
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al. (2020). These parameters have been meticulously applied to ensure the thorough analysis and 

accurate categorization of the data. 
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Table 16 

Second level axial coding 

 
Overarching Themes 

 

 
Categories 

 
Detailed Narrative 

Trauma of poverty 
 

Poverty is traumatizing 
Transitioning to middle class 
improved mental health 
 

Abigail: “I still feel some trauma 
from being poor, but now that 
I'm in the middle class, I'm 
definitely starting to heal.” 

Motivation to Participate High motivation to help 
others transition to middle 
class 

Ephraim: “Poverty is awful, and 
I don't want anyone to go 
through it. If I can help others 
escape it, count me in.” 

Cognitive Mechanisms of 
Poverty Emergence 

Participants disclosed reasons 
for family poverty voluntarily 
Understanding and narrating 
poverty and transition process 
was common 
 

Elijah: “We made a detailed plan 
to escape poverty and followed it 
carefully. It was tough, but we 
did it.” 

Causes of Family Poverty Low-paying jobs and lack of 
formal education 
Mindset and macroeconomic 
factors 
Family dysfunction and 
single-mother households 
Parental abandonment or 
criminal activities 

Mary: “I'm sure we were poor 
because of our mindset and 
behavior. Our family had issues 
and addictions. Once I changed, 
I made it to the middle class.” 

Overcoming Poverty Hard work, education, and 
relocation were critical 
Support from family, positive 
mindset, and avoiding 
negative behaviors were key 
Financial management 
(budgeting and saving) was 
essential 

Ruth: “We worked hard, and my 
dad got a formal education. We 
also moved to Tulsa. We had a 
strong family, saved money, and 
did the right things with the right 
mindset.”  

External Support Factors Employment, healthcare, and 
welfare services were crucial 
Support from churches, 
friends, and community 
networks 
Inspirational figures and 
opportunities for better 
employment 

Israel: “I wouldn't be where I am 
without my tribe. They 
supported me financially, and 
even when I was poor, I had 
medical insurance. My mentors 
inspired me to do better, and I 
worked my way to the middle 
class.” 
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Table 17 

Third level axial coding 

 
Overarching Themes 

 

 
Categories 

 
Detailed Narrative 

Psychological Impact and 
Community Involvement 

Transition from poverty 
significantly improved mental 
health 
Community contributions as part 
of healing 

Ana: “Poverty definitely 
affected my mental health. 
Now that I'm in the middle 
class, I'm more stable, thanks 
to my community's support.” 

Educational and 
Professional Efforts 

Education beyond high school as 
a major factor in overcoming 
poverty 
Participants' narratives 
highlighted the role of higher 
education and skill development 

Myriam: “Without my 
education, I'd still be stuck in 
a low-paying job. Education 
means everything to me; it 
was my key to escaping 
poverty.” 

Familial and Community 
Support 

Strong family support systems 
were critical in overcoming 
poverty 
Unity and shared goals within 
the family fostered resilience 

Aaron: “My parents had the 
same goals, and my siblings 
and I overcame poverty by 
sharing those goals. We're a 
united family.” 

Cognitive Understanding 
of Poverty 

Participants' narratives focused 
on understanding the reasons for 
poverty 
Cognitive realization of the need 
for careful planning and 
financial management 

Esther: “My parents 
understood why we were 
poor, so they planned 
carefully to get us out of it. 
We were good at budgeting.” 

Structural and Macro-
level Influences 

Influence of macroeconomic 
conditions and systemic issues 
like education and employment 
opportunities 
Role of government and welfare 
systems in providing essential 
support 

Hannah: “We moved to Tulsa 
to escape poverty. 
Government and 
philanthropic organizations 
helped us transition into the 
middle class.” 

Personal Attributes and 
External Influences 

Interplay between intrinsic hope, 
personal drive, and external 
motivating factors 
Influence of social and 
communal environments on 
individual success 

Abraham: “My mom was 
always hopeful. Our family 
had support from relatives, 
our church, and close 
friends.” 
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Experiencing poverty was universally traumatizing; however, transitioning to the middle 

class significantly improved mental health. Community contributions, such as Israel's bicycle 

giveaways, played a crucial role in personal healing. Participants exhibited a strong motivation to 

assist others in transitioning from poverty, underscoring the importance of education and sound 

decision-making. Jacob's narrative highlighted the significance of hard work and education in 

attaining middle-class status. Participants voluntarily disclosed the reasons behind their families' 

poverty, demonstrating a profound cognitive understanding of its causes and potential solutions. 

Noah's story emphasized the importance of planning and financial prudence. Overcoming poverty 

was facilitated by strong familial support, unity, and shared goals. Families provided essential 

emotional, financial, and material support, which was instrumental in their transition to the middle 

class. Employment opportunities, healthcare, welfare services, and support from friends, churches, 

and community networks were pivotal external factors. Inspirational figures and opportunities for 

professional growth also played a significant role. The interplay between intrinsic hope, personal 

ambition, and external motivational factors was evident. Participants' success stories were driven 

by a combination of personal attributes and supportive external environments. This comprehensive 

analysis highlights the multifaceted nature of poverty and underscores the importance of a 

combination of internal, familial, and external factors in achieving economic mobility. 
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Chapter Six: Conclusion 

Given that most peer-reviewed publications on poverty emergence primarily focus on the 

experiences and perceptions of those currently living below the poverty line, it is crucial to 

further explore the experiences and perceptions of individuals who have successfully transitioned 

out of poverty. Participants in this study demonstrated a profound understanding of both the 

factors that contributed to their families' initial descent into poverty and the elements that 

facilitated their transition into the middle class. By examining these perspectives, studies such as 

the one presented in this thesis can significantly contribute to the ongoing development of this 

area of research. This approach aligns with the literature that emphasizes the importance of 

understanding resilience and upward mobility within impoverished populations (Elder & Conger, 

2000; Masten & Reed, 2002). Such insights can inform the design of more effective policies and 

interventions aimed at facilitating economic mobility and reducing poverty on a broader scale. 

All participants indicated that experiencing poverty was traumatizing. Transitioning into 

the middle class significantly improved their mental health, as illustrated by Israel's statement 

about healing from childhood sadness through community engagement and business ownership. 

The detrimental impact of poverty on mental and physical well-being is well-documented in the 

literature. Research shows that poverty is associated with higher levels of stress, depression, and 

anxiety, contributing to long-term psychological trauma (Evans & Kim, 2013; Santiago et al., 

2011). Transitioning out of poverty and gaining economic stability can lead to significant 

improvements in mental health, as individuals experience reduced stress and enhanced self-

esteem and life satisfaction (Costello et al., 2003). Given these findings, it is imperative for 

legislators and local leaders to continue their efforts in combating poverty. Addressing the 

socioeconomic determinants of health can significantly improve the mental and physical well-
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being of citizens. Comprehensive policies and community-based interventions are essential to 

mitigate the adverse effects of poverty and support individuals in achieving economic stability 

and improved quality of life. 

Participants' willingness to contribute to this study reflects their high motivation. They 

expressed a desire for other low-income families to achieve a similar economic mobility 

experience. The crucial roles of employment and formal education beyond high school are 

unquestionable. Employment was identified as the most crucial factor in overcoming poverty, 

with 67% of the participants attributing their success to hard work and obtaining higher-paying 

jobs. Formal education beyond high school was the second most significant factor, with 57% of 

the participants acknowledging its importance in their economic mobility processes. 

Relocation emerged as a highly effective strategy for facilitating social mobility, with 

48% of the participants moving to areas that offered better employment opportunities and access 

to educational institutions. This strategy aligns with hope theory, which emphasizes goal setting 

and planning for a better future. Communal support and strategic relocation to areas with better 

opportunities seem to be effective plans for overcoming poverty. These actions demonstrate the 

participants' proactive approach to improving their socioeconomic status. 

Participants also recognized the substantial influence of cognitive and behavioral factors 

such as positive thinking and decision-making, with 29% attributing their success to these 

features. Participating individuals also highlighted the importance of avoiding negative behaviors 

and adopting a proactive mindset. Based on the data collected, positive and intentional cognitive 

and behavioral improvements are essential for overcoming poverty. These advances include 

adopting a positive mindset, a hopeful attitude, making wise decisions, and avoiding detrimental 

behaviors. 
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Familial support, particularly from children and spouses, was an important identified 

factor among responses. Strengthening familial systems within the poor cluster seems to be a 

significant idea to be considered by the city of Tulsa. Participants highlighted the role of shared 

goals among couples or partners, emotional and financial support, and a supportive home 

environment in their success.  

External support from welfare agencies, churches, and social workers was relevant for 

most participants. They seemed to significantly benefit from medical services, housing 

assistance, and educational opportunities provided by different social and communal 

organizations. 

From the data collected and analyzed, it is evident that overcoming poverty is not 

attributable to a single factor but requires a combination of multiple internal, familial, and 

external factors. The interaction of all these elements highlights the complexity of economic 

mobility. High levels of hope and motivation, driven by both intrinsic attributes and extrinsic 

factors such as familial support, are essential for economic mobility. The data collected suggests 

that while intrinsic hope could be critical, external motivators play a significant role in 

nourishing high levels of hope. 

Access to formal education beyond high school and stable well-paying employment are 

fundamental in transitioning out of poverty. It is significant that many individuals in this study 

did not pursue college degrees. Instead, they achieved upward social mobility and transitioned 

into the middle class through obtaining certifications in fields such as CNA (Certified Nursing 

Assistant), barbering, and real estate. Obtaining formal education not only provides financial 

stability but it can also foster personal growth and development (Khan et al., 2022).  
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The data collected does not support the conclusion that participants inherently possessed 

high levels of hope or intrinsic motivation. However, all participants emphasized that their 

motivation to overcome poverty was significantly driven by both internal factors and external 

influences, such as faith and their love for their children. Subsequently, findings suggest that the 

attention should be focused on the motivating factors that help individuals transition above the 

poverty line. Effective poverty alleviation requires robust support systems that intentionally 

facilitate familial, social, and institutional support. This type of comprehensive approach could 

potentially ensure that low-income individuals can have the necessary resources and motivation 

to achieve economic mobility. 

Understanding poverty emergence through the lenses of the protagonists of this process is 

a significant aspect to consider based on the results of this study. Currently, the city of Tulsa has 

multiple programs in place that aim to assist families in the economic mobility process. These 

initiatives should ponder including the perceptions of those who have successfully experienced 

social mobility. This approach not only represents a scientific method for facilitating economic 

mobility but also has the potential to serve as a more effective strategy for promoting economic 

advancement. External supports such as medical services and welfare were described as key 

components of the poverty emergence process. The promotion of communal supports is 

essential.         

The fact that most participants recognized in the responses given to question #5 that all 

identified internal and external factors helped them overcome poverty in an interconnected way, 

demonstrates that poverty emergence is a complex process in which all these factors should be 

considered, studied, and facilitated.  
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It is imperative to continue exploring the factors that assist low-income individuals and 

families in overcoming poverty. In this context, it is also important to investigate what fosters 

hope in individuals, beyond merely identifying those with high levels of extrinsic hope. A similar 

study is recommended to identify individuals who initially lacked high levels of hope but 

transitioned to having high levels of this crucial psychological attribute. 

Possible Contributions of this Investigation to the study of Poverty Emergence 

Based on the findings of this study, several elements have been identified that could 

potentially contribute to advancing the literature on both poverty and hope. A study of this nature 

has not been previously conducted in the city of Tulsa, nor has it been published in peer-

reviewed journals as of the defense of this thesis. Given that poverty manifests differently across 

regions due to economic, cultural, and geographical factors, the findings of this dissertation 

could significantly contribute to the ongoing research on poverty emergence specific to Tulsa. 

This localized insight is essential for developing tailored interventions and policies to address 

poverty in this unique context. 

 This study elucidates that Snyder’s hope theory serves as a robust and pragmatic 

framework for understanding the internal factors contributing to the emergence of poverty. 

Furthermore, the theoretical contributions by Bernardo (2010) provide substantial insights into 

the communal and cultural elements that can enhance hope among individuals striving to 

overcome poverty. The analysis of the various themes demonstrates that both integrated models 

are effective in enhancing our understanding of these thematic categories. Additionally, the 

integration of a supplementary conceptual framework that incorporates elements such as welfare 

and medical services is warranted, as these external factors were identified as significant in the 

poverty emergence process experienced by the participants. From this perspective, the study 
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advances existing theories by illustrating that the emergence from poverty and the levels of hope 

are influenced by a confluence of psychological individual factors, elements within familial and 

communal systems, and macro-level features such as welfare, medical services, and economic 

factors. This reflection underscores that overcoming poverty is not solely contingent upon the 

individual’s personal attributes, but is also profoundly affected by familial, community, and 

broader systemic factors governed by entities such as governmental agencies.   

All participants demonstrated an understanding of the reasons for their poverty and 

shared this information with the PI, revealing a unique and noteworthy cognitive process during 

the interviews. Participants believed that their ability to escape poverty was largely due to their 

understanding of the initial causes of their impoverishment. It is important to note that 

participants were never explicitly asked why they were poor; however, each participant felt 

compelled to articulate the factors that had kept their families below the poverty line before 

explaining the elements that aided in their emergence from poverty. This cognitive process is 

closely linked to hope theory, as identifying the reasons for their poverty appeared to assist 

participants in devising or discovering effective pathways to overcome it. Given that all 

participants successfully rose above poverty, this phenomenon underscores the importance of 

exploring the perspectives of individuals who have experienced both poverty and its alleviation. 

Further investigation into this phenomenon is warranted. 

 Participants did not disclose whether they were innately endowed with high levels of 

hope; however, they did indicate that external factors, such as familial support, significantly 

influenced their hope levels. The emphasis on external influences observed among all 

participants underscores the necessity of examining the elements that enhance individuals' levels 

of hope. While the findings of this phenomenological study do not ascertain that the participants 
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were inherently hopeful, they do suggest that hope was partially cultivated through robust 

external factors, which is coherent with Bernardo’s proposal and other similar studies (Dixson et 

al., 2019; Gerard & Zoller Booth, 2015; Jones et al., 2021; Springer et al., 2020). Therefore, the 

importance of identifying the sources of motivation in individuals confronting adversity, poverty, 

or psychopathologies appears to be a reasonable inference from the collected data. Notably, 

much of the literature on hope predominantly emphasizes intrinsic hope, with considerably less 

focus on the external factors that contribute to making a person hopeful (Duggleby et al., 2012; 

Martin, 2014; Meirav, 2009; Snyder et al., 1991). For this perspective, this dissertation could 

possibly contribute to the reflection on this important matter. Macro-systems such as welfare 

programs, tribal economic support, and medical services can also play a significant role in 

fostering hope among low-income individuals. The consideration of these macro-systems is 

crucial in the current study of hope. 

 All participants described poverty as a barrier they were capable of overcoming. They did 

not perceive the transition to the middle class as an unattainable goal. This finding contradicts 

contemporary views that attribute poverty to genetic or historical factors, as discussed by authors 

such as Clark (2014) and Herrnstein and Murray (1994). While this dissertation does not aim to 

critique these perspectives, the results of this study indicate that most participants firmly believe 

that with strong determination and proper planning, overcoming poverty, though challenging, is 

achievable. 

 The responses obtained from participants emphasized the importance of having the right 

mindset and a strong set of values to overcome poverty. This finding is significant as it suggests 

that, for this sample, overcoming poverty is a rational process that relies on positive human 

values. 
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 Due to the high number of responses indicating that family was a significant supporting 

factor in overcoming poverty, familial systems emerged as the most important system among this 

sample of individuals who successfully transitioned out of poverty. Given its apparent 

importance as a social system in the lives of these participants, further research should be 

conducted to explore the role of familial support. Specifically, the strong bond that parents feel 

for their children, as indicated by participants stating they "fought for their children," should be 

investigated as a crucial factor for increasing hope levels in low-income households. Affection 

provided by their families was not sufficient on its own; participants also indicated that having 

rules and discipline was imperative for overcoming poverty. 

 Most participants acknowledged that the factors facilitating poverty emergence discussed 

during the interviews function in an interconnected manner. This underscores the importance of 

addressing multiple elements rather than focusing on a single factor. The author of this study 

contends that modern intellectuals often seek a singular solution to complex issues. However, as 

demonstrated by the responses to question #5, all factors identified in this investigation operate 

synergistically. Therefore, programs designed to assist low-income individuals in overcoming 

poverty should adopt a holistic approach, addressing all relevant factors simultaneously. 
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Appendix B: Informed Consent  
 

Signed Consent to Participate in Research  
University of Oklahoma 

 
Would you like to be involved in research at the University of Oklahoma? 
I am Felipe Oyarzo a student from the Organizational & Community PhD Program and I invite 
you to participate in my research (which is my doctoral thesis proposal) entitled WHAT 
INTERNAL AND EXTERNAL FACTORS DO PREVIOUSLY LOW-INCOME 
INDIVIDUALS DESCRIBE AS KEY TO EMERGING FROM POVERTY?. This research is 
being conducted in Tulsa, Oklahoma. You were selected as a possible participant because you 
have stated that at certain period of your life you experienced poverty for at least 2 years. You 
must be at least 18 years of age to participate in this research. 
Please read this document and contact me to ask any questions you may have BEFORE 
agreeing to participate in my research. 
What is the purpose of this research? This research aims to understand what internal and 
external elements help a person or a family overcome poverty.  
How many participants will be in this research? 12 adult men and 13 adult women (ideally, 
10 Caucasian, 6 Hispanic, 4 African American, 3 Native American, and 2 Asian participants.) 
What will I be asked to do? If you agree to be in this research, you will be asked 8 questions 
regarding what helped you or your family overcome poverty. The questions will be asked once in 
one in-person interview.  
How long will this take? Your participation will take between 60 to 90 minutes. 
What are the risks and benefits if I participate? Risks for this interview have not been 
identified, and you might obtain a deeper understanding of what helped you overcome poverty.  
Questions that could be emotionally distressing: It is possible that during the interviews you will 
have to recall memories associated to your past and that are associated to the years in which you 
considered yourself poor.  
Audio or video recorded data collection: The interview will be audio-recorded to assure that your 
responses are coded accurately.   
Collection of demographic or geographic location data: The information provided by you will 
remain confidential, and it is required for monitoring purposes.  
Data collected online or by a device and transmitted electronically: The interview will be 
recorded, and the audio will be deleted one year after the interview took place. 
Will I be compensated for participating? No, Participation in this study is voluntary.  
Who will see my information? I will be the only one seeing your information. Your responses 
will be analyzed and commented in the thesis. Your name in this thesis will remain confidential.   
You have the right to access the research data that has been collected about you as a part of this 
research. However, you may not access this information until the entire research has finished and 
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you consent to this temporary restriction. 
Do I have to participate? No. If you do not participate, you will not be penalized or lose 
benefits or services unrelated to the research. If you decide to participate, you don't have to 
answer any questions and can stop participating at any time. 
Will my identity be anonymous or confidential? Yes. Please check all the options that you 
agree to:  
What will happen to my data in the future? It will be destroyed within one year after the 
thesis has been finished.  
Audio Recording of Research Activities To assist with accurate recording of your responses, 
interviews will be recorded on an audio recording device. You have the right to refuse to allow 
such recording without penalty.  
I consent to audio recording.   ___Yes   ___ No 
Will I be contacted again? Yes. After the interview, you will be contacted once over the phone 
to ensure that the information collected is accurate.  

I give my permission for the researcher to contact me in the future. ___Yes ___ No 
Who do I contact with questions, concerns, or complaints? If you have questions, concerns, 
or complaints about the research or have experienced a research-related injury, contact me at 
(918) 698-1483, felipe.a.oyarzo-1@ou.edu  
You can also contact the University of Oklahoma – Norman Campus Institutional Review Board 
(OU-NC IRB) at 405-325-8110 or irb@ou.edu if you have questions about your rights as a 
research participant, concerns, or complaints about the research and wish to talk to someone 
other than the researcher(s) or if you cannot reach the researcher(s). 
You will be given a copy of this document for your records. By providing information to the 
researcher(s), I agree to participate in this research. 

Participant Signature 
 

 

Print Name Date 

Signature of Researcher Obtaining 
Consent 

 
 

Print Name Date 

 
Interpreter (if applicable): ______________________________________ 
Signature:_____________________________ 
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Appendix C: Participant’s Collected Information 
 

Participant’s Information 

-Participant’s name: 

-Age  

-Date of birth: 

-Phone number: 

-Email: 

-Highest educational degree:  

-Primary Language: 

- Tribe: 

-Tulsa resident?   Yes    No 

-Were you born into poverty?   Yes    No 

-Has the participant signed the informed consent sheet?  Yes   No 

-Was the participant given a copy of the informed consent sheet?  Yes    No 

-To protect privacy and confidentiality, what is the participant’s pseudonym?  
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Appendix D: Participant’s Information 

To safeguard the privacy and confidentiality of the participants, only information 

pertinent to the study is disclosed in this section. Additionally, participants' names have been 

replaced with pseudonyms to further ensure anonymity. 

Emely currently cohabitates with her partner. She is unmarried and does not have 

children. In her disclosure to the PI, she revealed that she continues to grapple with significant 

trauma stemming from her experiences of poverty, abandonment, and abuse, compounded by the 

fact that her parents struggled with drug addiction. Emely also reported that mental health issues 

were prevalent within her family during her upbringing. Born and raised in Tulsa, she spent a 

portion of her life within the foster care system. At present, Emely is pursuing a PhD, indicating 

her commitment to advanced academic achievement despite her challenging background.  

Elijah was born in Asia and subsequently relocated with his family to Europe before 

ultimately settling in Tulsa, Oklahoma. During their time in Tulsa, his family achieved middle-

class status. Currently, Elijah is employed while also attending a college in Tulsa. Notably, all of 

his siblings are also pursuing higher education at this time. Elijah is bilingual, holds documented 

immigrant status, and is single with no children. 

Abraham was born and raised in Tulsa, Oklahoma. He was raised by his mother and 

shared his household with his sister. His father, who was divorced from his mother, maintained a 

regular presence in his life by visiting every weekend. In his disclosure to the Principal 

Investigator (PI), Abraham revealed that his experiences with poverty were profoundly 

traumatic, evoking tears whenever he discusses them. He emphasized the crucial role his father's 

presence played in his development and success, particularly given that many other African 

American children in his neighborhood grew up without a father figure. Abraham is currently in 
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his second marriage and has children. He has achieved a significant academic milestone by 

earning a master’s degree in social work, which underscores his commitment to professional and 

personal growth. 

Abigail was born in Chicago and relocated to Tulsa as a result of her parents' 

employment. She has established herself as a successful executive in the oil industry, achieving a 

socioeconomic status that places her in the upper class. Abigail is married, bilingual, and the 

mother of one child. She holds a bachelor's degree in economics and frequently travels 

internationally for her professional responsibilities. Currently, she is managing a medical 

condition related to elevated cholesterol levels. Abigail was raised in a Christian-Hispanic 

household alongside two siblings. Additionally, she and her husband resided in Latin America 

for five years, attributable to her husband's employment. 

Ephraim was born in Cuba and relocated to Florida during his childhood through the 

Peter Pan program, a federal initiative designed to bring Cuban children to the United States 

during the Castro communist regime. Initially, he lived with an African American family in 

Florida while awaiting the arrival of his parents and siblings. Ephraim has expressed deep 

gratitude for the exceptional care and support provided by his Peter Pan host family, crediting 

them with protecting and providing for him until his family could escape communism and 

reunite in the United States. Now a U.S. citizen, Ephraim has established himself as a professor 

in Tulsa. He is married, with children and grandchildren, and remains a devoted Catholic. 

Eva was born in Texas and later relocated to Tulsa after experiencing homelessness and 

substance addiction. She has since turned her life around and is now married with two children. 

Eva is employed and concurrently attends a college in Tulsa, reflecting her commitment to both 

professional and academic advancement. Having maintained sobriety for many years, she is 
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actively engaged in an anger management program. Eva's diverse heritage encompasses 

Hispanic, Caucasian, and Native American ancestry, contributing to her rich cultural 

background. 

Eliana, the daughter of European immigrants, was raised in a large family with numerous 

siblings. Her family relocated to Tulsa when she was a young child, a move that has significantly 

shaped her life. Currently, she is enrolled at a community college in Tulsa, where she is excelling 

academically. Eliana is in a dating relationship but remains unmarried and does not have 

children. As a bilingual individual, she has demonstrated considerable linguistic proficiency. 

Furthermore, she is actively engaged with her church community, reflecting a strong 

commitment to her faith. Notably, Eliana is a documented immigrant, underscoring her legal 

residency status in the United States. 

Hannah was born in Asia and relocated to the United States as a refugee. She has since 

achieved documented immigrant status. Hannah is married and the mother of three children. 

Despite not speaking English, she is fully integrated into her community and is a devoted 

Catholic. One of her children is a cancer survivor, a testament to the family's resilience. Residing 

in North Tulsa, Hannah is entirely dedicated to her family's well-being and support, reflecting 

her strong familial commitment. 

Sara is married and has children. Born and raised in Tulsa, she originates from a large 

family, which has undoubtedly influenced her upbringing and values. Currently, Sara is pursuing 

her studies at a community college in Oklahoma. She describes herself as a happy mother, 

emphasizing that her primary focus is on the well-being of her children and husband. Looking 

ahead, Sara has expressed a strong desire to further her formal education beyond the community 

college level, demonstrating her commitment to lifelong learning and personal development. 
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Jacob was raised in a single-parent household by his mother, alongside numerous 

siblings, in an economically disadvantaged neighborhood in Tulsa. After obtaining his barber’s 

certification, he began his career by cutting hair in his mother's kitchen. Jacob has since married 

and now has children of his own. He currently owns and operates his own barber shop in Tulsa. 

In addition to his entrepreneurial endeavors, Jacob serves as a motivational speaker, primarily 

addressing underprivileged African American youth and those who have grown up without a 

father figure. His work in this capacity aims to inspire and support these individuals by drawing 

from his personal experiences and professional achievements. 

Michael, a registered nurse employed at a hospital in Tulsa, Oklahoma, also serves as an 

educator at a university within the state. He is currently unmarried and was born in a small town 

of Oklahoma. Presently residing in Tulsa, he has no children. He is a cancer survivor.  

Deborah was born and raised in Tulsa, Oklahoma, within a low-income family. 

Throughout her childhood, her parents experienced recurrent incarcerations, a pattern that began 

when she was an infant. Her father remains incarcerated at present. Deborah, now divorced, has 

one child. Despite these challenging circumstances, she has established herself as a successful 

real estate agent while concurrently pursuing higher education as a college student. Additionally, 

she is actively assisting her mother in reintegrating into society, including efforts to obtain a 

driver's license and reestablish her life following her release from incarceration. 

Myriam spent most of her childhood traveling internationally due to her parents' military 

service. After numerous years of global relocations associated with their duties in the U.S. 

military, her family ultimately chose to settle in Tulsa, drawn by the presence of extended family 

in the area. Myriam attributes her family's escape from poverty to the opportunities afforded by 

military service. Currently single and without children, she is pursuing an associate degree at a 
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college in Tulsa. In addition to her academic endeavors, Myriam is employed part-time, 

balancing her work and studies effectively. 

Ana was born and raised in Tulsa, Oklahoma. She is currently employed in the medical 

field as a Certified Nursing Assistant (CNA) while simultaneously pursuing higher education by 

taking college courses in Tulsa. As a single mother of a young son, Ana is dedicated to 

improving her financial stability and providing an enhanced quality of life for her child. 

According to her own testimony, she is working diligently to increase her income. Ana and her 

son reside together in an apartment in Tulsa, where she continues to balance her professional, 

academic, and parental responsibilities. 

Israel is a successful entrepreneur in the insurance industry, owning and operating his 

own company in Tulsa, Oklahoma. He is currently in his second marriage and has children from 

both his current and previous marriages. Born in a small town near Tulsa, Israel relocated to the 

city to pursue formal education and explore business opportunities. Presently, he is a PhD 

student, demonstrating his commitment to advanced academic and professional development. In 

addition to his business ventures, Israel is actively involved in charitable activities within the 

Tulsa community, most notably through his annual initiative of donating bicycles to children in 

need. 

Mary was born in a town near Tulsa and relocated to the city following her marriage. She 

disclosed that both her own employment and that of her husband have contributed to their 

current financial stability. Recently, Mary earned an associate degree from a college in 

Oklahoma. She is married and has children, and her bilingual proficiency further enhances her 

personal and professional capabilities. 
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Peter, the descendant of European immigrants, embodies a multicultural heritage. He was 

raised on a farm in Oklahoma, which significantly influenced his formative years. Currently 

residing in Tulsa, he remains unmarried and without children. Peter is employed as an instructor 

at a community college in Oklahoma, where he contributes to the academic development of his 

students. He is a U.S. citizen.  

Ruth was born and raised in Tulsa, Oklahoma. She experienced a childhood marked by 

economic hardship in a large family with numerous siblings. The family's financial situation 

improved significantly when her father secured a high-paying position in the oil industry, 

allowing them to rise out of poverty. Ruth is currently married and has children. She is actively 

pursuing an associate degree at a college in Oklahoma, demonstrating her commitment to 

furthering her education and enhancing her professional qualifications. 

Esther was born on a farm in Zacatecas, Mexico, and relocated to the United States at the 

age of 18. She has since obtained U.S. citizenship. Esther is married and has four children. A 

devout Protestant Christian, she dedicates herself entirely to her family and grandchildren. 

Currently, she is enduring the challenges associated with a severe kidney disorder, which has 

significantly impacted her health. Despite this, her commitment to her faith and family remains 

unwavering. 

Noah was born in a rural area in Mexico and grew up in a large family that faced 

significant challenges related to poverty and addiction. He immigrated to the United States at a 

young age, driven by a strong work ethic, and has since attained U.S. citizenship. Noah is 

married and the father of three children. His wife and eldest daughter experience mental health 

challenges, which the family navigates with their strong Catholic faith. Through his diligent 

efforts, Noah has amassed sufficient capital to purchase property, a house, and a farm in Tulsa. 
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Despite frequent travels to Mexico, he resides and works in Tulsa. Although his formal education 

did not extend beyond high school, Noah's achievements underscore his resilience and dedication 

to providing for his family. 

Aaron was born and raised in Blue Island, Illinois, and subsequently relocated to Tulsa 

for professional reasons. He is bilingual and of Hispanic heritage. Before settling in Tulsa, Aaron 

lived in Kansas and Nebraska, the latter being where he earned a bachelor’s degree. He is 

married and has four children and one granddaughter. In collaboration with one of his sons, 

Aaron owns and operates a small business in Tulsa. He is on the autism spectrum, a factor that 

has influenced his personal and professional journey. Since moving to Tulsa, he has achieved 

middle-class status. A devoted Protestant Christian, Aaron integrates his faith into his daily life 

and business practices. 

 

 

 

 


