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1. Why studying networks of poor people?

2. The study

3. Some results



Poverty and inequalities are considered by also everybody as 
multidimensional phenomena, but the majority of the debate has  
emphasized economic processes.

Furthermore, the focus has been on individual elements. Even when social 
processes are included, they are considered as mere environmental 
effects over individual behaviour (neighborhood and role model effects, 
for example).



Those approaches do not consider that societal elements  intervene 
directly, and economic relations are only a part of the dynamics in 
which individuals and groups are embedded.

This is especially important if we, instead of just describing regularities, 
want to find the mechanisms that trigger the processes, and that must 
be disarmed if we want to fight poverty and inequality.



During the last decades, several studies showed that segregation has an 
important effect on poverty conditions and on poverty reproduction in 
particular.

Following the international literature (Wilson, Massey), we may say that 
this is so because segregation reduces the contact between social 
groups, diminishing the opportunities for poor individuals to find 
better jobs, income, to access different cultural repertoires etc.



But this could be counterweighted by social networks, that could help 
segregated poor people  bridge space and access other social settings, 
in the sense theorized by Briggs and Lin.



To test this effect, I develop a research of the joint effect of segregation 
(macro-segregation) and social networks on poverty in São Paulo.

I conducted fieldwork in seven locations in São Paulo inhabited by poor 
people but located differently in terms of segregation. In total, 209
personal networks were constructed, plus 30 networks of middle-class 
individuals, to allow comparison.



The study intended to: 

(i) characterize the networks of poor individuals in different conditions of 
segregation;

(ii) explore the diversity of the networks; 

(iii) explore the networks’ main socio-economic conditioning factors;

(iv) analyze their influence on urban poverty and on the access to services 
obtained both in and outside markets;

(v) understand the relational mechanisms that reproduce poverty.
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I compared networks of individuals in poverty situations in the following 
locations of the city:

(i) A non segregated shanty town; 

(ii) A set of cortiços (tenements) located in the center of city;
(iii) A very isolated shanty town;  

(iv) A non segregated shanty town located in a rich neighborhood; 

(v) A very segregated housing project.
(vi) A segregated non shanty town area in the periferia.

(vii) A segregated shanty town in the periferia. 



Location of the fields











The interviews were egocentered and involved a semi-structured 
questionnaire and a name generator. Additional to the relational data, I 
collected attribute data for some attributes for all nodes of the 
networks.

With the networks constructed we conducted a second phase of data 
collection developing a series of in deep interviews  with around 20 
persons about the use of the networks to solve daily problems.

Data collection
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The networks of poor individuals are, on average, smaller and less diverse 
in sociability than those of middle-class individuals.

They are also much more local and associated to neighborhood and to 
primary contacts than the middle-class ones.



An average network of a middle 
class woman

An average network of a 
poor woman



However, each group is very heterogeneous internally. 

This variation is due to several social processes (family structure, age, 
migration trajectories etc).

The effect of segregation tends to be relatively small but points to less 
local networks in more segregated places.



Since personal networks of poor individuals tend to display great 
heterogeneity, I organized two typologies using cluster analysis of:

i) network indicators – That suggested the existence of five types; 

ii) sociability profiles – That suggested the existence of six types.



Type 1

Type 5



Type 4: Work16%

27%

24%

33%

Others

family

Neighborhood

Work

Type 1: Family
18%

63%

19%

Others

family

Neighborhood



And if we cross those two typologies, we find 4 situations, basically:

• Small networks with local and homophilic contacts;

• Large networks with local and homophilic contacts;

• Middlle size networks with local and homophilic contacts;

• Middle size networks with less local and less homophilic contacts.



Several Chaid models suggested the importance of the types of networks 
and of sociability to job status, the quality of the job and to social 
precarity. 

Quantitative results - I



A multivariate statistical analysis of per capita family income showed that:
1. Schooling effects positively the income;

2. The size of the household effects negatively the income;

3. Having a specific type of network - mid-sized, non local with less 
homophilic sociability – effects positively the income;

4. For those with job tenure, the size of the network effects positively the 
income. For those with precarious jobs or no job at all, there is no 
effect. 

5. For those who live in segregated areas, the variability of their 
sociability effects positively the income. For non segregated 
individuals, there is no effect.

Quantitative results - II
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So, together with traditional variables, the types of relational settings help 
explain poverty situations. The size of their effect is very important, 
suggesting that networks should be integrated in the study of poverty.



Thanks



I have recently returned to the field to explore, in a qualitative way, the 
mobilization of the networks. We returned to some of the interviewees 
(20 of them, mainly the ones with the best and the worst networks) to 
understand how they use their relational patterns to solve problems and 
interact.



The results point out to:

1. A pattern of daily  helps and aids (sometimes mediated by money, but 
for sure not market like): aid in migration, finding a job, a partner or a 
place to live, to built a house or to repair it; to borrow tools, food 
ingredients and money, to take care of children and of the elderly; to 
find emotional support.

Those helps may be understood as a combination of the confidence of the 
relationship and of the cost of the aid.

The mobilization of the networks for daily helps



2. The delimitation of mechanism of both network creation and 
transformation and of mobilization of resources through networks.

Some mechanisms differentiate the networks of poor and middle class 
individuals:

• The economy of ties

• Differences in schooling and the relational transition to the job market

Mechanisms of network change and mobilization of 
resources



Others differentiate networks among the poor:

• The places of arrival from  migration (for migrants) and the entering at 
the job market (for youngsters);

• The economy of ties and the drooping of networks;
• Differences in schooling and the relational transition to the job market;

• The frequency to places and the relation with people with information;

• Confidence and homophily;
• The change of types of ties because of helps;

• Segregation and the variability of sociability;

• Cultural frames and the planning of trajectories.



Types of networks
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The interviews were conducted in the field, with random selection of the 
respondents both in the streets and by their homes and workplaces in 
working days and weekends. During each field, we have controlled the 
interviewees by basic attributes.

The interviews were egocentered and involved a semi-structured 
questionnaire and a name generator. This departed from a seed 
organized by spheres of sociability by the individuals. For each name, 
we asked three other names, adding the new names at the end of the 
list for the new round of questions. There were made not more than 4 
rounds.

Data collection - I



We have considered as spheres family, neighborhood, workplace, 
friends, church, political associations and others that might have 
emerged during the interview.

We have also researched three attributes for all the nodes: origin, 
sphere of sociability and location (inside/outside the community).

With the networks constructed we conducted a second phase of data 
collection developing a series of in deep interviews  with around 20 
persons about the use of the networks to solve daily problems.

Data collection - II



Dentro / Fora Esfera Contexto NOME Contato Contato Contato
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Name generator 

Data collection - III



3063320166767N of cases

Others

10Studies

leisure

34Associations

33Church

2633Work

1433Friendship

132427245319Neighborhood

34322727332863family

AssociationsWorkChurchFriendship
Neighborhoodfamily

Middle 
class (%)

Types of sociability (%)

Spheres

The values inferior to 6% were omitted.


