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INTRODUCTION

The way children experience life is determined by the families and communities in which they
are raised; it falls to families and communities to create a way of life that is healthy, prosperous,
and sustainable.

In her seminal 1996 work 4 Framework for Understanding Poverty (third revised edition, 2003),
Dr. Ruby K. Payne introduces the concept of hidden rules of economic class—and in future
works she addresses sustainability, the next major challenge all communities must face. With
Payne’s ideas as a springboard, this paper seeks to contribute to the dialogue.

Economic and social trends going back to the 1970s show a decline in the quality of life in the
United States. The middle class is shrinking (Lind 2004, pp. 120-128), social connectedness is
declining in all social classes (Putnam 2000, pp. 9, 63), some rural areas are losing population
and the sense of community they once had (Lind 2003, pp. 86-88), some urban areas are
collapsing as middle-class families move to the suburbs looking for good schools (Warren 2003,
p. 8), and working a second job is required to make ends meet (Miringoft 2000, p. 9). For low-
wage workers, vulnerability is becoming a concrete experience; for people in generational
poverty, vulnerability has always been a concrete experience.

This paper addresses the impact of generational poverty on families and communities, why we
must respond, and how to use an understanding of economic diversity to build sustainable
communities.

The sequence includes:

Creating a mental model of poverty and middle class.

Exploring the hidden rules of economic class that arise from those experiences.
Examining the resources that define quality of life.

Creating a mental model of communities at risk.

Reviewing poverty research to uncover strategies for change.
Naming the barriers to change for people in poverty.

Defining strategies for change based on the research.

Exploring evaluations and reports used to monitor progress.
Defining the principles for change.

Outlining community roles for creating sustainable communities.
Offering a mental model for prosperity.
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PARTICIPATING IN COMMUNITY CHANGE

Peter Senge, author of The Fifth Discipline, provides three definitions that can assist any group
of people entering into a change process together. He defines a dialogue as a conversation that
opens up a topic, examines facts, explores meaning, and promotes understanding. A discussion
takes place when the group wants to narrow down the thinking and work toward a decision. Both
are necessary to the process.

Senge defines mental models as internal pictures of how the world works or, in this case, how
families function, what poverty is, and how communities can solve problems (Senge 1994, pp.
174-204).

It is important also to define the term “community.” For the purpose of this paper, the definition
provided by Daniel Taylor-Ide and Carl Taylor in their book Just and Lasting Change will be
used. They define community as “... any group that has something in common and the potential
for acting together” (Taylor-Ide 2002, p. 19).

Members of a community who participate in a dialogue on community sustainability will need to
be willing to suspend their existing mental models. Genuine dialogue cannot take place if
individuals cling to their own mental models to the extent that ideas expressed by others are
judged, categorized, and discarded as soon as they have been stated. There are many mental
models of poverty. One model that has particular power over behavior is the Depression
experience. How many people do we know from the Depression generation who still hoard food
and save string? Another common mental model of poverty is the immigrant story: people who
have come to the United States in poverty and, in two or three generations, moved into a middle-
class existence. Another model is the indentured servant who had to work for seven years to earn
freedom. Slavery, followed by the Jim Crow days and institutional racism, is yet another model.

All of these mental models are valid, but none of them tells the story of what it’s like to live in
poverty today. This paper explores a new mental model of poverty that will enable us to study
the impact of poverty on families.

MENTAL MODEL OF POVERTY

To learn about the impact of poverty on families, one can go to social science research, to those
who comment on the research, and to those who have worked with families in poverty—all
valuable sources of knowledge. In addition, one can go to those who know the most about it:
families actually living in poverty now.

Throughout this paper, abstract knowledge is promoted and honored. The argument is made that
a person must be able to use abstract representational systems in order to succeed in school,
achieve at work, and make the transition out of poverty. Yet concrete knowledge is also valuable,
especially when abstract information in the form of statistics removes learners so far from the
actual experience that it loses all meaning. For example, data from the American Housing Survey
reveal that 73 percent of people in poverty own cars or trucks, and 30 percent own two or more
cars or trucks. This might suggest that poverty isn’t all that bad after all (Rector 2004, p. 3).
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People with concrete poverty knowledge explain that those cars and trucks are anything but
dependable. They are the cause of missed appointments, lost jobs, bruised knuckles, a stressful
series of crises. The second car or truck is often the parts car. A mental model of poverty created
by people in poverty illustrates what life is like (DeVol 2004, pp. 7-18).

Mental Model of Poverty

The pieces of the pie are described below. Each piece, or element, is followed by concrete
knowledge provided by people in poverty, then by examples of abstract knowledge that
corresponds to it. Both forms of knowledge are necessary.

Element Concrete Knowledge Abstract Knowledge
Cars and Vehicles are not dependable and require Cars purchased “as is” from buy-here, pay-here
transportation | constant repair; breakdowns result in lost dealers come with interest rates as high as 15.5
jobs, missed appointments, and stress. percent (Shipler 2004, p. 27).
Insufficient public transportation limits
mobility.
Housing Houses are often in isolated rural areas or Fifty-nine percent of people in poverty pay more

unsafe urban and suburban neighborhoods.
Houses are crowded, people come and go,
there is no private place for children to do
their homework, rooms are used for many
purposes, people sleep on the couch, repairs
can’t be made, landlord can be difficult,
people have to move frequently

than 50 percent of their income for housing (Dreier
2000).

Affordable rental units have been on the decline
since 1970 (Mattera 1990, pp. 128-129).
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Jobs and Jobs don’t pay enough, temp work doesn’t Proportion of unemployed workers looking for a
money provide enough hours or benefits, many job for twenty-seven weeks or more: 23 percent,
work two jobs to make ends meet, no highest proportion in twenty years (Murphy 2004,
vacation. Money is a constant worry. People | p. 111).
are vulnerable to the price of gas going to $2
(or more) a gallon and milk going to $3 a If the minimum wage ($5.15) kept pace with
gallon. inflation, it would be more than $7.50 an hour or
$15,000 a year (Bhargava 2004, p. A6).
“... [M]ost available jobs had three unhappy traits:
They paid low wages, offered no benefits, and led
nowhere” (Shipler 2004, p. 40).
Food There are concerns about not having enough. | “Twenty-three percent of the nation’s lower-

Grocery stores have moved out of the
neighborhood. Local grocery stores that
stayed overcharge, and the quality of
produce is poor. Must buy from convenience
stores. Fast-food outlets provide relatively
cheap but fattening food.

income classes are obese, compared with 16
percent of the middle and upper classes ...

Large supermarket chains (the best bet for
affordable, fresh and healthy foods) abandoned
less affluent city neighborhoods, focusing instead
on the suburbs ... A 1997 USDA study found that
food prices, including those for produce, are, on
average, 10 percent higher in inner-city food
markets than they are in the suburbs ... There are
three times as many supermarkets in wealthy
neighborhoods as in poor ones, according to a
2002 study in the American Journal of Preventive
Medicine ...” (Goodman 2003, pp. 137-158).

Illness and
health care

Being sick, caring for others who are sick,
and trying to get healthcare are time-
consuming and exhausting.

Poverty is associated with increased risks of
cardiovascular disease, respiratory disease, ulcers,
rheumatoid disorders, psychiatric diseases, and a
number of types of cancer (Sapolsky 1998, p. 301).

Children

It’s hard to get kids through the day; people
have concerns about school, health, clothing,
and safety. Childcare arrangements are
unreliable, while good childcare either is
unavailable or too expensive.

There are many more poor children in the United
States than in most Western European countries. In
the United States, one-fifth of all children live
below the poverty level ...” (Lareau 2003, p. 28).
“...[T]wo in every five children live in poor or
near-poor families” (Duncan 1997, p. 3).

Safety, crime

Protecting your people and yourselfis a
constant concern. The criminal justice
system is part of life; members of the family
are in jail, on parole, or on probation. The
drug culture is threatening.

Prison population: one in 143 adults in prison, an
all-time high (Murphy 2004, p. 111).

Sixty to seventy percent of people in prison are
from poverty.

Friends and
neighbors

Relationships are important. They are a
resource needed for survival.

“... [[Inner-city social networks are not nearly as
dense or effective as those Stack found in the late
1960s, for like the sprawling suburbs and small
villages in the heartland, inner cities too have less
social capital nowadays then they once did”
(Putnam 2000, p. 317).

“... [IIndividuals who grow up in socially isolated
rural and inner-city areas are held back, not merely
because they tend to be financially and
educationally deprived, but also because they are
relatively poor in social ties that can provide a
‘hand up’” (Putnam 2000, p. 319).
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Entertainment

Entertainment takes many forms,
including cable television, video
games, drugs, alcohol, music, and
spending time with friends.

Entertainment is a driving force for people in poverty. It
helps them survive a very stressful life (Payne 2001).

Agency time

People in poverty typically go to
three to nine agencies in the course
of a year to get needs addressed.
Each agency demands behavioral
changes, a plan of action, and time
for the activities listed in the plan.

“Much of human life consists of playing ... roles within
specific institutions ... Individuals’ chances of interacting
with any given kind of institution are not random: Families
from elite backgrounds tend to participate in institutions
serving the elite, and families in poverty tend to be
involved in institutions serving the poor ... [C]hildren grow
up within a broad, highly stratified social system” (Lareau
2003, p. 15).

The following mental model is about the middle-class experience. Comparing and contrasting
the mental models of poverty and middle class will help explain the different mindsets of the two

populations.

Mental Model of Middle Class

It goes without saying that there’s a mental model for wealth too. Elements found in that mental
model would include:
¢ Building and maintaining social, financial, and political connections.
e Meeting with financial and legal advisers.
e Managing homes and staff.
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e Traveling internationally.
e Pursuing arts, leisure, and personal interests.

Observations
Elements that appear in all three models are family/friends, housing, safety, and children.

Elements found in middle class but not in poverty are education, housing as a form of building
assets, jobs as careers, pursuit of interests and hobbies, insurance as a form of security, vacation
and travel, and participation in clubs and civic organizations.

Elements found in poverty but not in middle class are agency time, car problems, concerns about
food, health problems to the degree experienced in poverty, and the criminal justice system.

Discussion

Interlocking: Elements of the model impact and influence other elements. Chain reactions are
most severe in poverty where financial resources don’t provide a cushion. For example, car
problems or a breakdown in the childcare system will result in problems at work, which in turn
may have a ripple effect across the whole system.

Vulnerability: For families in generational poverty, vulnerability is concrete and ever-present.
For example, when the price of gasoline goes to $2 (or more) a gallon or milk goes to $3 a
gallon, it hits people in poverty hard. For families in middle class, who can adjust to $2 a gallon
for gas, vulnerability is an abstract concept, a future possibility to consider.

Relationships: Survival in poverty requires reliance on others. In middle class, the higher level of
resources (such as insurance) allows one to be more self-sufficient. In poverty, people resources
replace financial resources. It’s not AAA that responds to calls for help when a car breaks down
but a neighbor, family member, or friend. It’s not the repair shop that fixes the car, but a friend
with the know-how.

Change: Richard Farson, in Management of the Absurd, says, “The healthier you are
psychologically, or the less you may seem to need to change, the more you can change” (Farson
1996, p. 85). It’s one of the sad ironies of life that the more resources one has, the easier it is to
change, while the fewer resources, the harder it is to change. This is a crucial concept because, in
order for people to gain economic stability, they must change some of the things they’re doing.

Tyranny of the moment: Peter Schwartz, a business writer says, “The need to act overwhelms
any willingness people have to learn” (Schwartz 1996, p. 231). This is the reason that education
doesn’t usually appear on the mental model for people in generational poverty. The daily
pressure of survival in poverty requires that an individual be non-verbal and sensory-based. It
keeps one focused on concrete problems, with no time for the abstract. On the other hand,
survival at work and school requires that an individual be verbal and use abstract representational
systems (Payne 2003).
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No future, no choice, and no power: When attention must be focused on solving concrete,
immediate problems, the view of the future becomes abstract. Families in generational poverty
don’t have clear future stories. Reacting to and solving concrete problems, which people in
poverty are skilled at, is not the same thing as practicing choice, learning to be accountable for
those choices, and developing the power to build a better future. Children in generational poverty
grow up not witnessing or practicing that power.

Generational poverty and situational poverty are different. Generational poverty is defined as
being in poverty for two generations or longer. Situational poverty is a shorter period of time
and is caused by such circumstances as illness, divorce, debt, lost jobs, or death of a primary
breadwinner.

SURVIVAL DEMANDS OF THE ENVIRONMENT
CREATE THE HIDDEN RULES OF CLASS

The environment in which one is raised teaches the hidden rules of survival that are needed in
that environment. In other words, economic realities described in the mental models developed
earlier create the hidden rules. As stated at the outset, Ruby Payne defines and articulates these
hidden rules of economic class. Hidden rules are the unspoken habits and cues of a group. They
arise from cause-and-effect situations and reflect the mindsets that are needed to survive in that
economic reality. There are hidden rules for race, nationality, region, age, sex, religion, and
economic class. One need only be alive to learn them; they come to us by living, as if by
0SMOSis.

All hidden rules influence behavior: One of the strongest influences is that of economic class.
The hidden rules of class pervade the other rules to the extent that some middle-class African
Americans have more in common with middle-class whites than they have in common with poor
African Americans (Lareau 2003, p. 241). Churches divide and reassemble along economic-class
lines; members aren’t able to stay together beyond three of the nine economic classes. Paul
Fussell defines the nine social classes as: Bottom and Out-of-Sight, Destitute, Low Proletarian,
Proletarian, High Proletarian, Middle, Upper Middle, Upper Class, and Top Out-of-Sight
(Fussell 1983). In this work we deal with only three economic classes: poverty, middle
class, and wealth. Because hidden rules of economic class are so powerful in determining
behavior, it’s crucial that they be understood when a community decides to build sustainability.

This work describes patterns of class behavior; there will always be exceptions.
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Food

The hidden rule on food illustrates how environment shapes the rules. For families in poverty,
there is no guarantee that there will always be enough to eat. Some weeks there is plenty to eat,
while other weeks the food has to be stretched. Many children from poverty who live in middle-
class foster homes are known to hoard food. In poverty, the focus is on the quantity of food. In
middle class (where having food is a given), the focus is on the quality of the dish. In wealth
(where quantity and quality is assured), the focus is on appearance and presentation.

Family Structure

The different hidden rules for family functioning are just as understandable. In middle class,
families tend to be patriarchal. The male gender role is that of provider; the female role is that of
provider, homemaker, and nurturer. Children in an economically stable setting can expect their
parents to support them financially, emotionally, and socially. Middle-class parents use a style of
raising children termed “concerted cultivation” by Annette Lareau. These children are involved
in 4.5 after-school activities a week under the supervision of adults: piano, dance, soccer,
baseball, chess, church, Boy Scouts, Girl Scouts, 4-H, and so on. Parents and adult leaders
engage children in discussions and analysis of performance at every opportunity. Parents in
middle class are focused on the future well-being of their children (Lareau 2003).

Despite the pattern of marriage, divorce, remarriage, and the creation of blended families, most
middle-class families are ever conscious of biological relationships and keep boundaries distinct
between half-siblings and stepchildren. Middle-class parents will use the institutions of society
throughout their lives; they go to religious and civil institutions to marry and the courts to get
divorced. The biological focus is never lost because middle-class families have assets to pass on
to their children.

All families have certain capabilities and strengths, and all families have to face such demands as
accidents, illness, lost jobs, divorce, and death. When challenged by adversity, family members
will adapt and take on new roles. As a result, families grow stronger. In effect, a balance is
achieved between capabilities and demands. However, when there is an unrelenting cascade of
demands, family resources and capabilities are swamped. Events that can bring this about are
addiction, chronic mental or physical illness, and poverty (Henderson 1996, pp. 151-159).

Poverty itself is a stressor of such magnitude that it alone can change a family structure. When
men do not have jobs with which they identify, the gender role shifts from provider to protector.
Physical prowess, the ability to fight, and the role of lover are how a “real” man is defined. Men
may take pride in doing hard and dangerous work, but they think of work as something that “I do
for you.”

In poverty, families tend to be matriarchal because men frequently are absent. Men are absent for
many reasons. They may be looking for work, they may be in jail, or they may have to disappear
for a time because someone is looking for them. Being a fighter/lover can mean that others have
a reason to come after you. Men also may be absent because of policies that will deny resources
to families if the man is present. The options for a man are to find another job, another town, or
another woman.
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The absence of men means that women are, by both choice and default, left to care for the
children. Women in poverty become the keeper of the home, the keeper of the soul, the person of
last resort, the rescuer, the problem solver. The matriarch’s options when under stress are to get
another man, get another job—and keep solving concrete, immediate problems.

Children in poverty are raised in the style termed ‘“natural accomplishment.” In this pattern,
children are given love, shelter, and nourishment with the expectation that the children will grow
up naturally. Children are in 1.2 after-school activities a week with adult supervision. Adult
interactions with children are not focused on achievement and performance analysis but on
casual interactions. Parents in poverty expect the schools to give their children the education they
need and don’t expect to play much of a role in the children’s success in school (Lareau 2003).

The gender roles and other patterns that arise from this family structure do not prepare children
very well to succeed in the larger society. The structure does, though, meet the survival needs—
but only the survival needs—of the people in it.

Driving Forces

In middle class, the driving forces are work and achievement. In poverty, the driving forces are
survival, relationships, and entertainment. In wealth, the driving forces are social, financial, and
political connections.

Survival, as a driving force for people in poverty, is easy to understand. Vulnerability in so many
aspects of life requires immediate and concrete responses. Relationships provide resources and
solutions that are often purchased by those with greater financial resources. But relationships do
more than that; they provide identity, community, belonging, entertainment, and social standing.
One needs others and, in turn, is needed by them.

When maintaining relationships becomes a driving force, it can interfere with achievement. Ruby
Payne notes that, to achieve, people must give up relationships, at least for a period of time
(Payne 2001). For example, to go to college means giving up time with high school friends and
possibly one’s parents. Leaving that circle for achievement of any sort (sobriety, education,
work) carries some negative aspects, particularly the fear of losing others. This is difficult for
people in poverty because of the importance of relationships; being there for others is as
important as having those people there for you. When you stop spending time with your family
and friends, the implication is that you have something “better”” to do—that you would prefer to
be with someone else.

Entertainment is a driving force (not just a pleasure deferred until work is done) because life in
poverty tends to be unrelentingly stressful. While middle-class people can defer gratification
with the certainty that the weekend will bring relief, poverty is a weeklong, month-long, and
year-round experience. Jobs don’t last long enough or pay enough to contemplate a two-week
vacation that follows fifty weeks of work. Vacation must be taken every day—thus the
indulgence in the least expensive forms of entertainment: TV with cable, games, drinking and
drugs, bingo and the lottery, and the pursuit of sexual relationships.
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Money

For those familiar with their own environment, but not the realities of poverty, the choices of
people in poverty are baffling. The hidden rule for money in middle class is to manage it. So,
when people in poverty spend what little disposable income they have on cigarettes, big-screen
TVs, and cable, the middle-class rule is broken, and those who break it are criticized.

In poverty, the hidden rule for money is to spend it. Small amounts of money will not be enough
to solve the deep financial problems of the family, so it should be used on the immediate needs
of individuals in or near the family. Without the middle-class rules for money, even large
windfalls will usually be spent quickly by people in poverty.

Time

In middle class, people have enough resources and stability to take care of today so they can
concern themselves with the future. In poverty, resources are so low that today must be the
focus. People are busy stamping out fires. In wealth, the resources are so high that the present
and the future are both secure and people can make their decisions according to family traditions.

According to Dutch-born U.S. artist Willem de Kooning, “The trouble with being poor is that it
takes up all your time.” Several problems arise from living in the tyranny of the moment, the first
of which is that people in poverty break the first rule for work and school, which is never to be
late.

Being focused on the present also makes it more difficult to plan; it’s harder to calculate how
long it takes to complete a task and to determine procedural steps with any certainty. Perhaps the
most severe impact of poverty is that it robs people of their future story. As a result, people in
poverty make decisions according to their feelings at the moment and their survival needs. This
means that relationships and survival (the present) will trump time (the future) just about every
time. For example, helping a neighbor get a car started is more important than being punctual for
one’s own appointment.

Schools, businesses—all organizations—run on middle-class rules and norms.

Destiny

Another benefit of stable resources as found in the middle class is the ability to make choices and
have control over the direction of one’s life. Children in middle class get to observe their parents
as they make choices, plan, and fulfill their dreams. They themselves begin practicing choice
making from their earliest days when asked, “What do you want for breakfast?”” “Which of these
two outfits do you want to wear?”” Choices are tied to consequences, and middle-class children
learn accountability to others and themselves early on. By the time they’re ready to fly from the
nest, they have proved that they’re responsible.
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Poverty, on the other hand, demands reactions to crisis, and options are limited. Sometimes it’s a
choice between two bad options. The concrete problems that people in poverty solve are about
the present; they aren’t about the future. As a result, people find that nothing they do makes a
difference. An inability to make things better, to see progress, makes it very easy to slip into a
sense of “fatedness.”

In an environment where choices are forced upon a person by circumstances—and inaction itself
is a choice—accountability is hard to accept and enforce. Choice and consequence,
accountability and responsibility thrive in stable environments.

Some people in wealth, particularly those from old money, have a sense of noblesse oblige. They
recognize that they’re privileged and, because of that status, feel an obligation to give something
back. Every community has benefited from this in the form of public buildings, parks, museums,
and support of certain organizations. Underlying this is a commitment to the community and its
well-being.

Power

For people in poverty, power is about respect for the individual. Showing disrespect for a person
is an affront that must be challenged. To survive in poverty a person must be able to fight or have
someone who will fight for them. Backing down is seen as weakness. So on the one hand the
individual in poverty is very powerful, but at the community level, people in power have little
influence, control, or power. In fact, many people in poverty are so powerless they can’t stop bad
things from happening to them.

Power for the middle class is in the institutions it runs, the information it holds, and the positions
it holds. Respect for the individual is separated from respect for the position, so someone who is
respected as a supervisor may not be respected as a person.

Power for those in wealth is about setting the direction for institutions, the community, and the
nation. Personal safety and maintaining the status quo are primary concerns.

Many people in poverty have quit and lost jobs because of this hidden rule. Direction and
oversight from a supervisor may be read as disrespect, in which case self-respect dictates
action—speaking out, lashing out, or walking out.

Possessions

For the middle class, possessions are things—houses, boats, golf clubs, motorcycles, furnishings,
and so on. For the wealthy, possessions are one-of-a-kind objects, pedigreed animals, properties,
and businesses. For people in poverty, possessions tend to be people. The terms “my woman,”
“my man,” and “my child” are often meant literally. Possessiveness grows out of the value
placed on relationships and the resources that people represent. The more possessions (people)
you have the better you are able to survive. Children raised with the hidden rules of poverty may
be encouraged to value belonging over belongings. Most families in poverty spend more time
together than families in middle class (Lareau 2003).
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Language

The middle class uses the formal register of language (proper syntax, large vocabulary, proper
pronunciation) at work and at school for achievement. Formal register is the language of
negotiation and is necessary for knowledge-sector jobs. The middle class (those who run
community organizations and agencies) has important messages to convey to its customers and
clients. Those messages are typically offered in formal register and the “let’s get down to
business,” linear, sequential discourse pattern. Formal register, as explicit as it is, usually turns
into meaningless noise in the ears of people from poverty (Sapolsky 1998, p. 306).

In poverty, casual register is used for survival and to enhance relationships. A working
vocabulary of four hundred to eight hundred high-frequency words, coupled with a reliance on
non-verbal communication and the reading of the social context, makes for a very accurate
register. For example, intentions are more accurately and quickly read from body language than
from spoken words.

Like all hidden rules, this one can result in misunderstandings, criticism, and broken
relationships. It takes but a few seconds to determine which language register a person is using;
judgments can follow just as quickly. This is particularly important because change (and almost
all agencies that serve people in poverty require change) is only possible when there is a
relationship of mutual respect. Relationships are based on communication, and communication is
based on the appropriate use of both formal and casual registers.

Language ability and the number of abstract words an individual has access to is directly related
to the level of education, and education is directly related to economic class (Payne 2003). It’s
during the first three years of life that thinking structures are being built in the brain. Research
shows that children raised in welfare homes get a language experience that doesn’t prepare them
very well for the abstract, cognitive demands of school. Welfare parents tend to talk less to their
children, compared with adults from middle class. A study by Hart and Risley found that
children raised in welfare homes hear ten million words from their parents, while children from
professional homes hear thirty million words in the their first three years. Children in welfare
homes are familiar with one-word directions accompanied with a pointing finger, “Bathroom.” In
middle-class homes, the parents are more likely to mediate, identify the stimulus (“your hands
are dirty”), provide the meaning (“we’re going to eat”), and suggest a strategy (“so go wash your
hands”). The nature of the interactions is also very different. In welfare homes, parents will
prohibit their children from exploring language or their world twice for every one time they
encourage them. In professional homes, the ratio is five encouragements for every prohibition
(Hart 1995).

Children from poverty, therefore, are typically two years behind their peers and not ready for

school. Children need to learn abstract representational systems from their parents because
education is about learning and using those systems.
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Discussion

This brief discussion of some of the hidden rules identified by Payne provides a lens through
which to explore the issues of family stability and community sustainability.

The hidden rules explain why the best indicator of where someone will end up is the class in
which he/she was raised. Understanding and using the appropriate hidden rules of middle class
and wealth will assist people in transition by giving them access to more situations and
communities.

Knowledge of the mindset and hidden rules of each class leads to an understanding of others and
ourselves.

An understanding of the hidden rules gives people a way to identify and resolve problems at
home with family member, co-workers and employees, customers and clients, and in the
community itself.

People in middle class need to know the hidden rules in order to make the transition to greater
stability themselves and to assist people in poverty. Access to new situations and people adds up
to more influence and power. With power come choice and the ability to change.

We shouldn’t criticize another person’s hidden rules because they may well be needed for
survival in that environment. We can, however, offer another set of rules, another option.

The hidden rules should be presented as a choice, not as a necessary change in identity. The
wider the range of responses a person has the more he/she can control his/her situation. People in
poverty need to know the hidden rules in order to gain that power.

RESOURCES

This paper began by discussing the impact of poverty on children and families. Mental models of
lower-income and middle-class experiences were used to express that knowledge, and the hidden
rules of economic class were described. These things hint at the quality of life, but they do not
define it. Quality of life can be defined in many ways; Ruby Payne defines it by the degree to
which one has ten resources (Payne 2003). These resources cover all aspects of life and set
before families and communities the challenge, in the broadest terms, of building the good life.
She defines poverty as the extent to which a person does without resources.

One purpose of families and communities is to build resources, and that is the purpose of this
paper. Building resources is the way out of poverty; building resources is also the way to create
sustainable communities.

FINANCIAL Having the money to purchase goods and services, save for emergencies, and to
invest. Having an understanding of how money works—being fiscally literate.
EMOTIONAL Being able to choose and control emotional responses, particularly to negative

situations, without engaging in self-destructive behavior. This is the “state of
mind” that determines the way we think, feel, and behave at any given moment.
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It’s an internal resource and shows itself through stamina, perseverance, and
choice. This is about interpersonal skills for teamwork, teaching others,
leadership, negotiation, and working with people from many backgrounds.

MENTAL Having the mental abilities and skills (reading, writing, computing) to deal with
daily life. This includes how much education and training a person has in order
to compete in the workplace for well-paying jobs.

SPIRITUAL Believing in divine purpose and guidance and/or having a rich culture that offers
support and guidance.

PHYSICAL Having physical health and mobility.

SUPPORT Having social networks of trustworthiness and reciprocity that include people

SYSTEMS from outside one’s immediate circle. This is an external resource. Communities

with rich social capital will improve life for everyone, even those with low
personal social capital.

RELATIONSHIPS, Having frequent access to people who are appropriate, who are nurturing to
ROLE MODELS children, and who do not engage in self-destructive behavior.

INTEGRITY, TRUST | Trust is linked to two issues: predictability and safety. Can I know with some
certainty that this person will do what he/she says? Can I predict with some
accuracy that it will occur every time? The second part of the question is safety:
Will I be safe with this person? This is an internal asset.

MOTIVATION, Having the energy and drive to prepare for, plan, and complete projects, jobs,
PERSISTENCE and personal changes. This is another internal asset.

KNOWLEDGE OF Knowing the unspoken cues and habits of both middle class and wealth.
HIDDEN RULES

Where Resources Come From

Some resources are internal, coming from within the person. Some are external, coming from or
being present in the family, neighborhood, and community. Some are both.

No one builds resources entirely on his/her own. Even physical beauty and high intelligence are
genetic gifts from our parents.

As individuals we determine if we will utilize, even enhance, our resources.

Some families are building resources, passing on high internal and external assets to the next
generation.

Some families are losing resources through accidents, illness, bad choices, and other
circumstances, thus passing lower resources to the next generation.

Assessing Resources

Agencies assess the resources of their clients as soon as they walk through the door. Financial
resources are often the first to be assessed so the agency knows how to set the fee.

Each organization has its own focus, assessing some resources and not others.

Doing a self-assessment and investigating one’s own life constitute the most meaningful
assessment.
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Assessing resources that are low across the board can be painful.

Building Resources
It’s easier to build resources when you know the hidden rules of all three classes.

There are four common ways that people move out of poverty: an insight, goal, and
determination to change; a particular talent or skill; a relationship with someone who guides and
supports; and the pain of living in poverty. All of these ways are about utilizing and building
resources.

Individuals can choose to build their own resources (for example, daily exercises to stay in
shape, attending classes in money management).

Agencies can help people build resources. For example, mental health agencies can help
individuals build emotional resources.

Communities can help citizens build resources. For example, communities can attract businesses
that pay good wages, and communities can provide social capital through organizations that are
inclusive of diverse people.

Discussion

The greater one’s resources, the better the quality of life. It stands to reason that good health is
preferable to illness, that financial stability is preferable to lack of basic needs, that having many
friends and acquaintances is preferable to being alone and without friends.

Poverty is not just about money. For example, it is possible to have very little money and be very
high in other resources (for example, spiritual, mental, and emotional).

Likewise, it’s possible to have strong financial resources and be spiritually impoverished.

Resources are interlocking. For example, a serious injury will suddenly lower one’s physical
resources and could negatively impact a person’s income (financial resources), the ability to
think and remember (mental resources), and one’s social life (social support) if the injury stops
the person from joining others in activities once enjoyed.

The greater the resources, the easier it is to build other resources. If one has high emotional
resources, it’s easier to get and keep a job. Many people have the mental capability to do the job
but can’t get along with others, so they lose their jobs.

The job of building resources is the responsibility of everyone: the individual, the family, the
employer, and the community.

The following bar chart represents the resources of an individual on a five-point scale. It

illustrates where the strengths and weaknesses lie and suggests which resources need to be
increased.
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Mental Model of Resources
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Mental Model of Communities at Risk
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Just as we developed and learned from mental models of poverty, middle class, and wealth, we
can learn from developing a mental model of communities at risk. Some communities are at
more risk of becoming unsustainable than others. What do community members worry about?
What is occurring that suggests problems?

Discussion

Interlocking: Elements of the model impact and influence other elements. Middle-class flight to
the suburbs in search of safe and good schools or jobs that have moved out of the city weakens
the tax base and resources of the city. This breaks up neighborhoods that were once well-
connected, as well as weakens the social capital.

Vulnerability: For communities that lose manufacturing firms, vulnerability is concrete. Some
elements of the mental model are warning signs; some have the status of a red alert.

Relationships: Survival requires a reliance on people and organizations inside a