COMMUNITY IMPACT EXPERIENCES
LIVE UNITED

P

overty simulation experiences are designed to help participants
begin to understand what it might be like to live in a typical low-income family trying
to survive from month to month. They are simulations, not games, and based off of
real family situations. The object is to sensitize participants to the realities faced

Activities for groups
wanting to learn

by living in need across our region. United Way offers five different levels of hands-on

about the challenges

experiences lasting from 15 minutes to several hours:

experienced by those

Zip Code Lottery

living in poverty.

A brief activity that allows participants to reflect on how unequal access to opportunity
exists in our community and the disparate outcomes that can result.
Making Choices
Utilizing a “15-candy budget” participants have to decide how they will invest their
resources and make a choice between needs and wants for their family.
Impact of Your Gift
Participants learn about the power of United Way’s network of partners through an
exercise in which they make decisions on which individuals or families receive help.
Hunger Meal
An interactive simulation to educate and create awareness around poverty and food
insecurity. This customizable experience is a hands-on approach to illustrate the reality
of hunger and the complex issues that accompany it for those in our community.
Poverty Simulation
An excellent activity for large groups wanting to learn about the experiences people
living in poverty are faced with daily. The object is to sensitize participants to the
realities of life faced by low-income people in our community.

If you would like more
information or to
schedule an activity,
contact your United
Way representative
or call 704.372.7170.

ZIP CODE LOTTERY ACTIVITY
INSTRUCTOR GUIDE
Position Matters on the Economic Ladder
Experience the challenges our community faces when obstacles arise.
The Zip Code Lottery activity allows participants to reflect on how unequal access to opportunity exists in our
community and the disparate outcomes that can result. This activity is an interactive tool that allows participants
to engage and discuss their experience from various vantage points.
How does it work?
•

Chairs should be dispersed at varying degrees away from a bin or basket in the center of the room;
some should be close to the bin, others far away and some in the middle.

•

Each participant is given a piece of paper when they walk in the room.

•

At the start of the activity, each participant is asked to ball up their paper.

•

Each is then asked to throw their paper to try to get it into the basket without standing up or moving
to a different location.

Impact
General outline but tailored to the audience and discussion as it develops.
•

Facilitator discusses how this represents the different circumstances to which people are born, often dictated
by their zip code.
•

Provide overview of what economic mobility means.

•

Economic mobility is often correlated with geography – this can lead to inequitable access to good
schools, safe and affordable housing, grocery stores, jobs and other keys to economic mobility.

•

Questions for the audience:
•

What was your experience like?

•

How did you feel about your position relative to the basket?

•

How do you think inequitable access to things like quality housing, schools and health care might
impact someone’s ability to move up the economic ladder?

•

What do you think we can do as a community to address this issue?

Each attendee should receive a copy of the Attendee Overview document with information from the discussion.

ZIP CODE LOTTERY ACTIVITY
ATTENDEE OVERVIEW
In Our Own Backyard
Many of our families, friends and neighbors suffer from lack of access to resources and opportunities in neighborhoods
across our region. In fact, Charlotte-Mecklenburg ranked 50th out of 50 among the largest U.S. cities in economic
mobility in a recent Harvard University/UC Berkeley study. This showed our community that all too often, access
to economic opportunity in the Southeast is aligned with the zip code and neighborhood where one lives.
That must change.
Focusing on education, health and financial stability, United Way works to address our community’s economic
mobility challenges, while always providing a safety net for our neighbors that face unexpected life challenges.
Our two-generation approach supports the entire family to break the cycle of poverty by intentionally focusing
on the needs of both parent and child.
This is your community. Now is the time for you to lend your voice. Raise your hand. Make a difference.
United Way is here to connect you to opportunities to volunteer, to lead, to help people – and to connect
you to others who share your passion. Join us.
To get connected, visit www.uwcentralcarolinas.org or call 704.372.7170.

MAKING CHOICES ACTIVITY
INSTRUCTOR GUIDE
Begin The Activity
Describe the board that has been distributed to all participants.
•

There are categories on the left side of the page that are life necessities for individuals and families.

•

You’ll see various choices for each category in columns A, B and C.

•

As you go from left to right through each column, there is a “monetary” requirement shown for each choice.

•

Your currency for this exercise is Smarties candy. The 15-piece candy budget represents the poverty threshold
of $24,300 in annual household income for a family of 4. That is roughly $2,000 a month or about $500 a week.

•

You will assume the role of a parent in a household of 4. You are married and both parents work. You have two
children, a 6-year-old daughter and an 11-year-old son.

•

You must make a choice for each category and do not skip categories.

•

You have five minutes to make choices. Begin now.

(Facilitator should wrap up this section of the activity quickly).

Debrief
Facilitate a discussion around feelings and thoughts.

•

How did you feel about making these decisions? What did you give up?

•

How did your priorities change based on the limited resources?

Housing
•

How many were lucky enough to live in a three bedroom house?

•

How many have their children sharing a room?

Healthcare
•

How many only have health care for themselves or none at all?

•

What happens when a child gets sick? Do you have extra spending cash?

Food
•

How many chose and maintained the choice for three meals a day? One meal?

•

What types of meals do you think folks who live this way typically eat? Is it healthy food?

•

What do you think about the ability to learn and focus of a 6-year-old who only gets one meal a day?

Transportation
•

In this simulation, how many of you own a car? Taking public transportation? Walking or biking?

•

Do you think the choice you made regarding transportation affects the ability to shop for food or go to work?

Simulation Wrap Up
•

Instruct participants that they are free to eat the Smarties or dispose of them.

•

Ask participants what surprised them, what they learned and what they will
take away from the simulation.

MAKING CHOICES ACTIVITY
LIVE UNITED

IMPACT OF YOUR GIFT ACTIVITY
INSTRUCTOR GUIDE
This activity will provide your audience a better understanding of how many lives are touched through United Way’s
work in our community. Participants will experience firsthand how United Way works with a network of partners
to create strong communities made up of healthy children and families, thriving economic conditions and good
education options. It’s all these things that give a community the power to shine.

Instructions
1.

Give each participant one “fake bill” to use in the activity. To make it easier, pre-tape the fake money and
attach them to the front of the table or chair where the attendees are sitting.

2.

Post the scenarios (downloadable on toolkit) on an accessible wall.

3.

Tell your audience that you want to lead them in a quick activity that will show how United Way helps the
community. Draw their attention to the examples on the walls and explain that these represent just some
of the people in need throughout our community.

4.

Instruct them to tape the fake money to one scenario they want to help. Remind them they can only select one.

5.

After everyone has “spent” their money, ask the following three questions. Be sure to involve the group and
make it a discussion.

6.

•

How did you choose which person you were going to help?

•

What other information would you have liked to have as you made your decision?

•

Do you wish you could have helped more than one or even all the people represented on the wall?

Review who got help and who didn’t.
•

If there is an example of a person who didn’t get any money directed to them, crumble it up and
throw it to the side.
•

Later, go back to the scenario, open them up and put them back on the wall.

•

Explain that with United Way, no one gets left behind or falls through the cracks. Thanks to
a healthy network of agencies this person has a better chance of getting the help they need.

•

If each scenario received money, address the following:
•

Let your audience know that there are many other needs in the community that have not
been represented here. The money given to United Way can address these needs as well.

•

Each person received some money to help meet their most immediate needs but many of
them will need ongoing help. (i.e. the woman and her children who are escaping from a domestic
violence situation. She is going to need other services perhaps job training, day care, affordable
housing and health care, transportation and legal assistance.) These ongoing needs can be
met because of the many other agencies United Way supports with your gifts.

7.

Discuss with the group that together with United Way, they have the opportunity to help
more than just one person or address more than one of our community’s needs.
United Way provides funding more than 110 agencies across our five-county region
and volunteers ensure our dollars are spent wisely and efficiently.

IMPACT OF YOUR GIFT ACTIVITY
POTENTIAL SCENARIOS
•

A family of four who lost everything in a fire last night

•

A homeless man who hasn’t eaten in two days

•

A young man who wants to lead a productive life after
an accident has left him with learning disabilities

•

A woman and her children in need of a shelter to escape
being beaten and verbally abused

•

Teenagers who need a safe and constructive place
to go after school

•

A two-year-old child with disabilities

•

A single mother who desperately wants to provide a better life for her children

•

A neighborhood community center that wants to provide training resources for residents

•

A recovered substance abuser who needs a job

•

An immigrant family who needs help accessing health care

•

An at-risk third grader who does not have books to read outside of school

•

A teen mother who wants to get her life back on track

HUNGER MEAL ACTIVITY
OVERVIEW
See Hunger in a Whole New Way
The place you sit, and the meal you eat, are determined by the luck of the draw.
The Hunger Meal is an interactive activity to create awareness around poverty and food insecurity. This customizable
event is a hands-on approach to illustrate the reality of hunger and the complex issues that accompany it for those in
the Charlotte region.

How Does It Work?
•

Guests are randomly issued one of three tickets upon arrival.
Each ticket represents an economic class level: upper, middle
or low-income. Sixty percent of tickets in the activity represent
low-income families, 30 percent of tickets represent middleincome and only 10 percent of guests will be issued the
upper-class tickets.

•

After being issued a ticket, guests are invited to sit down for
a meal. The seating is completely random with a mingling of
all three income levels at each table.

•

There will be an initial presentation on hunger and then the
event moderator will announce what each ticket represents.
During the discussion, the event moderator will invite guests of each income group to eat their individual meals.

•

The high-income group will be invited to eat first, they are served a full, balanced meal including both an entrée
and side items. After the first group has received their food, the middle-class group will be invited to take their
turn where they will receive side items only. Lastly, the lowest income group will have their turn to receive a meal
which will consist of one item. This item should be of low nutritional value such as white rice or a dinner roll.

•

Facilitated discussions will take place at this time with the event moderator encouraging conversation when
needed. By allowing the three ticket levels to sit together, the metaphor for how food is distributed throughout
a community becomes powerfully clear to attendees.

•

After an allotted amount of time has passed for table discussion, the event moderator will invite all guests to
receive the full meal regardless of ticket type.

•

The presentation concludes with an open Q&A session with attendees and final communications on how to get
involved in the community.

Impact
•

Empowers participants to share and discuss thoughts of their experience

•

Increases awareness of challenges that families in our community face daily

•

Encourages people to get involved with United Way

POVERTY SIMULATION
OVERVIEW
Poverty Isn’t A Game
It’s a reality for people in our own backyard.
Poverty simulations are a powerful experience designed to help participants understand what it might be like to be
a part of a typical low-income family in the Charlotte region trying to survive from month-to-month. The object is to
sensitize participants to the realities of life faced by low-income people in our community. The amounts and figures
used in the simulation reflect actual average amounts in our community.
How does it work?
•

Participants assume the role of a low-income family
member living on a limited budget and interact with
volunteers playing the roles of bill collectors, school
administrators, service providers and more.

•

The simulation creates a community of people living
in poverty for one “month” comprised of four 15-minute
weeks. During this hour, each family unit must connect
with community resources (i.e. schools, utility companies,
social service workers, etc.) to meet their basic needs
on a limited income.

•

The experience lasts about two hours. It includes
an introduction, the actual simulation exercise and a debriefing period in which participants and actors share their
feelings and experiences and learn about ways they can get involved in reducing poverty in our community.

Beginning the planning process
•

A coordinator or committee will work with their United Way representative to plan logistics

•

The requesting organization will provide a room/location that can accommodate their group size
(minimum: 40, maximum: 80)

•

The requesting organization will need 12 volunteers (it is helpful to recruit people who have experience in varying
social service/business roles. Ex: banker, teacher, health care and social work)

Impact
•

Empowers participants to share thoughts of their experience

•

Increases awareness of challenges that families with limited resources and low-income face daily

•

Encourages people to get involved with United Way

