Resilience in the Margins: Developing the Cultural Agency Model from 
a Thematic Review of the Badjao Experience

Abstract
The Badjao, an Indigenous maritime community in the Philippines, continue to face systemic exclusion and generational poverty. This study explores their lived struggles through a literature review, aiming to understand the interrelated forces that shape their marginalization and resilience. Using a thematic literature review approach, the study analyzed scholarly articles, NGO reports, and policy documents to identify recurring patterns and conceptual themes. Five key themes emerged: cycle of deprivation, structural barriers, access and opportunity, support systems and growth, and cultural adaptation and agency. Findings reveal that deprivation and exclusion are reinforced by structural neglect, lack of legal identity, and limited access to education and livelihood. However, culturally grounded support systems and inclusive opportunities foster resilience and agency. The study introduces the Cultural Agency Model, a framework that illustrates how empowerment emerges when communities are recognized, included, and supported in ways that honor their cultural realities. The model highlights the dynamic interplay between negative and positive forces, showing that transformation is possible when culturally responsive systems are sustained. It reframes marginalized behaviors not as deficits but as adaptive strategies rooted in identity and survival. While limited by its reliance on secondary sources, the study offers a conceptual foundation for future participatory research. The Cultural Agency Model provides a pathway for inclusive development, where empowerment is co-created through systems that foster belonging and self-determination.
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Introduction
Despite decades of poverty alleviation programs in the Philippines, coastal nomadic communities like the Badjao remain structurally displaced and socioeconomically excluded. Flagship initiatives such as the Pantawid Pamilyang Pilipino Program and Kalahi-CIDSS have aimed to improve education and health access, yet their long-term impact on marginalized groups remains inconsistent (Cudia, Rivera, & Tullao, 2019). Known for their sea-based traditions and communal resilience, many Badjao families are now urban migrants, navigating life on the margins through informal economies such as street begging. This phenomenon, often misunderstood or stigmatized, reflects more than economic desperation—it is intertwined with cultural adaptation, historical displacement, and inherited behavioral patterns. Existing interventions have largely failed to address these complexities, resulting in persistent intergenerational cycles of deprivation.

Several studies have highlighted poverty, educational marginalization, and social exclusion among indigenous groups, but few have examined how culturally adaptive behaviors and psychosocial support systems shape both survival and transformation. Esteban, Santos, and Dela Cruz (2021) detail how urbanized Badjao communities engage in informal street livelihoods as culturally modeled responses to structural exclusion. Bandura’s (2001) social cognitive theory offers further insight, suggesting that individuals internalize behaviors through environmental reinforcement and observed modeling, perpetuating survival strategies across generations. As Sasaki and Baba (2024) explain, such behaviors often represent acts of cultural autonomy rather than passive compliance, showcasing resilience and strategic adaptation. There is a pressing need to synthesize this scattered literature into a cohesive, culturally grounded framework that both analyzes and affirms these lived realities.

This study aims to examine the interconnected themes of deprivation, adaptation, agency, and systemic exclusion among the Badjao through a thematic literature review. It seeks to reframe street begging not as a moral or social failure but as a survival strategy shaped by cultural modeling and structural constraints. The review is guided by the following questions: (1) What historical and socio-cultural factors have shaped the marginalization of the Badjao in urban and coastal environments? (2) How do the Badjao navigate daily survival in contexts where their cultural practices are often misunderstood or suppressed? (3) What systemic challenges do the Badjao face in accessing education, livelihood, and social services? (4) How is street begging among the Badjao interpreted in scholarly literature—as a social issue, a cultural expression, or a survival mechanism? (5) What insights from existing studies can inform the development of a culturally grounded and context-sensitive framework to support the empowerment of marginalized indigenous communities?

Methods
Literature Search Strategy. To ensure a comprehensive and focused review, a strategic combination of search terms was employed to capture literature relevant to intergenerational poverty, cultural adaptation, and empowerment within marginalized communities, with particular emphasis on the Badjao experience. Keywords such as “Badjao”, “indigenous poverty”, “street begging”, “learned behavior”, “support systems”, and “agency and empowerment” were used in various combinations to reflect the thematic scope of the study. Boolean operators (e.g., AND, OR) and quotation marks were applied to refine search results and enhance precision. This approach allowed for the retrieval of sources that intersected multiple dimensions of the Cultural Agency Model, including structural barriers, cycles of deprivation, and pathways to resilience.

Databases and Sources. The literature search was conducted across multiple academic databases—including Google Scholar, ScienceDirect, ERIC, JSTOR, and Philippine E-Journals—to ensure a balanced representation of both international and local perspectives. In addition, official documents from the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDG), non-governmental organizations (NGOs), and government agencies were consulted to provide authoritative context. A publication date range from 2000 to 2025 was set to encompass both foundational theories and contemporary analyses, thereby strengthening the conceptual and empirical basis of the review. While the study primarily draws from scholarly sources, a select number of news articles and blog posts were also included to enrich the analysis with real-time, lived accounts of events affecting the Badjao community. Though not academic in nature, these sources offer valuable insights into grassroots experiences and cultural dynamics often overlooked in formal research. Their inclusion reflects a commitment to cultural sensitivity and agency, acknowledging that meaningful knowledge production extends beyond traditional academic boundaries. All materials were carefully evaluated for relevance and credibility to support the study’s goal of presenting a holistic understanding of the Badjao’s adaptive strategies and empowerment pathways.

Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria. Sources were included if they addressed themes of deprivation, resilience, or empowerment among indigenous or economically marginalized groups. Specific inclusion criteria required studies to be published in English, accessible in full-text, and grounded in either empirical research or theoretical analysis applicable to the Philippine setting. Seminal works, such as Bandura’s theory of social learning, were retained regardless of publication date due to their conceptual relevance. Exclusion criteria omitted opinion pieces, editorials, and studies lacking analytic depth or cultural relevance to the Badjao experience.

Screening and Selection Process. Following the initial search, all retrieved sources underwent a multi-stage screening and selection process to ensure relevance, depth, and alignment with the study’s conceptual framework. Titles and abstracts were first reviewed to assess thematic fit with the core areas of deprivation, resilience, and empowerment among marginalized groups, particularly the Badjao. Full-text articles were then evaluated based on the inclusion and exclusion criteria, with priority given to studies grounded in empirical research or theoretical analysis applicable to the Philippine context. Sources lacking analytic depth, cultural relevance, or scholarly rigor—such as opinion pieces and editorials—were excluded. Seminal works were retained regardless of publication date due to their enduring conceptual value.

Thematic Analysis Procedure. A conceptual synthesis approach was applied to the final pool of 47 selected sources. Through iterative review, patterns related to behavioral modeling, structural exclusion, and culturally mediated coping emerged. These insights were clustered into five central themes: Cycle of Deprivation, Cultural Adaptation & Agency, Structural Barriers, Access & Opportunity, and Support Systems & Growth. Each theme contributed directly to the development of the Cultural Agency Model—a conceptual tool for culturally responsive and empowering transformation in marginalized communities.

Limitations. While comprehensive in scope, the review faced several limitations. These included the limited availability of peer-reviewed literature specifically focused on the Badjao, reliance on selected official documents, news clippings, and blogs, the predominance of non-indigenous academic voices, and the exclusion of non-English publications that may contain culturally embedded insights. Despite these constraints, the triangulation of data from academic sources, NGO reports, and government documentation provides a robust foundation for thematic exploration and conceptual innovation.

Results
Thematic Findings from Literature 
Contextual Framing. This section brings together what different studies say about the struggles of the Badjao. Instead of listing findings one by one, the discussion is organized around five key themes that help explain the challenges and possibilities in their lives. These themes are: cycle of deprivation, structural barriers, access and opportunity, support systems and growth, and cultural adaptation and agency. Among these, cultural adaptation and agency is the most important. It shows how the Badjao respond to their situation—how they adjust, make choices, and try to shape their future. The other themes either support or weaken this central idea, depending on the context. By using this framework, the discussion aims to show not just what the problems are, but also how change can happen. The literature offers both warnings and hope, helping us understand how the Badjao can move toward empowerment despite the many challenges they face.

Cycle of Deprivation. The cycle of deprivation refers to how poverty repeats and deepens across generations, especially in marginalized groups like the Badjao. This cycle is driven by long-term exclusion from education, stable jobs, and chances for social mobility. Over time, this not only affects income but also shapes how people think and behave. Reyes (2019) explains that in many indigenous families, children learn survival behaviors like street begging from adults, treating them as normal responses to daily needs. Esteban et al. (2021) add that when poverty becomes a way of life, it is passed down and reinforced by both neglect and stigma. Bandura (2001) supports this by showing how people learn behaviors by watching others, especially in environments where those behaviors are rewarded or necessary for survival.

Among the Badjao, this cycle is clearly seen. Begging is often passed on as a learned and accepted way to cope. Anacio and Simondac (2013) describe how Badjao families living in informal settlements face multiple layers of hardship—no access to land, education, or steady work—making it hard to break free from poverty. Amir-ud-Din, Abbas, and Javed (2017) describe poverty as more than just lack of money; it includes poor health, limited education, and restricted movement, which matches the Badjao experience. Ghatak (2015) also notes that poverty becomes a trap when people adapt to scarcity in ways that make it harder to escape.

Reports from NGOs like Badjao Outreach, Inc. and government agencies like DSWD (2025) show that many Badjao still lack birth certificates, education, and job opportunities, even with ongoing support programs. On a global scale, the World Bank (2023) and UNDESA (2025) confirm that Indigenous groups often remain poor because they are left out of social protection systems and decent work. However, organizations like UNESCO (2023) and UNDESA & CIKS (2023) suggest that culturally relevant education and respect for Indigenous knowledge can help break this cycle.

Understanding this theme helps explain why poverty continues and why many programs fail—they don’t go deep enough to change long-standing beliefs and behaviors. Still, it’s important to see that the Badjao are not just victims. They adapt in ways that show strength and choice. Gilbert (2017) says that holding on to culture is key to Indigenous resilience. Johnson and Johnson (2001) show that learning together and supporting each other can either keep people stuck or help them grow, depending on the environment. Stories from Geronimo (2015) and Alipala (2014) show that some Badjao have broken the cycle through education, proving that change is possible when people are given both access and the power to act.

Structural Barriers. Structural barriers are deep-rooted obstacles built into laws, institutions, and systems that make it harder for marginalized groups to access basic services and opportunities. These barriers are not accidental—they come from past injustices and policies that favor dominant groups while leaving others behind. For the Badjao, one major barrier is the lack of legal identity. Without birth certificates, many are invisible to government systems, which blocks access to education, healthcare, and social support (National Commission on Indigenous Peoples, 2021; UNHCR & UNICEF, 2024). This invisibility is more than paperwork—it’s a denial of rights from birth (UNICEF, 2019).

Education is another area where these barriers show up. Many Badjao children face bullying and discrimination in formal schools, which pushes them out. Alternative Learning Systems (ALS) offer more respectful and culturally sensitive options, but these programs often lack strong support (DSWD, 2025). In remote areas, poor infrastructure makes things worse—some communities even build their own footbridges just to reach schools (DSWD, 2025). These examples show that exclusion is not just about policies—it’s also about physical space and access.

Even when inclusive policies exist, they often fail because they are not properly carried out or don’t involve the communities they aim to help. Programs that don’t match the culture or needs of the Badjao can lead to mistrust and disengagement (Shafik, 2025). Broader issues in Philippine governance—like weak institutions and poor political culture—also make it hard to implement fair policies (Ubac, 2024). These problems are part of a larger system that tends to ignore voices from the margins.

Structural barriers also affect how people see themselves. Bandura’s theory of reciprocal determinism explains that people’s behavior and identity are shaped by their environment (Bandura, 1986). When people are constantly denied access and recognition, they may begin to believe they don’t belong, which limits their ability to participate and take initiative. This shows that exclusion is not just physical—it’s also emotional and psychological.

Globally, these patterns are common. The UN Department of Economic and Social Affairs (2025) reports that structural barriers still block access to education, jobs, and social protection, even with promises of inclusion. In urban slums and rural Indigenous areas, poor infrastructure and weak governance create similar challenges (UNICEF, 2023). These issues are not rare—they are built into how development often works. To truly address these barriers, we need more than just new policies. We need to change systems, relationships, and ways of thinking. But removing barriers is just the beginning. Real change happens when marginalized groups are given the tools and space not just to survive—but to thrive.

Access and Opportunity. Access and opportunity are key to helping people improve their lives, but they are not equally available to everyone. Marginalized groups like the Badjao often face serious obstacles—such as lack of birth certificates, limited education, and exclusion from regular jobs—that prevent them from fully joining society. Without legal identity, many Badjao are left out of schools and health services, making them invisible and stateless (Philippine Daily Inquirer, 2019; UNICEF Philippines, 2025). Birth registration is more than paperwork—it’s a way to be recognized and included.

Around the world, over 356 million children live in extreme poverty, which limits their access to basic needs like education and healthcare (UNICEF & World Bank, 2020). These numbers show that lack of opportunity is not random—it’s built into systems. In the Philippines, programs like the Sustainable Livelihood Program and Kalahi-CIDSS show that giving people access to training, capital, and community planning can help them join the economy and participate in civic life (DSWD, 2025). But for these programs to work, they must fit the local context. UNESCO (2017) stresses that education must be culturally responsive, a principle reflected in Indigenous education policies like IPEd (UNESCO, 2023).

Opportunity must connect with people’s real lives. Bandura’s (2001) theory of self-efficacy says that people need to believe they can succeed—but this belief is weakened when systems ignore their identity and experiences. For the Badjao, opportunity should not mean forcing them to fit into mainstream systems. Instead, it should create inclusive paths that respect their culture while opening access to resources. Examples like community-led housing and social protection in Bangsamoro show how involving communities in development builds empowerment and resilience (DHSUD & SHFC, 2025; BARMM & UNICEF, 2024).

Still, access alone is not enough. Real empowerment comes from strong relationships and community systems that support long-term growth. Spada, Fiore, and Galati (2023) argue that education and cultural investment can break poverty cycles and lead to fair development. The UN Department of Economic and Social Affairs (2025) confirms that exclusion still blocks progress in education, jobs, and social protection, especially for Indigenous and informal communities. In the end, opportunity is not something handed down—it is built together through systems that recognize, include, and empower.

Support Systems and Growth. Support systems are essential for helping people build resilience, improve mental well-being, and grow—especially in communities facing long-term hardship. These systems include family, friends, mentors, and community groups that offer emotional and practical help. Scott (2023) explains that strong support networks reduce risk and help people prepare for challenges, especially those in vulnerable situations. For the Badjao, these systems must be built on trust and cultural understanding. Ahmad, Shuhaimi, Noor, and Jaafar (2023) stress that empowerment works best when it includes mentorship and community involvement that respects local culture.

Supportive relationships also help people believe in themselves. Bandura (2001) calls this self-efficacy—the belief that one can succeed. This belief grows in environments where people feel seen and supported. Dennerlein and Kirkman (2023) show that peer support and mentorship are most effective when backed by strong systems. Programs like storytelling circles and peer mentoring have helped marginalized youth heal and grow by creating safe, shared spaces (Advancing the Seed, 2024).

In the Philippines, youth-led and family-based support systems are key to building resilience. UNICEF Philippines (2024) highlights how programs that involve children and youth in decision-making help build confidence and community ties. Samson (2024) also shows that family support can reduce mental health struggles among Filipino youth. National programs like WiSUPPORT and the Sustainable Livelihood Program combine digital tools and community-based support to address both mental health and economic needs (DSWD, 2025).

Globally, the importance of inclusive support systems is reflected in the Sustainable Development Goals, which promote education, gender equality, decent work, and strong communities (UNDESA, 2025; United Nations Statistics Division, 2025). As cities grow, planning must include community support to ensure safety and access to services (UNICEF, 2023). Real empowerment comes from long-term, culturally sensitive systems that help people heal, grow, and reach their full potential.

Cultural Adaptation and Agency. Cultural adaptation and agency describe how marginalized communities respond to difficult conditions by turning survival strategies into expressions of identity and resilience. For the Badjao, this is seen in how traditional ways of living—like nomadism and informal work—are reshaped in urban areas, often appearing as street begging or small-scale trading. While these actions may seem passive, they are often smart responses to systems that exclude them. Sasaki and Baba (2024) explain that marginalized groups use what they have to maintain cultural survival and autonomy. Bandura’s (2001) theory supports this, showing that people learn to act through observation and feedback, even in limited environments.

In the Badjao diaspora, adaptation includes informal trade, begging, and strong community ties (Bracamonte, 2022; Sapanta et al., 2025). Ederio et al. (2024) describe how Badjao teens in Surigao keep their cultural identity while adjusting to city life, showing strength through peer support and traditional practices. Sapanta et al. (2025) also link these behaviors to basic needs, using Maslow’s hierarchy to explain how survival drives adaptation. 

Cultural adaptation also shows up in storytelling and rituals. Solis (2023) documents how sea gypsies pass down ancestral values, keeping culture alive and empowering younger generations. Tamayo and An (2019) show that when government programs respect culture, they help people become more independent. News reports from Bulatlat (2024) and Panay News (2023) highlight how Badjao communities speak up and make themselves visible, even while facing discrimination and neglect.

Globally, organizations like UNESCO (2023) and UNDESA & CIKS (2023) stress that Indigenous knowledge and cultural strength are key to sustainable development. UNDESA, UN Habitat, and UNDP (2024) also support local development that respects culture, helping communities shape their own futures. Seeing cultural adaptation as a form of agency helps us understand that these behaviors are not signs of weakness—they are creative ways to survive and grow. Still, while communities show strength from within, we must also look at the outside forces—like unfair policies and discrimination—that limit their choices. Real change means supporting both internal resilience and removing external barriers.

Pathways of Belonging: An Ideal Outcome. An ideal outcome for the Badjao community centers on the creation of pathways of belonging—systems and environments where individuals are not only recognized but empowered to thrive. This begins with breaking the cycle of deprivation, where poverty is no longer passed down through generations but interrupted by meaningful access to education, healthcare, and livelihood (Reyes, 2019; Esteban et al., 2021). Addressing structural barriers such as lack of legal identity and exclusion from public services is essential to ensure visibility and inclusion from birth (UNICEF, 2019; UNHCR & UNICEF, 2024).

Access and opportunity must be redefined to reflect the lived realities of Indigenous communities. This means creating culturally responsive systems that do not force assimilation but instead honor identity while expanding choices (UNESCO, 2023; Bandura, 2001). Programs like community-led housing and inclusive education show that when opportunity is co-created, it leads to genuine empowerment (BARMM & UNICEF, 2024; DHSUD & SHFC, 2025).

Support systems—from family and peers to community organizations—play a vital role in nurturing resilience and psychological well-being. These networks must be culturally grounded and sustained over time to foster growth and healing (Scott, 2023; Ahmad et al., 2023). Trauma-informed and youth-led initiatives demonstrate how relational support can transform lives and build agency (UNICEF Philippines, 2024; Advancing the Seed, 2024).

At the heart of these pathways is cultural adaptation and agency, where traditional practices are not erased but reimagined as sources of strength. The Badjao’s ability to maintain identity while navigating urban life reflects a dynamic form of resilience (Ederio et al., 2024; Sapanta et al., 2025). When policy and development frameworks embrace Indigenous knowledge and cultural autonomy, they create space for communities to shape their own futures (UNESCO, 2023; UNDESA & CIKS, 2023). Ultimately, pathways of belonging are built through systems that recognize, include, and empower. They move beyond survival toward transformation, where the Badjao—and other marginalized groups—can live with dignity, agency, and connection.

Cultural Agency Model. The journey toward empowerment for marginalized communities such as the Badjao cannot be understood through isolated themes or linear progressions. Instead, it unfolds through a dynamic interplay of forces—some constraining, others enabling—that shape how individuals and communities respond to adversity. Through the literature, a pattern emerges: while deprivation and exclusion persist, so too does the capacity for adaptation, resilience, and agency.

This realization led to the development of the Cultural Agency Model, a framework grounded in the interrelation of five key themes—cycle of deprivation, structural barriers, access and opportunity, support systems and growth, and cultural adaptation and agency. Rather than treating these themes as separate domains, the model positions them as interconnected forces that either hinder or nurture empowerment. At its core is the belief that cultural agency is not a fixed outcome, but a living process—one that must be cultivated through recognition, inclusion, and the honoring of Indigenous identity.

The Cultural Agency Model (see figure 1) does not offer a one-size-fits-all solution. Instead, it provides a lens through which transformation can be understood and supported, especially in contexts where mainstream interventions often fall short. It invites policymakers, educators, and community leaders to move beyond surface-level inclusion and toward systems that are responsive, relational, and rooted in the lived realities of the Badjao. In doing so, it charts pathways of belonging—where empowerment is not given, but co-created.
Figure 1
Cultural Agency Model
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In the case of the Badjao, the path toward lasting transformation is neither linear nor singular—it is shaped by a constellation of interrelated forces that converge around the central theme of cultural adaptation and agency. This theme represents the heart of a framework inspired by the Cultural Agency Model (see figure 1), which emerged from the interaction of key themes in the literature. Within this model, true empowerment is not imposed but cultivated through recognition, inclusion, and self-determination (Bandura, 2001; Sasaki & Baba, 2024). Cultural adaptation and agency are not endpoints; they are ongoing processes that require both the dismantling of barriers and the nurturing of strengths.

At one end of the spectrum lies the cycle of deprivation—a recurring pattern of poverty, exclusion, and disempowerment that traps communities in survival mode (Reyes, 2019; Esteban et al., 2021). Structural barriers reinforce this cycle, embedding inequality into legal, economic, and institutional systems that deny access to education, healthcare, and civic participation (UNICEF, 2019; UNHCR & UNICEF, 2024). These forces feed negatively into the central theme, eroding the very conditions needed for agency to emerge. Without intervention, they calcify into generational disadvantage.

Yet the narrative does not end in deficit. On the other side of the spectrum are the forces of access and opportunity and support systems and growth. These themes feed positively into cultural adaptation and agency, offering pathways out of deprivation. Access to education, livelihood, and legal identity opens doors to participation and self-realization (Sapanta, Narra, & Villaflor, 2025; UNICEF Philippines, 2024). Support systems—whether familial, communal, or institutional—provide the emotional and relational scaffolding that sustains resilience and nurtures growth (Scott, 2023; Ahmad, Noor, & Jaafar, 2023). Together, they create the conditions in which agency can flourish.

For lasting change to occur, the negative forces must be intentionally and systematically overpowered by the positive ones. This is where the framework, in the form of the Cultural Agency Model, becomes transformative—not merely as a set of interventions, but as a living structure that adapts to the cultural realities of the Badjao. As the framework takes root, support systems must remain actively linked to it, ensuring that growth is not a temporary surge but a sustained evolution (BARMM & UNICEF, 2024; DHSUD & SHFC, 2025). In this way, cultural adaptation and agency become both the goal and the guide, shaping a future where the Badjao are not just included, but empowered to define their own path (Ederio et al., 2024; UNESCO, 2023).

Summary of Findings. The literature reveals that the struggles of the Badjao are shaped by a complex web of interrelated forces that both constrain and enable their development. Five key themes emerged from the review: cycle of deprivation, structural barriers, access and opportunity, support systems and growth, and cultural adaptation and agency. These themes do not operate in isolation; rather, they interact in ways that either reinforce marginalization or open pathways toward empowerment.

The cycle of deprivation highlights how poverty and exclusion are passed down through generations, often becoming normalized within communities (Reyes, 2019; Esteban et al., 2021). This cycle is reinforced by structural barriers—legal, institutional, and spatial obstacles that deny the Badjao access to education, healthcare, and civic participation (UNICEF, 2019; UNHCR & UNICEF, 2024). Together, these forces create a negative feedback loop that limits agency and deepens marginalization.

In contrast, the themes of access and opportunity and support systems and growth offer positive counterforces. Access to education, livelihood, and legal identity enables participation and self-realization (Sapanta et al., 2025; UNICEF Philippines, 2024), while culturally grounded support systems foster resilience and psychological well-being (Scott, 2023; Ahmad et al., 2023). These elements are essential for nurturing agency and sustaining growth.

At the center of this thematic interplay is cultural adaptation and agency, which reflects how the Badjao navigate adversity through identity, resilience, and strategic adaptation (Sasaki & Baba, 2024; Ederio et al., 2024). This theme serves as the conceptual anchor of the Cultural Agency Model, a framework that illustrates how empowerment emerges when communities are recognized, included, and supported in ways that honor their cultural realities.

Ultimately, the findings suggest that transformation for the Badjao is possible when negative forces are systematically countered by inclusive, culturally responsive interventions. The pathways of belonging envisioned in the Cultural Agency Model offer a way forward—where empowerment is not imposed, but co-created through systems that recognize both the challenges and the strengths of Indigenous communities.

Conclusion
This study explored the lived struggles of the Badjao through a literature review, revealing a constellation of interrelated themes that shape their experiences of marginalization and resilience. The findings point to five central themes—cycle of deprivation, structural barriers, access and opportunity, support systems and growth, and cultural adaptation and agency—which together form the basis of the Cultural Agency Model. This framework illustrates how empowerment is not a fixed destination but a dynamic process rooted in recognition, inclusion, and cultural integrity.

The review shows that deprivation and exclusion are not isolated events but recurring patterns reinforced by systemic neglect. Yet, it also highlights that agency and adaptation are possible when communities are supported through culturally responsive systems. The Badjao’s ability to navigate adversity through informal networks, traditional practices, and community resilience reflects a form of empowerment that is both relational and contextual. The pathways of belonging envisioned in the model offer a way forward—where inclusion is not symbolic but transformative.

However, this study is limited by its reliance on secondary sources. While the literature provides rich insights, it cannot fully capture the nuanced, lived experiences of the Badjao across different regions and generations. The absence of primary data also limits the ability to assess the direct impact of specific interventions or policies. Future research should include participatory methods that center Badjao voices, allowing for deeper engagement with their perspectives, aspirations, and definitions of empowerment.

Moving forward, the Cultural Agency Model can serve as a guide for policy makers, educators, and development practitioners seeking to co-create inclusive systems. It invites a shift from top-down programming to relational, community-driven approaches that honor Indigenous identity while expanding access to opportunity. In doing so, it affirms that true transformation begins not with assimilation, but with belonging.
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