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Although college provides an opportunity for socioeconomic advancement, poor college youth con-
front material scarcity and financial problems and are at risk for psychological distress. Yet, distress

is a product not only of poverty per se but of a sense of poverty, or a subjective evaluation of one’s so-
cioeconomic conditions vis-à-vis life circumstances. Both sense of poverty and psychological distress,
however, can be mitigated by collective problem-solving in the family and by the family’s social resources.
Analysis of data from Filipino college youth (n = 831) shows that the family’s inability to meet financial
obligations is not directly associated with distress, but indirectly through sense of poverty. Lack of family
assets is not a predictor of psychological distress, given that the positive indirect effect through sense
of poverty is counteracted by a negative direct effect. Results also show that family problem-solving
lessens psychological distress and that adequate access to social resources lessens the negative effect
of sense of poverty on distress.
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The almost universal regard for college education as an in-
vestment with guaranteed financial returns has gained em-
pirical support in multi-country studies (Blöndal, Field,
& Girouard, 2002; Psacharopoulos, 1994). The private re-
turns of college education, however, are low in countries
with low per capita income (Psacharopoulos, 1994) and
socioeconomically disadvantaged college students face
even less promising financial prospects given their rela-
tively low graduation rates (McDonnough, 1997).

Even as severe material poverty threatens the wellbe-
ing of a disproportionately large number of the world’s
youth (Moore, 2005), material scarcity among the better
off college students remains an important research and
policy issue in life course poverty. It is also a mental health
issue, given evidence that the stress associated with being
poor is, in itself, a critical mental health risk (American
Psychological Association [APA] Task Force for Socioeco-
nomic Status, 2007). That psychological distress is expe-
rienced by poor college youth is suggested by the evidence
that adolescents with low socioeconomic status (SES) have

Address for correspondence: Melissa Lopez Reyes, Department of Psychology, De La Salle University, 2401 Taft Avenue, Manila, 1004 Philippines.
Email: melissa.reyes@dlsu.edu.ph

low levels of self-esteem and self-worth and high levels of
depression and anxiety (McLeod & Owens, 2004).

The difficult circumstances that low-SES college youth
face contribute to their psychological distress. Those who
work have less time left for studies and extracurricular
activities (Walpole, 2003, 2008), and those enrolled in
elite colleges feel a low sense of belongingness and aca-
demic fit (Johnson, Richeson, & Finkel, 2011). Complet-
ing one’s college education also becomes daunting in the
face of fewer educational resources, lack of parental help in
college-related goal setting, and the need to stop schooling
to provide for the family (Blustein et al., 2002).

Sense of Poverty Mediates the Influence
of Family SES on Psychological Distress
Apart from these difficult circumstances, it is the internal-
isation of these circumstances and of one’s belonging to a
lower social class that brings about psychological distress
(APA Task Force on Socioeconomic Status, 2007; Russell,
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1996). Blaming oneself for being poor, for example, has
been shown to lead to lower levels of psychological well-
being (Shek, 2004).

Thus, despite the multidimensional array of SES in-
dicators, researchers still see the importance of a sub-
jective evaluation of SES (de Vos & Garner, 1991), such
as asking respondents whether they consider themselves
‘poor’, ‘borderline’, or ‘not poor’ (Mangahas, 1999), or
having respondents locate themselves in a 10-rung SES
ladder (Singh-Manoux, Marmot, & Adler, 2005). Com-
pared to objective SES indicators, subjective evaluations
of SES are more highly correlated with a variety of out-
comes (Adler, Epel, Castellazo, & Ickovics, 2000; Ostrove
& Long, 2007; Singh-Manoux et al., 2005), in particu-
lar, with one’s sense of self and worldview (Diemer &
Ali, 2009). More than does reporting objective SES in-
dicators (e.g., income, properties), subjectively evaluat-
ing one’s SES entails reflecting on one’s socioeconomic
circumstances (Singh-Manoux et al., 2005), determining
one’s socioeconomic expectations vis-à-vis other people’s
lifestyles (The World Bank, 2001a), and identifying oneself
with a particular social class (Diemer & Ali, 2009; Ostrove
& Long, 2007).

Could poor college youth’s psychological distress be
rooted not only in poverty per se, but also in a keen
sense of poverty? Aside from experiencing the problems
of the poor in general, poor college youth have problems
unique to their situation, such as a sense of isolation in
college where others are more materially endowed, and
disidentification with their less privileged social class as
they become acculturated in a more educated class (Nel-
son, Englar-Carlson, Tierney, & Hau, 2006). Thus, it is
possible that poverty-related stress mediates the effect of
SES on wellbeing (Diemer, Mistry, Wadsworth, Lopez, &
Reimers, 2013).

The Mitigating Role of Family
Problem-Solving and Social Resources
While college affords poor youth the opportunity for so-
cioeconomic advancement (Nelson et al., 2006), this does
not always materialise, perhaps because material scarcity
becomes insurmountable, or perhaps because a keen sense
of poverty constrains one’s capacities. Yet, there are social
resources that could mitigate the effects of poverty, and of
a sense of poverty, on youth’s wellbeing.

These resources may come in the form of social services
provided by government and institutions. With access to
social services, quality of life and wellbeing are directly en-
hanced (Hudson, 2006). Education and health services in-
crease the poor’s labour returns in the market (The World
Bank, 2001b) and subjective poverty is lessened (Jansen,
Moses, Mujuta, & Yu, 2013).

Social resources also come in the form of social net-
works (Kanazawa & Savage, 2009; Valencia-Garcia, Si-
moni, Alegria, & Takeuchi, 2012). Social connections serve
as a means for obtaining material resources, such as jobs

and loans (Harper, Marcus, & Moore, 2003), especially
during financially difficult times (Hill, Jobling, Pollet, &
Nettle, 2014). They also help prevent poverty’s untoward
psychological effects (Harper et al., 2003).

The collective capabilities of a social group are also so-
cial resources (Oakes & Rossi, 2003) and these may well re-
side in the families themselves. Included in Walsh’s (2003)
family resilience-enabling skills is family problem-solving,
which involves collective decision-making, goal-setting,
and conflict management. Through family problem-
solving, family members adapt more easily to stressors
and challenges (Walsh, 2003).

Thus, college youth are not without familial and social
resources for navigating their way out of poverty-related
problems. These resources may result in an actual decrease
in youth’s sense of poverty and psychological distress, or
at least lessen the effect of family SES on sense of poverty,
and the effect of sense of poverty on psychological distress.

Objectives of the Current Research
The Philippines is an apt context for studying the expe-
rience of poverty. Classified by the World Bank (2014) as
a developing lower-middle income country, the Philip-
pines had a poverty incidence rate of 25% in 2012 and an
average self-rated poverty rate of 41% in 2013 (Romulo,
2014). A measure of a country’s income inequality, the
Gini ratio of the Philippines, is currently .44; this has been
rising during the past three decades (Sicat, 2014) and is
among the highest in Southeast Asia (National Statistical
Coordination Board, 2014).

The lack of basic services hinders Filipinos from rising
out of poverty (Tuason, 2002) and poor Filipinos have ex-
pressed disillusionment with the country’s political, eco-
nomic, and social conditions (Guerrero, 1973). Instead of
relying on government, the poor depend on their fami-
lies and personal contacts for financial assistance (Tuason,
2002, 2008). Thus, in explaining their poverty, or their way
out of poverty, Filipinos would refer to personal, famil-
ial factors more than to social, cultural factors (Tuason,
2008).

In a country with high poverty incidence, it would
be of interest to examine college youth, as they form a
sector that has good chances of advancing through the SES
ladder. The current research examines whether family SES
indirectly predicts youth’s psychological distress through
the youth’s sense of poverty. It also examines whether
family problem-solving skills and access to social resources
lessen the effect of SES on sense of poverty and the effect
of sense of poverty on distress.

Method
The data analysed in this article came from the 2012 data
set of the Youth Development Research Project of the De
La Salle University Department of Psychology (DLSU-
PSYCH, 2012).
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Participants

Participants were obtained through nonrandomised sam-
pling in diverse locations. In all, valid data were obtained
from 831 participants; 14% of the submitted surveys were
discarded because of a significant number of missing in-
formation.

Participants were studying in Manila (58% of the par-
ticipants) or in Bacolod (42%). Participants from Metro
Manila were students of Adamson University, La Salle Col-
lege Antipolo, De La Salle–Araneta University, De La Salle
University–Manila, Far Eastern University, and Paman-
tasan ng Lungsod ng Muntinlupa. Participants from Metro
Bacolod were from the University of St. La Salle.

About an equal number of participants were sampled
across the year levels. Sixty-eight per cent of the partici-
pants were female; ages ranged from 15 through 22 (M =
18.63, SD = 1.45). Participants are younger than are re-
ported in studies from other countries, because there were
then only 10 years of Philippine basic education (The Re-
public of the Philippines Official Gazette, 2012).

Sixty-one per cent of Manila participants had fami-
lies residing in Manila; 64% of Bacolod participants had
families residing in Bacolod. Fifty-one per cent of the par-
ticipants’ fathers and 58% of the mothers had at least a col-
lege diploma; 35% of the fathers and 29% of the mothers
were engaged in high-prestige occupations (occupational
prestige as described below).

Materials

All the measures used in this study were from the Multi-
context Assessment Battery of Youth Development, which
was constructed for the Youth Development Research
Project of DLSU-PSYCH and has been pretested with col-
lege samples (Reyes, Garo-Santiago, Sta. Maria, & DLSU-
PSYCH, 2011).

Items were written in both English and Filipino. The
equivalence was reviewed by two researchers who use both
languages in their work. In cases of lack of congruence,
they aligned the poorer version with the version that con-
veys the intended meaning.

Family SES. Two dimensions of Family SES were mea-
sured: family financial assets and family financial diffi-
culties. Family financial assets were measured using pos-
sessions/conveniences and parental occupation and pres-
tige. Ten items measured possessions/conveniences (e.g.,
own house, number of airconditioners). A yes-no, or a 1
through ‘5 or more’, response format was used as is ap-
propriate to the item. Six of these items have been used in
the Annual Poverty Indicators Survey (National Statistics
Office [NSO], 2010) and the Family Income and Expendi-
ture Survey (NSO, 2012). The inter-item correlations were
adequate with the average Gamma statistic G among pairs
of items equal to .33.

Parental occupation and prestige were determined by
whether the father/mother was earning regularly and,
if yes, the kind of occupation performed, and whether

the job was permanent. Classified as low occupational
prestige were manual jobs, security services, and sales
or clerical work. Classified as high occupational prestige
were professional work that requires at least a college de-
gree, organisational or corporate higher level positions,
and managing proprietorship. The lowest ranked score
of 1 was given if the parent was dead or was not earn-
ing regularly; higher ranked scores were given depending
on the combinations of prestige, regularity, and perma-
nency. The father’s and mother’s ranked scores were then
summed.

Participants also indicated the highest educational at-
tainment of each living parent. The options were el-
ementary school diploma or lower (coded 1), high
school diploma (2), vocational/technical/2-year de-
gree/diploma (3), college diploma (4), and mas-
ter’s/doctoral/law/medicine (5). Parental educational at-
tainment was the average of the parents’ ranks, or the
rank of the living parent.

Family financial difficulties. Family financial dificulties
were measured in terms of lack of money to spend on
needs, and circumstances resulting in financial difficulties.
Participants indicated how often they thought their family
had experienced lack of money for basic or important
expenses in the past month (10 items; response format was
1: never to 5: very often; Cronbach α = .95). Participants
also indicated whether or not their family had experienced,
in the past 12 months, circumstances leading to financial
difficulties (five items).

Sense of poverty. Participants responded yes or no to
whether they considered their family poor, whether they
were experiencing deplorable family conditions, and
whether their basic needs were not being met. The inter-
item correlations were adequate with the average Gamma
statistic G among pairs of items equal to .56.

Psychological distress. Participants responded yes or no
to whether they were experiencing: difficulties in studying,
family problems, and uncertainties about the future. They
indicated the extent to which they had been experiencing,
as a result of their current problems: lack of confidence in
oneself and feeling downhearted (1: very weak to 5: very
strong). The inter-item correlations were adequate with
the average Gamma statistic G among pairs of items equal
to .37.

Family problem-solving. Participants indicated extent of
agreement (1: strongly disagree to 5: strongly agree) to four
items describing how well family members solve problems
together, support each other in their problems, and believe
in their capacities to solve problems (Cronbach α = .89;
exploratory factor analysis suggests a one-factor solution
with 75% of the variance in the factor explained).

Family access to social resources. Participants indicated
whether or not their family has contacts to approach
when looking for a job; can ask help from the barangay (a
community-based political unit); can ask help from neigh-
bours in time of need; has contacts with institutions who
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Table 1
Sets of Indicators for Which a Composite Measure was Obtained Through Nonlinear Principal Component Analysis (One-Dimensional Solution)

Set of indicators Scale
Average
component
loadinga

Eigenvaluea
Reciprocal of
the number of
indicators

Family financial assets
Family possessions/conveniences 1: no 2: yes or

no. of assets (‘5 or more’ is the highest response)
.61 .40 .10

Parental occupational prestige/security and
educational attainment

Ranks .85 .72 .50

Family financial difficulties
Difficulties in meeting family needs 1: never to 5: very often .82 .69 .10

Family circumstances resulting in financial
difficulties

1: did not happen 2: happened .62 .41 .20

Other variables
Youth’s sense of poverty 1: no 2: yes .72 .53 .33

Youth’s psychological distress 1: did not happen 2: happened or
1: very weak to 5: very strong

.62 .40 .20

Family problem-solving 1: strongly disagree to
5: strongly agree

.87 .75 .25

Family access to resources 0: no 1: yes NPCA was not done. Composite score equals the
number of services that the family has access to.

can give them a loan; and, have access to and availment
of the following services: education, scholarship, health
and medical services, legal or lawyering services, social
protection, and livelihood training. The measure of fam-
ily access to social resources equals the total number of
services checked by the respondent.

Computations of composite scores. The variables used in
this study have ordinal-level indicators with different max-
imum scores, except the number of assets that are discrete-
numeric. Thus, it was not advisable to obtain compos-
ite measures through averaging. The indicators of each
variable were subjected to nonlinear principal component
analysis (NPCA), resulting in factor/object scores, which
are the quantification of the factor underlying the indi-
cators (de Leeuw, 2005). The factor/object score served
as the composite measure for the set of indicators sub-
jected to NPCA. Table 1 lists these sets of indicators. In
all the NPCAs conducted, the one-dimensional solution
resulted in adequate fit as indicated by eigenvalues greater
than the reciprocal of the number of indicators (shown in
Table 1).

Procedure

Permission to administer the scales was obtained from
university administrators or from faculty members from
whose classes the participants were recruited. The survey
was paper based and self-administered. Both English and
Filipino versions of the items were presented,with the Fil-
ipino version italicised and shown right below the English
version. Participants answered the scales on campus and
in groups after the purpose of the study was explained to
them.

Results
Preliminary Analyses

Across variables, there were no significant differences
between the Manila and Bacolod samples, except that
the Bacolod sample reported having fewer posses-
sions/conveniences, a keener sense of being poor, and
having greater access to social resources. These observed
differences between the Manila and Bacolod samples were
consistent with the difference between these two cities’
average annual family income: 379,000 pesos (approxi-
mately USD 8,975) for Metro Manila, and 202,000 pesos
(approximately USD 4,783) for Western Visayas, where
Metro Bacolod is located (NSO, 2012). The test for the
equality of correlation matrices from different popula-
tions, however, did not show differences between the Ba-
colod and Manila samples, χ2(15) = 23.61, p = .07. In the
path analysis done, locale was included as predictor.

Confirmatory factor analysis was conducted on posses-
sions/conveniences, parental occupation/education, diffi-
culties in meeting needs, and circumstances likely to result
in financial difficulties. A correlated two-factor model with
the factor ‘assets’ (possessions/conveniences and occupa-
tion/education) and the factor ‘difficulties’ (difficulties,
circumstances) had adequate fit, CFI = .99, SRMR = .01,
RMSEA = .07 with 90% CI of [.02, .13], χ2(1) = 4.96.
This fit was better than that for a one-factor model, CFI
= .96, SRMR = .03, RMSEA = .12 with 90% CI of [.08,
.16], χ2(2) = 25.53.

Thus, two separate indicators of family SES were used
in the analyses: assets, which was the average of the pos-
sessions/conveniences and occupation/education scores;
and difficulties, which was the average of the scores for
difficulties in meeting needs and family circumstances re-
sulting in financial difficulties.
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Table 2
Intercorrelations Among the Variables in the Study

Variable 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

1. Localea __
2. Family financial assets .06 __
3. Family financial difficulties − .07∗ − .47∗ __
4. Youth’s sense of poverty − .11∗ − .31∗ .43∗ __
5. Youth’s psychological distress − .02 − .03 .11∗ .34∗ __
6. Family problem-solving − .03 .06 − .06 − .12∗ −.20∗ __
7. Family access to resources − .09∗ .11∗ − .08∗ − .07∗ −.04 .11∗ __

Note: a Bacolod was coded as 0; Manila was coded as 1.
∗p < .01.

Locale 

Family Financial Assets 

Family  
Financial Difficulties 

Sense of Poverty 

Psychological Distress 

-.02 

.37 

-.14 

.37 

.09 

Figure 1
Reduced path-analytic model with sense of poverty mediating the relationships between family SES and psychological distress.

Shown in Table 2 are the pairwise correlation coeffi-
cients among the variables analysed.

Sense of Poverty as a Mediator Between Family SES and
Psychological Distress

A path-analytic model was run to determine whether sense
of poverty mediated the relationship between SES and
distress. In this model, the dependent variable was distress
and the exogenous variables were locale, financial assets,
financial difficulties, and sense of poverty. The direct paths
to sense of poverty were from locale, assets, and financial
difficulties; the direct paths to distress were from sense of
poverty, locale, assets, and financial difficulties.

A reduced model was obtained by removing paths that
were not significantly different from zero (see Figure 1).
The reduced model had adequate fit, CFI = 1.00, SRMR
= .003, RMSEA = .00 with a 90% confidence interval of
[.00, .03], χ2(2) = 0.17.

Financial difficulties directly, positively predicted sense
of poverty that, in turn, directly, positively predicted
distress. The indirect effect (.14) of financial difficul-
ties on distress through sense of poverty was significant
(p = .00). Financial difficulties did not directly predict
distress.

The direct effect of assets on distress was significant
and positive with greater financial assets associated with
greater psychological distress. On the other hand, the in-
direct effect of assets on distress through sense of poverty

was significant and negative (−.05; p = .00). The total
effect was not significant.

Moderating the Relationship Between Family SES and Sense of
Poverty

To determine whether family problem-solving and access
to resources moderated the relationship between family
SES and sense of poverty, hierarchical multiple regression
was run. In the first regression, locale, difficulties, assets,
family problem-solving, and access to resources were pre-
dictors. The model significantly explained 21.89% of the
variance in sense of poverty, F(5, 825) = 46.24, p = .00. Ex-
cept for access to resources, all predictors were significant:
a greater sense of poverty was associated with Bacolod
youth (β = −.08, p = .01), with lesser family assets (β =
−.13, p = .00), with greater financial difficulties (β = .36,
p = .00), and with less family problem-solving (β = −.09,
p = .00). The standard errors for the regression coefficients
ranged from .03 to .04.

In the second regression, the interaction of assets and
financial difficulties with family problem-solving and with
access to resources were added as predictors. None of the
interaction effects were significant, indicating that neither
family problem-solving nor access to resources moderated
the relationship between family SES and sense of poverty;
that is, the effects of assets and difficulties on sense of
poverty were the same regardless of the extent of family
problem-solving and access to resources.
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Figure 2
The moderating effect of access to resources on the relationship between sense of poverty and psychological distress.

Moderating the Relationship Between Sense of Poverty and
Distress

Next, it was determined whether family problem-solving
and access to resources moderated the relationship be-
tween sense of poverty and distress. In the first regression,
sense of poverty, family problem-solving, and access to
resources were entered as predictors. The model signifi-
cantly explained 14.44% of the variance in distress, F(3,
827) = 46.54, p = .00. Except for access to resources, all
predictors were significant: distress was associated with
less family problem-solving (β = −.16, SE = .03, p = .00)
and with a keener sense of poverty (β = .32, SE = .03,
p = .00).

In the second regression, the interaction of sense of
poverty with problem-solving and with access to resources
were added as predictors. This model significantly ex-
plained 15.16% of the variance in distress, F(5, 825) =
29.48, p = .00. The .72% increase in variance explained
from the first to the second regression was significantly
greater than zero, F(2, 825) = 3.50, p = .03. The predic-
tors that were significant in the first regression were also
significant in the second regression. In addition, Sense of
Poverty × Access to Resources was significant (β = −.08,
SE = .03, p = .00); Sense of Poverty × Problem-Solving
was not.

The buffering effect of access to resources was evident
when sense of poverty was higher than the mean; Figure 2
illustrates this moderating effect when sense of poverty
is at 1.5, 2, and 2.5 SD units above the mean. A simple
slopes analysis was done for cases where there was less
access to resources (at −3, −2, and −1 SD units below
the mean) and where there was greater access (at 2.1,
2.5, and 2.9 SD units above the mean). The slopes were

significantly positive given less access to resources, but
were not significantly different from zero given greater
access to resources. Thus, sense of poverty was associated
with greater psychological distress only when there was
little access to resources.

Discussion
The current research aimed to characterise how college
youth’s psychological distress is associated with the expe-
rience of poverty. It determined whether sense of poverty
mediates the effect of family SES on distress; it also deter-
mined whether family problem-solving and access to ser-
vices mitigate the effect of family SES on sense of poverty
and the effect of sense of poverty on distress.

The current study has limitations such that caution
needs to be exercised in interpreting the findings. One
limitation was that few items were used to measure sense
of poverty (three items) and distress (five items). Although
the Social Weather Station surveys (Mangahas, 1999) used
only two brief questions to measure self-rated poverty, the
psychological nature of this study necessitated measur-
ing sense of poverty more extensively. Another limita-
tion was the yes-no response format used in measuring
sense of poverty and distress. In both measures, adequate
inter-item correlations for ranked data were obtained, but
greater discrimination and precision in responses could
have been obtained if, say, a 1–10 Likert-type scale was
used instead.

The cross-sectional nature of the study, as opposed to a
longitudinal one, does not warrant a definitive conclusion
about a temporal, cause-effect relationship that proceeds
from SES to sense of poverty to distress. If there were a
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cause-effect relationship, however, it would be more logi-
cal to assume that family SES caused sense of poverty and
distress rather than the other way around. Admittedly,
there remains the possibility that distress could have con-
tributed to sense of poverty, although it was the reversed
direction that was considered in this article.

Sense of Poverty as a Possible Pathway from Financial
Difficulties to Psychological Distress

With assets and financial difficulties treated as separate
variables (rather than as components of a singular SES
score), the differential effects of SES were evident in the
final path-analytic model. This model indicates that it is
financial difficulties, more than lack of assets, that are
associated with distress. Financial difficulties, however,
do not have a direct effect on distress; rather, its effect is
mediated by sense of poverty.

Does a lack of assets contribute to distress, albeit in
a lesser degree than do financial difficulties? If only the
indirect path through sense of poverty is considered, the
answer is yes: the significant indirect effect of lack of assets
on distress is smaller in magnitude than the indirect effect
of financial difficulties. This negative indirect effect, how-
ever, is counteracted by a significant direct effect that is in
the unexpected, positive direction; thus, the total effect is
not significant.

Nevertheless, the counterintuitive result that more
family assets are associated with greater distress is worth
considering as it is reported, too, in extant literature.
Socioeconomically affluent youth are at higher risk for
substance abuse, anxiety, and depression (Luthar, 2003).
The explanatory construct could be some inordinate pref-
erence for material goods, as suggested by the finding
that wellbeing is associated with being less materialistic
(Christopher, Kuo, Abraham, Noel, & Linz, 2004; Kara-
bati & Cemalcilar, 2010; Piko, 2006; Tatzel, 2003).

It remains, however, that the salient implication of the
path-analytic results is that sense of poverty provides a me-
diating mechanism from financial difficulties to distress.
Sense of poverty is possibly associated with internalised
classism. Instead of the poor being held down by oth-
ers’ biases against them, or by others’ misconceptions of
the roots of poverty, it is actually the poor’s own sense
of being poor that holds them down (Russell, 1996). Yet,
the issue of social class and the concomitant internalised
classism are not talked about between psychologists and
their poor clients, even as talking about these would allow
the clients to recognise that their views about their mate-
rial circumstances could actually deter self-development
(Russell, 1996; Spence, 2012).

The Mitigating Role That Families and Social Resources Play

The finding that family problem-solving is associated with
youth’s decreased sense of poverty and decreased distress
suggests that addressing internalised classism among col-
lege youth is a family issue. The finding that family access
to social resources buffers the effect of sense of poverty

on distress suggests that addressing internalised classism
among college youth is likewise a community and social
issue.

That the issue of poverty is social in nature underscores
structure and policy changes towards poverty alleviations
(Seccombe, 2002). Government policies can be crafted to
promote access to and confidence in various social ser-
vices. Various program strategies should be explored that
would lead, for example, to equitable distribution of re-
sources to schools and communities (Blustein et al., 2002).
Increasing access to educational assistance and scholar-
ships would reap benefits, given that education leads to
rising out of one’s social class (Atal, 2005; Nelson et al.,
2006; Tuason, 2008).

We acknowledge that addressing the structural and
economic roots of poverty and social inequality is of
prime importance but, given the scope of this article,
we emphasise the psychological gain that can be had by
strengthening family resources in terms of both collabo-
rative problem-solving and access to services.

With poor youth at risk for numerous problems, in-
cluding school failure, the family, schools and the com-
munity can work together in developing student resiliency
programs (Benard, 1997). Schools can connect families to
relevant community agencies (Benard, 1997); interven-
tions can be designed that foster collaborative problem-
solving among students, parents, teachers, and school per-
sonnel (Allen & Graden, 2002); programs run by peers
or professionals can help socially disadvantaged youth to
adjust better to college life (Ostrove & Long, 2007); thera-
pists can help poor clients by being more familiar with the
available social, medical, legal, and educational resources
in the community (Kim & Cardemil, 2012).

This study’s finding regarding the family’s contribu-
tion in deterring a sense of poverty and distress among
the youth indicates the importance of interventions that
target the family. Strengthening family resilience would
give the youth a sense that their families can address their
own problems (Walsh, 2002). Such family programs have
been documented in literature: using the family systems
approach in therapy with poor clients has been shown to
work (Smith, 2005); family sessions involving psychoed-
ucation in problem solving have effectively prevented de-
pression among low-income mothers (Kim & Cardemil,
2012).

Social Change Initiatives With Poor College Youth

While youth have shown themselves to be agents of their
own development (Damon, 2004), support is needed
and can be effective. As suggested by the current re-
search, the family and its social networks are also agents
of youth development. While the current research was
not geared specifically towards action and social change,
it can serve as impetus to an action research cycle
for developing programmatic interventions at the uni-
versity setting from which the researchers come from
(Liu & Bernardo, 2014), utilising family, school, and
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community resources. These resources might well be part
of what Tickamyer and Duncan (1990) call opportu-
nity structures. Opportunity structures embedded in the
youth’s social networks lend themselves easily to action re-
search that puts a premium on the interconnectedness of
individuals in social relations (Liu, Ng, Gastardo-Conaco,
& Wong, 2008). In this kind of action research, the youth,
the family, and the community can emerge as ‘inquiring
coresearchers’ (Reason & Bradbury, 2008, p. 3). Of interest
would be how the experience of material scarcity can pro-
vide the impetus for individual, family, and community
growth.
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