“MAKING CHOICES” FACILITATOR GUIDE
YOU’LL NEED

Use this simple, yet powerful, poverty
simulator to communicate the struggles

People:

faced by individuals and families living at



1 facilitator

or below the ALICE threshold.



Any number of participants
- You can work in pairs—may form a trio if there is an odd number

A series of scenarios will prompt

- Works best if seated at a table or desk

participants to make the difficult choices
ALICE is up against each day. Food or

Time: 10-20 minutes (longer if you want to add discussion)

health insurance? Cell phone or car? Rent
or childcare?

Supplies:


15 “credits” per person (Tip: Smarties candies come in rolls of 15)

What choices will you make and how
might you be inspired to LIVE UNITED?

SET-UP
1. Distribute “Making Choices” worksheets
2. Distribute one roll of Smarties candies (or substitution). Instruct participants not to eat their candy.
3. Use the script that follows to prompt participants through the activity.

SCRIPT
Thank you for joining us today.
We have three goals for today’s simulation:
1.) Better understand the difficult choices some families are forced to make.
2.) Learn how United Way fights for the financial stability of every person in Whatcom County.
3.) Think about how you can help be part of the solution.
You might be thinking to yourself, “What does living in poverty mean exactly?” In 2019, for a family of four, poverty is
federally defined as having an annual household income at or below $25,750. Approximately 17% of Whatcom County
residents are living in poverty. This is significantly higher than the statewide average of 11%.
Unfortunately, these numbers don’t tell the whole story. They ignore ALICE.
ALICE stands for Asset-Limited, Income-Constrained, Employed and refers to working folks with incomes that are above
the federal poverty line, but still aren’t enough to make ends meet. In Whatcom County a family of four with two adults,

one infant, and one preschooler needs to earn about $66,480 annually just to meet a basic survival budget without any
extras or savings. In addition to those 17% of residents living in poverty, another 22% are living at or below the ALICE
threshold, which means 39% of our Whatcom County friends and neighbors are fighting to survive. This activity allows
you to take a closer look at what ALICE lives might be like, and the tough choices they face.

STEP 1: CREATE YOUR MONTHLY BUDGET
Let’s set the stage: You are the Johnson family. You and your partner live together and have two children, ages 3 and 10.
You work 20 hours per week while earning an associates degree. Your partner works 40 hours per week. You both earn
$12.00/hour (minimum wage) bringing your family’s income to $37,440 (before taxes).
Unwrap the candies. They represent your monthly paycheck/budget. Place one candy in each square of your credit bank.
There are two basic rules for this simulation:
1.) You must spend either 1, 2, or 3 credits in each row, depending on what’s most important to you.
2.) You may not skip a row. All expenses must be accounted for in your budget.
Take the next few minutes to make your first round of choices. Remember, you can’t skip any rows!

(This should take about 3 minutes. Give a warning when there’s 1 minute left and again when 30 seconds are left.)
Okay. Stop for now. You ‘ve budgeted the best you could. (If there’s time, ask how this budget makes people feel.)

UNEXPECTED EXPENSES
You have a severe pain in your tooth, and you can’t remember the last time you received dental care. After visiting the
dentist, you learn you need emergency surgery.
Take a look at your budget. What healthcare choice did you make?
If you chose “Convenient” and pay monthly premiums for your full family already, your out-of-pocket expenses for this
surgery will be less. Remove 1 credit and place it back in the credit bank.
If you chose “Limited” or “Difficult”, you don’t have insurance to cover this emergency and will have to pay entirely out-ofpocket. Remove 2 credits and place them back in the credit bank.
Using the funds available to you, and not those in your credit bank, re-budget your monthly expenses.
(This should take about 2 minutes. Give warning when there is 1 minute left and again at 30 seconds.)

Okay. Time’s up. You’ve done the best you can, but another unexpected challenge is coming your way.

A CHANGE AT WORK
The parent who was working part-time was just laid off with no severance pay. You must now remove 4 more credits and
return them to the credit bank.
You’ll need to adjust the available funds left in your budget to make it through this month. Spend the next few minutes
evaluating these difficult choices. What will you prioritize? What will you have to give up or live without?
(This might take a little longer. Give people 3—4 minutes to make their choices.)
Take a minute to soak in how you feel when making these choices.

WHAT’S NEXT?

A BIT OF GOOD NEWS
You’ve just learned about an emergency childcare voucher program that United Way of Whatcom County funds. You
qualify for emergency vouchers to help you through this especially tough time. Add 1 credit from the credit bank back
into your budget.
You also learned about free grocery and meal programs made possible with help from United Way. Add 1 more credit
into your budget.
Take two minutes to budget again before we head into next month
(This should take about 2 minutes. Give a warning when there is 1 minute left and again at 30 seconds.)
Okay. Let’s see what happens next.

MORE GOOD NEWS: A NETWORK OF SUPPORT
With job search assistance and vocational skill building support from a program supported by United Way of Whatcom
County, you’ve secured a part-time job to replace the one you lost— and it pays a higher wage! Add the rest of your
credits back into your budget.
Take two minutes to budget one last time.
We’re done making choices. You’ve just had the opportunity to see what it’s like to live as an ALICE family. These and
many other difficult decisions are what many of our neighbors are forced to make every day. Thankfully, you can help.

WHY WE LIVE UNITED
Our community faces some very tough issues. No one person or program can solve them all, but together we can make
a difference for individuals like ALICE, who are struggling to make ends meet.
Things to think about:
What were the toughest challenges you had to make?
What effect did the services and benefits received from United Way funded programs have on your budget?
What effect did the services and benefits received from United Way funded programs have on your emotional well being?
What was your perception coming into this simulation, and how did it change?
What insights or conclusions have you come to about the life experience of low-income families?
What do you think you can do to change the perception of the low income families in our community?
How will you LIVE UNITED?
I’d like to thank everyone for participating today and for all you do for the community!

