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Could you survive a month in poverty? 

 

 
In Charlottesville, over 27% of the population lives below the poverty line – that’s almost 12,000 men, women, 
and children. Many more live above the poverty line, but still have incomes so low that they qualify for Food 
Stamps and Medicaid. (A mom and dad with two kids and a household income of $24,000 is above the poverty 
level.) For those of us who have enough, it is difficult to truly understand the stress families living in poverty 
experience on a daily basis. 
 

On Saturday, February 21, about 80 people will have an opportunity to experience the virtual realities of 
poverty in a unique simulation conducted by Piedmont CASA. The Community Action Poverty Simulation 
(CAPS) was designed to help people better understand the realities of poverty. Participants will include staff 
members of various human service agencies as well as local civic and community leaders.  
 

 “This program helps people understand the complexities and frustrations of living in poverty day to day,” said 
Alicia Lenahan, president of Piedmont CASA, “With a greater awareness of its impact, we can more effectively 
address the poverty issues in our community.”  
 

Using a simulation kit, participants role-play the lives of low-income families. They may be TANF recipients, or 
disabled, or senior citizens on Social Security. Whatever their fate, they will have the stressful task of providing 
for basic necessities and shelter on a limited budget during the course of four 15-minute “weeks.” To survive, 
they must interact with human service agencies, schools, employers, pawn shops, payday lenders, and the 
health care system.  
 

Poverty imposes hardships, not just on the poor but on all who share their communities. It is associated with 
increased crime, alcohol and substance abuse, food insecurity, and poor living conditions. Because of the 
challenges children face living in poverty, their health suffers as does their performance in school. Every year 
that we keep children in poverty costs our nation half a trillion dollars in lost productivity, poorer health, and 
increased crime.  
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16% of Virginia’s children live in poverty.  25% of Virginia’s families are considered the working poor.  More 
than 1 in 5 relied on the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP).  
 

 “This is the everyday reality of thousands of Virginians. Understanding that reality will help us change it,” said 
Ms. Lenahan.  
 

 “CAPS enables participants to look at poverty from a variety of angles and then to recognize and discuss the 
potential for change within their local communities,” said Elaine West, executive director of the Missouri 
Association for Community Action, which made the simulation available nationwide. “The simulation was 
designed to sensitize those who frequently deal with low-income families as well as to create a broader 
awareness of poverty among policymakers, community leaders and others.”  
 

The Missouri Association for Community Action is a network of community action agencies throughout the 
state that provide a variety of services to low-income individuals and families. Please visit their website to find 
out more about the poverty simulation. 
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