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This joint briefing from DEA and the Institute of Development Studies builds on the 

findings of a high-level round table organised by DEA in June 2010. It sets out the key 

issues facing the international development sector as we seek to engage the public in 

tackling global poverty. These issues include: 

 Why are we seeking to engage the public in tackling global poverty? 

 What level of engagement should we realistically aim for, and how can this be 

measured? 

 Should we seek to engage all members of the public, or focus on deeper 

engagement with a smaller group of people? 

 Is perception of corruption the main reason for limited public support? And if so, 

how should we tackle this perception? 

 What models of engagement work with different audiences? 

The briefing explores these questions in more detail. It also notes the consensus 

reached at the round table that an important part of a successful public engagement 

strategy is ensuring that people make the connections between their day-to-day lives 

and the wider global picture including international poverty, on both a conceptual and 

emotional level. The recent financial crisis, climate change, the rise of China, terrorism 

and migration all provide opportunities to make global interdependence more real to 

people. 

Finally the briefing sets out a proposed way forward led by DEA, including further 

dialogue on this issue and a research programme to develop and test different models 

of engagement with segments of the public. 

 

Context 
In the past decade, research by the 

Department for International Development 

(DFID) and others has indicated static or 

declining public support for international 

development (for example TNS, 2009). 

Moreover, the research highlights that 

public support for development, whilst still 

widespread, is shallow and that public 

opinion is increasingly polarised on this 

issue. The Government has ring-fenced 

international development spending despite 

deep cuts elsewhere in the public sector, a 

deeply unpopular move with some 

commentators and sections of the public. 

In response to concerns about levels of 

public support, both DFID and international 

non-governmental organisations (INGOs) 

are seeking effective ways to engage the 

public in tackling global poverty. This 

briefing sets out the key issues in thinking 

through what effective engagement means. 



In writing the briefing we draw on the 

findings of a high-level round table 

organised by DEA in June 2010 as part of 

its wider programme on the Global 

Learning Charter. Speakers at the round 

table included: the Earl of Sandwich; James 

Hardy, Director of Communications at 

DFID; Hetan Shah, DEA Chief Executive; 

Martin Kirk, Head of UK Campaigns at 

Oxfam GB; and Andrew Darnton, a 

specialist researcher in the field. All 

comments in this briefing are anonymised 

and taken from round table participants 

unless otherwise indicated. 

Key issues to be addressed 
The round table discussion raised several 

important issues that need to be addressed 

if we are to engage the public in tackling 

global poverty more successfully: 

Why are we seeking to engage the 

public in tackling global poverty? 

Public engagement in tackling global 

poverty is an acknowledged priority for the 

development sector, but the term ‘public 

engagement’ can cover a wide variety of 

activities, for a range of purposes. 

One reason public engagement is often 

seen as important is because it gives the 

government and NGOs legitimacy to 

promote development on the world stage. 

This issue of legitimacy is obviously 

important. It is interesting to note, 

however, that there is some evidence that 

levels of development aid do not depend on 

public opinion in the way that we might 

presume (Hudson, van Heerde, 2010).  

Another reason the development sector 

values public engagement is because it 

strengthens NGO fundraising. It enables 

NGOs to deliver services more effectively 

with greater independence from 

government funds. This is an important 

driver for NGOs but there some evidence 

that when pursued narrowly this strategy 

risks backfiring, leading to public 

disengagement because of a perception 

that NGOs are more concerned about self-

preservation than promoting measures to 

tackle poverty (Darnton, 2009). 

A different reason for the importance of 

public engagement is based on the view 

that the public has an important role to 

play in responding to the challenge of 

poverty. DEA argues in our Global Learning 

Charter that change will not come about 

solely through the efforts of government or 

NGOs, but requires the wider public to 

learn about global poverty, 

interdependence and people’s power to 

effect change. This could lead to members 

of the public actively contributing in their 

daily lives, for example by buying 

Fairtrade, loaning money through Kiva, 

providing remittances or lobbying their MP. 

Often the various engagement strategies 

which emerge from these different 

concerns support one another, for example 

when a development NGO encourages an 

initial campaign donor to join a local 

activist group. However, sometimes these 

engagement strategies come into conflict. 

For example, there is concern within the 

sector about the use of distressing images 

in aid appeals and campaigns: often an 

effective fundraising tool, but one which 

some argue reinforces a notion that no 

progress has been made in tackling poverty 

(often called the ‘Live Aid legacy’). 

Social trust is increasingly seen to play a 

central role in achieving change in society. 

Once social trust has been lost by a sector 

or cause, it is very hard to regain it, as 

shown by both the MP’s expenses scandal 

and controversies over climate science. 

The development sector faces a complex 

challenge in maintaining social trust. On 

the one hand where we have rigorous 

evidence about the effectiveness of aid 

there is a need to counteract misinformed 

public opinion about development. On the 

other hand, overly simplistic messages 

(e.g. ‘aid works’) could backfire in cases 

where people read or hear evidence that 

seems to contradict these messages.  



The emerging importance of social trust 

implies that we need to be very cautious in 

over-simplifying the nature and challenges 

of development, if by doing so we are not 

giving the public the full picture. Alongside 

simple messages that encourage a 

favourable emotional response, there is a 

case for educating the public at a deeper 

level about the genuine complexities of the 

development challenge. Doing so would 

help the public to understand why some 

development interventions fail, and reduce 

the risk that isolated stories of failed 

interventions lead to a public backlash 

against wider development objectives. 

What level of engagement should we 

realistically aim for and how can this 

be measured? 

There is evidence that current levels of 

engagement in the UK are “a mile wide and 

an inch deep” (Hudson, van Heerde, 2010), 

perhaps characterised by those who wore a 

White Band for Make Poverty History but 

have not been active since 2005. The 

proportion of the public who say they are 

very concerned about global poverty has 

declined from a peak of 32% around the 

time of Make Poverty History to around 

25% today (TNS, 2010).  

This is a source of concern for many in the 

development sector, yet some at the round 

table argue that “25% [of people saying 

they are very concerned] is probably very 

good” and that public engagement and 

development education over the past 20 

years has successfully maintained what is a 

comparatively high level of concern. 

It is difficult to know whether to judge the 

25% figure as a success or failure without 

deeper understanding about what it 

actually represents. The proportion of 

people expressing strong concern about 

global poverty is often used as a proxy for 

levels of public engagement, but some 

participants argued it is an inadequate one 

as it does not measure people’s knowledge 

about poverty, or personal action. 

We actually know very little about public 

attitudes towards development and how 

these attitudes translate into support for 

aid, personal agency and levels of private 

giving. To address this lack of knowledge 

we may wish to develop a basket of 

indicators of engagement, covering 

changes in behaviour, values, attitudes 

and/or capabilities. It would also be 

valuable to explore in more depth the 

relationships between these indicators. This 

would enable us to state levels of public 

engagement with more confidence. The 

Institute of Development Studies is 

currently conducting work in this area that 

may well offer deeper insights into public 

attitudes.  

Is broad-but-shallow public 

engagement the best approach, or do 

we need to engage more deeply with a 

smaller group of people? 

At present a member of the public is most 

likely to engage with development issues 

through Red Nose Dayi, or perhaps through 

disaster appeals. These and other similar 

events and appeals characterise a broad 

and shallow approach to public 

engagement; it is easy and attractive for 

people to participate despite having busy 

lives. As a result this approach helps to 

maximise short-term funding for 

development from private donations. 

However there was considerable debate at 

the round table about the overall impact of 

this approach. Some stakeholders argue 

that it precludes any form of complex 

conversation with the public and 

precipitates a “race to the bottom” where 

distressing images are used to motivate 

concern and giving, yet these images 

themselves can reinforce a sense that 

tackling poverty is futile. 

An alternative may be to explore whether it 

is possible to engage more deeply in a 

long-term conversation with interested 

members of the public. Round table 

participants recognised that these 

conversations already occur in schools and 

other education institutions, which are an 



excellent setting to learn about and connect 

to development in a deeper, more critical 

way. 

However, recent research from DEA 

highlights that many more people learn 

about development after leaving school 

than whilst in school (Hogg, Shah 2010). 

This suggests that we need to seek similar 

opportunities for critical conversation with 

adults. 

It is important to note that these 

opportunities already exist, for example 

through the local activist groups supported 

by many development NGOs, as well as by 

the work of organisations like RESULTS-UK. 

Deeper engagement offers interested 

members of the public more time to 

explore development issues critically, come 

to their own conclusions and take action to 

gain “a sense of agency”. Just as 

importantly, because these approaches 

involve regular actions, they may help to 

build a person’s sense of identity as 

‘someone who takes action to tackle 

poverty’, which in turn may build a 

person’s emotional commitment to 

development. Some round table 

participants suggest that this approach 

may build more resilient, longer-term 

engagement with tackling global poverty. 

More work is needed to assess whether 

there is evidence to support this view. 

However, deeper engagement “is not for 

everybody”, reinforcing the importance of 

effectively segmenting stakeholders as 

DFID has done. In particular, this form of 

engagement may be most effective in 

encouraging ‘distracted individuals’ and the 

‘interested mainstream’ to become active 

enthusiasts. 

Deep engagement brings challenges even 

once a particular group of stakeholders has 

been identified. Foremost amongst these 

challenges is persuading people to give 

time for an ongoing conversation about 

development. In order to persuade a 

person to give this time, development 

needs to be a salient issue for them, or 

they need to have some other reason for 

engaging in conversation. Deep 

engagement is also relatively costly, 

requires effective use of online technology 

to scale-up, and the link to a financial 

return through private donations is not 

straightforward. Responding to these 

challenges would need to be a primary 

objective of any further research in this 

area. 

Nevertheless, anecdotal evidence of impact 

from local activists groups and from 

RESULTS-UK’s work as well as emerging 

research on the importance of social 

networks indicates that it is worth 

investigating deep engagement further. 

The research suggests that focusing our 

engagement efforts on a relatively small 

group of people with strong community ties 

could yield strongly positive impacts, with 

those people going on to engage and 

educate others.  

Is perception of corruption the main 

reason for limited public support? And 

if so, how should we tackle it? 

Quantitative research with the public 

indicates that “the biggest barrier to 

getting people engaged is the perception of 

corruption”; over half of the public (55%) 

agree that most financial aid to poor 

countries is wasted (TNS, 2009). This has 

led to a widespread view within the sector 

that corruption is the main cause of static 

or declining public support. 

Yet qualitative research suggests that 

perceptions of corruption do not necessarily 

lead to disengagement. Instead, research 

indicates that a moral imperative to help 

the poor often outweighs perception of 

corruption amongst those who support aid 

(Henson et. al, 2010). As a result some 

round table participants argued that the 

underlying values that inform people’s 

views may be more important than the 

issue of corruption: 

“...is it that people see corruption 

and therefore they decide not to 

support aid...or is it that there‟s 



some other reason why people don‟t 

really want to support aid and 

corruption is a way of justifying why 

they don‟t have to engage?” 

Whether or not corruption is the root cause 

of public scepticism, it is a very salient 

issue with the public. Given this salience, 

there was a strong debate over whether we 

should seek to directly address issues of 

corruption with the public. On the one hand 

existing and forthcoming research from 

Darnton, Oxfam and others suggests that 

tackling the issue of corruption head-on 

may alienate the public by reinforcing 

negative perceptions of development and 

developing countries. 

On the other hand some in the sector 

express the view that “we should just get 

smarter about how we talk about efforts to 

tackle corruption” and that it is important 

to discuss the issue rather than avoid it. 

To some extent this may be a false 

dichotomy; in some contexts and with 

some audiences a frank, open discussion of 

corruption may be valuable whilst in other 

contexts such a discussion is likely to be 

damaging. A priority for the sector is to 

better distinguish these different contexts. 

Forthcoming Oxfam research on frames will 

contribute to this by advancing debates 

about the psychological impact of 

engagement. 

What are the models of engagement 

that work with different audiences? 

There was widespread agreement at the 

round table that DFID, INGOs and others 

need to work together to “speak the same 

language” and to develop and implement 

creative models of engagement with 

different groups and segments amongst the 

general public. However, there is a lack of 

reliable evidence over the models of 

engagement that do work.  

For example, what impact did the Rough 

Guide to a Better World, published in 2004, 

have on public engagement? The popularity 

of the book suggests it had a positive 

impact, but this has never been measured. 

Similarly, films and TV programmes on 

global issues such as Blood Diamond, Africa 

United and Channel 4’s Unreported World 

series all engage viewers in global issues, 

but their impact is hard to measure.  

More generally, whilst DFID has worked 

hard in recent years to identify a segment 

of the population as ‘active enthusiasts’, we 

understand very little about “why active 

enthusiasts have their active enthusiasm.” 

Was this enthusiasm generated through 

development education at school? Is it an 

intellectual commitment to development, 

an emotional commitment or both? Is it as 

a result of travelling abroad, or working 

with VSO? Or is this enthusiasm and 

activism for development part of a broader 

picture of engagement and support for a 

wide range of global and social issues? 

Without this understanding we may 

struggle to support these activists to “act 

as ambassadors for the sector” or to 

support distracted individuals and the 

interested mainstream to become active 

enthusiasts. 

At the same time a very different model of 

engagement will be needed for other 

segments of the public. For example, there 

may well be models that can turn the 

“surge of interest that [initiatives like] 

Comic Relief generate” into deeper and 

longer-term public engagement, but it is 

not yet clear what these are. There is a 

wealth of research on behaviour change, 

public dialogue and deliberative 

engagement from outside the international 

development sector that could prove 

valuable in seeking to understand what 

makes for successful engagement.  

Emerging consensus: 

connecting global poverty to 

people’s everyday lives 
There was consensus at the round table 

that to engage the public in tackling global 

poverty, it is not enough simply to provide 

more information about development, 

INGO programmes or DFID’s work. 

Instead, participants argued that a 



programme of engagement needs to start 

from people’s own experiences and their 

own lives and use these to help people to 

make conceptual and emotional 

connections with global issues: 

“What are we trying to do?  Of 

course we‟re trying to get support for 

development but I think it‟s a bit 

more than that...it's actually about 

trying to help people to make sense 

of the world that they're in, their 

own particular lives and how their 

lives are affected...[and what] 

people can do to make a difference. 

The global financial crisis, climate change, 

the rise of China, terrorism and migration 

have all made it much easier to the public 

to connect their own lives with global 

issues; with the result that “the public are 

being pulled into a new reality.” The sector 

has an opportunity to build on this new 

reality in order to make global poverty a 

significant and salient issue for a greater 

proportion of the UK public.

 

Proposed way forward 
The questions raised in this briefing paper 

and the enthusiasm for tackling this issue 

suggests that an ongoing dialogue around 

how to build and maintain public support 

for development would be very valuable. 

DEA will explore with the Institute of 

Development Studies and other partner 

organisations how to facilitate this 

dialogue. 

Alongside this, DEA is planning a 

programme of work that builds on 

available research from within and outside 

the sector to develop one or more models 

of effective engagement with members of 

the public. We will seek funding to test 

these models with the general public and 

with stakeholders from within and outside 

the development sector, with a view to 

answering some of the questions raised in 

this briefing and offering an evidence-based way forward to engage the public in 

tackling global poverty. 

If you would like to work with DEA on either of these opportunities please get in touch. 

                                                           
i
 These two events combined reach 99% of the population in some way, according to Sarah Woods, Head of Marketing 

at Comic Relief (http://cdn1.libsyn.com/ids/20100210_Making_the_Case_for_Aid_Comic_Relief_presentation.mp3)  
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