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Part 1: 
The Negative Impact of Poverty
on Psychological Functioning



Working conditions of low- and minimum-wage jobs

Housing conditions

Food insecurity

Social issues



Poverty is a lack of material and psychological resources.



Poverty decreases our ability to:
Think logically
Set and achieve goals
Problem-solve
Maintain focus
Control emotions
Exercise self-control

Delay gratification
Engage in time management

Build and maintain self-efficacy

Self-regulation



Self-regulation

Constellation of skills that enable us to think logically, set 
goals, problem-solve, maintain focus, and control our 
emotions. 

Executive Function



Decreased self-regulation

Lack of impulse control
Lack of motivation
Inability to pay attention or focus
Struggles with time management
Lack of emotional control
Inability to juggle competing priorities
Difficulty delaying gratification
Difficulty remaining calm during stressful situations



Poverty increases stress

Yelled or lost your temper  emotional control

Engaged in “retail therapy”  impulse control/inability to 
delay gratification

Binge-watched Netflix/scrolled through TV channels  lack of 
motivation/struggles with time management



Poverty decreases bandwidth

The amount of mental processing power you have available 
at any given moment



Forget to go to the financial literacy class  struggles with 
time management

Put the wrong form in your child’s backpack  lack of 
attention to detail

Apply for a pay-day loan to pay for your car repair because it’s 
a quick fix and you don’t the capacity to come up with a better 
solution poor problem-solving ability

Poverty decreases bandwidth



Poverty levies a bandwidth “tax” on brainpower, taking away 
capacity for the brain to focus on things other than money

Poverty decreases bandwidth



Poverty decreases the ability to:
Think logically
Set and achieve goals
Problem-solve
Maintain focus
Control emotions
Exercise self-control

Delay gratification
Engage in time management

Build and maintain self-efficacy

Self-regulation



Self-efficacy

Belief that change is possible; that you have some measure 
of control over your circumstances.

Poverty decreases self-efficacy.



Decreased self-efficacy

Poverty stigma  Bandwidth tax

Accessing assistance  Reinforces failure and feelings of 
powerlessness

Few examples of success  Gap between aspirations and 
expectations



Poverty is a lack of material and psychological resources.

Self-regulation skills

A sense of self-efficacy

Money

Food

Stable housing



Part 2: 
Applying the 
Research to Program Design



Traditional approach

People remain in poverty because they:
1. Face a number of barriers to stable employment:

a. Lack of transportation
b. Lack of stable housing
c. Substance abuse
d. Domestic violence
e. A criminal background

2. Lack basic education and/or skills 



Traditional approach

People remain in poverty because they:
1. Lack basic education and/or skills 

2. Face a number of barriers to stable 
employment:

a. Lack of transportation
b. Lack of stable housing
c. Substance abuse
d. Domestic violence
e. A criminal background

Case 
management

Adult education/
job skills training/

certification



Traditional approach

People remain in poverty because they:
1. Lack basic education and/or skills 

2. Face a number of barriers to stable 
employment:

a. Lack of transportation
b. Lack of stable housing
c. Substance abuse
d. Domestic violence
e. A criminal background

Case 
management

Adult education/
job skills training/

certification

Financial 
self-sufficiency



Account for the psychological impacts of poverty

Keep the negative psychological impacts of poverty in mind 
when designing programming

1. Minimize your program’s “bandwidth tax”

2. Maximize participant self-efficacy



Increase accessibility

1. Where is the program located?

4. Reduce participation requirements

2. When is the program open?

3. What documentation does the program require up front?



Design for mistakes

Build in safeguards
• Send frequent reminders through multiple channels
• Follow up on service connection
• Create a welcoming environment



Center relationship-building

Relationships between staff and participants are essential to 
helping individuals thrive



Why are relationships so important?

Poverty is a lack of material and psychological resources

Self-sufficiency has both material and psychological 
components



Financial self-sufficiency

Psychological self-sufficiency
self-regulation skills

self-efficacy
+

Financial stability
Freedom from public assistance
Ability to meet your basic needs



Why are relationships so important?

Humans learn through interaction with others who can 
model behaviors and skills and provide ongoing support and 
encouragement

Think logically

Set and achieve goals

Problem-solve

Maintain focus

Control emotions

Exercise self-control

Delay gratification

Engage in time management

Self-regulation



Coaching

Collaborative and non-directive in nature with a focus on 
mindset change, behavior change, and skill-building

The role of a coach is NOT to solve participant problems or 
manage service delivery. 

A coach skillfully empowers and supports participants in 
solving their own problems.  



Being in relationship is a service.



This research is not about poor people—it’s about 
people who find themselves in poverty.
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