
The Impact Of A Poverty Simulation On 

Baccalaureate Nursing Students’ Attitudes

Poverty is an ongoing issue in the United States, with major implications 

for the health of U.S. citizens.  In order to provide compassionate care, 

nurses must understand their own attitudes towards those living in poverty.

The purpose of the study was to evaluate for possible changes in attitudes 

towards poverty in junior level BSN students after a poverty simulation 

intervention.  Participants were surveyed using the Yun and Weaver’s Short 

Form Attitudes towards Poverty (SFATP) tool which looks at factors of 

poverty attitudes: personal deficiency, stigma, and structural perspective.

Research study also considered that Adult Learning Theory (ALT) allows 

the learners to be a part of their teaching in the simulation, being able to 

immediately see the relevance to one’s life or job. 

Results were analyzed using independent T-test analysis.  No statistical 

significance was found when comparing control and intervention groups 

with the smaller student participant numbers in this study.  However, when 

comparing a larger cohort of students, significant changes in attitudes were 

seen in the areas of Stigma and Structural Perspectives.  Recommendations 

for further research include ongoing data collection with a larger group of 

participants as well as analysis of Qualitative data.
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• Research in nursing education has indicated that the Poverty Simulation can 

have an impact on students’ attitudes towards different situations and 

individuals.  

• The result of this study concurred that the use of the Poverty Simulation as 

an active learning strategy can make a significant impact on nursing 

students’ perceptions of living in poverty. 

• Nurses work with patients and families from all socio-economic areas and 

they need to be cognizant of discrimination, injustice, or negative attitudes.

Strengths: 

• The Poverty Simulation allowed the students to walk in the shoes of poverty 

for a short period of time.  

• Data indicates that student understanding and attitudes towards those living 

in poverty changed to be more empathetic.  

• This could help student nurses become better caregivers and provide more 

focused and appropriate nursing care to people living in poverty.  

Limitations: 

• Sample size of n=71 for the Class 1: Class 2 comparison. 

• Although the simulation was part of a class, participation by completion of 

the survey was voluntary. 

• Participants were mostly female (94%), Caucasian (94%), and in the age 

category of 18 – 24 years old (83%).  

• Qualitative analysis of the research has potential for discovering additional 

perceptions regarding attitudes towards people living in poverty.  

Conclusion 

Implications for Nursing Practice and Education: 

• Nursing is a caring profession, which requires the ability to meet the 

needs of a multitude of different individuals.  

• Being able to see what it is like to live in poverty and experience the 

related daily struggles, may enable nurses to better understand and care 

for their patients. 

Recommendations for Research: 

• These findings are the preliminary results from an ongoing study.  

• Future analysis will provide a larger, more diverse sample size and 

include qualitative findings. Correlation between multiple variables has 

the potential of adding more knowledge about attitudes towards people 

living in poverty.  

• Replicating this study in different areas of the country would be a 

recommendation in order to assess attitudes by region.  Being in different 

regions of the country could allow for a varying number of other 

ethnicities, nationalities, and religions.  

• In addition, doing this study on a larger scale or with experienced nurses 

who are returning to school for their masters or doctoral degrees could 

provide additional insight into nurses’ attitudes about people living in 

poverty.  

RecommendationsThe United States poverty rate in 2016 was 12.7 percent or 40.6 million 

people living in poverty.  Seniors who are living on fixed incomes could be 

struggling to buy food, pay their bills, and obtain medical care.  Children 

may not be receiving dental or medical care, may not attend school, or even 

have the food to grow properly. 

Everyone has preconceived thoughts about what it means to live in poverty.  

If healthcare providers do not understand poverty, they might not be able to 

effectively plan and provide care for patients. 

Clinical Problem: These preconceptions and attitudes could influence how 

nurses respond when encountering patients living in poverty. 

Use of Simulation to Impact Attitudinal Changes: Simulation is widely 

used in nursing education as an active learning instructional method. 

Students who participate in a poverty simulation may have a better 

understanding of those living in poverty and the health issues that goes along 

with it. 

Purpose of Project: Explore nursing students’ attitudes before and after a 

poverty simulation. Students were required to work through poverty 

scenarios as members of an assigned family unit living the experience of 

poverty. The aim was to explore if the simulation experience affected the 

attitudes of nursing students towards people living in poverty. The use of a 

poverty simulation allows students to briefly live the typical life experiences 

of an individual in poverty and encourages them to examine possible stigmas 

that influence their beliefs and affect nursing practice.

Significance to Future Patient Populations: Nursing faculty need to 

remember that “today's students are tomorrow's practitioners” and it is our 

responsibility to make sure that education is up-to-pace with the healthcare 

industry.  As professional nurses, they will need to maintain the safety of 

their patients while managing complex equipment, accurately administering 

medications, and monitoring lab studies and other test results. 

Introduction

• Adult learning theory (ALT) or andragogy, developed by Knowles in 

1984, was used for this study as it emphasizes the need to place the 

student in the center of a learning experience. 

• A simulation experience has rich learning potential for educators, 

practitioners, and students alike.  In particular, debriefing the experience 

(Doherty, 2016) allows for participants to scrutinize beliefs about 

stereotypical behavior of those living in poverty.  

• Nevin and colleagues (2014) studied third year undergraduates (n-134) by 

having them complete a questionnaire about simulation to achieve their 

data. 

• Reid and Evanson (2016) found that role-playing during simulation 

challenges the individuals’ assumptions as well as skills, emotions, and 

knowledge of the subject matter.  

• Vandsburger and colleagues (2010) did a study of social work students 

(n=134 pre-test and n=101 post-test) during a poverty simulation and 

believed their statistical analysis did show a change in feelings about 

poverty.

Literature Review

The Research Study: investigated whether student attitudes towards people 

living in poverty were influenced by participation in the Poverty Simulation.

• The research project was granted expedited approval from the University’s 

internal IRB board.  

• This was an interprofessional collaboration with faculty from nursing 

(both BSN & LPN programs), education, business, social work, & 

speech/language/hearing at a medium sized public university located in 

the rural mid-western United States.  

• Funding for the poverty simulation kit and start of the project came from a 

university internal grant.   

Participants: The project involved two cohorts of BSN students, enrolled in 

a pediatrics junior level clinical course (convenience sample of 80). 

• Students in the winter semester had participated in the Poverty Simulation 

and were named Class 1 (the experimental group).  

• Students in the Fall semester did not participate in The Poverty Simulation 

and were named Class 2 (the control group).  

• Although the students were part of a course, they were not required to 

complete the online surveys and therefore this could be considered 

exclusion criteria.  

Instrument: 

• The survey questions were designed to identify demographics (gender, 

age, ethnicity) as well as Financial status, Political beliefs, & Religious 

preference.

• The survey also used the Yun and Weaver (2010) Short Form on Attitudes 

towards Poverty (SFATP) survey designed to assess attitudes toward those 

in poverty (Permission was obtained from Yun).  The SFATP has a high 

level of consistency with a range of 0.87 to 0.89. 

• The SFATP questionnaire contains 21 items, scored based on a 5-point 

Likert scale from Strongly Agree [1] to Strongly Disagree [5]. 

• Within the tool there are three factors measuring attitudes towards those 

living in poverty: Factor 1, “Personal Deficiency” 

Factor 2, “Stigma”

Factor 3, “Structural Perspective”

Design: the research was a quasi-experimental, posttest design.  The purpose 

was to investigate a possible cause-and-effect relationship on an experimental 

group compared to a control group without the intervention. 

Methodology

SPSS software was utilized for data analysis of the completed post-

questionnaires, independent t-tests compared the two sets of data for Class 1 

and Class 2 (two cohorts of students).  

Demographics: 71 students from two separate classes in the BSN program. 

Simulation participation n=31 (44%) to no participation n=41 (56%).

• Of these participants, 67 were female (94%) and four were male (6%). 

The two groups were similar with 30 females in Class 1 and 37 in Class 2.

• The majority of students were Caucasian (n=67, 94%), Native American 

(n=3, 4%), and Asian (n=1).  None identified as African American or 

Hispanic.  

• Religious preference: Christians (n=51, 72%), unaffiliated (n=13, 18%), 

and the remaining (n=7, 10%) were in the identified categories of 

Hinduism, Islamic Religion, Traditional, and Other.

• The students lived in varying demographic areas: 14 (n=14) lived in an 

urban area, 24 (n=24) suburban and 33 (n=33) rural.  

Results: No statistical significance with initial t-test comparison.

• Therefore a third semester of student data was added to the study. 

• The groups were again divided into two groups based participation, 

intervention group (those who did the simulation) and those who didn’t 

(the control group).  

• The two groups were compared using the independent samples t-tests.  

• All statistical tests were performed at a 0.05 level of significance.  

➢ The Levine Test for Equality of variances was not statistically significant; 

therefore, equal variances were assumed.  

➢ There was no significant difference noted in the factor of Personal 

Deficiency (p = .514).  

➢ There was a significant difference noted in the factor of Stigma between 

those who had not participated in the Poverty Simulation (M = 2.84, SD = 

.76) and those who had participated (M = 3.33, SD = .66; t(81) = -2.57, p 

= .012, two-tailed).  

➢ There was also a significant difference noted in the factor of Structural 

Perspective between those who had not participated in the Poverty 

Simulation (M = 2.79, SD = .59) and those who had participated (M = 

2.44, SD = .66; t(81) = 2.29, p = .025, two-tailed).  This is a reverse 

scored item, so a lower mean would be a more positive finding.  

Beyond the quantitative data: 

At the end of the poverty simulation, the students were reminded of the 

reflection homework assignment and were encouraged to share more of their 

feelings in the written paper but otherwise keep the experience confidential. 

Questions included: did the families all eat during their month in poverty, did 

anyone do anything illegal, how did the experience make you feel?   Themes  

have been identified and were made into a word cloud.

Results


