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Five Decades of Research on Urban Poverty: Main Research Communities, Core 
Knowledge Producers, and Emerging Thematic Areas 
 
 
Abstract: Urban poverty represents one of the greatest and most urgent challenges that modern 
society is facing. The criticality of this global issue is represented by a rapidly growing body of 
academic literature which aims to explain the dynamics of urban poverty and promote effective 
and enduring solutions. However, despite many years of research, no studies have been 
conducted yet which reveal and analyze the overall intellectual structure of the urban poverty 
research field. In light of this gap, a bibliometric study was undertaken of 52 years of scientific 
literature on urban poverty (1965-2017). The bibliometric study combines author citation analysis 
and text-mining techniques to map the main research communities and core knowledge 
producers which are shaping the urban poverty research field and to identify the thematic areas 
that these communities are focusing attention on. The results of this investigation reveal a 
significant growth in the volume of academic literature produced post-1990, which is mainly driven 
by the collaborative efforts of five research communities, each of whom are seen to focus attention 
on a specific thematic area: (A) Policy-oriented research; (B) Urban poverty concentration; (C) 
The rise of poverty in Chinese cities; (D) Youth-behavioral  and mental-health aspects of urban 
poverty; and (E) Urban poverty and health in the Sub-Saharan and Asian slum areas. The 
practical relevance and scientific contribution of this study is evidenced in its capacity to assist 
those actors working to alleviate urban poverty, in particular research communities, governmental 
and inter-governmental institutions, and funding bodies. In addition to help them grasp the overall 
intellectual structure of the urban poverty research field, the insight offered by this study is 
instrumental in supporting the articulation of a global, action-oriented agenda for future 
interdisciplinary research on urban poverty. 
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1. Introduction 
 
Eradicating urban poverty in all its forms and dimensions is a key global challenge and one of the 
main priorities of the United Nations’ New Urban Agenda. Urban poverty is a complex 
phenomenon, which is undermining the sustainable development of a growing number of cities, 
regions and countries all over the world. Systemic changes and sustainable development policies 
are required to reaffirm equality and eliminate the many issues that the nature of urban poverty 
poses for housing, natural environment, sanitation, health, education, social inclusion and 
security, livelihoods and the special needs of vulnerable groups (Ahmad and Puppim de Oliveira, 
2015; Hilson et al., 2018; United Nations, 2015; 2017). 
A significant body of academic literature has been developed in an attempt to explore and 
understand the complex nature and dynamics of urban poverty. According to Scopus, one of the 
world's largest databases of peer-reviewed academic literature, more than 1,500 publications on 
urban poverty have been produced during the last five decades. However, to date, no studies 
have been conducted to visualize and analyze the overall intellectual structure of the urban 
poverty research field.  
This shortcoming is revealed by the limited extent of previous bibliometric studies undertaken 
within the domain of urban poverty. The first analysis is conducted by Zuccala and Van Eck 
(2010), who investigate the evolution of urban poverty research and its disciplinary distribution 
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during a 28-year period (1980-2008). This line of investigation continues with Hassan et al. (2014) 
and Sweileh et al. (2016). The former analyzes ten years of research on sustainable development 
(2000-2010), in which urban poverty emerges as a sub-area, performing a comparison of 
strengths and weaknesses between different institutions. The latter, by analyzing the medicine-
related publications on poverty published between 2005 and 2015, demonstrates that a significant 
proportion of urban poverty literature has been published in medical journals and exposes its 
importance through a global health perspective. Some additional studies using bibliometrics have 
also been conducted which identify underlying links between knowledge spillovers and emerging 
aspects within the existing urban poverty literature, focusing on issues of urban sprawl (Zeng et 
al., 2014; Rosni and Noor, 2016), urban resilience (Meerow et al., 2016), and regional inequalities 
(Cavanaugh and Breau, 2017). 
The bibliometric analysis that this paper reports on aims to build and expand upon the findings of 
the abovementioned research, leading to an improved understanding of the urban poverty 
research field and current research paths shaping its intellectual structure. By combining two 
bibliometric analysis techniques, i.e. author citation analysis and content analysis, this study: (1) 
exposes the overall intellectual structure of the urban poverty research field resulting from 52 
years of publication output, from the beginning of 1965 to the end of 2017; (2) map the research 
communities investigating this subject; and (3) reveal the thematic areas that each community is 
focusing attention on, pointing out the factors that the existing scientific literature either identifies 
as relevant for poverty alleviation or does not take into account. 
The practical relevance and scientific contribution of this study is evidenced in its capacity to assist 
those actors working to alleviate urban poverty, in particular research communities, governmental 
and inter-governmental institutions, and funding bodies. In addition to help them grasp the overall 
intellectual structure of the urban poverty research field, the insight offered by this study is 
instrumental in ensuring that a global, action-oriented agenda for future interdisciplinary research 
on urban poverty is correctly articulated. With the overlapping of many national and international 
research programs on urban poverty reduction, there is a risk of mismanaging resources due to 
unnecessary duplication of effort and unawareness of pre-existing evidence. In addition, with the 
absence of a holistic and comprehensive view of the research field, outstanding issues can remain 
undetected. 
At present, there is no global research agenda in place to address urban poverty (Fox and 
Goodfellow, 2016). An appropriately coordinated global response to this issue would increase 
resource efficiency and maximize the impact of collaborative and interdisciplinary research efforts, 
while ensuring that such efforts are correctly oriented towards addressing top priorities 
established in the framework of national and international sustainable development strategies 
(Haddad et al., 2016; Hanefeld et al., 2017; Villaveces et al., 2010; Grott et al., 2017). However, 
as the lessons drawn from the practice demonstrates (Alahdab and Murad, 2019; Driessen et al., 
2015; Wolffers and Adjei, 1999), the formulation of a global research agenda on urban poverty 
must be predicated on a clear understanding of the intellectual structure underpinning the 
research field. 
The paper is organized in the following sections. Section 2 reports on the methodology deployed 
to conduct both the author citation network analysis and the text mining process necessary to 
complete the content analysis. In addition, it provides a detailed description of the data processing 
phase, the results of which are presented in Section 3. The results of the bibliometric analysis 
made it possible to investigate the urban poverty research network and capture five main 
communities of authors, along with the thematic areas they each cover and the core knowledge 
producers. A thorough discussion of the research communities and their thematic areas is 
provided in Section 4, whilst Section 5 concludes the paper by summarizing the insight and 
contribution which this paper offers to the researchers, policy makers, and funding institutions 
whose collaborative efforts are contributing to a better understanding into one of the most 
pressing societal challenges of the current age. 
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2. Research methodology 
 
The intellectual structure of any research field can be considered as a puzzle of individual units 
(scientific publications), which are grouped by way of subject-related repositories (databases) and 
produced through the collective effort of a large community of scholars (authors). To analyze the 
intellectual structure of a research field with bibliometric methods, these scientific publications 
need to be identified, collected, and then used to extract the raw data necessary to conduct the 
investigation (De Bellis, 2009; Small and Griffith, 1974). For this reason, such publications are 
defined as source documents (Casillas and Acedo, 2007; Mora and Deakin 2019; Mora et al., 
2017; 2019; Small and Crane, 1979). 
This bibliometric study was carried out by using 1,641 source documents, which represent all the 
publications relating to the field of urban poverty over a 52-year period. The source documents 
were extracted from Scopus, by means of a keyword search aiming at identifying all the academic 
literature related to urban poverty published between 1965 and 2017. The source literature was 
found by running the following search query: TITLE-ABS-KEY ("urban poverty" OR “urban 
deprivation”). The publications obtained cover a period of 5 decades, from the beginning of 1965 
to the end of 2017, and includes journal articles, books, book chapters, conference papers, 
editorials, and reviews. A breakdown of the source documents by type is presented in Figure 1. 
 

 
 
Figure 1. Source documents by type 
 
In any bibliometric analysis, it is essential to check for errors in the extracted dataset (Adam, 
2002), therefore, a manual check was performed to identify any mistakes in the data collected or 
the presence of inadequate records, i.e. records that were duplicates1. In the dataset, the following 
data was listed for each source document: publication title; authors and affiliations; year of 

 
1 The search has resulted in 1,705 records. However, after performing the manual check, 64 of these 
records (3.8% of the total) were considered inadequate, and therefore excluded from the sample. 
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publication; keywords; document type; abstract; and cited references, which were necessary to 
undertake the author citation network analysis. All the data was collected directly from Scopus, 
excluding the references, which have been extracted manually from the source documents in 
order to improve the reliability and validity of the data. 
After completing the data collection phase, the data was then uploaded onto the open-source 
software Gephi, which was deployed to perform the author citation analysis and to visualize the 
network of authors who are active within the research domain. The author citation network 
analysis considered, firstly, the authors responsible for producing the source documents (2,574 
authors) and, secondly, the citations listed within these publications (17,375 citations).    
The author citation network was analyzed in order to establish the intellectual exchange between 
authors, creating communities of authors with similar research interests. The identification of such 
communities in a network involves data clustering, where each node within the network is 
attributed to a cluster. This data processing can be achieved either through spectral clustering-
based techniques, or by applying network modularity optimization approaches (Porter et al., 2009; 
Fortunato, 2010). However, in considering these two alternative options, network modularity 
optimization has proven to be more suitable for community detection in large-scale networks (De 
Meo et al., 2011) and was therefore selected for investigating the community structure inside the 
derived author citation network. 
According to Newman (2004b), modularity can be expressed as: 
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Where: 

-  𝐴)* is the weight of the edge between i and j, 
- 𝑘) = ∑ 𝐴)**  is the sum of the weights of the edges that are attached to vertex i, 
- 𝑐) refers to the community to which vertex i is assigned,  
- 𝛿(𝑢, 𝑣) is the δ-function which is 1 if u = v and 0 otherwise, and 
- 𝑚 = 8

9
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In the existing literature, several algorithms for network modularity optimization have been 
developed by using different methodological approaches, such as: agglomerative hierarchical 
clustering (Clauset et al., 2004; Newman, 2004a); extremal optimization (Duch and Arenas, 
2005); simulated annealing (Guimerà et al., 2004; Reichardt and Bornholdt, 2006); spectral 
optimization (Newman, 2006a, 2006b); mean field annealing (Lehmann and Hansen, 2007); and 
conformational space annealing (Lee et al., 2012). However, most of these algorithms are 
unsuitable for analyzing the structure of large and complex networks. Instead, a method 
commonly adopted for such purposes is the Louvain algorithm (Emmons et al., 2016; Glänzel and 
Thijs, 2017; Gómez-Núnez et al., 2014; Yu et al., 2017), a large-scale modularity optimization 
algorithm designed by Blondel et al. (2008). 
Consequently, Blondel et al. (2008)’s distributed clustering algorithm was deployed to analyze the 
modularity of the author citation network. Given that modularity expresses the density of the edges 
inside derived communities, the Louvain algorithm uses this measure as the baseline indicator to 
split large networks in sub-communities of interconnected entities. Initially, the algorithm treats 
each node as a separate entity, and it subsequently detects small local communities by bringing 
nodes together. The structure of these communities is shaped through short heuristic movements 
which progressively assign individual nodes to a specific community based on their degree of 
association with the other nodes belonging to the overall network (Waltman and van Eck, 2013). 
Nodes of the same community are represented by a high density of connections, whereas their 
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relationship with nodes belonging to other modules is characterized by sparse connectivity 
(McSweeney, 2009). 
After completing the process, in order to identify the most influential authors in each of the main 
communities, a degree centrality analysis was performed in Gephi, by measuring the weighted 
in-degree of each node. The weighted in-degree of a node determines the influence of the authors 
within the sub-networks they belong to. This measure is based on the number of inbound links 
held by each node. The higher the number of inbound links, the higher the number of citations 
that an author’s work has received, and therefore its influence. The authors with the highest 
weighted in-degree are considered as core knowledge producers.  
Finally, the key thematic areas covered by the main communities were identified by applying text 
mining techniques in R to the abstracts of the source documents. Word frequency and co-
occurrence were used as the main indicators for the topic-identification process in the main 
communities. The tm package in R was used for calculating both word frequency and co-
occurrence between terms in every single case (Feinerer and Hornik 2017; Wiedemann, 2016; 
Niekler et al., 2014; Feinerer et al., 2008). Following a sentence-segmentation model, the 
abstracts were deconstructed into sentences, with each sentence treated as a separate 
document. Subsequently, the results were aggregated by community to identify the co-occurrence 
patterns and overall frequency of the terms extracted within each set of source documents. Log-
likelihood has been chosen as the key measure to check the significance of co-occurrence 
between terms (Niekler et al., 2014).  
This methodological approach was proven effective in achieving the objectives of this bibliometric 
study. However, in order to interpret the results of the study, it is important to acknowledge the 
presence of two methodological limitations.  
Firstly, the use of a single database to gather the source literature may have resulted in some 
relevant academic publications on urban poverty being undetected. Various coverage comparison 
studies demonstrate that scholarly databases retrieve different sets of publications when the 
same search query is processed and their level of coverage tends to change depending upon the 
subject under investigation (Ball and Tunger, 2006; Bar-Ilan, 2018; Durán Sánchez et al., 2017; 
Halevi et al., 2017; Martín-Martín et al., 2018). To overcome this limitation and identify the most 
suitable database for this bibliometric study, Scopus and Web of Science (WoS) were both tested 
to establish their coverage of the urban poverty domain. The initial keyword search was performed 
in both databases, which represent two of the main sources of bibliometric data currently available 
(Mongeon and Paul-Hus, 2016). Scopus was found to offer a broader coverage of literature, 
sourcing 503 additional titles.  
The second limitation regards the exclusion of Google Scholar from the data collection phase. 
This web-based academic search engine does not offer the same search and filtering features 
available in Scopus and WoS (Shultz, 2007). In addition, it is also affected by additional functional 
restrictions, including the impossibility to directly export results and absence of quality control 
mechanisms (Haddaway et al., 2015; Halevi et al., 2017). For these reasons, Google Scholar was 
considered unsuitable for supporting the analysis and, as a consequence, grey literature2 was 
excluded from the study. Whilst this study focused attention on gold standard, peer-reviewed 
literature, it would have been useful to investigate whether the grey literature on urban poverty 
had an influence on the academic debate and the intellectual structure of the research domain. 
Unlike Google Scholar, neither Scopus nor Web or Science index grey literature (Gusenbauer, 
2019; Haddaway et al., 2015) and therefore this line of enquiry was ruled out. 
 
 

 
2 Grey literature can be defined as literature which is published without a formal peer-review process and 
“is not controlled by commercial publishers i.e., where publishing is not the primary activity of the producing 
body” (Schopfel, 2010). 
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3. Results 
 
A schematic representation of the overall network is given in Figure 2, in which the authors are 
visualized as nodes, while the edges represent the connecting elements. The weight of every 
edge is directly proportional to the number of citations connecting two nodes. The analysis of the 
network enabled the identification of five highly-populated intra-network communities of authors, 
which are visualized in yellow, blue, purple, green and red. Overall, these communities represent 
86% of all authors engaged in research into urban poverty. The top 10 core knowledge producers 
of each research community are listed in Table 1, along with their affiliations and degree of 
centrality. 

 
 
Figure 2. The author citation network and its highly-populated intra-network communities of 
authors, which are visualized in light blue (Community A), purple (Community B), red (Community 



 

 7 

C), green (Community D), and yellow (Community E). The diameter of the nodes is directly 
proportional to their degree of centrality (weighted in-degree). 
 
 

Community Core Knowledge 
producer 
  

Affiliation  Country Weighted  
in-degree 

Community A United Nations United Nations USA 787 
 Ravallion M. The World Bank USA 219 
 Satterthwaite D. International Institute for Environment and 

Development 
UK 171 

 Moser C. The World Bank USA 124 
 Mitlin D. University of Manchester UK 115 
 Rakodi C. University of Birmingham UK 110 
 Harvey D. City University of New York USA 100 
 Ruel M. International Food Policy Research Institute USA 81 
 Gilbert A. University College London UK 72 
 McGranahan G. International Institute for Environment and 

Development 
UK 68 

 Haddad L. International Food Policy Research Institute USA 68 
 Hardoy J. International Institute for Environment and 

Development 
Argentina 66 

Community B Wilson W.J. Harvard University USA 247 
 Wacquant L. University of California, Berkeley USA 133 
 Sampson R.J. University of Chicago USA 129 
 Massey D.S. University of Chicago USA 118 
 Duncan G.J. Northwestern University USA 110 
 Anderson E. University of Pennsylvania USA 89 
 Earls F. Harvard University USA 86 
 Jargowsky P.A. University of Texas at Dallas USA 83 
 Galster G. Wayne State University USA 71 
 Newman K. Harvard University USA 69 
 Portes A. Princeton University USA 57 
Community C Khan A. University of California, Berkeley USA 78 
 Wang Y. Chinese National Statistical Bureau China 74 
 Fan S. International Food Policy Research Institute USA 52 
 Riskin C. City University of New York USA 50 
 Lanjouw P. VU University Amsterdam Netherla

nds 
48 

 Zhang X. International Food Policy Research Institute USA 46 
 Taylor S. University of California, Los Angeles USA 42 
 Sliuzas R. University of Twente Netherla

nds 
42 

 Wu F. Cardiff University UK 41 
 Gustafsson B. Institute for the Study of Labor (IZA) Sweden 41 
Community D Tolan P.H. University of Virginia USA 51 
 Grant K.E. DePaul University, Chicago USA 45 
 Evans G.W. University of California USA 41 
 Thurm A.E. National Institute of Mental Health USA 39 
 Luthar S.S. Columbia University USA 36 
 Danziger S. University of Wisconsin USA 34 
 Cauce A.M. University of Washington, Seattle USA 31 
 Carlson G.A. Phoenix children’s hospital USA 28 
 Holmbeck G.N. Loyola University, Chicago USA 26 
 Gaylord-Harden N.K. Loyola University, Chicago USA 25 



 

 8 

Community E Ezeh A. African Population and Health Research 
Center 

Kenya 96 

 Harpham T. The Kenya Medical Research Institute Kenya 69 
 Shibuya K. University of Chicago USA 64 
 Zulu E. African Institute for Development Policy Kenya 48 
 Montgomery M.R. Stony Brook University USA 47 
 Brockerhoff M. Population Council USA 42 
 Agyei-Mensah S. University of Ghana Ghana 37 
 Emina J. African Population and Health Research 

Center 
Kenya 32 

 Lim S. University of Michigan USA 32 
 Kyobutungi C. African Population and Health Research 

Center 
Kenya 31 

 
Table 1. Core knowledge producers in the field of urban poverty. 
 
Table 2 compares some of the key network features of the main research communities and 
presents the results of the content analysis. Community A represents the most-populated 
community in the network, containing 32% of the total nodes and the highest amount of citations 
(37%). Both Community B and Community C represent about 20% of the total number of nodes 
and citations. Finally, Community D and Community E are the smallest sub-networks in the group. 
 

Community No of nodes No of edges Keywords  
 

Co-occurrence pattern  
 

Community A 832 (32.32%) 6424 (36.97%) Cities 958 Rural ~ Urban 
   Development 639 Rural ~ Migration 
   Food 612 Insecurity ~ Nutrition 
   Social 568 Growth ~ Economic 
   Income 556 Insecurity ~ Household 
   Areas 543 Urban poverty ~ Reducing 
   Policy 526 Urban poverty ~ Growing 
   Rural 488 Reduction ~ Programmes 
   Economic 472 Rural ~ Peri-urban 
   Households 446 Insecurity ~ Peri-urban 
Community B 482 (18.72%) 3912 (22.52%) Social 312 Family ~ Life 
   Income 159 Family ~ Chronic 
   Economic 152 Research ~ Recent 
   Research 143 Political ~ Science 
   Cities 137 Concentration ~ Geographic 
   Areas 136 Family ~ Coping 
   Housing 127 Concentrated ~ Urban poverty 
   Public 123 Concentrated ~ Spatially 
   Low 118 Research ~ Review 
   Neighborhoods 117 Family ~ Chicago 
Community C 546 (21.21%) 3467 (19.95%) Social 202 Urban Poverty ~ China 
   Income 187 Declined ~ Incidence 
   China 183 Rural ~ Migrants 
   Economic 181 Rural ~ Areas 
   Rural 164 China ~ Reforms 
   Areas 130 Rural ~ Roads 
   Cities 111 Declined ~ Launched 
   Data 107 Major ~ Force 
   Based 102 Major ~ Shows 
   Growth 97 Suggest ~ Approach 
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Community D 175 (6.80%) 1527 (8.78%) Health 50 Income ~ Urban 
   Children 48 Income ~ Youth 
   Social 43 Youth ~ Low 
   Community 42 Income ~ Sample 
   Mental 41 Youth ~ Violence 
   Youths 38 Youth ~ Internalizing 
   Symptoms 35 Youth ~ Exposure 
   Living 33 Income ~ Examined 
   Risks 30 Income ~ Study 
   Low 29 African-American ~ Income 
Community E 168 (6.52%) 1547 (8.90%) Health 83 HIV ~ Association 
   Women 40 Slum ~ Sexual 
   Areas 32 HIV ~ Risk 
   HIV 28 HIV ~ Higher 
   Social 28 Poor ~ Countries 
   Data 26 Risk ~ Lower 
   Rural 26 HIV ~ Africa 
   Services 24 HIV ~ Sub-Saharan 
   Slum 23 Risk ~ Higher 
   Care 22 HIV ~ Primary 

 
Table 2. Main research communities in the field of urban poverty. 
 
4. Main research communities and thematic areas in urban poverty research 
 
Figure 3 shows the growth of publications relating to urban poverty during the period under 
investigation. As is shown, there are very few documents published before 1980. However, there 
is a sharp increase in urban poverty research during the 1990s, which could be explained by the 
rapid expansion of this phenomenon in many US metros and developing countries (Massey and 
Denton, 1993; Cooke and Marchant, 2006; Hardoy and Pandiella, 2009; López-Morales, 2016). 
It is important to note that there has been an increase of more than 300% in the number of 
publications on urban poverty between the 1980s and the 1990s. Furthermore, this growth trend 
continues during the next two decades, with 42.47% of the total number of source documents 
published between 2010 and 2017. 
 

 
 
Figure 3. Source documents of this bibliometric study by period of publication 
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This significant growth in the volume of publications since the 1990s has been mainly driven by 
the collaborative efforts of five research communities, each focusing attention on a specific 
thematic area emerging from the content analysis: (A) policy-oriented research, which exposes 
and evaluates the policy interventions that the United Nations and The World Bank are 
championing to alleviate urban poverty; (B) urban poverty concentration, where the collective 
efforts of North American universities are leading to an improved understanding of the interplay 
between urban poverty and growing income inequality; (C) the rise of poverty in Chinese cities, 
where the research resulting from the collaboration between universities in North America, Europe 
and the Asia-Pacific region suggests China constitutes a case study deserving a specific research 
path; (D) youth-behavior and mental-health aspects of urban poverty, a research area which is 
also driven by  North American universities; and (E) urban poverty and health in the Sub-Saharan 
and Asian slum areas, where a strong collaboration between African research institutes and North 
American universities is evident. 
 
4.1. Community A: Policy-oriented research 
 
Policy-oriented research related to urban poverty has focused its attention on identifying methods 
to alleviate this phenomenon, primarily in developing countries, where urbanization starts to 
become a parameter that impacts upon the overall poverty formation process (Ravallion, 2002, 
2007). Although rural areas have traditionally been most affected by this global issue, migration 
from rural to urban areas has increased the prevalence of urban poverty, leading to a significant 
rise of poverty in cities (Abubakar and Dano, 2018; Chigbu, 2012; Mitlin, 2003; De Haan, 1997). 
The proliferation of urban slums, followed by a rapid deterioration of human settlements, have the 
primary focus of scholarly attention. Under this framework, the United Nations (UN) and World 
Bank are committed to exploring such phenomena in highly populated urban areas, trying to 
identify best practices and policy recommendations that could boost the effectiveness of 
government initiatives aimed at reducing urban poverty.  
In the first Global Report on Human Settlements (United Nations, 1986), the call for a transition 
from ‘normative and regulatory practices’ to ‘enabling strategies’ is significant, illustrating the 
importance of a more effective policy-design towards urban poverty alleviation. In 1996, the UN 
recognized this phenomenon as one of the most prevailing trends during the 1980s and early 
1990s. Evidence indicated that governance is a key factor, affecting urban poverty conditions to 
a large extent (United Nations, 1996). Meanwhile, the forces of globalization have played a crucial 
role in the dynamics of city formation, leading to insufficient institutional capacity and a loss of 
social justice (United Nations, 2001). In response to this finding, the UN has stated that emphasis 
should be given to the development of new practices, such as new housing models and poverty 
alleviating policies that could support the development of poor, urban populations. Thus, the need 
to expand the range of urban policies towards addressing additional aspects of poverty has been 
highlighted, including geographical access to jobs, affordable housing conditions and appropriate 
location of low-income settlements (United Nations, 2003, 2005).  
Developing countries have long been the focus of urban poverty studies. Empirical evidence has 
demonstrated that a high proportion of urban populations in developing countries in Africa, Asia 
and Latin America, live below the poverty line (Tabatabai and Fouad 1993; Satterthwaite, 1997). 
Economic restructuring and rapid urbanization have contributed to the proliferation of this 
phenomenon (Moser et al., 1993), leading to diminished living conditions, including restricted 
access to safe water, malnutrition and inadequate housing (Harpham and Stephens, 1991; 
McGranahan, 1991). The set of Millennium and Sustainable Development Goals (United Nations, 
2000, 2015) highlighted the emerging need for alleviating extreme poverty and making cities more 
inclusive and sustainable. These notions started to influence urban poverty policy, which adopted 
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these goals as their baselines (Satterthwaite, 2003a; Ebrahim, 2008; Stein and Horn, 2012; 
Adebimpe, 2013; Jha and Tripathi, 2015).  
Studies focusing on extreme living conditions, specifically in malnutrition, have identified that 
urban poverty has already had a significant impact in developing countries, and this trend is 
forecasets to continue (Haddad et al., 1999; Kimani-Murage, 2015; Pryer, 2017). In addition, food 
insecurity has been approached through different perspectives. In some cases, it is understood 
as the lack of aggregate supply to urban areas, whereas in other cases it refers to the ability of a 
household to purchase adequate quantity and quality of food (Maxwell, 1999; Haddad et al., 1999; 
Ruel, 2000; Tacoli et al., 2013; McFarlane et al., 2014). At the same time, extreme living 
conditions resulting from urban poverty include additional aspects, such as urban security and 
violence (Fox and Beall, 2012; Beall et al., 2013; Raleigh, 2015), unemployment as an outcome 
of economic restructuring (Gilbert, 1995; Beall et al., 2000; Gulyani and Talukdar, 2010) and 
negative environmental impacts (Bryant, 1993; Satterthwaite, 2003b; Hardoy and Pandiella, 
2009).  
Given the above, the need to provide an integrated approach towards poverty alleviation, 
encompassing social, economic, political and environmental aspects, is evident. This requires the 
use of both qualitative and quantitative analysis to maximize the likelihood of a positive outcome 
(Wratten, 1995). Evidence-based analysis became a key parameter not only for policy 
assessment, but also for the formulation of policies aimed at alleviating poverty (Hentschel and 
Seshagiri, 2000). Comparative studies between different types of urban areas, characterized by 
diverse levels of economic development, have been used to explore household responses to 
poverty variations. The results revealed several similarities between these groups, indicating that 
resilience to poverty depends, to a large extent, on material well-being and social capital (Moser, 
1996; Alexandrova et al., 2006).  
Within this context, the definition of assets, both tangible and intangible, that poor populations 
hold has become an alternative policy-design framework. Policy interventions should focus on 
boosting the effective use of these assets by impoverished populations (Racodi, 1995; Moser, 
1998). Strategies focusing on enhancing the existing assets’ base might depend on the 
development of novel urban inclusion practices, strengthening the relationships between local 
authorities and citizens, as well as reinforcing grassroots organizations (Rakodi, 1995; Booth et 
al., 1998; Miltin, 2003; Hentschel, 2004). Social network users from urban low-income 
communities play an essential role in sharing experiences and empowering the ability of poor 
people to manage diversified portfolios, strengthening the overall resilience of a city (Beall, 1995). 
Easy access to key services and institutions has also been identified as a critical factor in 
increasing the opportunities offered to poor people at a local level (Lanjouw and Murgai, 2010).  
Finally, recent studies have revealed some additional aspects which the rise of urban poverty has 
introduced to policy-design processes, referring specifically to the institutional capabilities of a 
city. Public participation of the urban poor seems to play a key role in the effectiveness of local 
policies. Encompassing the voices of the urban poor throughout policy-design processes would 
appear to be a key parameter that enhances institutional capabilities and helps deliver highly 
democratic arrangements (Devas, 2014). In addition, strengthening collective action is a means 
to foster successful community-driven initiatives, which could work as complementary policy tools 
for urban poverty reduction (McGranahan, 2015).  
 
4.2. Community B: Urban poverty concentration 
 
One of the first researchers who tried to conceptualize the notion of urban poverty, adopting the 
controversial term ‘underclass’, was WJ Wilson in his book ‘The Truly Disadvantaged’ (1987). 
According to Wilson (1987), ethnic and gender disparities in the household structure are part of a 
wider class transformation process that had been occurring in urban areas, leading to a gradual 
creation of poor areas within the inner city. Meanwhile, broader structural changes and problems 
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of regional economies have reinforced the creation of this highly disadvantaged ‘underclass’. To 
this end, policies focusing on alleviating urban poverty should take into consideration the impact 
of the changing economic structure at a global scale, as well as the racially distinct problems that 
arise within the inner city (Wilson, 1999).  
The emerging ‘underclass’ phenomenon has been used as the baseline upon which researchers 
attempted to expand their research and explore the evolution of concentrated urban poverty 
throughout time, notably in large US and European cities. Urban poverty has changed during the 
1970s and 1980s, towards becoming more spatially concentrated (Small and Newman, 2001). 
However, the results indicate that despite this increasing trend of poverty segregation during the 
1980s, poverty became notably less concentrated during the 1990s (Kingsley and Pettit, 2003). 
Data also revealed that levels of urban segregation were generally lower in European cities when 
compared to large US metros (Pacione, 2004; Hunter, 2014), a phenomena attributed to an 
understanding that the urban poor did not seem to be detached from the middle class in Europe 
(Musterd, 2005). During the recent years, socio-economic segregation continues to increase, 
raising issues for political scientists and economists to define its nature and identify its main 
drivers (Tammaru et al., 2016).  
From the earliest studies, the role of individual characteristics and regional variances have been 
highlighted, giving rise to a set of factors that could affect the evolution of urban poverty. 
Traditionally, minority ethnic groups experience higher levels of poverty concentration 
(Jargowsky, 2002). At the same time, issues relating to the family structure, such as male 
joblessness, teenage motherhood, and single parenthood, contribute significantly to the creation 
of highly deteriorated neighborhoods, characterized by high levels of crime and increased 
mortality rates (Massey et al., 1991; Massey and Denton, 1993).  
According to Earls (2000), urban poverty is another outcome of increasing income disparity, and 
thus, broader structural changes might have led to the creation of poverty. Some significant 
drivers of diversified urban segregation phenomena include: housing market discrimination, 
access to information on housing, accessibility of jobs and economic processes and structures 
(Dawkins, 2004; Musterd, 2005; Scott and Storper, 2015; Musterd et al., 2017). One essential 
parameter, which is closely related to aspects of the political economy, refers to the transition 
from a Fordist to a post-Fordist economic structure. This structural change has resulted in a 
significant number of unemployed workers, most of which are low-skilled, and thus, indicating 
reduced integration opportunities through the labor market channel (Musterd, 2005). The ways in 
which economic re-structuring has affected poverty formation and concentration relate also to the 
work of Sassen (1991), who explores the emerging social geography rising from the economic 
transformations that took place within global cities. One of the main results coming from this 
exploration is that different types of economic growth promote different types of social forms.  
At the same time, from an evolutionary perspective, empirical studies have shown that there is a 
high correlation between the urban sprawl and the concentration of poverty, throughout the 
developmental processes of a metropolitan area (Kaserman et al., 2015; Cho et al., 2012; Olvera, 
2005). This fact seems to work in favor of the expansion of poverty, exacerbating its effects and 
limiting at the same time the existing opportunities for the urban poor (Jargowsky, 1996). This 
discussion reveals the existence of underlying relationships between the expansion of cities and 
the evolution of poverty in the urban core, compared to suburban areas (Berube and Frey, 2002; 
Cooke, 2010; Kneebone and Berube, 2013; Cooke and Denton, 2015). In some cases, significant 
increases in suburban poverty may have resulted in response to the lack of resources needed to 
overcome the negative effects associated with a rising poor population (Galster, 2007). 
The investigation of the neighboring effects arising through poverty concentration is another 
essential aspect of urban poverty literature in this community of authors. Galster (1987, 2012) 
argues that despite the general decreasing trend in poverty segregation during the 1990s, there 
has been an increase in the number of areas closer to the point where poverty concentration 
starts to generate significant local externalities for their neighbors. Given this, the existence of 
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neighboring effects related to poverty concentration, might restrict the overall improvement of 
quality-of-life within urban areas, as it would result in an increased number of areas experiencing 
moderate levels of poverty (Galster and Mincy, 1993; Friedrichs et al., 2003; Galster, 2005). 
In addition to neighboring effects, the investigation of intra-urban migration flows, and their 
implications have also received attention within urban poverty research. Data availability referring 
to movements of poor and non-poor immigrants has offered the opportunity to further analyze the 
evolution of income dynamics within cities (Massey et al., 1994). Selective migration processes, 
where income levels among incomers to poor neighborhoods are well below those of out-movers, 
tending to exacerbate poverty rates’ variations in urban areas, specifically during economic crisis’ 
periods (Andersson and Hedman, 2016). The synthesis of these in- and out-flows is affected to a 
large extent by the structure of the local housing markets. To this end, urban housing markets 
gradually become drivers of poverty segregation, indicating an expansion of the underlying 
mechanisms that reinforce this phenomenon (Ludwig et al., 2001, 2005; Cooke, 2010; Musterd 
et al., 2016).  
 
4.3. Community C: The rise of poverty in Chinese cities 
 
China, having experienced radical structural economic reforms since the late 1990s, constitutes 
a special case. Despite significant income growth during this period, urban poverty has also 
rapidly increased, affecting large shares of the population (Khan and Riskin, 2001; Xue and 
Zhong, 2003). Thus, urban poverty research in Chinese cities began to receive significant 
attention from both policy makers and academics (Gustafsson and Zhong, 2000; Knight and Shi, 
2001; Cheng et al., 2002). 
According to the existing literature, the sharp rise in China’s urban poverty can be attributed to 
structural transitions, not only in economic terms (e.g. the transition from a planned system to a 
market system or deregulation of grain prices), but also in the social protection system, leading 
to a deterioration of the living conditions of the urban poor (Meng et al., 2005, 2007; Wu, 2004; 
Wang, 2007). More specifically, market restructuring has led to higher unemployment shares, 
affecting to large extent poor households, that include mainly low-skilled or poorly educated 
members, as well as female workers (Knight and Xue, 2006; Knight and Song, 2005; Giles et al., 
2008; Wang, 2007). At the same time, large households and households with non-working 
members were found to be the most vulnerable demographic groups within urban areas in China 
(Meng et al., 2007).  
From a policy perspective, poverty alleviation in urban areas was not on the policy agenda from 
the very beginning, as China’s antipoverty program mainly focused on rural areas (Cheng et al., 
2002). To this end, China’s provision policies, including benefit programs, did not have any 
noticeable impact in reducing this phenomenon (Riskin and Gao, 2009). Hence, it became 
necessary to design and implement new social policies based on income redistribution 
mechanisms, for promoting a more balanced program for economic development in Chinese cities 
(Wang, 2007). The most well-known example of anti-poverty policy was the Minimum Likelihood 
Guarantee program in 1999, also known as the dibao program (Chen et al., 2006). The program 
aimed to provide urban households that were below the poverty line, with a sufficient amount of 
transfer payment per capita, to bring them out of poverty. However, empirical evidence indicated 
that the program did not manage to effectively alleviate poverty, as it failed to deliver a significant 
impact (Chen et al., 2004). 
The systemic failures experienced in China have resulted in the rise of new forms of urban poverty 
in Chinese cities, leading to the creation of a sizeable underclass, institutionally detached in many 
cases from mainstream urban social groups (Wu, 2004). The emergence of such groups has led 
to path dependency phenomena, which are linked to the creation of small, but still significant, 
neighbourhood effects (Liu et al., 2010; Wu et al., 2010a, b). The existing uneven distribution of 
advantaged and disadvantaged housing tenures in Chinese cities has led to the development of 
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a well-established residential geography, which constitutes one of the main catalysts for the path-
dependent feature of derived social inequalities (Wu et al., 2010a).  
Given the above-mentioned features, it is essential to understand that for the Chinese case 
someone should not ignore the existing institutional and economic changes that have been taking 
place during the last decades in China, as it would be impossible to understand and effectively 
investigate the relationship between growth and urban poverty (Meng et al., 2005).  
 
4.4. Community D: Youth behavioral and mental health aspects of urban poverty 
 
A significant proportion of urban poverty literature focuses on the behavioral aspects of this 
phenomenon. Physical environment is a factor that should not be neglected in urban poverty 
studies (Evans and English, 2002). Given that income is related to environmental quality, and at 
the same time environmental quality is positively associated with psychological health outcomes, 
there seems to be an indirect channel between poverty and human behavioral aspects (Evans 
and Kantrowitz, 2002). Empirical evidence indicates that people with low socioeconomic status 
are at increased risk of experiencing depression (Lorant et al., 2003; Mondi et al., 2017) and at 
the same time, they are less likely to take advantage of mental health services (Wang et al., 
2005). 
Moreover, poverty disproportionally increases risks and poor outcomes for the urban youth 
through multiple channels, such as home, school and neighborhood (Cappella et al., 2008; Frazier 
et al., 2015). Evidence reveals that low-income urban children experience more stressful events 
compared to their middle-income urban counterparts (Dubow et al., 1991; Attar et al., 1994; 
Brooks-Gunn et al., 1995; Duncan and Brooks-Gunn, 1999; Murali and Oyebode, 2004). Some 
additional aspects, regarding the ways in which low-income urban environments affect human 
flourishing, include issues such as difficulties in educational attainment and achievements 
(Gonzales et al., 1996; Crowder and South, 2003; Ceballo et al., 2004), as well as the provision 
of emotional support to other people (McMahon and Luthar, 2007; Abenavoli et al., 2015).  
From a policy perspective, the cyclical nature of this relationship indicates that a more 
comprehensive approach should be adopted towards alleviating this phenomenon, including 
improvements in the mental health care system that could promote prevention and target young 
people (Anakwenze and Zuberi, 2013). 
 
4.5. Community E: Urban poverty and health 
 
Links between urban poverty and health have also been in the spotlight throughout the existing 
literature in this field. By looking at the authors included in this community and their main topics, 
it becomes clear that Sub-Saharan and Asian studies constitute special cases when it comes to 
health effects due to high urbanization trends, focusing mostly on HIV expansion.  
Evidence indicates that there is a complex relationship between urban poverty and HIV, as there 
is a disproportionate risk of HIV infection among the urban poor populations (Magadi, 2013). With 
almost one third of the world’s urban population living in urban slums conditions, inequalities 
between slum and non-slum areas are a key factor for the expansion of health infections, such 
as HIV, due to poor hygiene and sanitation conditions (Elsey et al., 2016). Deterioration of 
maternal and child health, due to poor living conditions constitute additional vulnerability factors, 
affecting the evolution of HIV infection, whereas women living in poverty experience higher risks 
due to gender-based violence and prostitution (Hunter, 2007; Rodrigo and Rajapakse, 2010; 
Magadi, 2016). Meanwhile, intra-city residential movements, as well as in-migration flows seem 
to also reinforce this phenomenon, specifically in places with high population density, increased 
poverty rates and insecurity (Ngigi, 2007; Vearey et al., 2011).  
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In terms of policy-design, community-based intervention studies have shown that it is feasible to 
develop or re-organize long-term health and demographic surveillance systems in urban slum 
settlements (DeGelder, 2012; van de Vijver et al., 2016). Within this context, essential data could 
be collected to guide policy interventions focusing on improving the quality-of-life of the urban 
poor and inform policy-design for effective interventions (Fotso et al., 2009; Undie et al., 2009).  
 
5. Conclusions 
 
The author citation network analysis that has been conducted in this study, using data from 
Scopus for the period 1965 to 2017, has shed light on the evolution of research activity focused 
on urban poverty. The results indicate that publication activity on urban poverty has increased 
after the 1990s, with the US and the UK both leading in this research field. At the same time, 
publications referring to Sub-Saharan and Asian case studies illustrate a rising trend during the 
last decade, indicating the need for increased attention of the urban poverty challenges that these 
areas face. Meanwhile, the notion of urban poverty has gradually broadened, starting to 
encompass additional aspects related to this phenomenon, including deterioration of human 
health and behavioral outcomes.  
Five main communities of authors have been identified within this field of study using author 
citation network analysis, reflecting different views relevant to urban poverty aspects. Starting 
from the most-populated community, it mainly focuses on defining and assessing policy 
interventions that could be applied towards urban poverty alleviation. This policy-oriented 
community has highlighted the importance of urban poverty, compared to traditional approaches 
that mostly focused on rural poverty aspects. Identification of possible ways to enhance 
institutional capabilities of the urban areas, through public participation of the urban poor, are in 
the spotlight of current policy debates, offering an input for further investigation in this field. 
The second identified community includes authors that mostly investigate aspects of urban 
poverty concentration and its interactions with the growing income inequality. Different patterns 
of economic growth may lead to diversified negative externalities within cities, affecting spatial 
segregation of the urban poor. At the same time, neighboring effects arising through significant 
levels of poverty concentration might prevent quality-of-life improvements at a local level. To this 
end, the effects of intra-urban migration flows on urban concentration patterns, as well as the role 
of local housing markets as drivers of poverty segregation, need to be further investigated to 
provide additional insights for the formation processes of this phenomenon.  
Authors mostly exploring the rise of poverty in Chinese cities are part of the third discrete 
community of the derived network, indicating that China constitutes a special case. The extensive 
structural changes that China has been experiencing since the late 1990s, alongside with the 
implementation of poverty alleviation policies based on government transfers are two essential 
parameters that are taken into consideration in this case. One of the main research questions that 
is still under investigation and is highly relevant to the recent basic income debate (Van Parijs and 
Vanderborght, 2017), is whether dibao-type anti-poverty programs have managed to reduce 
poverty rates or neighborhood effects that exist in highly urbanized areas.  
The last two identified author communities relate mainly to behavioral and health aspects of urban 
poverty. Both cases include a smaller number of authors, constituting recently emerging fields of 
study. Authors included in the fourth identified community try to explore the impacts of urban 
poverty on human behavior, with a specific focus on children and adolescents. Under this context, 
there is a need to more clearly specify the existing and emerging channels between low-income 
environments and human betterment processes, such as educational attainment. On the other 
hand, authors in the fifth community investigate poverty aspects related to urban health, including 
mainly empirical studies from Sub-Saharan and Asian slum areas. In this case, collection of 
longitudinal data is a significant challenge. In both cases, the evaluation and assessment of 
already implemented health care policies, as well as the investigation of possible alternatives that 
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could increase policy effectiveness are in the spotlight of current research, offering a fertile ground 
for further investigation. 
In revealing the structure of the research domain, four key considerations can be proposed which 
should be taken into account when investigating urban poverty phenomena. Firstly, it is essential 
to identify the type of urbanization process under investigation, as this factor dictates the 
framework for the analysis. Dependent upon the context, different approaches should be used 
when studying urban poverty and proposing mitigation measures. Secondly, the analysis of the 
structural characteristics specifically relating to poverty formation, should be given high priority. 
These mechanisms might vary, depending on the urbanization process, in terms of labor market 
participation mis-functionalities or restrictions, as well as aspects of spatial fragmentation, such 
as residential or social segregation within cities. Thirdly, the type of urbanization process and 
poverty formation mechanisms play a key role in the identification of the appropriate policy 
interventions, as governance and institutional effectiveness are central to urban poverty research. 
Finally, when exploring urban poverty outcomes in relation to living conditions, it is essential to 
fully understand direct health aspects, such as large-scale diseases, but also indirect after-effects 
that might arise, in particular amongst young populations. 
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