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Abstract: Despite significant economic growth in both developed and emerging markets, 

several disadvantaged and marginalized segments of the global population still live in 

poverty. Recognizing the important role of business in alleviating poverty, management 

scholars have been increasingly investigating the topic of poverty. Although reviews of the 

extant literature have provided overviews of select poverty-related themes, such as that of the 

base of the pyramid, no one study has reviewed the topic of poverty across the management 

literature. The present systematic literature review collects, organizes and analyzes several 

hundred articles on poverty research, published in business and management journals during 

the past twenty-five years. The study identifies major themes in poverty research, reveals 

thematic overlaps among subdisciplines, summarizes adopted research methodologies and 

recognizes opportunities for future research. We find that, despite the wide variation of 

research topics and approaches, the studied themes remain relatively insulated within each 

subdiscipline of management research. Drawing on United Nations’ Sustainable 

Development Goals, we conclude that, although the number of articles on poverty has 

increased considerably during the last decade, there are several research niches that future 

management scholars can investigate to alleviate one of the most pressing global challenges 

of our time. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Societal interest in eradicating income disparities and poverty has been growing 

internationally (Banks & Hulme 2012). The divide between wealthy and poor economic 

actors, which has traditionally been an ‘inter-national’ issue, also portrays ‘intra-national’ 

characteristics affecting individuals across societies, irrespective of each society’s per capita 

economic potency. According to the United Nations, although significant progress has been 

reported regarding the goals outlined in the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, there 

are still several disadvantaged and marginalized groups whose wellbeing requires urgent 

attention (UN DESA 2018). Among all Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), the defined 

goal to “end poverty in all its forms everywhere,” is mentioned first, further highlighting the 

strategic importance of poverty alleviation.  In this context, lower- or no-income individuals 

face challenges associated with barriers to access quality standards of living (Zagorski et al. 

2014). A deeper understanding of poverty and how business can assist in alleviating 

disadvantaged population groups require factually based research data. This, however, is 

challenging, since the term poverty itself consists of multiple dimensions. In economic terms, 

poverty is measured at the family level (not individually), capturing a family’s command over 

resources. If a family’s resources fall below a certain threshold, which is defined differently 

across countries, then it is regarded as poor (UNESCO 2017). Although economics has 

traditionally been the discipline that methodically researches poverty dimensions, in general, 

“poverty is not a topic that has received much attention in the management literature” (Bruton 

2010:7), and business research areas have only begun displaying increasing interest in the 

topic primarily since the early 1990s. Yet, researchers’ and practitioners’ interest in the topic 

continues to grow, a trend that is evident in the number of recently published articles and in 

calls for interdisciplinary work.  

Within the management literature, poverty has been approached through the lenses of 

diverse subdisciplines, including those of business ethics, entrepreneurship, and human 

resources. However, to date, a limited number of prior studies have focused on reviewing this 

literature and existing studies have only addressed specific aspects of poverty, such as those 

pertaining to microcredit (e.g., Chliova et al. 2015), base-of-pyramid (e.g., Nahi 2016), social 

entrepreneurship (e.g., Dacin et al. 2011) and the working poor (e.g., Leana et al. 2012). No 

study has systematically reviewed the extant literature on poverty through the broader lens of 

management. Such a review, however, is timely and can inform scholarship and practice 

alike, especially in an era when businesses are faced not only with challenges regarding 
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maximizing profitability, but also with the expectation that they should actively contribute to 

society by alleviating poverty (Kolk & Van Tulder 2006). 

In an attempt to clarify how management scholars approach and analyze the poverty 

challenges faced by multiple societal stakeholders, including individuals living in extreme 

poverty and the ‘working poor,’ this study systematically researches and reviews several 

hundred articles published in business journals during the twenty-five year period 1992-2017. 

Using the Chartered Association of Business Schools’ (CABS) Academic Journal Guide 

(2018), we collect, organize and review all articles on poverty published in ‘2,’ ‘3,’ ‘4’ and 

‘4*’ classified journals.  

In our reflective critique of the management literature, we strive to: (a) identify the 

thematic overlaps in the study of poverty across different subdisciplines (b) classify the 

employed methodologies in the study of poverty, and (c) recognize gaps across the different 

subdisciplines and summarize themes that would establish a prolific research agenda. 

Aspiring to contribute to both scholarship and practice, this study identifies a thematic 

overview of the current management perspectives on poverty, which can serve as a basis for 

setting an agenda of future academic research, while highlighting understudied areas that 

could constitute research opportunities for public and private organizations working toward 

poverty alleviation. In the following paragraphs, we present the adopted research 

methodology, review the past literature, discuss our findings and propose future directions for 

research. 

METHOD 

For the purposes of the present research, we designed and implemented a ‘broad systematic 

literature review’ (Petticrew & Roberts 2006), carefully considering the social production of 

knowledge that can be derived by reviewing the management literature (Pettigrew 2001). To 

collect the published articles included in our analysis, we performed a comprehensive search 

for relevant studies on the topic of poverty and we followed a predetermined method to 

appraise, classify and synthesize our findings (Klassen et al. 1998). To allow for replicability 

of our systematic review, in the next paragraphs, we explicitly describe the adopted and 

implemented methodology, which specifies the focus, the selection criteria, the inclusion 

criteria, and the quality of the included studies, also delineating the detailed steps we 

followed to classify and synthesize our thematic findings across the identified management 

subdisciplines. 

In line with the recommendations offered by Tranfield et al. (2003), we incorporated 

planning, conducting, and reporting standards in our review of the literature, setting equal 
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importance to all stages, from developing the review protocol to formulating corresponding 

recommendations. During the planning stage, a review panel was formed including three lead 

researchers with diverse methodological and theoretical management backgrounds. To 

crystallize on the criteria of inclusion and exclusion of studies, two researchers who held 

advisory roles were consulted.  During the review of the literature stage, the researchers took 

all precautionary measures to confirm that a comprehensive and unbiased search was 

conducted. To confirm this, several times, the three researchers randomly repeated the 

conducted searches confirming that the same numbers of articles were retrieved from the 

databases. Only studies that met all inclusion criteria were considered, and any disagreements 

were addressed within the review panel. In addition, the reporting stage included both a 

thorough descriptive representation of the findings –including graphs and tables–, as well as a 

thematic analysis by subdiscipline, identifying key research themes and connections across 

the management subdisciplines. 

More specifically, based on the CABS’ Academic Journal Guide (2018), we collected, 

organized and reviewed all articles on poverty, published in ‘2,’ ‘3,’ ‘4,’ and ‘4*’ classified 

journals for eight subdisciplinary categories most closely associated with the field of 

management (see figure 1). The rationale behind the selection of this journal-rating list is that 

it “…is a guide to the range and quality of journals in which business and management 

academics publish their research. Its purpose is to give both emerging and established 

scholars greater clarity as to which journals to aim for, and where the best work in their field 

tends to be clustered.” (Chartered Association of Business Schools, 2018). Furthermore, this 

journal-rating list is well maintained, thoroughly monitored and regularly updated over the 

25-year period that constitutes the time framework of our literature review. In addition, the 

CABS’ Academic Journal Guide is widely used both by practitioners and scholars. We 

excluded category ‘1’ journals as they did not have an adequate publication term since 

inception, and they did not “… carry a citation impact factor….” (Chartered Association of 

Business Schools, 2018).   Consequently, we researched and reviewed several hundred 

articles published in journals included in the Academic Journal Guide’s management 

subdisciplines. We adopted a 25-year period (1992-2017) for our literature review, because in 

our systematic search of the literature, we observed that hardly any articles published in the 

discipline of management focused on the study of poverty before the 1990s. This was further 

corroborated, when we classified the studies included in our analysis by year of publication 

(see Figure 1).  

[Insert Figure 1 here] 
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As an inclusion strategy, we considered articles that focused primarily on the topic of 

poverty. The keyword we employed in our search was ‘poverty’ and the condition to be met 

was that this term should be included in the ‘title,’ ‘abstract’ or ‘keywords’ of the published 

articles. We acknowledge that this approach may narrow the lens of our research findings and 

potentially overlook articles in proximity to explicit research on poverty. Yet, we adopted this 

search strategy to confirm that articles that did not treat poverty as a central theme would be 

sorted out. In our preliminary research, we had identified that several articles treated poverty 

as a peripheral topic, without necessarily focusing on its study as an independent focus of 

research. For example, frugal innovation has its origins in severe resource-constrained 

environments including poverty-stricken emerging markets, but seldom discusses the role of 

this approach in poverty alleviation (e.g., Ray & Ray 2011; Zeschky et al. 2011).  The co-

authors of the study independently applied the search criteria to the articles selected, thus 

corroborating their classification and relevance to this systematic literature review. All in all, 

the inclusion criteria for our review were: (a) the articles should have been published in ‘2’ to 

‘4*’ classified journals of the CABS’ 2018 Academic Journal Guide in eight subdisciplinary 

categories aligned with the field of management, (b) they should include the term poverty in 

their title, abstract or keywords and (c) they should treat poverty as a central topic of study.  

Having identified all classified journals, we accessed the electronic databases for each 

journal through the authors’ University library systems, resulting in the initial selection of 

2,227 articles.  The next phase of our review focused on an appraisal and screening of the 

initial articles to include only those articles with a significant focus on poverty. We 

systematically screened all downloaded articles to confirm that their main topic was that of 

poverty (Belur et al., 2018). Co-authors individually appraised a set of subdisciplinary 

articles based on area of expertise.  This screening stage led us to eliminate 1,894 articles that 

had only a cursory mention of poverty and resulted in a set of 333 articles. The inter-rater 

reliability regarding the 1,894 excluded papers was 99.99%. The set of the remaining 333 

articles was further appraised by all authors, identifying discrepancies. Based on this second 

appraisal, the list was further refined to 319 articles, representing an inter-rater reliability of 

95.80%. The resulting 319 articles that treated poverty as their central topic of study 

constituted our analyzed pool of studies. 

 The next phase of our review sought to classify the articles based on their major 

research theme and research methodology.  The articles were initially coded by one reviewer 

and cross-checked by a second reviewer.  While the classification by research methodology 

was straightforward, thematic classification for multi-issue papers was more challenging and 
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was monitored and resolved through joint discussions of these papers by all authors (Snyder, 

2019). The initial set of detailed thematic classifications was subsequently synthesized into a 

higher-level list of themes agreed on by all three reviewers.  This classification of articles 

spanned multiple subdisciplinary boundaries in management and assessed the presence of 

systematic differences among subdisciplines, allowing for better understanding and 

integration of thematic overlaps and recognition of gaps. Table 1 presents a summary of 

articles reviewed by each of the eight subdisciplines included in the review.  

 

[Insert Table 1 here] 

 

PERSPECTIVES ON POVERTY BY MANAGEMENT SUBDISCIPLINE  

Poverty is a multifaceted construct that has been investigated through different lenses and 

across different levels of analysis. While poverty is typically measured by family or 

individual income, poverty is influenced by several other features. It is indicative that 

although ‘no poverty’ is the first of United Nations’ SDGs, this goal intersects all other 

SDGs, from the “zero hunger” to the “good health and wellbeing”. 

At the community level of analysis, Kim and Loury (2014) point out the structural 

components and network effects of poverty. Structural components of poverty can be seen in 

the persistence of social structures that prevent the poor from social mobility and let the 

affluent maintain their status through parental income and access to education. At the 

structural level, employee referral systems have been criticized as refereeing mostly workers 

within one’s network leading to persistent inequalities among different groups of workers 

(Montgomery, 1991). Further, network effects help developing human capital through 

connections to others, including family, friendship and community ties. Informal networks 

grant individuals access to resources that result in benefits and relational advantages in 

competition with peers (Horak et al., 2020). These benefits can be seen in possessing 

resources others have no access to, such as information, mentoring, recommendations for 

jobs or simply goodwill. Not being able to benefit from network effects can partly explain 

and/ or increase the risk of poverty.  

 Poverty can also be assessed through a policy angle. With solutions oriented to 

economic growth, there is also a recognition that policies need to be fine-tuned to effectively 

combat poverty. Three divergent views can be distinguished. First, Sachs (2005) calls for 

greater foreign aid to the poor nations, suggesting that they are stuck in so called “poverty 

traps”. This means that without adequate initial investment, countries are incapable of raising 
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productivity and alleviating poverty. Second, and on the opposite side, is the view arguing for 

less aid to the poor nations (e.g., Easterly, 2007: 28). The argument suggests that more or 

continuous aid simply prevents individuals in poor nations from finding their own solutions, 

and that continuous reliance on foreign aid may erode the institutional basis of a market 

economy. Finally, popularized by Banerjee and Duflo (2012: 13), there is a call for a careful 

analysis of many individual aspects of poverty within local contexts. This approach, that 

appears to depart from the “one-size-fits-all” view, calls for a careful analysis and testing of 

the viability of many alternatives via increased scrutiny and attention to detail, explaining in 

many ways counterintuitive behavior by the aid recipients on the ground. The rationale is that 

once the logic in the actions of daily survival of the global poor is understood (their decisions 

to save money or spend, to apply for vaccination or postpone health treatment, to spend on 

education, etc.), a solution tailored to the specific locale, may be worked out. In a nutshell, 

this approach seems to be a fine balance between the two options mentioned above. 

Moreover, a country-specific view may help achieve greater efficiency going beyond simple 

measures such as the gross domestic product (by itself a grossly inadequate measure of 

economic conditions), and shift more toward a human development view embedded in 

Amaratya Sen’s capabilities analysis (e.g., Sen, 2000: 87). 

 Recognizing the multifaceted nature of poverty, its structural components and 

network effects, and the political dimension of poverty, we proceed by analyzing along the 

economic dimensions of poverty found in the management articles reviewed. In this section, 

building on the subdiscipline categorizations of management outlined in the CABS journal 

classifications, we highlight the extant research and the general areas of focus on poverty.  

Entrepreneurship and Small Business Management 

Entrepreneurship research has long endeavored to illuminate the various dimensions of 

poverty with the objective to provide sustainable solutions for the welfare of entrepreneurs 

and stakeholders alike. In a special issue on entrepreneurship, Bruton, Ketchen and Ireland 

(2013) noted that entrepreneurship research has traditionally “shied away” from the study of 

market-based solutions to poverty, in which the focus is on economic growth and wealth 

creation for the entrepreneur. Alvarez and Barney (2014) explored entrepreneurship in 

poverty contexts using an opportunities lens in which entrepreneurs seek to exploit the lack of 

competition typical of these markets.  They suggest that the discovery of new opportunities or 

the co-creation of opportunities have greater potential impact on poverty, yet they are often 

more challenging than self-employment opportunities that replicate existing businesses.  
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Several authors have approached poverty by studying the formation of social 

enterprises that bridge commercial and social goals, the promotion of economic growth 

through social entrepreneurship, and the creation of new business models that can serve the 

poor (e.g., Estrin et al. 2013; Hlady-Rispal & Servantie 2017).  Social entrepreneurship has 

been found to support development of social capital and market frameworks that enable 

further economic development by purely commercial ventures (Estrin et al. 2013).   

The entrepreneurship literature has also focused on growth and institutional 

antecedents in low-income (Naude 2010), thinly resourced or conflict-ridden (Tobias, Mair 

and Barbosa-Leiker 2013; Chueng & Kwong 2015; Tousani et al. 2015), and crisis-faced 

(Dey 2016) environments. This includes issues that stem from government failures 

(McMullen 2011), legal mechanisms to allow participation of the impoverished in the formal 

economy (de Soto 2017), and elimination of institutional voids, particularly those that inhibit 

the development of markets (Mair & Marti 2009). This institutional entrepreneurship focuses 

on business bricolage, or making do, in an environment that lacks the typical institutions 

found in developed market-based economies (Mair & Marti 2009). 

The role of micro-, small- and medium-sized enterprises (e.g., fishery and touristic 

firms) or incubators (Benson et al. 2011) in the deployment of poverty reduction strategies, 

especially in developing areas, has been the focus of another stream of studies (e.g., Satta 

2003, Acheampong et al. 2017). The characteristics of microfinance institutions (MFIs) have 

been found to have differential impacts on poverty alleviation.  For example, Shahriar et al. 

(2016) found that not-for-profit MFIs had a ‘development logic’ that emphasized poverty 

reduction.  Similarly, religiously-affiliated MFIs had greater social impact reaching a wider 

audience with a deeper range of services (Casselman et al. 2015). Co-creation of social 

ventures across a wider range of stakeholders helped to reduce MFI interest rates (Sun & Im 

2015).  However, others have recognized that over time there has been a shift in microfinance 

from a poverty alleviation logic to a commercial banking logic, where there is greater 

emphasis on profitability (Kent & Dacin 2013; Khavul et al. 2013).  

General Management, Ethics, Gender and Social Responsibility 

Much of the poverty research in this category has focused on the BoP perspective (Prahalad 

& Hammond, 2002). Specifically, several studies have researched how to make profits in 

BoP markets (e.g., Seelos & Mair 2007; Agnihotri 2013). Moreover, because BoP business 

faces risks in relation to operating within informal markets and managing large numbers of 

low-volume transactions (Karamchandani et al. 2011), unique aspects of BoP marketing have 

been explored (e.g., Karnani 2007; Kay & Lewenstein 2013; Kistruck et al. 2013a). Research 
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has further focused on challenges of doing business in BoP markets, encompassing urban 

slums, conflict zones or deep rural areas (Anderson et al. 2010). Firms have been invited to 

rethink how their organization may establish a fit with their environment (Olsen & 

Boxenbaum 2009), for instance, taking into account that facilities to handle production waste 

are often absent (Brix-Asala et al. 2016). Also, the formation of inclusive partnerships (e.g., 

for suppliers from BoP markets) has been a key aspect of studies concerned with 

organizational challenges (Perez-Aleman & Sandilands 2008; Vachani & Smith 2008; Calton 

et al. 2013; Shivarajan & Srinivasan 2013).  

Several approaches to poverty alleviation that focus on nurturing economic activities 

within BoP markets contrast localized structures, such as those of indigenous 

entrepreneurship (i.e., entrepreneurial activities of indigenous people for the benefit of 

indigenous people) (Peredo 2003), community-based enterprises (e.g., enterprises that 

improve the life of a community forming small-scale agricultural businesses that serve the 

local community) (Peredo & Chrisman 2006) or village networks (Crawford-Mathis et al. 

2010), and generate varying implications for international businesses (Singer 2006; Daye 

2009; VanSandt & Sud 2012). Within this subdiscipline, the research themes of CSR (e.g., 

Clyde & Karnani 2015), microfinance (e.g., Cobb et al. 2016), entrepreneurship (Maak & 

Stoetter 2012) and, especially, trade (e.g., Hill & Rapp 2009) have explored diverse causes 

and consequences of poverty. Moreover, the roots of poverty have been linked to corruption, 

addiction, lack of education and identity-related issues (Doh et al. 2003; Fourie 2007; Downs 

2015; Sud & VanSandt 2015; Martin de Holan et al. 2017). Lastly, underexplored topics, 

such as corporate volunteering (i.e., increasing employee engagement by granting employees 

space and time to volunteer with a non-profit organization or charity) (Rodell et al. 2017), 

human dignity and inclusive business (Hahn 2012), as well as the issue of modern slavery 

(i.e., sex trafficking, forced labor, coerced servitude, etc. are understood as forms of modern 

slavery) (e.g., Crane 2013) have emerged. 

Human Resource Management and Employment Studies 

HRM scholars have approached poverty by primarily adopting two different perspectives. 

The first perspective studies labor markets, analyzing either dimensions that contribute to 

poverty or initiatives that support poverty alleviation (e.g., Bean & Boyer 2009). The second, 

and less employed, perspective focuses on investigating HRM practices and their role in 

protecting employees from poverty (e.g., Devins & Gold 2014).  

Within this stream of research, scholars have examined whether support toward 

employment and training of diverse populations, such as agricultural workers (Mahmoud 
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2014), can serve as a shield for the economic sustainability of low-income families. Gender 

disparities in the labor market, which emphasize that women experience higher rates of 

poverty than men, have also been examined (e.g., Strier 2010). With regard to employment 

studies, the review of the literature revealed labor market inefficiencies, such as those 

reported by Hauan et al. (2000), who examined the extent of poverty among Latino male 

workers. Contextual and organizational factors of training and developing employees in 

developing economies, such as in India (Bharti 2014), has been the theme of a number of 

research efforts. Several studies have researched the human resource development of the 

‘working poor’ (i.e., employed individuals whose income falls below the poverty line in the 

societies they live in) and its impact on family lives (Torraco 2016). Finally, the career 

experiences of employees who face financial barriers has been the theme of many published 

articles in the HRM and employment studies subdiscipline (e.g., Clark & Bower 2016). 

Innovation 

The innovation literature related to poverty has two major pillars. The first one focuses on 

understanding the underlying factors of poverty from a country-level economic perspective, 

examining the roles of technological advancement and innovation adoption in supporting 

long-run economic growth of developing economies. Kaplinsky (2011:193) argues that: 

“Innovation and technological change play an important role in poverty reduction through 

their contribution to growth, their use of factors of production, their environmental spillovers, 

the social relations associated with production and the characteristics of the products which 

they produce.” Other authors examine traditional innovation concepts in developing 

economies, such as the role that networks play in fostering technological learning and 

significant economic expansion (Chipika & Wilson 2006), how social attributes may offset a 

lack of knowledge when adopting innovations that improve quality of life in poverty contexts 

(Hall et al. 2014), or the use public-private partnerships to improve effectiveness of pro-poor 

research activities (Spielman & von Grebmer 2006; Woodson 2016).    

The second pillar focuses on the uniqueness of BoP markets and the need to create 

innovative products and processes specifically suited to those facing poverty (e.g., Nakata & 

Weidner 2012). Authors have used a range of theoretical approaches to understand 

innovation in the BoP, including socio-technical systems to improve adoption of financial 

service innovations (Berger & Nakata 2013), resource-dependence to understand co-creation 

and inclusivity in low-income markets (Schuster & Holtbrugge 2014), and, legitimization 

processes to enhance new product adoption in subsistence markets (Nakata & Weidner 2012). 
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In a similar line of thinking, Ramachandran et al. (2013) suggested the concept of “bridging 

enterprises” that are BoP producers, which export to developed markets, supporting local 

individuals and assisting in poverty alleviation.  

International Business and Area Studies 

International business and area studies have covered themes that primarily relate to 

international management and international business policy, respectively. The topics that 

have particularly attracted the interest of scholars cover entrepreneurship, microfinance and 

the different forms of economic partnerships. 

 Within economic development and poverty reduction settings, Donaldson (2007) 

examined how entrepreneurship in the tourism industry has benefited populations in different 

Chinese provinces. The ways that entrepreneurship, formal or informal, can be effectively 

employed as a tool to alleviate poverty has been the focal orientation of various research 

efforts (e.g., Bruton et al. 2015). Moreover, a number of studies have focused on the impact 

of social entrepreneurship on building global inclusive markets, bringing governments, firms, 

investors, and funding agencies together to craft win-win business models inclusive of the 

poorest economic actors (e.g., Ault 2016). Along the same lines, several scholars studied the 

availability of microfinance services for the poor, including the mission drift present in 

certain MFIs (e.g., Serrano-Cinca & Gutierrez-Nieto 2014), whose policies progressively 

start to diverge from their core values of serving those groups in highest financial need, 

resulting in the adoption of an exclusively profit-maximization orientation. The contribution 

of emerging-market multinational enterprises (Hendriks 2017), developed-market 

multinational enterprises (Yamin & Sinkovics 2009) and small and medium enterprises 

(Maksimov et al. 2017) to sustainable development has also been studied. Several researchers 

have concentrated their interest on observing, analyzing and deriving implications concerning 

challenges and opportunities for stakeholders in BoP markets (Acosta et al. 2011). Last, the 

roles of trade agreements between developed and developing markets (e.g., te Velde & 

Bezemer 2006) and public-private partnerships (e.g., George et al. 2015) in alleviating 

poverty have been discussed. 

Organization Studies 

The range of perspectives in organization studies related to poverty is one of the most diverse 

among the subdisciplines, both thematically and theoretically. As was the case in other areas, 

BoP is a popular theme, but public policy and the work environment have also attracted much 
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attention. This diversity created an interesting range of perspectives on business solutions to 

poverty. 

There are several organization studies that adopt a critical perspective of the 

relationship between business and poverty. Biglan (2009) views poverty as an externality of 

business activity that needs to be addressed through government intervention. Banarjee and 

Jackson (2017) view the poor through the lens of vulnerability, suggesting that MFIs 

contribute to the erosion of social capital through aggressive repayment practices that 

pressure individuals within group lending schemes. This often led to increased family 

indebtedness, causing families to sell assets to repay outstanding debt.  Similarly, the BoP 

approach and microfinance are criticized for legitimating problems created by global 

capitalism (Arora & Romijn 2011; Chatterjee 2016).   

 Theoretical insights into the alleviation of poverty also present diversity. Qureshi et 

al. (2017) examine knowledge sharing in environments of extreme poverty and report sharing 

across traditional silos or boundaries within the community helps change mindsets and 

creates greater inclusivity. Ferraro et al. (2015) propose that the pragmatism behind the 

strategies of robust action, such as looking for small wins when solving problems, can help in 

resolving intractable social problems. Other perspectives include such diverse topics as how 

information systems exclude concerns that may impact those in poverty (Reynolds 1998); 

integrative public leadership for problems that span organizational and sectoral boundaries 

(Crosby & Bryson 2010); systems thinking to improve sustainability of social enterprises 

(Dzombak et al. 2014); meta-action research to improve leadership (Fletcher et al. 2010); 

cross-sectoral collaboration (Crosby & Bryson 2010); co-creation (Nahi 2016); and the use of 

social enterprise organizations (Seelos et al. 2011). The wide range of theoretical approaches 

presented in organization studies help to elucidate different variables that might play a role in 

poverty alleviation. 

General Psychology 

General psychology research has also engaged actively in studying the theme of poverty. 

According to Car et al. (2014), psychology research may contribute to poverty alleviation, 

emphasizing the generation of compelling conclusions addressed toward organizations, 

stakeholders, and policymakers. However, much of the published research that focuses on the 

intersection of psychology, poverty, and business issues has not appeared in CABS-listed 

general psychology journals. Specifically, in the few studies that are identified searching this 
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subdiscipline, authors have examined: the psychological training of entrepreneurs in 

developing countries (Frese 2016); the social resources available to women in poverty 

compared to working-class women (Stephens et al. 2014); the social evaluation of former 

employees who have lost their jobs (Underlid 2005); and, the social stigma and stereotypes of 

garbage collectors who live in poverty (Vazquez 2016). 

Organizational Psychology 

From an organizational psychology perspective, there have been various calls for the active 

engagement of organizational psychologists in the research of poverty alleviation. Carr et al. 

(2008) explain that, under the principles of United Nations’ Millennium Development Goal 

and the implementation blueprint outlined in the ‘Paris Declaration on Aid Effectiveness’, 

organizational psychologists should contribute to the promotion of effective organizational 

mechanisms to support economic development. However, in their guest editorial article, Burt 

and Carr (2011) highlight that, in general, organizational psychology research has been silent 

regarding the theme of poverty reduction, emphasizing that only a few organizational 

psychology scholars conduct research pertaining to this area. 

The establishment of the ‘Global Task Force for Humanitarian Work Psychology’ has 

signaled the commitment of the Organizational Psychology discipline to the reduction of 

poverty, also leading to the publication of several articles. Examples of existing and ongoing 

research include applying psychological theories to the recruitment, selection and coaching of 

mission workers, and integrating the expertise of expatriate managers and local workers in 

developing economies (e.g., Manson & Carr 2011). Other examples have been: the 

examination of psychosocial dimensions of the work conditions of immigrant employees and 

low-wage workers (Hoppe 2011); the work-related challenges faced by irregular migrants, 

who move without following the rules of international agreements that govern the entry into 

or exit from the state of their origin (Marfleet & Blustein 2011); the challenges of 

unemployment and underemployment (Blustein et al. 2013); the comparison between 

unemployed and re-employed individuals (Waters & Moore 2002); the measurement of 

underemployment and inferior work standards, such as insufficient pay (Allan et al. 2017); 

and, the personal, occupational, social and health risk factors of low-income employees 

through an ergonomics lens of analysis (Farioli et al. 2014). 

Strategy 

The strategy literature tends to focus either on the institutional factors that drive business 

success or on the organizational practices, such as social business models and microfinance, 

which promote business growth in developing markets.   
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On the institutional front, in a study of the microfinance industry, Ault and Spicer 

(2014) conclude that a country’s ‘state fragility’ plays a key role in MFIs’ ability to grow 

successfully, and that the institutional context impacts for-profit players more than non-for-

profit ones. George et al. (2016c) show how disintegration of social structure plays a role in 

whether an individual will pursue entrepreneurship as a route out of poverty, determining as 

key factors the size of income loss, whether the head of the household is a female, and the 

availability of community resources. Other studies highlight key institutional issues, such as 

inflexible banking fees or over-regulation of MFIs (e.g., Khachatryan & Avetisyan 2017), or 

argue more broadly for institutional improvement as a route to higher levels of international 

development (Collins 2000).   

On the organizational front, pro-social approaches include: entrepreneurial 

philanthropy, that focuses initially on discovery to reduce uncertainty in challenging poverty 

environments without initial regard for profit (Thompson & Macmillan 2010); clear 

delineation of social profit or social objectives, such as improving community health (Yunus 

et al., 2010); and, defining a clear social mission (Abraham & Kalamkar 2016). In BoP 

markets, shared value creation is an important goal that strives to balance affordability for the 

poor with profitability for the business.  A number of strategy researchers examined the 

impact of microfinance on poverty alleviation in specific markets (Koloma & Alia 2014; 

Sayed & Ghalib 2016; Khachatryan & Avetisyan 2017). Others have more generally 

examined both positive and negative social impacts of business on poverty, such as the role 

of social structure on entrepreneurial outcomes (George et al. 2016c); the negative impact of 

commercial funding of MFI’s on social goals (Mersland & Urgeghe 2013); and the use of 

poverty scoring as a financing tool, (Bumacov et al. 2017). 

 

DISCUSSION 

Major Research Themes 

This systematic literature review shows that certain subdisciplines have pursued poverty 

research more actively than others. Among these major subdisciplines, the greatest volume of 

research on poverty has been conducted in the category of General Management, Ethics and 

Social Responsibility (120 articles), followed by Entrepreneurship (50 articles). While the 

previous section of this review examined significant insights by subdiscipline, this section 

looks across the subdisciplines to major research themes.  The themes have a solutions 

orientation, highlighting research themes in which business potentially contributes to society 
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through its impact on poverty.  For example, based on our findings, the General Management, 

Ethics and Social Responsibility subdiscipline frequently includes themes of inclusivity, 

mutual value creation and community-based interventions. In the Entrepreneurship 

subdiscipline, research is generally focused on examining market-based opportunities in 

situations of poverty, with many papers addressing themes of inclusivity, pro-social ventures 

and microfinance.   

The present review also reveals the emergence of common research themes present 

across the examined subdisciplines.  Some of these themes, such as ‘Socially Responsible 

Business Orientation,’ are concentrated within a subdiscipline, while others such as ‘Pro-

social Business Creation’ or ‘Employment Opportunity’ have been researched across a wide 

range of subdisciplines. The five most frequently researched themes – ‘Employment 

Opportunity,’ ‘Market Inclusive Value Creation,’ ‘Pro-social Business Creation,’ 

‘Microfinance,’ and ‘Community-based Interventions’ – account for more than 65% of 

poverty literature in the past 25 years. A complete overview of these research themes cross-

tabulated by CABS subdiscipline is presented in Table 2. The ‘other’ themes category in the 

table represents unique or highly disparate themes. In the following section we extrapolate on 

several of these major themes.  

     [Insert Table 2 here] 

 

Research Themes and Connections Across Subdisciplines 

To meet our first research objective, we summarize the major poverty research themes that 

span several different subdisciplines. Reflecting on this, we review thematic overlaps and 

connections among subdisciplines to assess the integration of research across these 

subdisciplines.  

Employment Opportunity 

Analyzing business policies in developed markets, a number of articles have focused on the 

working poor, a term that denotes working people whose income is close to or under the 

poverty line. Hill (2002) shows that business strategies that target the poor in the US can be 

profitable, whereas McBride et al. (2017) investigate the upsurge of ‘in-work poverty’, 

examining low-paid work, underemployment and the use of foodbanks in the UK. Studying 

US neighborhoods, Brown (2010) finds that social segregation based on income is a risky 

trend in times of crisis and shows that mixed income neighborhoods are more likely to absorb 

poverty and provide a more stable social environment. The career trajectories of low-income 

employees, portrayed on a wide array of dimensions, such as the job search process of low-



16 
 

skilled female workers (Rankin 2003) or the unionization of informal economic sector 

employees (Fajana 2008), have been researched in view of compensation disparities and 

economic growth opportunities. The career choices and adjustment of migrant employees and 

their families, including economic migrants without formal documentation, have revealed 

challenges and policy implications pertaining to employment (Marfleet & Blustein 2001; 

Perez-Brena et al. 2017).  

Market Inclusive Value Creation 

Following the landmark article by Prahalad and Hammond (2002), research on BoP has 

emphasized how firms can alleviate poverty and simultaneously achieve profitability 

objectives. The BoP concept is based on the idea that market-based approaches and mutual 

value creation can help alleviate poverty in impoverished regions.  Although the concept 

originated in Strategic Management, it has been embraced by diverse perspectives, including 

those of risk, marketing, and the informal economy (Vachani & Smith 2004; Karnani 2007; 

Seelos & Mair 2007; Tashman & Marano 2009; Godfrey 2011; Agnihotri 2013; Kay & 

Lewenstein 2013; Kistruck et al. 2013a; Sayed & Ghalib 2016). While the informal economy 

can help people out of poverty (Godfrey 2011), in BoP markets, multinational firms face 

challenges in terms of how to manage markets in which formal contracts are rather 

uncommon and rights are difficult to be protected given inefficiencies in the enforcement of 

laws and regulations (Karamchandani et al. 2011). For BoP markets, authors recommend that 

firms gain a thorough understanding of the informal context and the local business culture, to 

win consumer trust (Anderson et al. 2010; Kistruck et al. 2013b; Brix-Asala et al. 2016; 

Chliova & Ringov 2017), rethinking whether their established approaches of handling 

suppliers match BoP market conditions (Olsen & Boxenbaum 2009). Inclusive partnerships 

with suppliers may succeed, if active assistance approaches are adopted, implying the need 

for investment in training and shared knowhow with local suppliers. To overcome inadequate 

markets and information asymmetries, firms may use the help of government and non-

governmental organizations (NGOs) to establish structures that lead to long-lasting mutually 

beneficial partnerships (Perez-Aleman & Sandilands 2008; Vachani & Smith 2008; Reficco 

& Márquez 2012; Calton et al. 2013; Shivarajan & Srinivasan 2013). Overall, the literature 

has evolved from focusing on the commercial, ethical and CSR roles of multinational firms in 

the BoP. toward examining firms’ initiatives and impacts in diverse contexts (Kolk et al. 

2014). 

 

 



17 
 

Pro-social Business Creation 

Research on poverty in the theme of entrepreneurship is strongly intertwined with other 

themes such as innovation and gender (e.g., Satta 2003; Braidford et al. 2013). Several of 

these studies concentrate on social entrepreneurs. Social entrepreneurship, targeting solutions 

to social or environmental problems, has approached poverty by studying the formation of 

social enterprises and the ways that new business models may serve the poor and promote 

economic growth (Christensen et al. 2010; Bradley et al. 2012; Maak & Stoetter 2012; 

Rivera-Santos et al. 2015). Within this research stream, the role of context has been stressed. 

Using the African context, Rivera-Santos et al. (2015) identify acute poverty, informality, 

colonial history, and ethnic group identity as predominant contextual dimensions that 

influence self-perceptions and decisions of social enterprises. Since many BoP markets 

display traditional values and patriarchal structures, the significant role of social 

entrepreneurs’ demographic characteristics for innovation and economic development have 

also been considered (e.g., Eberharter 2001; Venkatesh et al. 2017).  

Microfinance 

The alleviation of poverty through microfinance has primarily focused on challenges of 

funding (Hudon 2009; Cobb et al. 2016), loan repayment (Sett 2015) and ensuring 

effectiveness (Khavul 2010; Hudon & Sandberg 2013; Tavanti 2013; Casselman et al. 2015; 

Hannam & Ashta 2017). Although the impact of microfinance has been found to increase the 

income of the poor (Amarnani & Amarnani 2015), the funding debate often refers to credit 

access as a right that is crucial and instrumental for economic development. In contrast to 

treating access to credit as a right, Hudon (2009) supports a goal-rights system that considers 

the positive impact of credit, also taking into account potential risks. Such an approach 

addresses more clearly responsibilities of the stakeholders involved, indirectly contributing to 

effectiveness. Debates on the latter led to the general question of how effectiveness in terms 

of lending to the poor can be defined and measured, and whether financial figures solely 

represent success or failure (e.g., Banerjee & Jackson, 2017). In this context, Hudon and 

Sandberg (2013) question whether microfinance can really help poverty reduction, how it 

may influence the definition of poverty, and how financial and social goals can be balanced 

in commercial organizations. Scholars have also discussed how religious approaches to 

microfinance can contribute to the study of poverty. Tavanti (2013) proposes a value-based 

Vincentian approach to achieve economic self-reliance through microfinance and Casselman 

et al. (2015) find that religiously-affiliated MFIs in BoP markets demonstrate stronger social 
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performance intent, wider social reach through service delivery processes, and better social 

performance outcomes, when compared with non-religiously-affiliated MFIs. 

Community-based Interventions 

As social programs have often turned out to be inefficient or may not always reach the ones 

in greatest need (Rodríguez 2009), solutions to poverty alleviation have considered a variety 

of alternative ways to pursue an integrated approach, including diverse factors such as the 

reduction of likelihood of violence in situations of extreme deprivation. It is suggested that 

opportunities for economic participation be offered and social conflicts be reduced as a 

crucial precondition for the alleviation of poverty in the long run (Penh 2009; Kanashiro & 

Starik 2016). Using the example of public-private partnerships in developing markets, 

authors have illustrated how enterprises partner with governments, establishing profitable 

businesses in rural and other economically deprived areas (e.g., Spielman & von Grebmer 

2006; Kostka & Zhou 2013; Woodson 2016). Going further, concepts that contribute to social 

cohesion and inclusiveness may take the shape of Community-based Enterprises (CBEs) 

(Peredo & Chrisman 2006) or the so-called Village Network (Crawford-Mathis et al. 2010), 

encompassing local universities and other non-for-profit organizations, providing models for 

poverty alleviation through community building. Creation of functioning markets has been a 

precondition for businesses to flourish, with the literature on market building focusing on 

institutional voids and the role of intermediaries (Wood & Hamel 2002; McKague & Oliver 

2012; Muthuri et al. 2012; Owen & Kemp 2012). More specifically, existing research has 

identified the absence of market intermediaries to connect buyers and sellers (so-called 

institutional voids) as a source of market exclusion, emphasizing that these voids may be 

filled by legitimating new actors to build inclusive markets (McMullen 2011; Mair et al. 

2012). Last, Africa has been the context of exploration of critical questions relevant to 

poverty alleviation (Webb et al. 2015; Vermeire & Bruton 2016), due to its prevailing 

informal market characteristics and its distinctive cultural, institutional and corruption 

specificities (Michalopoulos & Papaioannou 2015; George et al. 2016a; McKague & Oliver 

2016).  

Gender Equality 

Covering the theme of gender, several articles focused on time poverty (i.e. work-life 

balance), work-family policies and entrepreneurship. Research finds that women are more 

likely to face time poverty than men, which affects their well-being (Floro 1995; Bardasi & 

Wodon 2010; Floro & Pichetpongsa 2010; Gammage, 2010; Warren et al. 2010).  In the field 

of work-family policies, studies conclude that families headed by a single mother do not 
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always benefit equally by such policies, since legislation is often designed to benefit 

traditional family models (Misra et al. 2007). Although microenterprise development 

programs that target poverty reduction are often praised for providing opportunities (Eversole 

2004), not all participants manage to break through class and gender constraints. Problems 

are represented by strong systemic barriers toward women, such as lack of capital, limited 

access to loans and a tendency to solely concentrate on occupational sectors traditionally seen 

as feminine. The ‘feminization of poverty’ is an important theme that has highlighted the 

disproportionately high burden of poverty on women (Strier 2010; Chant 2014). 

Socially Responsible Business Orientation 

This theme has emphasized the need for private firms to engage in CSR activities, especially 

in BoP markets, and support causes such as promoting education in rural areas (Ojha & 

Chakravarty 2012). Firms are invited to be aware of and prepare for initiatives and costs that 

can accrue in markets where certain institutions are absent (Leisinger 2005; Valente & Crane 

2010). A reciprocal relationship has been discovered between institutions and CSR; 

institutions influence CSR actions, and CSR actions have the potential to influence 

institutions (Griesse 2007; Lobel 2013; Forcadell & Aracil 2017). Lobel (2013), for instance, 

employed national-context factors, such as field distance between rich and poor, and 

organizational characteristics, such as CSR, to explain cross-national variations in poverty 

alleviation practices of the private sector. 

Inclusive Trade Partnerships 

Although trade, and more precisely free trade, is conventionally regarded as an engine for 

economic growth, research has shown that global trade has not always guaranteed that 

developing countries benefit equally from trade (Kinnock 1994). In this context, Hill and 

Rapp (2009) discuss how transnational corporations can use globalization and international 

trade growth for the benefit of the poor. Research emphasizes that trade has helped fight 

poverty, while depicting that countries have not all benefited equally (Agatiello 2007), raising 

issues of inclusiveness and fairness. The gender gap is also suggested to indirectly hinder 

trade performance (Thierry 2007; Blowfield & Dolan 2010). Last, lack of educational 

opportunities, lack of property rights, and antigrowth government policies have been 

presented as factors that accentuate poverty (Fourie 2007).  

Thematic connections across subdisciplines 

Reflecting on themes that span multiple subdisciplines of management, business ethics 

appears to globally influence the conceptual starting points, the selection of research contexts, 

the interpretation of results and the recommended implementations of future theoretical and 
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practical implications for a multitude of articles. For instance, many scholars have 

consistently proposed ethical implications from CSR initiatives combining the concepts of 

business success with those of poverty and sustainable development. This has further been 

framed by aspects of inter- and intra-generational justice (Hahn 2009; Arnold & Valentin 

2013; Osuji & Obibuaku 2016). Other research points to the direction of corruption and its 

many causes, highlighting that corruption typically prevails in places where people with high 

decision-making power earn low wages. This misaligned dynamic promotes corruption and 

creates a challenge for firms to find ethical solutions. Questions regarding identity of the poor 

have also been explored (Sud & VanSandt 2015; Martin de Holan et al. 2017). The important 

role of emotions in affecting the development of poor actors’ self-identity is discussed as 

contributing more to the reproduction of social order rather than change (Martin de Holan et 

al. 2017).  

Overall, we observe that studies conducted within the management subdisciplines 

tend to run in parallel, without much cross-pollination. Published articles insulate themselves 

thematically within subdisciplines with few attempts to build upon and interactively 

collaborate with each other, even for topics that are widely discussed across several 

subdisciplines.  For example, employment opportunities are discussed in 8 of 9 

subdisciplines, but the research is still significantly fragmented, with HR focused on 

underemployment and regulations related to those facing poverty in developed economies, 

Organizational Psychology focused on careers and unemployment, and Entrepreneurship 

focused on self-employment. At times these insulated themes are even established around 

single journals as, for instance, research on poverty in Africa is mostly published in Africa 

Journal of Management. This trend may hamper creation and dissemination of new scholastic 

knowledge. There is, thus, a need to combine diverse themes and data to help the 

identification of poverty dimensions that may contribute to better designing effective 

measures of poverty alleviation.  

Critical Perspectives on Business and Poverty 

Similarly, there is a theme running across multiple sub-disciplines of management that is 

critical of the role that management and business plays in alleviating poverty. Though in this 

paper we put forward a positive view on business and poverty suggesting that business can 

play a positive role in the alleviation of poverty, critical perspectives on business and poverty 

should not be ignored. Such critical perspectives have pointed out the shortcoming of firms’ –

often multinational corporations’– social responsibility strategies when intending to impact 

positively local communities. Market-based approaches to alleviate poverty, such as 
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microfinance, for instance, have been found to have potential negative effects as they can 

lead to higher levels of indebtedness of communities suffering poverty, thus making them 

more vulnerable in economic, social and environmental terms (Banerjee and Jackson, 2017). 

Critique has been raised by scholars in relation to the ideological dimensions of a firm’s 

social responsibility approach (Prieto-Carrón, 2006; Blowfield and Frynas, 2005). This 

includes questions of how serious a firm is in improving the locals’ life circumstances or 

saving the environment, in contrast to keeping profitability as the sole and dominant criterion 

for its actions. Communicating social responsibility but not being consequent in its 

realization abroad is known as ‘greenwashing’ and as such it is considered a major issue 

when firms use it as a marketing communication tool without implementing and enforcing 

thoroughly all necessary actions (Parguel et al., 2011). 

According to Prieto-Carrón (2006), there are two shortcomings in the debate on how 

business can contribute to reduce poverty. First, there is confusion about the terms frequently 

used in this debate, i.e., what poverty and development, precisely mean. Poverty, for instance, 

is often measured in monetary terms, but it can include many other dimensions as the 

definition by Prieto-Carrón (2006: 980) suggests. The author defines poverty as a “multi-

dimensional concept that encompasses lack of income, social and physical isolation, 

powerlessness, lack of voice, low social status and physical weakness”. Second, there is still a 

lack of consideration, when it comes to the consequences of economic growth and poverty. 

While recently the public attention has increased, there is a lack of practical solutions on how 

to cope with the continuous violation of labor rights and the lowering of labor standards in 

manufacturing units of the global supply chains that supply developed markets. Challenges 

include, inhumane work hours, very low wages, low safety standards, a lack of solutions to 

childcare when women need to work long hours in factories, and the lack of provisions for 

parents of children with disabilities who tend to be employed in low-paid, low-skilled, part-

time jobs (Stefanidis et al., 2020), to name a few.  

Furthermore, issues of power in relation to stakeholder management have seldom 

been discussed within the business and poverty alleviation literature. Conventionally, 

stakeholder management includes bringing together businesses, NGOs and public-sector 

actors. Yet, there has frequently been identified a lack of inclusion of stakeholders that are 

often underrepresented in those forums. In developing countries those stakeholders are the 

ones without a voice, like farmers, children, women workers and workers in general. Finally, 

focusing on developed countries, the rise of inequality has been recognized as a serious issue 

and a dimension of poverty that represents concerning trends. Petit (2010) sees factors such 
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as market internationalization, globalization of the finance industry and technological 

advancements benefitting disproportionately large multinational enterprises over smaller 

firms, resulting in unequal pressures on the distribution of market incomes and in increased 

inequality. Poverty therefore becomes not solely a challenge for developing countries, but 

increasingly a pressing phenomenon observed in developed economies.   

Extending the debate on critical perspectives on business and poverty beyond micro- 

and meso-level perspectives, we reflect that a macro-level perspective has scarcely been 

integrated in management research. This relates to challenges related to the frame upon which 

business activities take place. Critical voices hold that economies that pursue neoliberal 

capitalist approaches may systemically reproduce poverty. For instance, literature has 

suggested that neoliberalism is seen as being “hostile to all forms of social solidarity” 

(Garrett, 2019: 190). As such, it relates to public policies that prioritize competition, capital, 

and market-oriented measurements that are assumed to erode solidarity. These policies may 

lead to higher levels of market and individual competition, they may strengthen inequality, 

nurturing class divisions, and classifying societal counterparts into winners and losers, 

whereby the latter are unable to sustain individual competition for resources (Garrett, 2019; 

Kingfisher and Maskovsky, 2008). These aspects have usually not been addressed in 

management research. Nevertheless, including macro-level perspectives in the management 

scholarship could also address issues associated with the lack of access of the poor to 

resources and networks.    

Adopted Research Methodologies 

Switching from a focus on analyzing themes, our review also examined the different research 

methodologies used in poverty research across the various subdisciplines of management.  In 

general, much of the poverty research in the Entrepreneurship subdiscipline has followed 

case study methodologies, studying specific projects, either employing qualitative or 

quantitative techniques (e.g., Bradley et al. 2012). Within the general management literature, 

articles have primarily been either conceptual or have employed a case study research 

methodology. HRM and employment studies have adopted quantitative methods to a large 

extent. Innovation as well as organization studies have largely rendered conceptual research 

articles, similar to the research performed in international business and area studies. 

Psychology research, both general and organizational, has primarily adopted quantitative 

research methods. Last, published research in strategy generally presents a balance among 

conceptual, qualitative and quantitative research methods. Table 3 presents a detailed 

distribution of the adopted research methods in each stream of research. 
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     [Insert Table 3 here] 

 

We observed that conceptual articles constitute almost one-third of all published 

research on poverty. Analogously, one-third of published research has been qualitative, 

including both case and interview studies. The general management, ethics and social 

responsibility literature includes mostly conceptual articles and is also the primary area for 

literature review articles. The mixed methods approach has been the least employed research 

method adopted by scholars who have published their work in this field. 

A general observation is that the adopted research methodologies have largely been 

influenced by the research methods that are traditionally favored in each subdiscipline. For 

instance, we observed that psychology research tends to predominantly adopt quantitative 

research methodologies. This leads us to reflect that, if researchers from these different 

subdisciplines collaborated more actively, adopted methodologies could be further integrated 

to better serve global research objectives regarding poverty. In addition, novel research 

methodologies, such as network conceptualization and analysis (e.g., Kim and Loury 2014), 

which have been postulated in the literature, can be employed to uncover interdisciplinarily 

approaches to poverty that complement established management research approaches. 

Another general observation amongst quantitative studies is that there are relatively 

few studies in which poverty is the dependent variable.  For example, in the strategy literature 

only one quantitative study examines the alleviation of poverty in a household as the 

dependent variable, depicting that access to microfinance had a positive impact in reducing 

poverty (Koloma & Alia 2014).  More often, poverty is an independent variable (Ault & 

Spicer 2014; Chi et al. 2016), a moderating variable (e.g., Van de Vliert 2003) or a broader 

contextual setting for a more detailed study (George et al. 2016b).  In some cases, 

quantitative studies do not contain poverty as a variable, even in articles that treat poverty as 

a key issue.  For example, McWha and MacLachlan (2011) examined employee relationships 

in poverty-focused organizations.  Their research focused on these relationships and their role 

in aid development, with emphasis laid on the organization rather than the ultimate impact 

that organization had on poverty alleviation.  

Future Research Avenues 

Despite the growing number of published articles on poverty (Figure 1), the literature still 

lacks coherence and provides significant opportunity for additional research within and 

amongst subdisciplines. Building on our review of the literature, we identified a number of 

themes that have been scarcely tapped by published work and, thus, constitute research gaps 
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to be addressed by future research efforts. In addition, due to the lack of constructive cross-

pollination among themes insulated within the diverse subdisciplines, we observed that there 

is a significant potential for a more integrated examination of the theoretical and empirical 

approaches that past literature has adopted, an opportunity that could potentially facilitate a 

connection among the different subdisciplines that research poverty.   

As Pearce (2005), fifteen years ago, had already discovered a lack of research on 

poverty in management studies, certain emerging themes that can be traced in the literature 

may offer significant research avenues for future research. First and foremost, the grand 

challenges debate (George et al. 2016b) needs to be researched further, with special emphasis 

being placed on the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). From the ‘high 

standard of living’ in Bowen’s 11 economic goals to the United Nations’ ‘no poverty’ 

sustainability goal (Sama et al., 2020), a research agenda centering on the SDGs would 

promise valuable implications for the governance and management of firms to display 

commitment toward poverty reduction, including the promotion of sustainable jobs, the 

protection for children and other vulnerable groups, and the support of societal equality. 

Inclusive business, which was initially conceptualized by Hahn (2012), could serve as an 

additional vehicle of study, especially in order to assess the relationship between inclusive 

business approaches and human dignity aspects. Furthermore, an emerging theme 

sporadically studied in the literature has been that of modern slavery (Crane 2013), which 

encompasses conditions and forms of human exploitation. Although, recently the modern 

slavery debate has received attention in the field of international business studies (Michailova 

& Stringer 2018), several aspects of this issue and its connections to global poverty remain 

underexplored. 

Management researchers could further explore whether business may directly 

contribute to poverty alleviation, at a time when efforts to simply eradicate it, by raising 

global wealth, have not proven to always be successful. The proponents of the idea that 

‘rising water lifts all boats’ could complement their conclusions, if more specific 

explanations of the role that businesses could play are reported. To this end, taking into 

consideration the solution-oriented thematic discussion of the present study (e.g., 

‘employment Opportunity,’ ‘market inclusive value creation,’ and ‘community-based 

interventions’), future research could go further to causally explain whether businesses, 

specific solutions or specific business practices generate a positive or a negative impact on 

poverty, and whether this impact is direct (e.g., business variables could possibly act as 

mediators or moderators). This may provide valuable feedback to explain why certain 
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countries continue to languish in poverty despite international aid and development funding. 

What is more, based on our review, there is a necessity to further research how organizations 

operate in poverty environments and how they respond when stakeholders, such as their 

employees face challenges of poverty (e.g., high cost of living and working poor). Research 

focused on improving operational practices may elucidate more comprehensive systemic 

models which would include an emphasis on poverty alleviation and social impact. 

Furthermore, recognizing that the issue of poverty crosses multiple facets of the 

global political, economical and social realities, we encourage future researchers to assess 

poverty in tandem with other phenomena relevant to ecological and economic sustainability. 

Alleviating poverty in relation to war zones or post-conflict settings (e.g., Casselman et al. 

2014), climate change or ecological disasters (e.g., Casillas and Kammen 2010), religious 

conflicts or the overpopulation (e.g., John et al. 2007) are a few of the topics that frequently 

constitute antecedents or consequences of poverty. Therefore, the collaboration among 

researchers from diverse research fields, including political science, sociology, economics, 

psychology, medicine, or environmental studies, can better elucidate the roles of businesses 

and entrepreneurship in alleviating poverty within these contexts. For instance, we reflect that 

mitigating ecological and economic issues can be complementary to entrepreneurship efforts 

toward eradicating poverty, with incremental synergies deriving from examining 

interlinkages between such environmental factors and business-oriented solutions. The 

United Nations’ SDGs indicate how intertwined the issue of poverty is with making progress 

in the remaining of the SDG agenda for achieving a more sustainable future by 2030.  

At the same time, we identified limited published research focusing on gender and 

diversity. Although poverty impacts disproportionately females and migrants (e.g., Hauan et 

al. 2000), we found less than a dozen articles focusing on this theme. Diversity and 

marginalized groups could be major components of poverty research in the future.  

Furthermore, we observed that the issue of poverty within developed markets has been 

gaining researchers’ attention. Given that the ‘working poor’ constitute a large part of modern 

societies, more work on the intricacies pertaining to supporting the working poor, could 

reveal implications for businesses and the society. 

Very significantly, existing literature has not sufficiently explained, clarified nor 

classified the multiple concepts and approaches employed regarding poverty. The literature 

displays a wide range of methods regarding poverty alleviation, with many studies only 

approaching poverty as a contextual, moderating or independent variable, which we speculate 

may reinforce perspectives that business is less indirectly relevant toward alleviating poverty. 
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Future research should be directed toward identifying and disentangling theoretical and 

conceptual linkages without omitting businesses’ linkages to poverty alleviation. Prior 

literature reviews (e.g., Nahi 2016) on topics that presented similar complexity with regard to 

their definition and conceptualization show that deriving best practices can consequently 

benefit stakeholders in need. 

In line with this, we observed that compared with scholarship-focused journals, there 

is limited discussion of poverty in more practice-focused journals (e.g., MIT Sloan 

Management Review). We, thus, reflect that academics’ and practitioners’ interaction is 

limited. with the scholarly findings not being sufficiently geared toward practice. We 

encourage future researchers to actively contribute to the provision of tangible models and 

practical tools for the alleviation of poverty.   

 In our effort to inform the field regarding future research opportunities, we 

additionally analyzed our pool of studies to determine whether there were differences across 

the subdisciplines with regard to the rating of the journals that research poverty. The main 

discernable difference was that in the General Management subdiscipline nearly 60% of the 

articles were in ‘3’ rated journals. By comparing the total articles across the full set of 

subdisciplines with the proportion of journals within each rating, it can be concluded that the 

‘conversation’ on poverty in management is disproportionately occurring in journals rated ‘3’ 

or higher, suggesting that lower-rated journals could still encourage more research on the 

theme of poverty. This analysis is presented in further detail in Table 4. 

 

[Insert Table 4 here] 

 

Last, major thematic approaches that link Management to poverty alleviation could be 

the basis for the development of multi-level models, which could more successfully explain 

the phenomenon and pioneer innovative initiatives to fight poverty. For instance, studies on 

developing countries are frequently researched within thematic journals (e.g., Africa Journal 

of Management), and knowledge from their context is not more globally integrated in other 

research contexts.  Combining diverse economic, institutional, social and organizational data 

could contribute to the identification of factors explaining the underlying causes of poverty, 

while providing more comprehensive models toward poverty alleviation.  This may also 

provide an opportunity for coordinated research across subdisciplines of management, since 

diverse subdisciplines often focus differently on the micro-, meso- and macro-levels of 

analysis.   
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Implications for Theory and Practice 

The increasing number of subdisciplines researching poverty and the calls for 

interdisciplinary work (e.g., Carr et al. 2008) indicate that researchers’ and practitioners’ 

interest continues to grow, generating implications for both theory and practice. Specifically, 

although poverty is the theme of a large number of macro- and micro-economics studies, in 

the area of management, we observe a relative scarcity of extant research exclusively devoted 

to poverty. Poverty is indirectly discussed in different parts of the business literature (e.g., 

frugal innovation), yet, our research shows that, during the examined 25-year period, 

relatively few articles have focused on studying poverty. This leads to the conclusion that 

there are opportunities for more research on poverty in management journals. At the same 

time, several studies have approached the topic without necessarily distinguishing between 

absolute and relative poverty. In our review of the literature, we adopt an inclusive 

perspective, focusing on poverty, but not on related terminologies, such as inclusive markets 

or topics as general as inequality. Reflecting that poverty presents significant discrepancies 

among diverse economic contexts, we recommend that future research focus on 

distinguishing and comparing similarities and differences as well as efficient alleviation tools 

between economies.  

Furthermore, our findings revealed that several articles adopt inter-thematic 

approaches and, thus, cannot always be securely classified under a given thematic category. 

At times, themes are intertwined (e.g., entrepreneurship at the BoP), occasionally two or 

more themes are merged and, hence, are difficult to separate. Further, it is noticeable that the 

variety of empirical research methods applied is rather limited, as a large number of studies 

are conceptual, case-based or pursue theoretical discourse. Although specific studies use 

interviews or apply quantitative and mixed methods approaches, the absence of replication 

studies using existing research designs or building on the extant knowledge further hampers 

generalizations and the rendering of widely agreed theories. We, therefore, invite future 

scholars to refine existing findings to produce more specific results regarding the multiple 

dimensions of poverty. Meta-analyses or meta-syntheses of existing published work would 

benefit this goal. 

Beyond contributing to the work of business scholars, this review can benefit business 

executives, development project managers and policymakers. Our findings can equip 

business executives with a succinct overview of key articles in the field and point to variables 

and best practices relevant to ongoing and new poverty-related projects. For instance, a 

development project manager in Africa who searches for published articles on poverty within 
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the subdiscipline of psychology could benefit from the findings of the present systematic 

review by accessing a summary of the existing literature and identifying opportunities for 

potential future projects. Moreover, mapping existing research and highlighting understudied 

areas our research may provide evidence to policymakers, such as officials from the United 

Nations or the European Commission, regarding themes that could be prioritized in the future 

(e.g., psychological aspects of working poor).  

Limitations of the Study 

This systematic literature review is not without limitations. First, the review focused only on 

the ‘2’, ‘3’, ‘4’ and ‘4*’ sections of the CABS Academic Journal Guide (2018). Although, 

this is a very comprehensive general rating list, we acknowledge that different inclusion 

criteria and use of other academic journal lists may provide a somewhat different set of 

articles on poverty. For instance, we recognize that there is extant literature on the 

contribution of psychology to poverty reduction (e.g., Carr et al., 2014) that does not appear 

in ‘2’ to ‘4*’ classified journals of the CABS’ 2018 Academic Journal Guide. We further 

acknowledge that, despite our efforts to minimize biases (e.g., inter-rater reliability), the 

coding of studies and the themes of the research agenda are dependent on the judgement and 

classifications of the researchers engaged in this research. 

The selection of articles based on the inclusion of the term ‘poverty’ may also have 

excluded management literature that could also encompass important aspects of poverty. As 

mentioned at the outset, beyond its economic definition, poverty is a multidimensional 

concept that overlaps with and intersects several neighboring areas, such as the one on 

subsistence marketplaces, inclusive markets or low literacy literature. This means that the 

employment of different keywords may potentially lead to different results. For example, the 

innovation literature has focused significantly on the unique characteristics of very low-

income consumers, with theory suggesting that resource-constrained environments contribute 

to the generation of innovation (Rego et al. 2014). Concepts such as frugal innovation, 

inclusive innovation, good-enough innovation, or resource-constraint innovation may play an 

important role in economic development in impoverished environments (e.g., Zeschky et al. 

2011). Other concepts, such as catalytic innovation, stress the ability of the innovation to 

change the institutional system and resolve social problems, an approach with clear 

applications to poverty alleviation in emerging markets (Christensen et al. 2006). However, 

none of these advances in innovation theory have explicit examples in articles located in our 

review, as they do not directly discuss applications toward poverty alleviation. 
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In conclusion, in our review we considered articles published in journal publications. 

Yet, significant work may have appeared in edited books, which were not a part of our 

inclusion criteria. We, thus, recognize that future research in the field would benefit from 

assessing additional sources of literature, including books, proceedings or dissertations. For 

example, influential studies may have been published directly by international development 

agencies, governments and NGOs. Furthermore, concepts, mechanisms and outcomes of 

poverty have not been discreetly classified in this research and, due the broad nature of this 

review, there are significant opportunities for other researchers to explore the interaction of 

these issues across subdisciplines. Similarly, because this research focused exclusively on 

Management studies, we encourage future scholastic work that would emphasize the cross-

pollination of findings from multiple disciplines (e.g., development economics) that could 

generate more prolific conclusions.  
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Kolk and Van Tulder 2010; Kolk et al. 2017; Langan and Price 2015; 

Maconachie and Fortin 2013; Maksimov et al. 2017; Schuster and Holtbrügge 

2012; Serrano-Cinca and Gutiérrez-Nieto 2014; Seyoum 2006; Sfhea et al. 

2017; Si et al. 2015; Srikantia 2016; Te Velde et al. 2006; Van de Vliert 2003; 

Wanasika 2011; Yamin and Sinkovics 2009; Yiu et al. 2014; Zanfei 2012 

Organisational 

Studies  

Angeli and Jaiswal 2016; Arora and Romijn 2012; Banerjee and Jackson 2017; 

Barkin 1998; Biglan 2009; Callahan 2008; Chatterjee 2014; Chatterjee 2016; 

Clair and Anderson 2013; Crosby and Bryson 2010; Dacin et al. 2011; Duke 

2016; Dzombak et al. 2014; Ferraro et al. 2015; Fletcher et al. 2010; Grundling 

and Grundling 2005; Horowitz 2001; Leana et al. 2012; McIntyre and Pradhan 

2003; McIntyre-Mills and Corcoran-Nantes 2017; Meuris and Leana 2015; Nahi 

2016; Qureshi et al. 2017; Reficco and Gutiérrez 2016; Reynolds 1998; Bogard 

2001; Ruiz et al. 2016; Seelos et al. 2011; Vermaak 2012; Viswanathan et al. 

2016; Waddell 2016 

General 

Psychology 

Frese et al. 2016; Stephens et al. 2014; Underlid 2005; Vázquez 2016 

Organizational 

Psychology 

Allan et al. 2017; Barling and Weatherhead 2016; Blustein 2011; Blustein et al. 

2013; Bullock and Waugh 2005; Burt and Carr 2011; Carr et al. 2008; Chi et al. 

2016; Diemer et al. 2010; Evans et al. 1999; Farioli et al. 2014; Hoppe 2011; 

Kemp et al. 2011; Loix and Pepermans 2009; Manson and Carr 2011; Marfleet 

and Blustein 2011; McWha and MacLachlan 2011; Moore and Barnard 2012; 

O’Neill, 2000; Paharia et al. 2009; Perez-Brena et al. 2017; Pines and 

Guendelman 1995; Robinson 2011; Schein et al. 2011; Spell and Blum 2000; 

Waters and Moore 2002; Whelan 1992 

Strategic 

Management  

Abraham and Kalamkar 2016; Ault and Spicer 2014; Bumacov et al. 2017; 

Collins 2000; Molina 2003; George et al. 2016c; Hannam and Ashta 2017; 

Khachatryan and Avetisyan 2017; Koloma and Alia 2014; Mersland and 

Urgeghe 2013; Sayed and Ghalib 2016; Thompson and MacMillan 2010; Yunus 

et al. 2010 
1 ABS 2 to 4 stars journals, years: 1992-2017 (25 years), keyword ‘poverty’ in title, abstract or keywords 
2 Articles focusing exclusively on poverty were considered only, i.e. articles treating poverty not as a central 

theme were sorted out 
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Table 2. Major Poverty Research Themes in the Management Literature 

Thematic Focus of 

Article 

Disciplinary Categories from the Chartered Association of Business Schools Academic Journal Guide 

Total 

General 

Management, 

Ethics and 

Social 

Responsibility 

Entrepreneurship 
Organization 

Studies 

International 

Business and 

Area Studies 

Psychology 

(Organizational) 

Human 

Resource 

Management 

and 

Employment 

Studies 

Innovation Strategy 
Psychology 

(General) 

Employment 

Opportunity 
5 1 6 2 17 20 1  2 54 

Market Inclusive 

Value Creation 
34 2 8 2   4   50 

Pro-social Business 

Creation 
10 20 3 6  1  2 1 43 

Microfinance 12 9  6    7  34 

Community-based 

Interventions 
22  

 
5 3 3    33 

Gender Equality 9 7   4 1    21 

Inclusive Trade 

Partnerships 
6  1 6   3   16 

Socially Responsible 

Business Orientation 
13   2      15 

Policy & Public 

Admin 
 1 5  1 1  1 1 10 

Innovation   1   1 7   9 

Social Business 

Models 
1 6      2  9 

Business 

Environment 
2 3 1    2   8 

Social Change   4       4 

Slavery 2         2 

Human Capital  1 1       2 

Other 4  1 1 2   1  9 

Total 120 50 31 30 27 27 17 13 4 319 
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Table 3. Adopted research methodologies of poverty articles in Management literature 

ABS Category Conceptual % 
Literature 

Review 
% 

Qualitative 

(e.g. Case / 

Interviews) 

% Quantitative % 
Mixed 

methods 
% Total 

Entrepreneurship 13 26.0% 2 4.0% 18 36.0% 13 26.0% 4 8.0% 50 

General Management, Ethics 

and Social Responsibility 

44 36.7% 14 11.7% 44 36.7% 15 12.5% 3 2.5% 120 

Human Resource 

Management and 

Employment Studies 

4 14.8% 3 11.1% 7 25.9% 11 40.7% 2 7.4% 27 

Innovation 9 52.9% 0 - 6 35.3% 2 11.8% 0 - 17 

International Business and 

Area Studies 

12 40.0% 4 13.3% 4 13.3% 7 23.3% 3 10.0% 30 

Organization Studies 14 45.2% 3 9.7% 13 41.9% 0 - 1 3.2% 31 

Psychology (General) 0 - 0 - 2 50.0% 2 50.0% 0 - 4 

Psychology (Organizational) 7 25.9% 0 - 2 7.4% 18 66.7% 0 - 27 

Strategy 5 38.5% 0 - 3 23.1% 5 38.5% 0 - 13 

Sum 108 33.9% 26 8.2% 99 31.0% 73 22.9% 13 4.1% 319 

 

* Note: ABS 2 to 4 stars journals, years: 1992-2017 (25 years), keyword ‘poverty’ (articles treating poverty as their 

central topic were considered only, i.e. articles treating poverty not as a central theme were sorted out) 
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Table 4. Analysis of poverty articles by journal quality and subdiscipline 

ABS Category 
ABS Journal Quality Rating 

Total 
Subdiscipline 

% of Total 4* ‘4’ ‘3’ ‘2’ 

Entrepreneurship 0 17 12 21 50 15.7% 

General Management, Ethics 

and Social Responsibility 

12 7 72 29 120 37.6% 

Human Resource 

Management and 

Employment Studies 

0 6 6 15 27 8.5% 

Innovation 2 6 2 7 17 5.3% 

International Business and 

Area Studies 

3 5 9 13 30 9.4% 

Organization Studies 2 6 4 19 31 9.7% 

Psychology (General) 0 1 1 2 4 1.3% 

Psychology (Organizational) 2 12 8 5 27 8.5% 

Strategy 2 0 2 9 13 4.1% 

Total 23 60 116 120 319 100.0% 

Journal Quality % of Total 7.2% 18.8% 36.4% 37.6% 100.0%  

Overall # of ABS Journals in 

selected subdisciplines  

10 32 67 141 250  

Overall ABS % of Journals 

by rating 

4.0% 12.8% 26.8% 56.4% 100.0%  

 

* Note: ABS 2 to 4 stars journals, years: 1992-2017 (25 years), keyword ‘poverty’ (articles treating poverty as their 

central topic were considered only, i.e. articles treating poverty not as a central theme were sorted out) 
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Figure 1. Published poverty articles per year 1992-2017 

 

 

 

 


