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ABSTRACT 

Socioeconomic marginalization is a persistent global challenge that affects not only material 

living conditions but also psychological, social, and moral dimensions of human life. While 

extensive research has focused on the economic and health consequences of poverty, relatively 

little attention has been paid to how prolonged socioeconomic marginalization shapes personal 

values in low-income communities. Personal values influence individuals’ decision-making 

processes, interpersonal relationships, civic participation, and aspirations for the future. This 

paper examines how structural inequality, economic insecurity, and social exclusion impact 

the formation, transformation, and expression of personal values among individuals living in 

low-income communities. Drawing on sociological, psychological, and economic literature, as 

well as empirical insights from previous studies, the paper explores value orientations related 

to family, work, trust, autonomy, resilience, and future outlook. The findings suggest that 

socioeconomic marginalization leads to adaptive value shifts that emphasize communal 

solidarity, short-term survival strategies, and resilience, while simultaneously weakening 

institutional trust and long-term future orientation. Understanding these value transformations 

is essential for designing effective social policies, community interventions, and development 

programs that address both material and psychosocial dimensions of poverty. The paper 

concludes by highlighting the importance of value-sensitive approaches to social inclusion and 

empowerment in marginalized populations. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

Socioeconomic marginalization refers to the systemic exclusion of individuals or groups from 

access to economic resources, political power, and social participation. Across the world, 

millions of people live in conditions characterized by chronic poverty, unstable employment, 

inadequate housing, and limited access to education and healthcare. These material constraints 

are often accompanied by social stigmatization, discrimination, and political 

disenfranchisement, creating a cycle of disadvantage that is difficult to escape. 

While the material consequences of socioeconomic marginalization have been widely studied, 

there is growing recognition that poverty also shapes psychological processes, social identities, 

and moral frameworks. Personal values—defined as enduring beliefs about what is important, 

desirable, and worthwhile—play a crucial role in shaping individual behavior and life choices. 

Values guide decisions related to education, employment, family life, health, and civic 

engagement, and they influence how individuals interpret their circumstances and imagine their 

futures. 

This paper explores the relationship between socioeconomic marginalization and personal 

values in low-income communities. It argues that prolonged exposure to economic insecurity 

and social exclusion leads to systematic shifts in value orientations. These shifts are not signs 

of moral deficiency or cultural failure, but rather adaptive responses to structurally constrained 

environments. By examining how marginalization reshapes values related to trust, autonomy, 

community, work, and future orientation, this study aims to contribute to a more nuanced 

understanding of poverty that goes beyond income-based measures. 

The paper is organized as follows. Section 2 reviews existing literature on socioeconomic 

marginalization and value formation. Section 3 discusses the theoretical frameworks that link 

structural inequality to personal values. Section 4 examines key value domains affected by 

marginalization. Section 5 discusses broader social and policy implications. Section 6 outlines 

limitations and directions for future research, followed by a concluding section. 
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2. LITERATURE REVIEW 

2.1 Understanding Socioeconomic Marginalization 

Socioeconomic marginalization is a multidimensional phenomenon that encompasses 

economic deprivation, social exclusion, and limited political participation. Unlike temporary 

poverty, marginalization often reflects long-term structural inequalities embedded within labor 

markets, education systems, housing policies, and welfare regimes. Scholars argue that 

marginalization is not merely an outcome of individual failure but a consequence of unequal 

power relations and institutional arrangements. 

Research has shown that individuals in marginalized communities face higher exposure to 

stressors such as job insecurity, unsafe neighborhoods, food insecurity, and inadequate 

healthcare. These stressors accumulate over time, producing chronic stress that affects both 

physical and mental health. Importantly, marginalization also shapes social interactions, 

limiting opportunities for upward mobility and reinforcing social boundaries between 

socioeconomic groups. 

2.2 Personal Values and Social Context 

Personal values are central components of human psychology and social life. Schwartz’s theory 

of basic human values identifies values such as security, achievement, benevolence, self-

direction, and power as universal, though their relative importance varies across individuals 

and cultures. Values are shaped through socialization processes that include family upbringing, 

education, peer interactions, and cultural norms. 

Social context plays a critical role in value development. Individuals raised in environments 

characterized by stability and opportunity tend to prioritize values related to self-expression, 

autonomy, and long-term achievement. In contrast, those raised in conditions of scarcity and 

uncertainty may prioritize values related to security, conformity, and survival. These 

differences reflect adaptive strategies rather than inherent deficiencies. 
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2.3 Poverty, Scarcity, and Cognitive Load 

Recent research in behavioral economics and psychology has highlighted the cognitive effects 

of scarcity. Scarcity consumes mental resources, reducing individuals’ capacity for long-term 

planning and abstract thinking. When daily life is dominated by urgent concerns—such as 

paying rent, securing food, or avoiding eviction—individuals may rationally focus on 

immediate needs rather than distant goals. 

This cognitive burden has implications for value orientation. Studies suggest that economic 

insecurity is associated with reduced future orientation, increased risk aversion, and heightened 

sensitivity to immediate rewards. Over time, these patterns can crystallize into stable value 

preferences that shape life trajectories. 

 

3. Theoretical Framework 

3.1 Structural Inequality and Value Adaptation 

This paper adopts a structural perspective that views personal values as adaptive responses to 

social conditions. From this viewpoint, values are not static traits but dynamic orientations 

shaped by lived experiences. Structural inequality constrains the range of viable choices 

available to individuals, and values evolve in ways that help individuals navigate these 

constraints. 

For example, in contexts where formal institutions are perceived as unreliable or inaccessible, 

individuals may develop values emphasizing self-reliance and informal support networks. 

Similarly, when opportunities for upward mobility are limited, values related to ambition and 

long-term achievement may be deprioritized in favor of maintaining dignity and social 

belonging. 

3.2 Cultural Capital and Symbolic Boundaries 
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Bourdieu’s concept of cultural capital provides additional insight into how marginalization 

affects values. Cultural capital refers to the knowledge, skills, and dispositions that are valued 

by dominant social institutions. Low-income communities often possess forms of cultural 

capital that are undervalued or stigmatized by mainstream society. 

This mismatch can lead to symbolic exclusion, reinforcing feelings of alienation and mistrust. 

Over time, individuals may internalize alternative value systems that prioritize respect, loyalty, 

and resilience over institutional success. These value systems serve as sources of identity and 

meaning within marginalized contexts. 

 

4. Key Value Domains Affected by Socioeconomic Marginalization 

4.1 Family and Community Solidarity 

One of the most consistent findings in research on low-income communities is the centrality of 

family and community relationships. In contexts where formal safety nets are weak or 

unreliable, individuals often rely on kinship networks and local communities for emotional and 

material support. 

As a result, values emphasizing loyalty, mutual aid, and collective responsibility tend to be 

highly prioritized. These values provide a sense of security and belonging, helping individuals 

cope with external stressors. However, strong community ties can also create obligations that 

limit geographic mobility or individual autonomy. 

4.2 Work, Dignity, and Survival 

Work holds complex meanings in marginalized communities. While paid employment is often 

unstable or poorly compensated, work remains closely tied to dignity and self-worth. Many 

individuals value hard work not primarily as a pathway to upward mobility, but as a moral 

obligation and a means of maintaining self-respect. 
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At the same time, experiences of labor market discrimination and exploitation can undermine 

faith in meritocratic ideals. This tension may result in pragmatic value orientations that 

emphasize “getting by” rather than “getting ahead.” 

4.3 Trust and Institutional Skepticism 

Socioeconomic marginalization is strongly associated with low levels of trust in institutions 

such as government, law enforcement, and educational systems. Repeated experiences of 

neglect, bureaucratic obstacles, or discrimination can erode confidence in formal authority. 

As institutional trust declines, individuals may place greater value on personal relationships 

and informal systems of support. While this skepticism can be adaptive, it may also reduce 

civic participation and engagement with programs designed to promote social mobility. 

4.4 Autonomy and Control 

Perceived lack of control is a defining feature of marginalization. Economic instability and 

external constraints limit individuals’ ability to shape their life circumstances. In response, 

values related to autonomy may be expressed in localized or symbolic ways, such as asserting 

control within the household or resisting perceived external interference. 

This dynamic helps explain why some marginalized communities may resist interventions 

perceived as paternalistic or stigmatizing, even when such interventions aim to provide support. 

4.5 Future Orientation and Aspirations 

Future orientation refers to the extent to which individuals plan for and invest in long-term 

goals. Research consistently shows that chronic poverty is associated with shorter time 

horizons. This does not indicate a lack of ambition, but rather reflects realistic assessments of 

uncertainty and risk. 

When future outcomes appear unpredictable or unattainable, prioritizing immediate well-being 

becomes a rational strategy. Consequently, values related to long-term planning, delayed 

gratification, and institutional achievement may be less salient. 
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5. Social and Policy Implications 

Understanding how socioeconomic marginalization shapes personal values has important 

implications for policy and practice. Programs aimed at poverty reduction often assume that 

individuals share middle-class value orientations related to long-term planning, institutional 

trust, and individual achievement. When these assumptions are not met, interventions may be 

perceived as ineffective or culturally insensitive. 

Value-sensitive policies recognize the strengths and adaptive strategies present in low-income 

communities. For example, community-based programs that leverage existing social networks 

may be more effective than purely individual-focused interventions. Similarly, rebuilding 

institutional trust requires not only service provision but also respectful engagement and 

accountability. 

Education and employment programs should acknowledge structural barriers while fostering 

realistic pathways to mobility. By aligning interventions with the lived realities and values of 

marginalized populations, policymakers can promote empowerment rather than compliance. 

 

6. Limitations and Future Research 

This paper is primarily conceptual and integrative, drawing on existing empirical research 

rather than original data collection. Future studies could employ longitudinal designs to 

examine how value orientations change over time in response to shifting socioeconomic 

conditions. Comparative research across cultural and national contexts would also enhance 

understanding of how structural factors interact with cultural norms. 

Additionally, more attention should be paid to within-group diversity. Low-income 

communities are not homogeneous, and value orientations may vary based on gender, age, 

ethnicity, migration status, and life course stage. 
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7. CONCLUSION 

Socioeconomic marginalization profoundly influences personal values in low-income 

communities. Far from reflecting moral deficits, value shifts associated with poverty represent 

adaptive responses to structural constraints and chronic uncertainty. Values emphasizing 

resilience, community solidarity, and pragmatic survival help individuals navigate challenging 

environments, even as trust in institutions and long-term future orientation may decline. 

Recognizing the value systems that emerge under conditions of marginalization is essential for 

developing effective, humane, and empowering social policies. Addressing poverty requires 

not only material investment but also an appreciation of the psychological and moral 

landscapes shaped by inequality. By integrating value-sensitive approaches into policy and 

practice, societies can move toward more inclusive and sustainable forms of development. 
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