
An Unbalanced World: A Distribution Exercise

This activity can be used with both youth and adults. It can also be adapted and simplified to work for children by dividing children into the three income groups and showing them how much of the bread each group will receive. Children can then discuss how it feels to be in each income group and whether it is fair.

Objective

This exercise provides a visual example of the distribution of the world's food and wealth. Use it to stimulate discussion about our role as citizens and as a nation in bringing about fairness, justice and a balanced world.

Time

Approximately 30 minutes depending on length of discussion.

Supplies

One loaf of bread, six country description cards (included), one dinner plate, one paper plate, a map of the world, tacks or tape

Overview

Divide participants into three groups (based on the percentages below) to represent high-, middle- and low-income countries. The high-income countries will have the fewest people, but the most bread; the low-income countries will have the most people and the least bread. Give the dinner plate to the high-income group and the paper plate to the middle-income group. The low-income group does not receive a plate. Pass out the country description cards to two people in each group. State that the three groups represent wealthy, middle-income and poor countries. Read the short group description for the high-income group (see below). Then ask the cardholders in that group to read their card and tack it to the country they represent on the map. (You may want to locate the countries prior to the exercise in case anyone needs assistance). Once both cards have been read and placed on the map, put the appropriate amount of bread on the plate explaining that this represents the amount of food the group gets. Repeat for the middle and low-income countries. Participants should refrain from eating the bread until the exercise is over. Allow the groups to share only if they choose.

Country Descriptions

High-income (also called "Developed Countries")

· Number of participants: about 17 percent of your group 

· Percentage of bread = 81 

· Group description: About one in six people worldwide live in high-income countries that include places such as the United States, Japan and Australia. Many people get more to eat than they need. 

Country Description Card 1: My name is Steven. I live in the United States, which is about less than one-third the size of Africa. I am fortunate to live in a country that has access to resources such as safe drinking water and public education. In fact, 99 percent of children in the U.S. are enrolled in primary school. Despite our great wealth, nearly 13 percent of Americans live below the poverty line. One out of ten persons lives in a household that is hungry or at risk of hunger, and nearly 1 percent of adults live with HIV/AIDS. Less than one-tenth of 1 percent of our national income goes toward development assistance to other countries. 

Country Description Card 2: My name is Matsu and I live in Japan. My country is located in Eastern Asia and is slightly smaller than California. Hardly anybody in my country has HIV/AIDS. Education is a priority here: Every child is enrolled in primary school. Less than 1 percent of our national income goes toward development assistance to other countries.

Middle-income 
· Number of participants: about 25 percent of your group 

· Percentage of bread = 17 

· Group description: One in four people worldwide live in middle-income countries. These include places such as Albania, Thailand and Guyana. Many people do not get enough to eat. 

Country Description Card 1: My name is Edgar; I live in Guyana, a country located on the northeastern coast of South America. Guyana is slightly smaller than Idaho. Less than 3 percent of adults are living with HIV/AIDS. Almost all of us have access to safe drinking water. Eighty-five percent of our children are enrolled in primary school. We received $108 million in development assistance in 2000.

Country Description Card 2: My name is Anila. I live in Eastern Europe in a country called Albania, which is slightly smaller than Maryland. One out of every five Albanians lives below the poverty line. Only 3 percent of people in my country do not have access to clean water. In 1999, fewer than 100 people died of HIV/AIDS. We received $318.5 million in development assistance in the year 2000. 

Low-income (also called "Developing Countries")

· Number of participants: about 58 percent of your group 

· Percentage of bread = 2 

· Group description: More than half the people in the world live in low-income countries like Haiti, Bangladesh and Mozambique. Nearly 800 million people in developing countries are malnourished. 

Country Description Card 1: My name is Simao and I am from Mozambique, located in sub-Saharan Africa. One in three people are chronically undernourished in this region. In my country, four out of five people live on less than $2 a day. Thirteen percent of the adults in my country are living with HIV/AIDS. Less than half of our children are enrolled in primary education. Only 3 out of every five people have access to safe drinking water. My country receives about $875 million in development assistance per year. 

Country Description Card 2: My name is Marie and I am from Haiti. Haiti is located in the Caribbean, and we have the second highest HIV/AIDS infection rate in the world. In Haiti, more than half of the people are undernourished. But less than half of the people have access to safe drinking water. Haiti is committed to education with 80 percent of our children enrolled in primary schools. My country received about $208 million in development assistance in 2000. 

Note: These are generalizations. Within each group there are very wealthy and very poor people. This exercise is simplified for the purposes of starting a discussion. Also, the percentage of bread does not represent an exact percentage of food. It represents general amounts to show the discrepancy between high-, middle- and low-income countries.

Discussion Questions

Note: Follow-up discussion is a very important part of this exercise. Make sure you allow enough time for people to talk about what they experienced, learned and observed.

1. For the wealthy nations, how does it feel to have so much food, especially when your neighboring countries do not? 

2. For low-income residents, how do you feel about the people in the other groups? 

3. For middle-income countries, what is preventing you from achieving a better standard of living? 

4. If you lived in poverty, what are some things you may not have besides food? (Examples: movies, flush toilets, a doctor nearby, police protection, running water) How would poverty differ in countries like the United States, Guyana or Mozambique? 

5. Has anyone had a personal experience with witnessing poverty in the United States or in a visit to a low-income country that they would like to share? How do the personal choices we as Americans make impact this unbalanced world? 

6. What are ways the United States and other developed countries can invest in people throughout the world? Does our government currently make these investments? 

7. What might we do personally, as students, as church members, as citizens, to bring about a more equitable and balanced world? What role does advocacy play? 

Close the activity with a prayer.
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