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High level of poverty, weak safety nets
Informal work domination

Background
Employment is one of the solutions to escape from poverty. Yet, not all jobs facilitate the mobility.

Developing countries realities Structural barriers

Regional disparities Global-local mismatch

Immediate support vs long-term stability, growth opportunities vs precarious conditions?

Can decision-making under poverty be reduced only to individual agency? Are cognitive traits and 
universal human tendencies enough to explain such complexity? 

Limited welfare
Unstable labour markets
Institutional gaps constrain choices

Job quality and opportunities vary sharply 
between urban and rural areas
Urban jobseekers & firms face barriers 
beyond personal effort
Development favours cities → more jobs in 
urban areas
Rural poverty remains higher → migration

Western-built theories often fail to capture 
these realities
Research focus also diverges: developed 
contexts examine both job access and quality, 
while developing ones emphasise disparities



Background

Table 1. Comparison table of decision-making theories in poverty settings

Source: prepared by authors



Research Question

How do individuals living in poverty in Indonesia interpret 

and navigate structural, institutional, and socio-cultural 

constraints when making employment decisions, and how 

do they connect these choices to aspirations for improved 

economic and social well-being?



Research Conceptualisation

The study investigates how individuals interpret and respond to policies, social norms, and networks that shape both 
opportunities and constraints. 
The study is positioned at the intersection of social-psychological, social-behavioural, and social-normative processes. 
Rather than examining institutional structures directly, it focuses on meso-level processes that link social meanings, norms, 
and interactions between policy contexts and individual action. 
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(rules/ values) 

Personal values and moral codes Social norms and expectations Institutional laws, policies, systemic 
norms

Personal values,
moral beliefs, internalised norms, 
kaleidoscope, life course scarring

Social norms, strength of weak 
ties,
social capital, agency/culture, 
kaleidoscope

Institutional policies, laws, labour 
market norms, culture & structure in 
labour policies, macroeconomic 
ideologies/ structures

Behavioural 
(external actions) 

How individuals act and decide How groups act together How institutions act

Coping strategies, decision-making 
actions, scarring, scarcity

Kaleidoscope, strength of weak 
ties, social networking, social 
capital, social coping behaviours 

Participation in institutional 
programs, engagement with 
government systems, institutional 
behavioural design

Psychological 
(internal 
processes)

How individuals think, feel, and 
perceive

How groups share collective 
psychological frames

How institutions create collective 
mental models and narratives

Self-efficacy, locus of control,  
construal, temporal, 
time perspective, scarcity, well 
being, general decision making

Identity formation, social 
cognitive career, planned 
behaviour

Collective mental models, cultural 
narratives created by institutions

Individual Social Structural/Institutional

X axis - Level of analysis, who and where

Table 2. Theoretical map



Methodology

Constructivist Grounded Theory (CGT) 
(Charmaz, 2006)

Situational Analysis (SA) (Clarke, 2005)

Enabling the development of a context-sensitive theory that explains how 
individuals navigate employment decisions under poverty while situating these 

choices within broader structural, cultural, and discursive forces.

The study does not aim to create models or give advice on better choices. It seeks to revisit earlier 
theories and test their relevance to the lives of the urban poor.

Enables flexible, iterative data analysis that 
adapts to emerging insights.

Reveals the dynamic interplay between 
structure and agency in the employment 
context

Builds theory directly from participants’ 
experiences and meanings.

Focuses on meaning-making, agency, and social 
processes behind employment choices.

Explores how people balance short-term needs 
vs long-term goals under limited opportunities.

Examines how institutions, discourses, and 
power relations shape individual decisions

Contextualises personal choices within broader 
social and policy systems



Research Setting

Figure 1: Indonesia map 

https://www.google.com/maps/@-0.5790669,118.2871473,5.25z?entry=ttu&g_ep=EgoyMDI1MTAxNC4wIKXMDSoASAFQAw%3D%3D
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Source: adopted from Charmaz (2014); Chun Tie et al. (2019) and made some changes by the researcher

Setting: 5 cities in Indonesia 

Figure 2: Research process and verification flow



Sampling
Maximum variation sampling (Patton, 2015) → theoretical sampling (Charmaz & Thorenberg, 2021; 

Corbin & Strauss, 2015)

Table 3. Example of targeted participants



Key Questions Guiding Investigation

How do individuals facing financial and social constraints make employment decisions? 

What role can social policy and social work practice play in equipping poor individuals to 
make better employment decisions and improve their long-term well-being?

How is “meaning” constructed under conditions of constraint, and in what ways do 
individuals use personal and relational resources as survival strategies? 

What institutional, cultural, or value-based influences shape these decisions? 

Are concepts like meaningful and decent work relevant only for more privileged groups, 
or do they resonate, even implicitly, with the aspirations of those living in poverty? 

To what extent is well-being, understood as both a subjective experience and a valued 
outcome, a motivating factor in these decisions? 



Original Contribution

Development of a context-sensitive framework, better 
captures how poverty influences decision-making capabilities

Guiding the design of policies and interventions that 
respect agency, aspiration, and dignity



Discussion and Feedback
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