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and institutional conditions. The dispersion of qualitative evidence across diverse
populations and settings has hindered an integrated understanding of this phenomenon.
This study aimed to synthesize qualitative evidence and develop an interpretive
framework of the antecedents, coping strategies, and consequences of information
poverty.
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September identified by searching “information poverty” in Scopus, Web of Science, and Google
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met the eligibility criteria following deduplication, screening, and full-text assessment.
Themes were organized using Attride-Stirling’s three-level thematic structure.

Findings: The antecedents of information poverty were organized into six themes:
“Sociocultural barriers to information interactions,” “Inadequate responsiveness and
appropriateness of information services and interactions,” “Limited resources and
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Conclusion: Information poverty emerges through the interplay of individual capacities,
social relationships, information quality and accessibility, infrastructure, and institutional
practices. The resulting framework suggests that reducing information poverty requires
simultaneous attention to individual empowerment, understandable and reliable
information, supportive relationships, responsive services, and structural barriers to
access.
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Introduction

Information poverty is a multidimensional phenomenon that cannot be reduced to the mere absence of
information or limited access to information resources. Individuals may experience information poverty even
when information is technically available, because social and cultural barriers, inadequate services, limited
material and technological resources, poor information quality, difficulties in understanding and evaluating
information, or restrictions on information flows may constrain their ability to obtain and use information
effectively. From this perspective, information poverty is better understood as a contextual and relational
condition shaped by the interaction between individuals, their social environments, information systems, and
institutional arrangements.

Although information poverty has been examined across diverse populations and settings, qualitative
studies have approached the phenomenon from different perspectives and have produced dispersed findings.
This fragmentation makes it difficult to identify recurring patterns across studies and to develop an integrated
understanding of the conditions associated with information poverty, its consequences, and the ways
individuals and groups respond to information constraints. Accordingly, the present study aimed to synthesize
qualitative evidence on information poverty and develop an interpretive framework encompassing three
analytical domains: antecedents, consequences, and coping strategies.

Methods

An interpretive qualitative meta-synthesis was conducted on empirical qualitative studies addressing
information poverty. Scopus, Web of Science, and Google Scholar were searched using the term “information
poverty.” The search covered studies published from 2011 to 2026. The initial search identified 174 records:
72 from Scopus, 72 from Web of Science, and 30 from Google Scholar. After removing 69 duplicates, 105
records remained for screening. Seventy-eight records were excluded because they did not include a qualitative
component. Of the 27 potentially eligible full texts, five could not be retrieved. The remaining 22 full-text
studies were assessed for eligibility, and five were excluded because they did not provide sufficient extractable
qualitative findings. Finally, 17 studies were included in the meta-synthesis.

The analysis followed a combined deductive—inductive logic. At the deductive level, antecedents,
consequences, and coping strategics were established as the three overarching analytical domains in accordance
with the research questions. Within each domain, findings extracted from the results sections of the primary
studies were analyzed inductively. Each finding was classified according to its meaning and function in the
context of the source study rather than solely on the basis of its apparent form. Initial codes were continuously
compared for conceptual similarities and differences and were progressively organized into basic, organizing,
and global themes using Attride-Stirling’s thematic network structure.

The final synthesis comprised 236 initial codes, 161 basic themes, 50 organizing themes, and 17 global
themes. Specifically, antecedents included 112 initial codes, 70 basic themes, 20 organizing themes, and six
global themes; consequences comprised 48 initial codes, 38 basic themes, 12 organizing themes, and five global
themes; and coping strategies included 76 initial codes, 53 basic themes, 18 organizing themes, and six global
themes. To enhance trustworthiness, coding and thematic organization were independently conducted by two
researchers, discrepancies were discussed and resolved through consensus, and the links between codes,
themes, and their source studies were retained throughout the analytical process.

Findings

The antecedents of information poverty were synthesized into six global themes: (1) sociocultural barriers in
information interactions; (2) inadequacies in the responsiveness and appropriateness of information services
and interactions; (3) limitations in information access resources and opportunities; (4) deficiencies in the
quality of information and information resources; (5) barriers to reading, understanding, searching for, and
accepting information; and (6) control over information flow and selection. These findings indicate that
information poverty emerges in relation to a combination of social, institutional, material, informational, and
individual conditions rather than from a single barrier to access.

Five global themes characterized the consequences of information poverty: (1) withdrawal and
concealment in information interactions; (2) unmet information needs and difficulties in understanding and
evaluating information; (3) patterns of participation and reliance on others under conditions of information
constraint; (4) unpleasant emotional experiences and tensions in relationships and decision-making; and (5)
limited ability to benefit from information in livelihood, education, and work. These themes demonstrate that
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information poverty is reflected not only in difficulties obtaining information but also in cognitive, behavioral,
interactional, emotional, and functional experiences associated with restricted information environments.

Coping strategies were synthesized into six global themes: (1) using social capital and information
intermediaries; (2) facilitating access to, understanding of, and sharing of information; (3) expanding
information resources and opportunities for learning and access; (4) selecting information sources and adapting
decision-making under information constraints; (5) safe help-seeking and pursuing access to information,
rights, and services; and (6) assuming responsibility for information sharing and requesting broader access to
information. The findings therefore show that people experiencing information constraints are not necessarily
passive recipients of such conditions. They may mobilize interpersonal networks, seek assistance from
intermediaries, combine different information sources, adapt their decisions to available information, seek help
through safer channels, and pursue access to information and services.

Discussion and Conclusion

The synthesis suggests that information poverty should be understood as a multidimensional and context-
dependent phenomenon produced through the interaction of social, institutional, informational, material, and
individual conditions. Access to information is important, but access alone does not ensure that information
can be understood, trusted, evaluated, or effectively used. Information may be technically available while
remaining practically inaccessible because of stigma, perceived risk, institutional gatekeeping, inappropriate
services, economic or technological constraints, low information quality, or difficulties in reading,
comprehension, and information seeking.

The findings also reveal that the consequences of information poverty extend beyond unmet information
needs. Withdrawal from information interactions, concealment, reliance on restricted interpersonal networks,
difficulties in evaluating information, emotional strain, and limitations in educational and occupational
activities illustrate how information poverty can become embedded in everyday information practices and
experiences.

At the same time, the identified coping strategies demonstrate individual and collective agency in
responding to information constraints. Social networks and information intermediaries can compensate for
restricted direct access; accessible and audience-appropriate communication can facilitate understanding; and
safe help-seeking mechanisms can reduce the perceived risks associated with requesting information. However,
reliance on coping strategies should not shift responsibility for information poverty entirely onto individuals.
Many of the identified antecedents concern institutional, service-related, technological, economic, and social
conditions that require interventions beyond the individual level.

The interpretive framework developed in this study therefore places antecedents, consequences, and coping
strategies within a common conceptual structure without assuming a fixed causal or temporal sequence among
them. The framework is intended to represent recurring patterns across qualitative studies rather than to
establish causal pathways, effect sizes, or universal relationships. The role of a particular finding may also vary
according to its meaning in the source context; consequently, apparently similar behaviors may perform
different analytical functions across different settings.

This meta-synthesis provides an integrated qualitative account of information poverty by bringing together
its antecedents, consequences, and coping strategies within a single interpretive framework. The findings
indicate that information poverty is not simply a condition of having too little information. Rather, it reflects
limitations in the conditions under which information can be accessed, understood, evaluated, trusted, shared,
and used.

Efforts to reduce information poverty should therefore move beyond increasing the quantity of available
information or expanding technological access alone. Effective responses require attention to the social safety
of information interactions, the responsiveness and appropriateness of services, the affordability and
accessibility of information resources, the quality and comprehensibility of information, information literacy
and search capabilities, and the institutional mechanisms that regulate information flows. Supporting social
networks, information intermediaries, safe help-seeking, and accessible forms of communication may also
strengthen individuals’ capacity to respond to information constraints.

Opverall, the framework shifts attention from labeling particular individuals or groups as “information poor”
toward identifying the conditions that constrain or facilitate meaningful access to, understanding of, evaluation
of, and use of information. This perspective provides a more contextual basis for future research and for
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designing information services and interventions responsive to the diverse circumstances in which information
poverty is experienced.
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