
Attributions of Poverty among Social Work and Non-social Work Students 
in Croatia

Aim To investigate how students in Croatia perceive causes of poverty and 
to examine the differences in attributions of poverty between students of 
social work, economics, and agriculture.

Methods The study included 365 participants, students of social work 
(n = 143), economics (n = 137), and agriculture (n = 85). We used the newly 
developed Attribution of Poverty Scale, consisting of 4 factors, as follows: 
individual causes of poverty (eg, lack of skills and capabilities, lack of effort, 
poor money management, alcohol abuse); micro-environmental causes (eg, 
poor family, region, single parenthood); structural/societal causes (eg, poor 
economy, consequences of political transition, war); and fatalistic causes (eg, 
bad luck, fate, God’s will). We also used a questionnaire that measured 5 
dimensions of students’ personal values: humanistic values, family values, 
striving for self-actualization, traditional values, and hedonistic values. In 
both questionnaires, items were rated on a 5-point Likert-type scale.

Results Students of all three faculties put most emphasis on structural 
causes of poverty (mean ± standard deviation = 3.54 ± 0.76 on a 1-5 scale), 
followed by micro-environmental (3.18 ± 0.60), individual (2.95 ± 0.68), 
and fatalistic causes (1.81 ± 0.74). Social work students perceived individual 
factors as significantly less important causes of poverty (ANOVA, F-val-
ue = 12.55, P<0.001) than students of economics and agriculture. We found 
a correlation between humanistic values and perceived structural (r = 0.267, 
P<0.001) and micro-environmental causes of poverty (r = 0.185, P<0.001), 
and also between traditional values and structural (r = 0.168, P<0.001), 
micro-environmental (r = 0.170, P<0.001), and fatalistic causes of poverty 
(r = 0.149, P<0.001).

Conclusion Students see structural/societal factors, such as poor economy 
and political transition as main causes of poverty in Croatia. Individual fac-
tors connected with individual’s personal characteristics were considered 
less important, while luck and fate were considered as least important. Stu-
dents of social work perceived individual causes to be less important than 
students of agriculture and economics. Students with strong humanistic and 
traditional values put more emphasis on external sources of poverty.
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For a long time there were two opposing at-
titudes about the causes of poverty. Some be-
lieved that poverty arose from individual dif-
ferences, while others believed that poverty 
should be attributed to economic, political, 
and cultural factors, operating on a higher, so-
cietal level (1).

Exploring common perceptions about 
causes of poverty, Feagin (2) was the first to 
systematically study multiple aspects of pov-
erty in different social groups, and found 11 
types of beliefs about the causes of poverty, 
grouping them into 3 categories. His findings 
were confirmed in other studies (3-11).

The first category include individual or in-
ternal causes, explaining poverty in terms of a 
specific lifestyle of the poor, such as lack of ca-
pability, effort, and thrift, laziness, or alcohol 
abuse. The second category include structural 
or external causes (5,6,9,12), attributing pov-
erty to unfriendly social, political, cultural, and 
economic factors such as uneven distribution of 
wealth, exploitation of the poor, low education 
levels, low income, or unequal social opportuni-
ties. The third group of perceived causes, which 
Feagin called fatalism, include reasons such as 
bad luck, illness, fate, or God’s will.

The first type of beliefs is based on the pre-
sumption that the poor themselves are respon-
sible for their condition, while the other two 
are based on the idea that they were put in 
that position by external forces.

Some studies conducted in different coun-
tries have found factorial structures that are 
different from this one. For example, Sheck 
(5) described 4 factors that indicate beliefs re-
garding causes of poverty: personal factors, 
lack of opportunities, exploitation, and fate. 
Other authors found between 3 (4,13) and 5 
factors (11).

After the economic transition and the war 
in Croatia there were many debates on causes 
of poverty, but there was no empirical research 
either on objective causes of poverty, or atti-

tudes, stereotypes, and attributions for causes 
of poverty. This study presents a contribution 
to the research of perceived causes of poverty 
in Croatia, a country burdened with war con-
sequences and political and economic tran-
sition at the same time, which led to impov-
erishment of the society and one part of the 
population. Poverty is one of the main inter-
ests in the field of social work, and future so-
cial workers are expected to show greater un-
derstanding for the poor. This is the reason 
why we compared social work and non-social 
work students in order to examine potential 
differences in perceived causes of poverty by 
future experts who will work with the poor 
and those who will not professionally deal 
with the people in need.

Participants and methods

Participants

We surveyed a convenience sample of 365 
students from Zagreb University. The sam-
ple consisted of students with 3 different ma-
jor subjects: social work (38% of all senior 
students of third and fourth year of study), 
economics (7%), and agriculture (20%). It is 
common to use social work students in this 
type of research (8), since their field of study 
exposes them to people in need and develops 
their sensitivity for such issues. We chose stu-
dents of economics because of their exposure 
to information on economic issues on a wider 
scale, and students of agriculture because they 
do not come in touch with economic issues 
or have direct contact with people as a part of 
their study. Only senior students were includ-
ed, because we assumed that younger students 
still had not formed all social attitudes specific 
for their professional groups.

Demographic data

The majority of social work students were 
women (n = 139/143, 97.2% female), which 



Družić Ljubotina and Ljubotina: Perception of Causes of Poverty by Students

743

reflected their actual representation in the stu-
dent population, while the other two groups 
provided a better gender balance (n = 40/85, 
47.6% female students for agriculture and 
n = 84/137, 61.3% female students for eco-
nomics) (Table 1).

Method

Questionnaires were distributed during April 
and May 2007, during regular classes at the 
University. They were anonymous and all par-
ticipants were fully informed about the goals 
of the research and gave verbal consent. All 
of the participants provided valid answers on 
general demographic questions and on ques-
tions in the two questionnaires. The study way 
approved by the ethical committee of the De-
partment of Psychology of the Faculty of Phi-
losophy, Zagreb.

Instruments

a) The first part of questionnaire provided 
general data on sex, year of the study, and their 
major subject.

b) Attribution of Poverty Questionnaire 
is an instrument created for the purpose of 
this study. It was designed to measure partic-
ipants’ perception about causes of poverty. It 
has 24 items which are assessed on a 5-point 
Likert-type scale (1 – not agree at all, 5 – com-
pletely agree). Total score range on items and 
subscales varied from 1 to 5. A higher score 
implied stronger agreement regarding the im-
portance of the specific cause of poverty.

The instruction stated: “Members of our 
society live in different financial conditions, 
whereas causes of poverty may vary from case 
to case. The following statements describe 
some of the possible reasons why some people 
become poor. Please rate to which extent you 
agree with these statements, ie, how well the 
statement explains the reasons why some peo-
ple in our country are poor.”

The questionnaire is a modified version of 
Feagin’s (2) Attribution for Poverty Scale, con-
sisting of 11 items, covering 3 factors: individ-
ual, structural, and fatalistic. The questionnaire 
used in this research, in addition to Feagin’s 3 
original factors, produced a 4th factor – micro-
environmental or cultural factor (4).

Since this was the first application of this 
questionnaire, we also examined its latent 
structure and psychometric properties.

Latent structure of questionnaire

The principal component analysis with vari-
max rotation was performed on 24 items that 
form the scale. The goal of this analysis was to 
determine the number of independent dimen-
sions of perceived causes of poverty, ie empir-
ically determine possible subscales formed by 
the items of the Attribution of Poverty Ques-
tionnaire.

The analysis resulted in 4 significant prin-
cipal components according to Kaiser-Gutt-
man’s criterion (eigenvalues greater than 1: 
λ1 = 3.55, λ2 = 2.71, λ3 = 1.64, and λ4 = 1.52) 
and the percentage of explained variance by 
4 significant components before rotation was 
52.35%. Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin measure of sam-
pling adequacy was 0.754. Six items were not 
included in the final 4 dimensions, because of 
their high correlations with multiple factors.

Following the results of factor analysis (Ta-
ble 2), we divided the questionnaire into 4 fac-
tors (subscales) as follows: individual causes of 
poverty (items: 1, 3, 8, 9, 21), structural causes 
of poverty (items: 5, 6, 20, 24), micro-environ-

Table 1. Sociodemographic characteristics of 365 students in-
cluded in study
Parameter No. (%) of students
University school:
  social work 143 (39.2)
  agriculture   85 (23.3)
  economics 137 (37.5)
Gender:
  male 100 (27.6)
  female 265 (72.6)
Year of study:
  third   79 (21.6)
  fourth 286 (78.4)
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mental causes of poverty (items: 2, 4, 11, 12, 
13, 18), and fatalistic causes of poverty (items: 
10, 14, 22). Internal/individual factors de-
pend solely on the individual, for example lack 
of effort, motivation, resourcefulness, skill, ca-
pability; structural/societal factors reflect the 
structure of society, ie economy, social policy, 
or social justice; micro-environmental factors 
relate to the aspects of individual’s life con-
ditions such as number of family members, 
transgenerational transfer of poverty, housing; 
and fatalistic factors include bad luck, fate, and 
random influences. The Cronbach α reliability 
coefficient was 0.76 for individual factors sub-
scale (4-items), 0.78 for structural factors sub-
scale (4 items), 0.65 for micro-environmental 
factors subscale (6 items), and 0.70 for fatal-
istic factors subscale (3 items). The subscales 
showed good internal consistency, allowing 
the formation of composite scores.

c) The questionnaire on values used in this 
research consisted of 15 items relating to dif-
ferent aspects of values. It was a revised ver-
sion of a questionnaire on values constructed in 
2001 (14). Participants were asked to rate how 

much each of the values described in the items 
was important for them personally. Based on 
their content and previous analyses, some of the 
items were grouped into five dimensions, factors 
that represent values in a wider sense: human-
istic values (4 items; for example “helping the 
poor, the ill, and socially rejected”), traditional 
values (2 items; “living in my own country with 
my own people”), family values (3 items; “have 
my own family and children”), strive for self-
actualization (2 items; “finish school, gain new 
knowledge, become an expert in my field”), and 
hedonistic values (4 items; “have fun, enjoy life, 
food, and drink”). The scores on each dimen-
sion were rescaled to a 1-5 range, where a high-
er score reflects greater importance of a specific 
value. The instruction stated: “People value dif-
ferent things in life. Please read the following 
statements carefully and rate each according to 
how the things described in them are important 
to you personally.”

Statistical analysis

The results are presented as frequencies and 
means ± standard deviation (SD). The princi-

Table 2. Correlations between 18 scale items and four rotated components (Rotated Component Matrix)
Causes of poverty (components):*

Scale Item individual structural micro-environmental fatalistic
They don’t now how to manage their finances (item 9) 0.738
They don ‘t know how to take advantage of the opportunities offered to them (item 21) 0.735
They don’t work hard enough (item 3) 0.724
They are not resourceful (item 1) 0.708
They are generally incapable (item 8) 0.646
Country’s poor economy brought them to that position (item 5) 0.800
The government doesn’t help them enough (item 6) 0.750
It’s because of the transition in our society (malversations in the economic sector after gaining 
  independence) (item 24)

0.748

There is little justice in our society (item 20) 0.721
Because of incomplete families (single parents) (item 11) 0.716
They come from a poor family (item 13) 0.671
Because they have a large family to support (many children) (item 2) 0.625
Because of the war and its consequences (item 12) 0.584
They couldn’t afford a good education (item 18) 0.302 0.493
The environment in which they grew up (neighborhood, region) did not provided equal opportunities for 
  them (item 4)

0.457

It’s their fate (item 22) 0.838
It’s God’s will (item 10) 0.833
They had bad luck (item 14) 0.653
*The principal component analysis is a multivariate statistical data reduction technique used to explain variability among observed variables in terms of fewer unobserved variables 
called components. Mathematically, components are formed as linear combinations of observed variables. According to common criteria correlations between observed variables and 
components that are higher then 0.3 can be regarded significant.
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pal component analysis with varimax rotation 
was performed to assess latent structure of the 
questionnaire. Changes between groups were 
tested with one-way analysis of variance and 
post-hoc Scheffe test for independent samples.

Association between attributions of pover-
ty and values were assessed with Pearson cor-
relation coefficient.

We used the Statistical Package for the So-
cial Sciences, version 14.0 (SPSS Inc, Chicago, 
IL, USA). The level of statistical difference was 
set at P<0.001.

Results

Descriptive statistics for the answers on 24 items 
of the Attribution of Poverty Questionnaire

In the total sample (n = 365), most students 
saw poor economy, lack of financial resourc-
es necessary for good education, and conse-
quences of economic transition as the most 

important out of 24 listed causes of poverty 
(Table 3).

Less importance was placed on individu-
al factors associated with individual’s personal 
characteristics (they do not work hard enough, 
they are not resourceful, they are generally in-
capable), while luck and fate were seen as least 
important. Students perceived causes of pover-
ty as complex and gave more importance to ex-
ternal influences rather than individual’s own 
responsibility (Table 3).

Hierarchy of different perceived causes of poverty

Following the results of factor analy-
sis, we created 4 subscales describing specif-
ic dimensions of causes of poverty. Hierar-
chical order of these 4 factors showed that 
most importance is given to structural factors 
(3.54 ± 0.76), followed by micro-environmen-
tal (3.19 ± 0.60), individual (2.96 ± 0.68), and 
fatalistic factors (1.81 ± 0.74) (Figure 1).

Table 3. Frequencies, percentages, means, and standard deviations for 24 items of the questionnaire on attribution of poverty
Item No. (%)of answers in category‡

number* Factor† Item content 1.00 2.00 3.00 4.00 5.00 Mean±SD
  5 STR Country’s poor economy brought them to that position     6 (1.6)   33 (9.0)   92 (25.2) 172 (47.1) 62 (17.0) 3.69 ± 0.91
18 MIC They couldn’t afford a good education     6 (1.7)   32 (8.8) 105 (28.9) 167 (46.0) 53 (14.6) 3.63 ± 0.90
24 STR It’s because of the transition in our society (malversations in 

  the economic sector after gaining independence)
    9 (2.5)   38 (10.4) 115 (31.5) 124 (34.0) 79 (21.6) 3.62 ± 1.01

17 O They lost their job     8 (2.2)   40 (11.0) 108 (29.7) 144 (39.6) 64 (17.6) 3.59 ± 0.97
  7 O They don’t have the necessary ties and connections in 

  order to find a good job
    8 (2.2)   42 (11.6) 107 (29.5) 145 (39.9) 61 (16.8) 3.58 ± 0.97

20 STR There is little justice in our society     8 (2.2)   51 (14.0) 128 (35.1) 119 (32.6) 59 (16.2) 3.47 ± 0.99
23 O They have low education   12 (3.3)   38 (10.4) 138 (37.8) 142 (38.9) 35 (9.6) 3.41 ± 0.92
  6 STR The government doesn’t help them enough   10 (2.7)   53 (14.6) 132 (36.3) 122 (33.5) 47 (12.9) 3.39 ± 0.98
16 O Because of an illness or some physical handicap   11 (3.0)   51 (14.0) 129 (35.4) 131 (36.0) 42 (11.5) 3.39 ± 0.97
12 MIC Because of the war and its consequences   18 (5.0)   38 (10.5) 140 (38.6) 134 (36.9) 33 (9.1) 3.35 ± 0.96
21 IND They don ‘t know how to take advantage of the 

  opportunities offered to them
    6 (1.6)   68 (18.6) 147 (40.3) 109 (29.9) 35 (9.6) 3.27 ± 0.93

  4 MIC The environment in which they grew up (neighborhood, 
  region) hadn’t provided equal opportunities for them

  26 (7.1)   77 (21.1) 100 (27.4) 117 (32.1) 45 (12.3) 3.21 ± 1.13

13 MIC They come from a poor family   14 (3.8)   72 (19.7) 137 (37.5) 116 (31.8) 26 (7.1) 3.19 ± 0.96
  9 IND They don’t now how to manage their finances   18 (4.9)   76 (20.9) 148 (40.7)   95 (26.1) 95 (7.4) 3.10 ± 0.98
19 O They are addicted to drugs   38 (10.4)   87 (23.9) 107 (29.4)   79 (21.7) 53 (14.6) 3.06 ± 1.21
15 O They have an alcohol dependency problem   37 (10.1)   82 (22.5) 116 (31.8)   91 (24.9) 91 (10.7) 3.04 ± 1.14
  2 MIC Because they have a large family to support (many children)  25 (6.8)   79 (21.6) 142 (38.9) 101 (27.7) 18 (4.9) 3.02 ± 0.98
  3 IND They don’t work hard enough   25 (6.9)   94 (25.8) 152 (41.8)   69 (19.0) 24 (6.6) 2.93 ± 0.99
  1 IND They are not resourceful   20 (5.5) 106 (29.0) 164 (44.9)   66 (18.1)   9 (2.5) 2.83 ± 0.87
11 MIC Because of incomplete families (single parents)   54 (14.9)   93 (25.6) 127 (35.0)   81 (22.3)   8 (2.2) 2.71 ± 1.04
  8 IND They are generally incapable   41 (11.3) 120 (33.0) 141 (38.7)   49 (13.5) 13 (3.6) 2.65 ± 0.97
14 FAT They had bad luck   88 (24.1) 112 (30.7) 111 (30.4)   43 (11.8) 11 (3.0) 2.39 ± 1.07
22 FAT It’s their fate 216 (59.3)   90 (24.7)   43 (11.8)     7 (1.9)   8 (2.2) 1.63 ± 0.92
10 FAT It’s God’s will 276 (75.6)   45 (12.3)   30 (8.2)   10 (2.7)   4 (1.1) 1.41 ± 0.84
*Items ranked from the first to the last according to their mean value (higher rank means stronger agreement with the statement).
†Description of factor: IND – individual causes of poverty; STR – structural causes of poverty; MIC – micro-environmental causes of poverty; FAT – fatalistic causes of poverty; O 
– omitted from the final scale after factor analysis because of their high correlations with multiple factors.
‡1 – not agree at all, 5 – completely agree.
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Students gave similar importance to micro-
environmental and individual causes of poverty.

Differences between students of different fields in 

attributions for poverty

Social work students considered individual fac-
tors significantly less important than non-so-
cial-work students (F = 12.546, P<0.001) (Ta-
ble 4). Post-hoc Scheffe test analyses showed 
that social work students differed significant-
ly from students of agriculture (P<0.001) and 
economics (P<0.001), while students of agri-
culture and economics did not differ signifi-
cantly between themselves (P = 0.456).

On other three dimensions, there were 
no significant differences between the three 
groups. Additional analyses showed that stu-
dents’ gender did not influence attributions 
for poverty.

Correlations between values and attributions of 
poverty

We found low but significant correlations be-
tween attributions of poverty and humanis-
tic values (Table 5). Students who had strong 
humanistic values showed a tendency to see 
causes of poverty in society and micro-envi-

ronment rather than in personal characteris-
tics of the poor.

Traditional values were correlated with ex-
ternal, but also with fatalistic causes of pov-
erty. Hedonistic values correlated with in-
dividual causes of poverty. Participants who 
expressed strong belief in hedonistic values 
tended to see causes of poverty in individual 
traits as well. The strength of striving for self-
actualization and family values had no connec-
tion with attribution of poverty.

Discussion

Factor analysis of the Attribution of Pover-
ty Scale showed 4 distinct factors to which 
one can attribute poverty. Three of the factors 
equal Feagin’s Poverty scale, which consisted 
of three factors: individual, structural, and fa-
talistic (2). Similar studies conducted in oth-
er countries have found factorial structures 
that differed from this construct. For exam-
ple, Sheck (5) found the following 4 factors: 
personal factors, lack of opportunities, exploi-
tation, and fate. Attribution of poverty ques-
tionnaire used by Hine et al (11), also a modi-
fied version of the Feagin’s scale, consisted of 

Table 4. Means, standard deviations and results of analysis of variance on four subscales for students of three schools of Zagreb 
University

University School of
Factor/subscale Social work Agriculture Economics F-value P
Individual 2.75 ± 0.615 3.16 ± 0.639 3.05 ± 0.715 12.546 0.001*
Structural 3.54 ± 0.699 3.60 ± 0.847 3.50 ± 0.763   0.481 0.619
Micro-Environmental 3.24 ± 0.498 3.15 ± 0.742 3.16 ± 0.611   0.797 0.451
Fatalistic 1.78 ± 0.739 1.89 ± 0.809 1.79 ± 0.707   0.672 0.512
*Statistically significant difference was found between social work students vs students of agriculture and economics, Scheffe post hoc test, P<0.001 for both.

Table 5. Spearman correlations between the perceived causes 
of poverty and values
Causes Values
of poverty humanistic family traditional hedonistic self-actualization
Individual -0.104 -0.059 -0.019 0.184*   0.044
Structural   0.267*   0.082   0.168* 0.082   0.057
Micro 
  environmental

  0.185*   0.095   0.170* 0.053   0.035

Fatalistic   0.030 -0.037   0.149* 0.075 -0.056
*P<0.001.

Figure 1. Average scores on the 4 different dimensions of causes of poverty for 
the whole sample.
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the following 5 factors: individualistic (alco-
hol and drug abuse, laziness); societal-internal 
to developing nations (overpopulation, gov-
ernment corruption, political instability); so-
cietal-external to developing nations (exploi-
tation by foreign countries, global economic 
system); environmental (poor climate, high 
rate of disease); and fatalistic (bad luck, will 
of God). A similar questionnaire by Weiss 
and Gal (13) measured 3 factors: psychologi-
cal causes (eg, intra-personal problems, men-
tal difficulties); individualistic causes (eg, in-
dividual responsibility is low, they don’t want 
to work); and structural causes (eg, failure 
of society to create enough jobs, poor people 
belong to social groups that have been dis-
advantaged over the years). Cozzarelli’s (4) 
questionnaire consisted of 3 factors: external 
attributions (eg, failure of the industry to pro-
vide enough jobs, being taken advantage of by 
the rich); internal attributions (eg, lack of ef-
fort and laziness by the poor, loose morals); 
and cultural attributions (eg, the breakdown 
of the nuclear family, being born into pover-
ty). These environmental influences (cultural 
attributions) equal our fourth dimension and 
represent micro-environmental conditions 
related to immediate social surroundings in 
which the poor grew up or are living now.

Our results show that, when looking for 
causes of poverty, participants put most em-
phasis on structural factors. Many interna-
tional studies on attributions of poverty have 
shown that different predictors, such as polit-
ical processes, economic and cultural factors, 
and sociodemographic characteristics deter-
mine one’s inclination toward specific causes 
of poverty (9,11,15-24). One of the main 
predictors relevant for the structural factor 
is a country’s political and economic stabili-
ty, ie, its level of development. There is a ten-
dency in developed countries to overestimate 
the power of individual factors as opposed 
to structural, situational, or external factors, 

since it is believed that in democratic societ-
ies, with equal opportunities for all, individu-
als are responsible for their own situation. In 
developing countries there is a greater ten-
dency to attribute causes of poverty to struc-
tural factors (5,10).

Social work students, compared with oth-
er students, consider individual factors less 
important. This finding is consistent with in-
ternational research on differences in attri-
butions of poverty in different professions 
(8,13,25).

All these findings indicate that social 
workers tend to see causes of poverty in struc-
tural factors, ie, give much less importance 
to individual factors than other participants. 
These findings are generally interpreted by 
scholars as reflecting the workers’ and stu-
dents’ internalization of the beliefs and de-
sired values of the social work profession. The 
assumption is that these attitudes provide a 
solid foundation for the adoption of interven-
tion methods that emphasize the need to ad-
dress not only individual needs but also envi-
ronmental influences (13).

Personal values or believing in a certain 
political ideology (which in fact itself rests on 
a system of values) can influence the percep-
tion of causes of poverty, which was examined 
in several studies (2,4,26,27). A good exam-
ple is the protestant work ethics which im-
plies that everyone can succeed according to 
his or her own efforts (24). Similarly, ideolog-
ical conservatives are more likely to attribute 
domestic poverty to individual factors, where-
as liberals prefer explanations that emphasize 
structural or societal causes (2).

Humanistic values, which were empha-
sized in this research, had a low but statisti-
cally significant correlation with structural 
and environmental factors in perceived causes 
of poverty. This means that participants who 
highly value humanistic values such as, for ex-
ample, helping the poor, the ill, and the social-
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ly rejected, or accepting everyone regardless of 
their ethnic origin or religion, tend to more 
often blame the society and the conditions in 
which the poor grew up rather than the poor 
people themselves. These findings confirm the 
hypothesis based on literature that there is a 
connection between one’s values and one’s so-
cial sensitivity. In some fields of humanities 
and social sciences, it is important for students 
to understand the causes of social problems 
if they want to be more efficient in their later 
professional engagements.

Among students who emphasize hedonis-
tic values (ie, those who are oriented on them-
selves and life’s pleasures, such as money and 
fun) there is a tendency to see causes of pov-
erty as arising from individual factors, mean-
ing that they believe the poor themselves con-
tributed to or are entirely responsible for their 
own circumstances.

Traditional values such as “living in one’s 
own country with one’s own people” and “act-
ing according to principles of one’s faith” had 
a positive correlation with all 3 external fac-
tors – structural, micro-environmental, and 
fatalistic. No research has yet investigated the 
connection between one’s system of values 
and attributions of poverty, but it is interest-
ing to note that one of the predictors of attrib-
uting poverty to individual factors in the USA 
is personal endorsement of conservative ideol-
ogy, which places great emphasis on tradition-
al values (nation, religion, etc). Therefore, if we 
compare our findings with those obtained in 
the USA, we can conclude that they are com-
pletely different (2,4,28-32). This can be at-
tributed to several factors: 1) our participants 
are completely homogenous regarding age and 
education; 2) it is possible that the dimension 
of traditional values in this questionnaire does 
not include all the possible ways to measure 
traditional values in an individual; and 3) the 
war and political and economic transition may 
have contributed to social sensitivity. It is also 

possible that young people are generally more 
sensitive to social inequalities.

The main limitation of this study is its lim-
ited possibility to generalize findings. Our con-
clusions relate only to students of three differ-
ent subjects at the University of Zagreb, and 
further research is necessary in order to explore 
perceived causes of poverty in other students, 
as well as in young people with lower levels of 
education. Aside from that, it should also be 
examined how older population perceives the 
poor and causes of poverty. We should also 
ask the poor and see what they see as the main 
cause of their economic circumstances.

Research into the attitudes toward poverty 
could serve as a good guideline for the creators 
of social policies focused at preventing or help-
ing eradicate poverty.

References
1 	 Halman L, van Oorschot W. Popular perceptions of poverty 

in Dutch society. Tilburg: Tilburg University; 1999.

2	 Feagin JR. Poverty: we still believe that God helps those who 
help themselves. Psychol Today. 1972;1:101-29.

3	 Wilson G. Toward a revised framework for examining beliefs 
about the causes of poverty. Sociol Q. 1996;37:413-28.

4	 Cozzarelli C, Wilkinson AV, Tagler MJ. Attitudes toward the 
poor and attributions for poverty. J Soc Issues. 2001;57:207-
27.

5	 Palomar Lever J. The subjective dimension of poverty: a 
psychological perspective. Proceedings of International 
conference: The many dimensions of poverty. 2005 Aug 29-
31; Brasilia, Brazil. Brasilia: International Poverty Centre; 
2005.

6	 Morcol G. Lay explanations for poverty in Turkey and their 
determinants. J Soc Psychol. 1997;137:728-38.

7	 Chafel JA. Societal images of poverty: child and adults beliefs. 
Youth Soc. 1997;28:432-63.

8	 Sun AP. Perceptions among social work and non-social work 
students concerning causes of poverty. J Soc Work Educ. 
2001;37:161-73.

9	 Nasser R, Abouchedid K, Khashan H. Perceptions of the 
causes of poverty comparing three national groups: Lebanon, 
Portugal, and South Africa. Curr Res Soc Psychol. 2002;8:1-
14.

10	 Abouchedid K, Nasser R. Attributions of responsibility for 
poverty among Lebanese and Portugese university students: 
a cross-cultural comparison. Soc Behav Pers. 2002;30:25-36.

11	 Hine DW, Montiel CJ, Cooksey RW, Lewko JH. Mental 
models of poverty in developing nations: a causal mapping 
analysis using Canada-Philippines contrast. J Cross Cult 
Psychol. 2005;36:1-21.

12	 Kreidl M. Perceptions of poverty and wealth in western and 
post-communist countries. Soc Justice Res. 2000;13:151-76.



Družić Ljubotina and Ljubotina: Perception of Causes of Poverty by Students

749

13	 Weiss I, Gal J. Poverty in the eyes of the beholder: social 
workers compared to other middle-class professionals. Br J 
Soc Work. 2007;37:893-908.

14	 Lugomer-Armano G, Kamenov Ž, Ljubotina D. Problems 
and needs of young people [in Croatian]. Zagreb: Department 
of Psychology, Faculty of Humanities and Social Sciences; 
2003.

15	 Feagin J. Subordinating the poor persons: welfare and 
American beliefs. Englewood Cliffs (NJ): Prentice-Hall; 
1975.

16	 Payne M, Furnham A. Explaining the causes of poverty in 
the West Indies: a cross-cultural comparison. J Econ Psychol. 
1985;6:215-29.

17	 Bullock H. Attributions for poverty: a comparison of middle-
class and welfare recipient attitudes. J Appl Soc Psychol. 
1999;29:2059-82.

18	 Hunt MO. The individual, society, or both? A comparison of 
Black, Latino and White beliefs about the causes of poverty. 
Soc Forces. 1996;75:293-322.

19	 Furnham A. Just world beliefs in an unjust society: A cross 
cultural comparison. Eur J Soc Psychol. 1985;15:363-6.

20	 Bowles S, Gintis H. Recasting egalitarianism: new rules for 
communities, states and markets. London: Verso Publishers; 
1998.

21	 Carr SC, MacLachlan M. Actors, observers, and attributions 
for Third World poverty: contrasting perspectives from 
Malawi and Australia. J Soc Psychol. 1998;138:189-202.

22	 Smith K, Stone L. Rags, riches, and bootstraps: beliefs about 
the causes of wealth and poverty. Sociol Q. 1989;30:93-107.

23	 Kluegel JR, Smith ER. Beliefs about stratification. Annu Rev 
Sociol. 1981;7:29-56.

24	 Kluegel JR, Smith ER. Beliefs about inequality: Americans’ 
views of what is and what ought to be. New York: Alddine de 
Gruyter; 1986.

25	 Roff LL, Adams JP, Klemmack DL. Social work students’ 
willingness to have government help the poor. Arete. 
1984;9:9-20.

26	 MacDonald AP. More on the protestant ethic. J Consult 
Clin Psychol. 1972;39:116-22.

27	 Zucker GS, Weiner B. Conservatism and perceptions of 
poverty: an attributional analysis. J Appl Soc Psychol. 
1993;23:925-43.

28	 Alston JP, Dean KI. Socioeconomic factors associated with 
attitudes toward welfare recipients and the causes of poverty. 
Soc Serv Rev. 1972;46:13-22.

29	 Hewstone M, Fincham F. Attribution theory and research: 
from basic to applied. In: Hewstone M, Stroebe W, editors. 
Introduction to social psychology: a European perspective. 
3rd ed. Oxford: Blackwell; 2001. p. 159-3.

30	 Kelley HH, Michela JL. Attribution theory and research. 
Annu Rev Psychol. 1980;31:457-501.

31	 Ross M, Fletcher GJ. Attribution and social perception. 
In: Lindzey G, Aronson E, editors. Handbook of social 
psychology. 3rd ed. New York: Random House; 1985.

32	 Šućur Z. Poverty: theories, concepts and indicators [in 
Croatian]. Zagreb: Sveučilište u Zagrebu i Pravni fakultet; 
2001.


