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PPP Story Research Report 
 
1. Overview 
 
1.1 Background 
 
Public Perceptions of Poverty (PPP) is a three year research programme led by Comic Relief 
and funded by the Department for International Development (DFID) under their Development 
Awareness Fund (DAF).  The PPP programme has run from 2004 to 2007; it has been co-
ordinated by Andrew Darnton (an independent researcher), with quantitative surveying by TNS, 
and qualitative work conducted by Alice Fenyoe (now of TW Research). 
 
The overall aim of the PPP programme has been to explore levels of engagement of the UK 
public in global poverty issues.  The specific objectives set for the programme were to:  
 

- assess levels of public awareness and understanding of global poverty;  
- explore barriers and drivers to public empathy and action;  
- investigate the role of the media in shaping public awareness and understanding. 
 

PPP has involved extensive primary research, comprising 6 waves of quantitative tracking and 
4 waves of qualitative discussion groups.  In 2005 PPP essentially became the public evaluation 
strand of Make Poverty History (MPH), in recognition of MPH’s lead role in public 
engagement activity.  All the PPP findings are in the public domain; full written reports can be 
found on the PPP page of the BOND website (http://www.bond.org.uk/campaign/ppp.htm). 
 
As well as tracking levels of public engagement, the three programme objectives required that 
the study also investigate the impact of the media on public understanding and engagement.  
Thus, in addition to the market research activity described above, PPP has also included a story 
research element, in which key messages and selected stories have been analysed through 
research with the general public, as well as with expert and stakeholder respondents.  The story 
research has made up the final element of the PPP research programme; initial findings were 
presented to DFID and NGO sector staff in a seminar at Comic Relief in June 2007.  This 
written report presents the findings in full. 
 
1.2 Objectives 
 
Understanding how to drive public engagement in global poverty through the use of the media 
is at the core of the PPP programme.  This purpose can be traced back to the original funding 
bid to DFID’s DAF fund in 2003 (co-authored by Beth Tegg at Comic Relief and Andrew 
Darnton).  In the bid the project was entitled ‘Mainstreaming Development Issues in the 
Media’.  Thus the third of the PPP programme’s three objectives (‘investigate the role of the 
media’) has been PPP’s central enquiry, underlying the detailed charting of levels of public 
engagement in poverty issues, and in the events of Red Nose Day (2005 and 2007) and MPH in 
2005.   
 

http://www.bond.org.uk/campaign/ppp.htm
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The three specific objectives set for the PPP programme could be simply expressed in a two-
part question: what is it the public knows (and needs to know) about global poverty, and to 
what extent is that currently delivered by the media.  The market research with the public had 
investigated the first part of the question, so it remained for the story research to explore the 
second.  Thus its two specific objectives were to: 
 

- explore the extent to which current development stories meet public needs; 
- identify the principal barriers to increasing the quality of development stories. 

1.3 Methodology 
 
The PPP story research was based around the Comic Relief events of Sport Relief 2006 and 
Red Nose Day 2007.  These events provided fixed points around which research could be 
scheduled; Comic Relief could also be confident that extensive media coverage would be 
achieved, thus providing the research study with a range of stories to evaluate. Furthermore, 
many of the stories would result from trips undertaken by Comic Relief with media staff and 
celebrities (‘artists’); in turn some of these trips were also part-funded by DFID (through the 
2003 DAF bid).  Full details of the stories selected, and the trips relating to them, appear below 
(under Section 2: Content). 
 
In order to assess how well the selected stories were performing, and in order to understand the 
contexts in which they were produced (and thus the limits to producing better stories), the 
research investigated the stories from three separate perspectives.  Thus the stories were 
researched with: 
 

- Comic Relief staff 
To understand the background and objectives to each story, and to gain a 
‘professional’ sector view on the extent to which each story was effective; 
 

- The General Public 
To explore public reactions, and the extent to which the stories were meeting the 
public’s needs and increasing their levels of understanding and engagement; 
 

- Artists and Media 
To explore the impact of the trips on the stories which resulted, and to understand 
the barriers to producing better stories. 

 
The design for the story research benefited from the rich bank of media coverage generated by 
the Comic Relief events of Sport Relief and Red Nose Day.  It also capitalised on the rare 
opportunity to triangulate the views of different audiences around the same stories; the findings 
thus open up interesting observations on the interplay between the three ‘stakeholder’ groups 
(of NGO sponsor, media producer, and public consumer), with development issues at the 
centre. 
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2. Context 
 
2.1 The Trips 
 
Ten trips which were co-funded by Comic Relief and DFID were selected as generating the 
stories which were to be explored in the PPP story research.  The trips are listed below (note 
that the first three media staff listed were all involved in the same trip, for journalists on 
regional press titles, in 2006; also, McFly’s first trip in Uganda did not include DFID funding).  
Some of the trips were undertaken to report back on the results of Comic Relief grants resulting 
from Sport Relief in 2006; the others were undertaken to raise public awareness (and increase 
fundraising) in advance of Red Nose Day 2007. 
 

! Emma Culwick - Birmingham Evening Mail - India 2006 
! Samantha Booth – Daily Record - India 2006 
! Charles Heslett - Yorkshire Evening Post - India 2006 
! Johann Hari – The Independent – Peru 2006 
! Paul Rowland – Western Mail – Kenya 2006 
! Natalie Curtis – First News – Malawi 2006 
! Ant & Dec – Kenya 2006 
! Gary Barlow – South Africa 2006 
! Sugababes – South Africa 2007 
! Claudia Winkleman - Uganda 2007 
! McFly - Uganda 2005 & 2007 
! Ben Wilkins - BBC London - Kenya 2007 

 
It should be stressed that it was not the aim of the PPP story research to evaluate the trips 
themselves; however it was vital that the context of the trips should be established in order to 
understand the objectives behind each story, and to identify the barriers to producing better 
stories.  
 
During the course of the research, Comic Relief staff made clear that the selected trips 
represented a diverse range.  As has already been mentioned, two of the trips (India and Peru) 
were undertaken in connection with Sport Relief, with the aim of reporting back on how money 
donated for Sport Relief had been spent.  As such, it was felt that these stories could have a 
wider scope than the Red Nose Day stories, whose objectives would remain more closely 
focused on raising awareness and donations ahead of RND 2007.  Even within the Red Nose 
Day stories, it was emphasised that different objectives were underlying each trip; for instance, 
the Sugababes trip was designed to produce stories promoting their forthcoming Red Nose Day 
single (with Girls Aloud), whereas Gary Barlow’s trip resulted from Take That agreeing to 
perform on the BBC1 TV programme on Red Nose Day, as well as to serving to generate 
content for Comic Relief Does Fame Academy.  Other obvious differences were apparent in the 
type of media which the trip was supporting (principally press or TV), as well as the personnel 
who went on the trips; in some cases artists, their management, a media crew and Comic Relief 
staff would undertake a trip, while in others (eg. Gary Barlow) there was no journalist, just a 
magazine photographer and a TV camerman accompanied by Comic Relief staff (with Gary 
Barlow generating his own content). 
 
Appreciating the different objectives applied to a trip, and the context in which it is undertaken, 
is clearly vital to judging the effectiveness of the stories resulting from it.  However the public 
tends not to be aware of these contextual factors when they react to a story – as we shall see in 
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Section 4 below).  Finally, those coordinating the trips at Comic Relief often had a far more 
strategic view of whether a trip had been effective; it was noted that a range of benefits could 
result from taking artists and media staff on trips, ranging from the ‘hard’ benefit of the media 
coverage produced, to the ‘soft’ benefits of increasing levels of engagement among media staff 
(which could result in more and better stories in future) and among artists (which tended to 
result in their being more keen to help Comic Relief in future – perhaps even by becoming a 
donor one day). 
 
This discussion of the context of the stories under research underlines from the outset that 
different audience groups take different views on what constitutes a ‘good story’.  Across all the 
trips selected, Comic Relief staff reported that they were highly worthwhile, even though (as we 
shall see in Section 3) the trips resulted in stories which varied in quality according to the views 
of staff themselves. 
 
2.2 The Stories 
 
The ten trips identified above resulted in a large number of stories; in order to evaluate fewer 
stories in greater detail, 15 stories were selected for use in the story research.  The 15 stories are 
listed below; note that four were TV clips, while 11 were print stories from national and 
regional newspapers and magazines.  Of the 15 stories, four related to Sport Relief 2006, and 11 
to Red Nose Day 2007. 
 
! Clip 1: The Sugababes and Girls Aloud in South Africa on Richard and Judy, Channel 4, 

9th March 2007Clip 2: McFly in Uganda on Newsround, BBC ONE, 10th March 2007Clip 
3: Gary Barlow in South Africa on Comic Relief Does Fame Academy, BBC ONE, 15th 
March 2007Clip 4: Claudia Winkleman in Uganda on Comic Relief Does Fame Academy, 
BBCONE, 11th March 2007Article 1: Paul Rowland in Kenya in Western Mail (1 of 3), 
14th March 2007  

! Article 2: Samantha Booth in India in the Daily Record, 9th June 2006  
! Article 3: Emma Culwick in India in the Birmingham Evening Mail (3 of 3), 4th July 2006  
! Article 4: Gary Barlow in South Africa in OK!, 13th March 2007  
! Article 5: Paul Rowland in Kenya in Western Mail (3 of 3), 16th March 2007  
! Article 6: Emma Culwick in India in the Birmingham Evening Mail (1 of 3), 21st June 2006  
! Article 7: Paul Rowland in Kenya in Western Mail (2 of 3), 15th March 2007  
! Article 8: Natalie Curtis in Malawi in First News, 16th March 2007  
! Article 9: Ant and Dec in Nairobi in Heat Magazine, 13th March 2007  
! Article 10: The Sugababes in South Africa, Caroline Iggulden in The Sun, 1st March 2007  
! Article 11: Johann Hari in Peru in The Independent, 14th July 2006 
The 15 stories were selected by the Comic Relief media team, observing the criteria that the 
stories should have resulted from CR/DFID joint-funded trips, and that of those stories they 
should be the more “content-rich”.  This latter criterion was included in recognition of the fact 
that many RND stories are solely designed to drive fundraising, such that they contain few (if 
any) messages relating to global poverty issues. Bearing in mind the PPP objective to 
investigate the impact of the media on levels of public engagement, it was deemed essential that 
the stories under research at least address these issues to some extent, so their impact on public 
perceptions could be explored. 
 
However the need to include such a criterion in itself underlines the imperfect nature of the 
research approach, emphasising that Red Nose Day is primarily a fundraising activity, and not a 
public awareness raising or mass education campaign.  By asking for the more ‘content-rich’ 
stories, the research study has already skewed its focus away from the central ground of 
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fundraising where the bulk of RND stories sit, to awareness raising which is a more marginal 
area for Red Nose Day (although somewhat closer to Sport Relief, especially in the context of 
reporting back).  This bias in the selection of stories should be borne in mind when the findings 
on the selected stories are outlined in the rest of this report. 
 
On a practical note, the authors of this report note that it has not been possible to include copies 
of the selected stories in this report.  This is chiefly due to difficulties in reproducing A3-format 
print stories within this report, as well as (more obviously) copies of the four TV clips.  Brief 
attempts have been made to outline the content of some of the stories in Section 4.2.2 below, 
but anyone wishing to access copies should contact Andrew Darnton 
(ad@andrewdarnton.co.uk). 
 
2.3 Key Messages 
 
As well as exploring the reactions of the three audience groups to the 15 selected stories, the 
story research also tested their reactions to eight key messages relating to global poverty issues.  
These messages were generated through earlier elements of PPP research: first from desk 
research, and then through testing in the qualitative research with the public.  The key messages 
represent the thread linking the market research to the story research: they were identified as 
those facts which the public needs to know in order for them to be able to sustain a discussion 
about global poverty issues during a focus group.  Taking these messages as the core of what 
the public needs to know to become further engaged in poverty issues, the story research then 
sought to establish the extent to which these messages were present in the stories under 
research.  Throughout its three years of research, the PPP programme has pursued the 
hypothesis that without the public having at least some basic knowledge of poverty issues, there 
are limits to how much further the public can be engaged in taking action on global poverty 
issues in the long term.   
 
However, judging the effectiveness of a story on the extent to which it contains content 
covering these key messages is clearly a partial reading; as has already been noted, stories 
achieve different benefits depending on the perspective from which they are judged.  It is vital 
to stress that the key messages used in the story research were not approved by DFID or Comic 
Relief; they were simply identified by the PPP authors as a set of core facts which were found 
to be missing from most respondents’ knowledge during the qualitative research.  By this 
definition, 25 key messages were originally identified; these were then passed to the Comic 
Relief media team, who selected eight of the messages as being in line with Red Nose Day 
2007 messaging.  It was agreed that these eight key messages could go forward for use in the 
story research (including in the research framework which Comic Relief staff would use to 
score the stories).  The inclusion of key messages in the evaluation framework was an attempt 
to bridge the gap between the issue-related focus of the PPP programme, and the fundraising 
priorities of Red Nose Day (but again, as with the selection of more ‘content-rich’ stories, there 
is an element of mismatch between the two agendas). 
 
The eight key messages used in the PPP story research are reproduced here; evidence on their 
reception among the different audience groups appears in the findings sections below.  Note 
that the messages are not written in a consistent style; they appear as they emerged in the PPP 
research, usually derived from stimulus material which was used during the four waves of 
qualitative research.  It is important to note this variation in tone, as it clearly impacts on their 
reception by different audience groups, including among different subgroups of the public (see 
Section 4.2.1). 
 

1. Trade rules protect and build our interests at the expense of poorer countries. 

mailto:ad@andrewdarnton.co.uk
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2. Since 1980, Africa’s share of world trade has fallen from 6% to 2%. 
 
3. Fairtrade pays poor farmers in the developing world a fair price for what they 

produce; at the same time it provides the communities they live in with valuable 
resources like schools and health clinics.  

 
4. In 2007, the UK Government will spend less than 0.5% of our gross national income 

on tackling poverty in developing countries. The target is for this rate to reach 0.7% 
by 2013.  

 
5. Much of the aid that developing countries receive is sporadic and unpredictable. The 

aid given is also often tied to economic conditions about how it is spent, and with 
whom.  

 
6. There is a strong link between being a poorly-governed country and being a poor 

country. By 2015, nine out of ten of the world’s poorest people will live in Africa and 
South Asia. Around half of this number will live in countries without effective 
governments.  

 
7. Average life expectancy across all the countries in Africa is 46, and falling; 46% of 

people in Africa live in poverty.  
 
8. Currently 80 million children worldwide are too poor to receive primary schooling. 

Sending all these children to school would cost the same as what people in Europe 
spend on ice cream each year.  
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3. Story Research with Comic Relief Staff 
 
3.1 Background and Methodology 
 
3.1.1 Background 
 
The story research with Comic Relief staff had two main objectives: 
 

i) to elicit ‘expert’ views on the selected stories (ie. from the NGO sector perspective) 
ii) to elicit ‘owner’ views on the selected stories (ie. from the Comic Relief / Red Nose 

Day perspective) 
 
It was also hoped that, through providing an opportunity for further discussion with CR staff, 
valuable insights would be gathered relating to the process of producing of stories, and to the 
limits of story research. 
 
3.1.2 Methodology 
 
The staff story research was designed and undertaken by Andrew Darnton. 
 
A quantitative scoring methodology was selected for the staff story research, enabling the views 
of different staff members to be gathered remotely, using a consistent set of questions.  
However, following a number of enquiries it became apparent that no standard tool was 
available for such an exercise.  As a result, Andrew Darnton developed a ‘story scoring 
framework’ questionnaire specifically for use in this study; he was assisted in this task by Kim 
Rowe of Oxfam, who had undertaken a similar scoring exercise in the past, but without 
developing a formal tool. 
 
The story scoring framework is reproduced in the Appendix to this report.  Its questions cover 
four dimensions of a story, as follows: 
 

- comprehensibility/interest to the public  
- representation of people in the developing and developed worlds 
- content covered (measured against the eight key messages) 
- effectiveness (for fundraising, and as a call to action) 

 
Finally, the respondents are asked to give each story a mark out 10, based on their own 
professional opinion.  In this way the framework aims to objectify the many subjective 
processes at play in responding to a story in the media, while still leaving a place for people’s 
innate responses. 
 
Due to pressures of time, it was decided that only ten of the 15 Red Nose Day and Sport Relief 
stories would be scored in the staff research; indeed, respondents who completed the task 
indicated that it had taken them around two hours to watch, read and score the ten stories.  All 
four TV clips were included, along with six of the 11 press articles.  A wide range of trips, and 
publication titles, was included in the selection. 
 
Ten senior staff at Comic Relief were invited to take part in the story research, which was 
conducted in May and June 2007.  At the end of the six week period allowed for fieldwork, 
only five staff had completed the exercise; this response rate in itself underlines the time-
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consuming nature of the research task, and hints at the time pressures that senior NGO staff are 
under. 
 
Following the analysis of the completed framework scoresheets, further comments on the 
stories tested were gathered from Comic Relief staff who had taken part in the story scoring, 
and from members of the media team.  These comments provided valuable supplementary 
findings, summarised below along with the story scoring outcomes. 
 
3.2 Findings 
 
3.2.1 Story Scoring Findings 
 
! Note that the small number of responses means that the findings should be treated only in 

an indicative manner; for this reason, no numerical ‘scores’ are given in this analysis. 
 
! It was also interesting to note that respondents’ allocated their final marks out of 10 

subjectively (some gave higher scores, some lower, across the board).  This observation 
suggests that it is vital to include a number of contributory measures as well as a 
(subjective) mark out of 10 when undertaking story research.  It also ultimately suggests 
that qualitative methods may be more appropriate for evaluating stories in detail. 

 
! The ten stories were perceived to vary widely in terms of overall quality; however there 

was a good degree of consensus between staff respondents on each story.  The ten stories 
can broadly be divided into three bands based on the marks out of 10, as follows: 

 
High Scoring 
McFly on Newsround; Claudia Winkleman on CR Does Fame Academy; Ant and Dec 
in Heat; Johann Hari in The Independent 
Middle Scoring 
Gary Barlow on CR Does Fame Academy; Emma Culwick in Birmingham Evening 
Mail; Paul Rowland in Western Mail; Natalie Curtis in First News; The Sugababes in 
The Sun 
Low Scoring 
The Sugababes/Girls Aloud on Richard and Judy 

 
! Broadly speaking, these overall ratings agreed with those of the general public in the 

qualitative research (see 4.2 below).  If anything, had the public given a score out of 10, 
they may have allocated a few of the middle-ranking stories into the bottom category 
(including Gary Barlow on Fame Academy, and the Sugababes in the Sun). 

 
! All the stories were deemed fairly or very effective in terms of their ability to engage their 

target audience.  Stories that were most highly rated were deemed the most comprehensible 
and engaging, suggesting (reasonably) that CR staff see this as the sine qua non of an 
effective story. 

 
! The highest rated stories tended to be those which scored the highest in terms of 

effectiveness for fundraising; this underlines the main priority of Red Nose Day as a 
fundraising event.  

 
! Some effective fundraising stories were also deemed effective as calls to action; these 

tended to be the longer pieces, whether on TV (eg. McFly on Newsround), or in print 
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(Johann Hari in The Independent).  It is notable that these stories tended to relate to Sport 
Relief or to trips with wider objectives. 

 
! Respondents saw most stories as only presenting Southern people (ie. those in developing 

countries) and ruling systems; the questions asking about Northern people and systems 
were often left blank.  This outcome accurately reflects the fact that most stories did not 
make links between what they were describing in developing countries and either 
international forces, or UK impacts.  However, it is notable that where artists featured in the 
stories, their portrayal was not scored by CR staff.  This apparent invisibility of the artists 
from the expert perspective is at odds with the responses of the public to the selected 
stories; as will be seen below, research with the public found that most people approach a 
story through the celebrity first, and evaluate the story based on how they think the artist 
has performed.  This difference in approaches to ‘reading’ stories may in part account for 
the more positive responses of CR staff to some stories, relative to those of the public.  In 
the public research, people were found to be inclined to be cynical about, or simply dislike, 
celebrities in many of these development stories. 

 
! All the stories were felt to portray Comic Relief (and the work of NGOs in general) in a 

positive light; the more positive the portrayal, the more effective the stories were as calls to 
fundraising. 

 
! Most of the stories were found to contain few (if any) of the key messages identified in the 

PPP research.  This accurate finding again underlines the fundraising, not awareness 
raising, priorities of Red Nose Day.  Of the eight key messages, the one most commonly 
identified was that relating to education, which was felt to be present at a low level in 
nearly half of the stories under research.  Issues relating to bad governance and corruption, 
and to falling standards of living, were also found to be present in two of the ten stories 
tested.  It should be noted that the apparent absence of key content did not prevent the 
stories from being rated as effective overall – each was seen to be delivering against its 
objectives. 

 
3.2.2 Findings from Follow-up Interviews 
 
A number of valuable points were made by Comic Relief staff following the story scoring 
exercise; some relate to the story scoring exercise they had undertaken, while others apply to 
the story research with the public and with artists/media staff.  Some of the points are included 
below as learnings for research, while others put the stories back in context, as follows: 
 
! Most importantly, the point was strongly made by staff that story research is an artificial 

exercise.  The selected stories are pre-placed with respondents who wouldn’t normally read 
them, given a free choice (this point is borne out by the public research - see 4.2 below).  
Getting a story read or viewed was felt to be the main challenge. 

 
! Pre-placing stories also mismatches stories with respondents who wouldn’t normally be in 

the target audience for that story (for example, broadsheet readers could be made to read 
articles from the Sun).  This mismatching may account for a large part of the response to a 
given story. 

 
! As an extension to the previous point, it was noted that different papers (or programmes) 

write (or run) different stories.  For instance, the Independent was said to avoid celebrity-
led pieces.  By contrast, OK and Heat will run celebrity articles in a positive manner, 
pleased simply to have the celebrity featured in their magazine, while the Sun will run 
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celebrity stories based on their having made a personal comment (that can be presented as 
news in itself).  The implication here is that NGOs and artists working with different titles 
need to understand those titles’ agendas.  Finally, if it is desirable to reach a particular 
target audience, and that means using certain titles, it may be unrealistic to expect issue-
related content to appear in the resulting piece. 

 
! Using the story scoring framework to assess all stories provides transparent and comparable 

scores, but it does not allow for the different objectives and contexts of each story.  Above 
all, the framework could suggest that stories are written around messages, when in the 
context of Red Nose Day this is not the case.  The story production process for Red Nose 
Day was explained as beginning with the target audience, then selecting a title or channel 
which will reach them.  From there a celebrity is selected (if the title or channel requires it), 
and they are matched to a trip or location which will deliver the appropriate content (often 
visuals) in the tight timescale available (trips often only lasting a few days).  In this way it 
is clear that stories are not message driven, but based on objectives (usually in terms of 
fundraising).  It was noted that DFID funding means that trips can pursue slightly broader 
objectives, including raising public awareness of development issues. 

 
! Trips are deemed to be effective in deepening the commitment of artists and media staff to 

engaging with global poverty. However, it was stressed that the ultimate decision to run 
poverty-related stories lies with media owners, editors and channel controllers.  Thus 
deepening artist and media engagement and understanding remains a secondary objective in 
Red Nose Day stories, behind meeting fundraising objectives.  Efforts to engage media 
owners in the past by taking them on trips have been undertaken by Comic Relief in the 
past, and have been deemed effective (although they are less common than trips involving 
journalists).  One staff member gave a comparable example of Richard Curtis holding a 
briefing meeting to lobby newspaper editors about Make Poverty History early in 2005; it 
was felt that this had helped generate the positive media climate which MPH enjoyed in the 
run-up to the G8 Summit. 

 
! Notwithstanding these pragmatic concerns, it was felt that trips represented excellent value 

for money, simply for the profound effect they have on those who go on them (“no one 
comes back without their minds blown”, said a staff member).  The benefits of trips should 
not only be measured in terms of the media coverage which they deliver, but they also have 
a longterm effect on those who go on them, which results in ongoing support for Comic 
Relief over time (expressed as more willingness to endorse CR campaigns, or even to 
become a donor to CR). 
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4. Story Research with the Public 
 
4.1 Background and Methodology 
 
4.1.1 Background 
 
The public strand of the PPP story research was undertaken as part of the Wave 4 qualitative 
discussion groups with the general public.  These groups were held after Red Nose Day, in 
April 2007.  The aim of the research was to explore public responses to Red Nose Day stories, 
including specifically: 
 

- the impact of the stories on levels of public understanding of and engagement in 
global poverty; 

- detailed reactions to key messages, and to key elements in each story. 
 
In this way the story research was designed to explore the gap between the public’s current 
knowledge and what they need to know.  At the same time, the research produced rich and 
detailed evidence on what works in terms of effective stories and messages for engaging the 
public in poverty issues. 
 
4.1.2 Methodology 
 
The public story research was undertaken as part of the PPP Wave 4 discussion groups, 
moderated and reported by Alice Fenyoe for TW Research. 
 
The Wave 4 groups were held in April 2007, a few weeks after Red Nose Day 2007.  Six 
groups were held in three locations in England; the sample was split into three groups of people 
who had taken part in Red Nose Day (including having watched the BBC1 TV programme) and 
three who had taken part in Make Poverty History in 2005 (for instance, by wearing a white 
band, or sending an email or text message).  In this way, subgroups of the public who are less 
engaged in poverty issues were not included in the research (although it should be noted that 
PPP survey data suggest that nearly the whole of the GB population - 99% - was involved in 
Red Nose Day 2007 in some way or other).  The groups were also conducted in three separate 
age bands (16-24; 25-34; 35-50). 
 
The 15 selected stories were tested by means of pre-placing with respondents.  For reasons of 
time, each respondent was sent 3 or 4 stories each (depending on length), such that most of the 
stories could be discussed by two respondents in each group.  The respondents were sent the 
stories a week in advance, asked to read or watch them, and told that they would need to report 
back on them during the discussion group.  During the groups, their appraisal of the stories was 
left until the second half of the discussions; it was preceded by a section in which the whole 
group was asked to respond to the eight key messages identified in earlier PPP research (see 
Section 2.3 above). 
 
4.2 Findings 
 
4.2.1 Reactions to Key Messages 
 
Taken as a whole, the eight key messages were found to have been appropriately identified, in 
so far as each presented missing facts to the vast majority of respondents.  It can be recalled that 
the key messages were identified from previous PPP research on the basis that they were things 
that most members of the public did not know, which they would need to know in order to 
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sustain a discussion about global poverty issues.  Nearly all of the eight key messages 
represented ‘new news’ (in Alice Fenyoe’s memorable phrase) to most respondents in this final 
wave of PPP research. 
 
Overall reactions to the eight key messages were remarkably consistent across all six groups of 
respondents interviewed.  However, it was noticeable that different types of respondent had 
slightly different preferences, often depending on how engaged they already were with poverty 
issues.   
 
The eight messages are laid out below, along with an overview of the public’s reactions to each 
one.  They appear in ranked order, going from the most widely engaging (‘sending 80 million 
children to school costs the same as EU citizens spend on ice cream’) to the least engaging (‘a 
strong link between being a poorly governed county and being a poor country’). 
 
1. Currently 80 million children worldwide are too poor to receive primary schooling. 

Sending all these children to school would cost the same as what people in Europe spend 
on ice cream each year.  
 
This message was found to be very impactful with most respondents.  First, the issue in 
question, the lack of basic education, was found to be ‘new news’ to most respondents.  The 
shocking aspect of the ‘80 million’ statistic was immediately enhanced by the contrast with 
ice cream.  One young person was typical in saying “That’s brilliant. You should use that.”.  
Another young person spelt out her reaction more clearly:  
 

“It’s shocking because it is something that is so easy for us to give up. 
It is nothing to us. It is not even a luxury to us.” 

 
For many such respondents, the ‘ice cream’ comparison seemed to offer a solution to the 
education problem – as if, in some hypothecated way, giving up ice cream could result in 
adequate aid to support free primary schooling.  However, this strong reaction was weaker 
among respondents who were more engaged in poverty issues, for whom it could seem 
irrelevant (“it’s not really about the ice cream is it?”) or even patronising (“just give us the 
stats”). 
 

2. Fairtrade pays poor farmers in the developing world a fair price for what they produce; at 
the same time it provides the communities they live in with valuable resources like schools 
and health clinics.  
 
As could be expected, most respondents were aware of the first part of this Fairtrade 
message, but they were surprised by the second part.  As one MPH Involved respondent 
commented: “I didn’t realise they did the second bit.”.  It was a combination of the 
widespread support for Fairtrade with the element of surprise that made this message so 
effective for most respondents.  It was also notable that there was no cynicism around the 
second part of the message, such as might be encountered when discussing government aid or 
development efforts.  Alice Fenyoe has suggested that now is the time to capitalise on the 
widespread positivity among the public in response to Fairtrade. 
 

3. Average life expectancy across all the countries in Africa is 46, and falling; 46% of people 
in Africa live in poverty.  
 
This message was engaging for most respondents, at least initially.  Above all it was the “and 
falling” element of the message which grabbed them, and constituted a blow to their 
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assumptions that living standards were improving the world over.  Respondents seemed to 
catch hold of this sense of (downwards) movement; however, when they examined the actual 
numbers in the message its impact quickly dissipated.  Given people’s (widely evidenced) 
assumptions that Africa is a basket case, many respondents felt that a life expectancy of 46 
was probably what they expected it to be in Africa, and that 46% living in poverty was 
“about right”.  These findings underline the importance of the element of surprise in securing 
public engagement in key issues; without surprise, people feel their previous assumptions are 
merely underlined, and they quickly disengage from the message.   
 
In the context of this message, it was also interesting to note that a debate sprung up over 
what constituted ‘poverty’; such debates over detail often occur when the public are 
presented with statistics, and again serve to give the public a reason to disengage from the 
main thrust of the message.  Finally, it should be noted that responses to this message varied 
by age of respondent.  Younger people tended to take less notice of the average life 
expectancy figure, in contrast to those who were nearer 46 themselves. One such older 
respondent commented: 
 

“46 – we’re just beginning to worry about retirement!” 
 

4. Trade rules protect and build our interests at the expense of poorer countries. 
 
This message was one of the ‘four missing facts’ on trade identified by Alice Fenyoe in 2004 
in her work on Trade Justice for Christian Aid.  This wave of PPP qualitative research 
revealed it is still a missing fact in 2007, even for MPH Involved respondents.  However, 
although most of the public is unaware that trade rules exist and this is roughly how they 
work, the message as written makes little immediate impact on respondents.  Stated in this 
form, the message lacks any context, such that it doesn’t provide the public with ways in to a 
subsequent discussion.  The most common public response is to ask questions about why the 
rules are as they are, and what this means for people.  It is recommended that the message is 
personalised by showing the impact of trade rules on poor people, rather than talking about 
abstract effects on poor countries. 
 

5. Much of the aid that developing countries receive is sporadic and unpredictable. The aid 
given is also often tied to economic conditions about how it is spent, and with whom.  
 
While respondents tended to be unaware of the nature of international aid (in the first part of 
this message), they were also not very interested in the issue.  Some respondents also felt that 
donor countries should be grateful for any aid they received, and as such the fact that the aid 
was less effective than it could be was a relatively minor consideration.  However, the second 
part of the message was impactful, as the idea of conditions attached to aid was ‘new news’ 
to most people.  The message sparked people’s curiosity, and they immediately wanted 
examples of the conditions that were applied; among many there was a presumption that 
attaching conditions was an unfair practice, and if the information given then confirmed this, 
their reaction to the whole message was one of anger. 
 

6. Since 1980, Africa’s share of world trade has fallen from 6% to 2%. 
 
As with the statement on life expectancy above, many respondents were initially shocked by 
this message, based on the sense of contrast provided by the “fallen” statistic.  However, the 
issue of share of trade aroused less empathy than that of life expectancy, so this message was 
deemed overall to be significantly less effective.  As with that previous statement, after their 
initial surprise and distaste, many respondents went on to question the statistics presented.  
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Comments were made that 2% now could be more worth than 6% was in 1980.  The growth 
of China was also cited as a possible cause of why African trade had fallen; this argument 
allowed respondents to distance themselves from any involvement in the decline in Africa’s 
share of world trade. 
 

7. In 2007, the UK Government will spend less than 0.5% of our gross national income on 
tackling poverty in developing countries. The target is for this rate to reach 0.7% by 2013.  
 
Although the proportion of national income spent on overseas aid was not known to the 
public, this message simply confused most respondents.  Without anything other than 
statistics to react to in the message, respondents immediately queried whether 0.5% was a 
large or a small amount of money.  Respondents searched for points of comparison, but no 
one knew what the government spent on other things (like health or education), or what other 
countries spent on overseas development aid.  On looking more closely, some respondents 
drew meaning from the comparison between 0.5% and 0.7% (“it sounds like a measly 
increase”, said one MPH Involved respondent), but for nearly all respondents providing more 
figures simply obscured the core issues more completely.   
 
Finally, it should be noted that the fact that the UK Government gives overseas development 
aid at all was ‘new news’ to many respondents.  Looking back across all the key messages, 
one young respondent commented: 
 

“Say more about what bad stuff our government does, and the good stuff – if it’s true.” 
 

8. There is a strong link between being a poorly-governed country and being a poor country. 
By 2015, nine out of ten of the world’s poorest people will live in Africa and South Asia. 
Around half of this number will live in countries without effective governments.  
 
This message was the least impactful upon respondents, for a variety of reasons.  Most 
importantly, the fact that poor governance (or corruption, in the public’s vocabulary) keeps 
poor countries poor is the one thing that nearly all the public knows about global poverty.  As 
such, it is likely that many respondents had disengaged from this message before they got to 
the end of the first sentence (it simply told them the blindingly obvious).  As such the 
statistics on the scale of the problem did not trigger a response from most people.  The net 
effect of the message was to leave respondents feeling disempowered: they had been told that 
a problem with which they were already familiar was very large indeed, but they had not 
been given any suggestions as to how the problem might be tackled. 
 

4.2.2 Reactions to Selected Stories 
 
The 15 selected stories which were assessed by respondents during the six discussion groups 
achieved very varied responses; however, as in the staff story research above, there was 
considerable agreement over which stories were good, and which less good.  The point made by 
Comic Relief staff following the story scoring exercise that story research is an artificial 
exercise was borne out in the public research.  First, it was clear that many respondents were 
pre-placed with stories which they would not otherwise have come into contact with, and this in 
part accounted for their responses.  In some of these cases, respondents felt the story they had 
been sent was a waste of time, having no interesting content for them (usually in cases where a 
non-Sun reader received the Sun article).  However, in many cases the dynamic could work the 
other way, especially where respondents received a more content-rich story than they would 
usually read.  For instance, a younger Red Nose Day respondent commented: 
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“I thought, oh my god is this one story? And then I realised it was The Independent. 
Then I read it and I just wanted to keep reading it.” 

 
A general sense of appreciation at having been given an opportunity to read and watch stories 
about poverty issues which they would not usually have seen was apparent from many 
respondents.  One MPH Involved respondent commented: 
 

“Reading these put the focus back on poverty – it hasn’t been at the front of my mind.” 
 
These two verbatims serve as a reminder that story research happens in artificial circumstances, 
but also that getting a story read is the most important element in what makes an effective story.  
 
Respondents’ reactions to some of the selected stories are outlined below.  Remembering that 
the public story research was a qualitative exercise (unlike the staff story scoring), the stories 
are not ranked but loosely group into the most popular and the least popular. 
 
Most Popular Stories  
 
! Johann Hari in Peru in The Independent, 14th July 2006 

(‘Lives of Grime’, 4pp. Johann Hari meets the children who live on a rubbish tip in Lima, 
tours the nearby brick factory, visits schools funded by Sport Relief, and discusses the 
impact of IMF policies) 
 
This story was very well liked by those respondents who read it (despite its length, and their 
resulting expectations).  One younger respondent’s comments summed up these views 
fully: 
 

“It wasn’t lecturing me.  It was setting the scene like a story but the whole time I knew it 
was real. It was like something from a novel.  They set the scene so well I was just there.  

They did loads of different case studies… you got to know all the different characters 
because every different place they went they introduced you to a family or person. 

It made me have so much empathy but not in a patronising way” 
 
An older, MPH Involved respondent summed the article up more succinctly: 
 

“Very impressive.  The quality stood out.” 
 
It appears to have been the scale of the article which most affected readers, as it allowed for 
a feeling of deep understanding to be created.  Respondents appreciated seeing the same 
situation from a number of different perspectives; they also noted that the context of the 
problems was explained (rooted in trade issues), but not in a way that alienated them.  The 
article gave respondents a way in to the trade issues through the individuals it had 
introduced; it also suggested solutions to some of the problems, for instance through 
education, and in the form of microcredits (small loans for local people).  Above all, the 
article featured people who appeared as rounded psychological characters; respondents 
picked up on examples of ‘poignant humanity’ (in Alice Fenyoe’s phrase), most notably the 
young girl who has not eaten but says she doesn’t like to eat very much anyway. 
 
The emphasis in the article was on working towards solutions, rather than on buying 
improvements through aid contributions.  This message seemed to strike home with 
respondents who read the story, many of whom commented that it made them want to get 



 17 

involved to try to tackle the injustices it presented (“it made me want to go there and help” 
said one younger respondent). 
 

! Paul Rowland in Kenya in Western Mail (1 of 3), 14th March 2007  
(‘Making a world of difference’, 2pp. Paul Rowland visits Murang’a province to see the 
impact of the tree planting project initiated by Nobel laureate Wangari Maathai, which 
became the Green Belt Movement (which in turn receives funding from Comic Relief).  
Includes a school visit, and a break-out box with comments from Maathai; the many 
benefits of tree planting are detailed.) 
 
Respondents were struck by the simplicity of the solution provided by this article: the 
distribution of seeds, the training of women to plant them, and the myriad benefits the 
resulting trees delivered to communities.  No respondent had previously heard of the Green 
Belt Movement.  The story was thus something new to them, and it challenged their 
assumptions in many ways; above all, it was a positive story about Africa: 
 

“It’s a good news story. It’s inspiring. We don’t get to hear many of these.” 
 
The idea that an African person might also be striving to tackle poverty in Africa was also 
news to most respondents.  It directly confronted stereotypical views of Africans as victims, 
and in so doing suggested that we in the UK might have something in common with 
African people.  The article thus gave readers a sense of empowerment, and a new 
perspective on how poverty could be tackled.  As one MPH Involved respondent reported: 
 

“They didn’t just want money, they wanted to make a start for themselves.” 
 
Readers of this article took away the sense that what poor people most want is the power to 
be independent.  This struck a chord with their own wishes, and built upon other simple 
examples in the article of our common humanity.  For instance, in reeling off the numerous 
benefits of the planted trees, one woman comments that the men have ‘stopped drinking so 
much beer’ – which drew a laugh from all the respondents in one group. 

 
! McFly in Uganda on Newsround, BBC ONE, 10th March 2007(The McFly band members 

make a return visit to a township where they first went for Red Nose Day 2005.  A young 
boy shows them round his house and local surroundings, before they visit his school, which 
was built on land purchased in part with Comic Relief funds). 
 
It was the immediacy of this story which most impressed respondents, both in terms of the 
matter of fact reporting style which it employed, and the evident commitment of the band to 
the situation they encountered.  Respondents commented that there was “nothing glossed 
over”; several recalled how the band had asked to see the local boy’s toilet, which they then 
did, and the film showed them recoiling from the stench, and the maggots (in close up).   
 
Younger respondents in particular found the clip infectiously engaging (describing it as 
“brilliant”).  They clearly had watched the film closely and picked up on a number of 
details, making them their own when it came to explaining the clip to others in the group 
discussions. 
 
For instance, during the school visit, one of the band members explained to the pupils how 
the band had asked to make this return visit, to see what progress had been made since their 
money had paid for the school to be built (in fact, a slight exaggeration).  No respondent 
who saw the clip took issue with the band for this, or showed the slightest cynicism about 
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the band’s approach; however, all the respondents who saw it picked up that this was a 
repeat visit, and they used this fact in the discussions to underline the band’s clear 
commitment to the cause.   
 
In another telling detail, respondents commented on the excellent English spoken by the 
young boy who was showing the band around his home and the surrounding area.  This 
seemed to confound the expectations of the respondents; they also assumed that his English 
had been acquired in the school the band visited later in the clip.  Thus, in a number of 
logical steps of their own creating, respondents made a link between giving money to Red 
Nose Day and providing poor children with surprisingly excellent English. 
 

 
Least Popular Stories  
 
! Emma Culwick in India in the Birmingham Evening Mail (1 of 3), 21st June 2006  

(‘Clinging to life on a mound of filth’, 2pp. Emma Culwick meets the children and adults 
who scavenge for items including human hair on a rubbish tip in northern Chennai, and 
hears about Comic Relief’s work to end child labour) 
 
This article elicited strong reactions from respondents (hence it can be included among the 
least popular) – although it should be noted that it was not universally unpopular.  The 
article succeeded in shocking readers by the sheer filth of the situation it described (“a hell 
hole mound of pure sewage” etc).  For some respondents this was an effective technique 
(one younger respondent commented “I’ve been to India, and I thought I’d seen poverty, 
but this…”).  In particular, many respondents were struck by the detail of collecting human 
hair for a living, while others did not miss the poignancy of meeting a newly married couple 
who would be spending their ‘honeymoon’ working on the tip.  
 
However for many respondents this approach amounted to too much horror.  These 
respondents also complained that there was no sense of a solution to the plight of the people 
described.  One younger respondent had notably declined to read the article when it was 
preplaced with her (from a research perspective, her response shows that even in the context 
of a story research exercise, getting the public to read an article about development issues is 
the major challenge).  This respondent explained her decision by saying: 
 

“I don’t like reading the really bad ones.  It’s too sad…they scare me a bit.” 
 
As a final note, it was apparent from the discussion groups that showing filth in a film (as in 
the McFly toilet visit) is easier to do than describing it in print, where a story runs the risk 
of overburdening the reader with horrific descriptions.  In addition, a second article about 
the rubbish tip in northern Chennai (Samantha Booth in the Daily Record) was much more 
positively received than this one, as it laboured the horrors much less, and spent more time 
discussing solutions.  For all the horror of this story was greater than that in McFly’s, it was 
the film that arguably made the deeper impression on respondents. 
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! Gary Barlow in South Africa on Comic Relief Does Fame Academy, BBC ONE, 15th 

March 2007(A brief clip of Gary Barlow’s visit to a youth centre in Johannesburg, during 
which he sings songs (including Take That’s ‘Patience’) around an old piano)Gary Barlow 
in South Africa in OK!, 13th March 2007  
(‘The Kids Were Inspirational – Gary Barlow’, 5pp. Gary’s own brief diary entries (plus 
numerous photos) covering his week in Johannesburg with his family.  They visit a youth 
centre and a theatre project together, and he visits a home for orphans with HIV/AIDS.) 
 
The Gary Barlow diary piece in OK! Magazine, and the film clip of his visit from Fame 
Academy, sparked hot debate among respondents in the discussion groups.  However, the 
debate was entirely about how genuine Gary Barlow had been in his motives for going on 
the Comic Relief trip to South Africa.  Whichever side respondents came down on (and the 
majority were strongly negative), the main lesson to be gleaned from this story is that, 
unless handled carefully, the use of celebrities can completely divert attention from the 
issues presented in the story in which they are featured. 
 
Respondents based their verdicts on Gary Barlow on pretty thin evidence, but this did not 
stop them reaching hard conclusions.  First, he had taken his family with him, and second, 
he did not appear to be engaging with the substance of the issues underlying his visit.  One 
MPH Involved respondent commented: 
 

“Why did they bother sending Gary Barlow to Africa? It doesn’t tell you a single thing; 
there is no factual information, no personality to it or personal account. It’s just him on 

holiday with his wife and his kids” 
 
Another younger respondent looked at a photo in the OK! article of Gary Barlow playing an 
electric piano to some orphaned children, and noted that there were people with mobile 
phones and cameras in the background, such that it could not really be a school in a slum 
area at all.  The respondent concluded: 
 

“I think it was just awful. I really think he was taking the piss.” 
 
Respondents who watched the Fame Academy clip tended to reach a similar conclusion, by 
a different route.  The clip was very short, but the prominence given to Gary Barlow 
enjoying the fact that the young men in the youth centre already knew his song ‘Patience’ 
left most respondents feeling that Gary Barlow’s own motives were to the fore in his 
making the trip.  Much of this negativity may result from the way the footage was edited 
and presented.  Unlike the McFly film, which made very clear that the band had chosen to 
make a return visit, the facts that Gary Barlow had asked to visit Africa and that Comic 
Relief had not paid for his trip were not included in either of the stories. 
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! The Sugababes in South Africa, Caroline Iggulden in The Sun, 1st March 2007  

(‘Now I understand why Madonna wanted to adopt’, 1pp. Three Sugababes visit a township 
near Durban, meet children orphaned through AIDS, and promote the Red Nose Day 
single)The Sugababes and Girls Aloud in South Africa on Richard and Judy, Channel 4, 9th 
March 2007(Interview on the sofa with all the bands’ members, including showing a clip of 
the Red Nose Day single’s video; brief mentions of their Comic Relief trip to South Africa) 
The Sugababes article in the Sun was the least liked article among respondents, almost 
solely on account of its headline.  Respondents understood from the headline that the 
suffering of orphans with AIDS was of less importance to “Sugababes star Keisha” than her 
own feelings about adoption (and her own focus on her being a celebrity, like Madonna).  
The repulsiveness of the headline tended to prevent respondents from going on to talk about 
the content of the story, although some reported that there was no content there to discuss in 
any case.  In part, this response was coloured by negative views of the Sun, although it is 
notable that no respondent spoke up for this article in any group.  One younger respondent 
was typical in commenting: 
 
“Oh yes it was in the Sun, and it will probably speak to someone, in the younger generation 
whose role models are the Sugababes and it will probably get them interested.  But if you 

have got them hooked then please put some information in the article.” 
 
However, the fault does not solely seem to rest with the Sun, as reactions from those 
respondents who had seen the Richard and Judy clip made clear.  These respondents 
complained that there was very little content in the interview relating to their trip to Africa, 
or to Comic Relief.  As with the Gary Barlow clip from Fame Academy, this is likely to 
reflect editorial decisions, but respondents tended to lay the blame at the feet of the artists 
themselves.  One younger respondent commented of the Sugababes’ trip: 
 

“They have just been sent out there, and 362 days of the year all they care about 
is their hair and their make-up and what car they’re driving.” 

 
4.2.3 What Makes a Good Story about Poverty 
 
Considering the public reactions to the key messages and selected stories outlined above, a 
number of general lessons can be identified for what makes an effective story about global 
poverty issues. 
 
The top lesson is clearly that a story needs to engage a potential reader quickly.  As has been 
commented, it is hard for story research to recreate the real-life circumstances under which a 
story is encountered, but it is clear that quick hooks are required (this is where photos, and 
celebrities, often play a part).  Once a reader is engaged in a story, it is vital that their interest is 
sustained, or else it is likely the reader will quickly disengaged.  Alice Fenyoe has observed 
through the PPP research that the public tend to approach development issues looking for an 
excuse to disengage; communicators should plan their approaches from this perspective. 
 
As noted in the staff research, few of the selected stories featured the eight key messages.  The 
only exception to this was messages around education, which appeared in a number of the 
stories; where education was used, it was always effective in interesting respondents (it seems 
both to represent a common link with poor people, and to offer positive hope of lasting 
solutions).  As the public research has shown, some of the key messages were engaging in 
themselves, and some were not; the answer to whether a story was effective does not simply lie 
in whether it included the more effective key messages.   
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People’s responses to stories are complex and subjective.  Nonetheless, on the basis of this 
research it is possible to suggest a number of key elements for what makes a story about 
poverty effective in engaging the general public. 
 

- A sense of progress 
Provide good news stories showing that all is not lost.  Underpin this message with a 
sense of empowerment, that the reader can make a difference. 

- Solutions 
Show solutions to poverty problems, big (education) or small (tree planting) – but 
always give some suggestions in order to combat disengagement. 

- Surprises  
Provide people with things they did not know or had not thought of before (ideally 
with some positive angle); giving people ‘the same old’ only helps them switch off.  
Successful examples include eloquent African children, urban poverty, or tree 
planting schemes. 

- Background and context 
Answers to readers’ ‘why’ questions are required in stories touching on complex 
issues. 

- Contrasts and comparisons 
Showing the scale of poverty can be impactful, but always give a point of 
comparison to help the public interpret any stats; also describe the direction of travel 
(whether something’s rising or falling etc). 

- Poignant humanity 
Build empathy through little details and hidden truths including shared hopes and 
dreams, personal habits of daily life, or psychological strategies for coping. 

- Helping people help themselves 
This theme has a double benefit: it builds a link between readers who care and poor 
people, and it confounds stereotypes of poor people as weak victims (thus setting up 
a new view of the developing world).  This approach challenges the assumption that 
the only way to tackle poverty is through our donations. 

- A sense of unfairness 
The dynamic of a big person taking advantage of a little person (who is not a victim, 
but is unfairly dealt with) always engages the public. 
 

4.2.4 The Role of Celebrities 
 
Celebrities play a complex role in both drawing public attention to a story, and diverting 
attention away from the issues within the story.  Given the important role that celebrities can 
play in reaching the public, it may be helpful to bring together some learnings from the public 
story research on the role of celebrities in delivering poverty messages. 
 
Celebrities can be an effective method for attracting a reader’s attention to a story; this can be 
especially helpful in the context of global poverty, where many readers look to disengage as 
soon as they are aware of the subject of a story.  The PPP research findings suggest that 
celebrities can be particularly effective in attracting less engaged readers to stories about global 
poverty.  Celebrities also act as a conduit for the audience’s emotions; this can be clearly seen 
in relation to footage from trips, where the artist is acting as an eye witness, experiencing the 
sights and sounds of the location as if on the viewer’s behalf.  In this mode of viewing, the 
audience wants to see when the artist cries in response to the events they are witnessing, as this 
helps the viewer feel the emotional content of the situation. 
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However, using celebrities also serves to obscure the issues under consideration.  When  a story 
features a celebrity, the celebrity dominates the story; the public react by judging the celebrity 
first, and the underlying content of the story second.  This is true in all cases where a celebrity 
appears, but it is especially obvious in a story where the celebrity is judged negatively by the 
audience.  In such cases the audience neglects the underlying content of the story entirely, or 
even rejects it, on account of the celebrity’s performance. 
 
The key to securing a favourable judgement from the public is the celebrity’s perceived 
genuineness, in other words how committed they appear to be to the underlying issues and 
events which they are witnessing.  As has been described in the findings on selected stories, the 
public are highly attuned to picking up clues which suggest how genuine a celebrity may be.  
For instance, Gary Barlow said he hadn’t read up on the issue of HIV/AIDS before his visit, so 
he was deemed ungenuine, whereas McFly were explicit that they had asked to go on a return 
visit, so were deemed genuine.  As has also been seen, so determined are the public to establish 
the genuineness of an artist that they even try to read for clues in a story where clues are not 
given (this could also be called leaping to conclusions).  Providing clues can therefore be key to 
shaping the audience’s reaction. 
 
It follows from this point that most of what makes a celebrity have an appropriate ‘fit’ with a 
poverty story (ie. what makes them appear genuine) comes from within the story (ie. in the 
shape of clues).  Rather than trying to identify which celebrities offer a good fit, communicators 
should understand that stories themselves give the artists genuineness.  Indeed, in the public 
research, few respondents could name celebrities ‘off the peg’ who might be appropriate to 
deliver poverty messages.  The few suggestions included Lenny Henry (for his Comic Relief 
work), Annika Rice (because she goes and helps people on the ground), and George Clooney 
(for sheer scale, and the importance he would confer).  It was also notable that all respondents 
who saw the McFly film felt that the band were effective artists to deliver poverty messages 
(indeed they appealed to people far beyond their normal target audience).   
 
It was apparent that a celebrity’s appropriateness did not depend on the existing public profile 
which they brought to a story.  However, when an artist did not appear genuine in a story, it 
seemed likely that the public’s verdict would colour their future reactions to that celebrity away 
from the story in their normal line of business.  It should be important to artists getting involved 
in poverty communications that they are made to come across as genuine in all the stories in 
which they appear.   
 
All this said, respondents put forward the view that it would be harder for an artist who is 
perceived not to be at the top of their career to be seen as genuine, as logically they stand to 
gain more from the association with the good cause.  This is one reason why big celebrities are 
in principal preferred to lesser ones (the example was given in one discussion of Gary Barlow 
being better than Robbie Williams, whose career was seen to have flagged).  As a general 
caveat though it should be remembered that it is the story that dictates how genuine an artist 
appears; asking the public to say which artists might offer a good fit in the absence of a specific 
story for them to judge is likely to be too hypothetical an exercise to produce meaningful 
results. 
 
Finally, it should be stressed that there is currently a climate of celebrity fatigue expressed by 
the public.  Many respondents in the story research indicated early on in discussions that they 
were sick of the prevailing celebrity culture, as manifest in magazines, on the internet and on 
reality TV shows.  In such a culture there is the danger of Catch 22 applying: celebrities 
become an expected part of the media language, and yet the public is more ready to dismiss 
them.  The risks of using celebrities to deliver poverty stories seem higher than ever; careful 
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strategic decisions should be made about where to use them and for which audiences.  Above 
all attention should be paid to how they come across in the finished story. 
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5. Story Research with Artists and the Media 
 
5.1 Background and Methodology 
 
5.1.1 Background 
 
Research was undertaken with artists and media staff who were involved in some of the Comic 
Relief/DFID trips, in order to deliver on the PPP objective to understand the barriers to 
producing better stories about poverty issues.  At the same time, the artist/media research 
provided an opportunity to understand better the contexts in which the people involved work, 
and within which the selected stories were generated. 
 
In particular the artist/media research was designed to cover five themes: understanding of 
poverty issues; impact of the trips (on respondents’ attitudes and understanding); reactions to 
the eight key messages; elements of a good story about poverty; barriers to producing better 
stories. 
 
The findings from the research are given below, summarised under each of the five themes. 
 
5.1.2 Methodology 
 
The artist/media story research involved telephone depth interviews (of around 40 minutes in 
length) with artists and media staff.  The research was conducted by Alice Fenyoe and Kelly 
Saward at TW Research, between April and June 2007. 
 
The aim was to interview ten artists/media staff, and ideally only those connected with the 
selected stories.  However, it proved impossible to arrange interviews with some of the artists in 
the time available (having given their time for a trip, it is perhaps unsurprising that they may 
struggle to find more time to participate in research about that trip).  In the end, nine interviews 
were achieved, and several were undertaken with individuals not connected to the stories under 
research.  The achieved sample was as follows: 
 
Artists (4): Nick Knowles (BBC TV presenter); Tommy Smith (tour agent, McFly); Jake 

Humphrey (CBBC presenter); Claudia Winkleman (BBC TV presenter) 
 
Media (5): Emma Cullwick (Birmingham Evening Mail); Johann Hari (freelance/The 

Independent); Charles Heslett (Yorkshire Evening Post); Kim Littlemore (BBC TV 
producer / Red Nose Day); Ben Wilkins (BBC London) 

 
5.2 Findings 
 
5.2.1 Impact of the Trips 
 
- The impact of the trips was immense for all nine artists/media staff, and for many of them it 

was truly overwhelming.  Nearly all respondents spoke of the severity of suffering that they 
had seen, and of how it was much worse than they had anticipated.  Some respondents also 
talked of the human sadness they had encountered, for instance in terms of the loneliness of 
AIDS sufferers.  Interestingly, several respondents also reported a sense of surprise at 
finding positive things on their trips, such as poor people with great senses of humour, or 
well ordered schools in the midst of chaotic circumstances.  For the majority of respondents 
who reported being overwhelmed, the emotions they had experienced were still vivid to 
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them, as if there were in shock.  Some respondents were on the verge of tears during the 
interviews, although their trips had been a year or more ago. 

 
- The impact of the trips on the individuals was so great that they tended only to be able to 

narrate the specific story of the place they visited and the people they met.  Very few 
respondents (ie. experienced development media staff) were able to stand back and talk 
about the underlying issues of poverty.  Indeed, some artists commented that it was not their 
role to understand the issues; they were simply there as eye witnesses. 

 
5.2.2 Understanding of Poverty Issues 
 
- Only the development-engaged media staff could demonstrate a good understanding of the 

underlying issues of global poverty (such as trade, debt and aid).  The knowledge levels of 
most artists and media staff were little different from those of the general public as revealed 
in the PPP research. 

 
- Aid was the issue which artists and media staff found most approachable, but they tended to 

discuss it only in the context of the projects they had visited.  This invariably meant 
showing the public where their donations had gone, and that they had been effective.  Wider 
issues of development aid were not touched upon by most respondents. 

 
- Debt was felt to be more difficult to understand, and to explain to audiences.  Trade was 

seen as the most difficult issue of all - “best left to people better qualified than me” as one 
artist said.  The exceptions to this were the two more engaged media staff, one of whom 
commented: “Trade is the key issue that will make all the difference to poverty – aid will not 
solve it, but trade will.”. 

 
5.2.3 Reactions to Key Messages 
 
- The artists and media staff tended to claim awareness of the key messages when they were 

prompted with some of them during the phone interviews.  However, most respondents said 
that they did not use any messages of this sort in their stories.  Instead, most said that they 
preferred a more ‘direct’ approach grounded in presenting the lives of real people.   

 
- The use of statistics was especially criticised by some media staff (a few of whom also 

expressed surprise at the message about the percentage of national income spent on aid).  
 
- Some media respondents commented that they preferred a more shocking approach than 

was suggested by the bare tone of most of the messages.  One such media respondent 
commented that the ‘ice cream’ message was too soft (saying “we eat a lot of ice cream 
anyway”) and that a more outrageous comparison should be found. 

 
- A few respondents stressed that messages about Africa as a whole were too general, and 

called for messages focused on specific nations.  Similarly, some respondents said the 
messages should present specific solutions rather than generic problems. 

 
5.2.4 What makes a Good Story about Poverty 
 
- Respondents were in agreement that to be effective, stories about global poverty should 

engage the reader – usually by having an obvious ‘hook’.  Examples of such ‘hooks’ 
included celebrities and photos (or both together). 
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- Topical and national or local relevance was deemed important to getting a story to run, and 
then to capturing the audience’s attention.  This was deemed especially important for the 
local press, where effective techniques could include tying a global poverty story to a local 
event, a local community (for instance, of immigrants from the country featured), or to local 
people (perhaps who were working in the country or project featured). 

 
- If a story seeks to drive fundraising, it needs to have emotional appeal.  Showing the lives of 

real people was felt to be the best means of doing this; some media staff suggested that first 
person quotations should be used whenever possible, to give the real feel of a poor person 
speaking.  It was also felt that stories should show where readers’ donations have been 
spent; this was seen as particularly important for Comic Relief. 

 
- One media respondent felt empathy was best built by revealing the inner lives of poor 

people.  This respondent aimed to give readers an insight into poor people’s psychological 
make-up, including their hopes and frustrations, and their dreams and plans (especially 
effective in the context of children). 

 
- Education and healthcare were regarded as topics which always engaged readers.  One 

advantage of these issues was that they could be used to present the stories of children and 
young people, which again were felt to generate empathy.  Some respondents stressed that, 
when including children in stories, it should be made clear that every child’s life matters. 

 
- Stories should include positive elements, including showing solutions, and giving readers a 

sense of what can be done.  Many respondents cautioned against being too negative or 
shocking, as this could lead readers to disengage.  Finally, several respondents stressed that 
it was their role to challenge the public’s misconceptions about global poverty. 

 
5.2.5 Barriers to Better Stories about Poverty 
 
- The decision whether to run stories, and in what formats, lies with editors and 

commissioners (and ultimately with media owners).  However impactful a trip may be on a 
journalist, the shape of the final story is often not of their choosing.  Several media staff in 
the story research commented that their editors had less enlightened views of poverty issues 
than themselves; they said they would appreciate any help available in convincing their 
editors of the value of running such stories.  It was also commented that bringing a sense of 
topicality to a story was a common way of ensuring it ran (eg. tying it into a current event), 
but that this was often hard to achieve in a story looking at longterm development issues. 

 
- Artist respondents showed low levels of understanding of the underlying issues of global 

poverty, and some exhibited reluctance to engage more deeply with these issues.  Several 
artists were clear that their role was to act as eye witnesses to the real impacts of poverty, 
not to provide insights on the causes of poverty. 

 
- The issues behind global poverty were seen as complex by respondents, and this in itself 

represented a barrier to covering them in stories in the mass media.  For example, one media 
respondent commented that trade was too complex an issue to cover in a short film.  Doubts 
were also expressed that the underlying issues were of sufficient interest to produce 
engaging stories; a media respondent commented that education could be seen as a “dry” 
subject, which would cause viewers to switch off. 

 
- While highly impactful, the trips themselves were conducted in short spaces of time 

(usually 3 or 4 days), and respondents commented that this gave them little time to get to 
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grips with the wider context of what they were experiencing.  Several respondents 
commented that the underlying issues of poverty were barely discussed during their trips; 
however, nearly all respondents mentioned the high quality of the briefing materials which 
they received from Comic Relief, which supplied detailed background information on their 
trips.  The short windows of time available for trips (and the lack of time available for 
evaluating the outcomes of trips) do not help to build in ongoing improvements to the story 
production process. 
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6. Conclusions 
 
Learnings for Research 
 
! Story research of this kind is hard to conduct, chiefly because it is time consuming and 

artists, media and NGO staff have very little time available.  The lack of time available 
ultimately represents a barrier to these groups learning from research, as well as to their 
producing more effective stories in the first place. 

 
! Story research with the general public is necessarily an artificial exercise, which cannot 

adequately recreate the everyday context under which stories are encountered in real life.  
Pre-placing stories with respondents forces the public to read them, and prevents the chance 
of testing a story’s capacity to capture the audience’s attention - which the research has 
shown is prerequisite for an effective story.   

 
! Story research can mismatch respondents with stories which they would not normally come 

into contact with.  Story research should attempt wherever possible to match stories from 
particular titles and channels with respondents who are known to be part of the audience for 
those titles and channels. 

 
! The story scoring framework has been shown to be a useful tool for making quantitative 

comparisons between different stories, and between the views of different audiences of the 
same story.  However different stories will strain the applicability of a common tool such as 
the framework, as stories each have different elements and objectives.  Finally, people 
respond to stories subjectively; depending on research needs, it may be preferable to take 
qualitative approaches to exploring what makes stories effective. 

 
Learnings for Engaging the Public 
 
! Above all, effective stories should capture the audience’s attention.  Photographs and 

celebrities are useful means of doing this in the context of global poverty issues which are 
not inherently at the forefront of the public’s concerns.   

 
! Once the audience’s attention has been captured, it must be sustained.  Providing surprising 

information is one means of doing this, as it keeps audiences on their toes by giving them 
new things which they must actively consider.  Examples of surprises include people in 
developing countries striving to help themselves and each other, instances of ‘poignant 
humanity’, and simple solutions to seemingly intractable problems.  It is important to recall 
the research finding that most people approach stories about global poverty looking for an 
excuse to disengage. 

 
! Stories should include positive messages, for instance showing progress in poor countries.  

Negative stories can disempower the audience, and often meet with early disengagement. 
 
! Use real people to illustrate complex issues; issues like trade can be broken down into 

examples of how unfairness impacts on poor people who are working hard for a living.  It is 
important to generate empathy between audience and subject, in order to emphasise our 
common humanity.  However, stories should be careful not to labour poor people’s 
suffering, as this can seem negative and result in disengagement. 
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! Context, background and depth are required if issues of any complexity are to be opened up 
with the public.  This learning reflects the fact that most of the public starts from low levels 
of knowledge, and they will have many further questions that need answering before they 
can follow an issue-based story.  It is also the case that the public react in complex ways to 
messages about poverty issues, and they need space within a story to play competing points 
off against one another and arrive at their own view. 

 
! Differentiate between subgroups of the public; stories should have a clear idea who their 

audience is, and tailor their messages accordingly.  Different subgroups have different 
levels of knowledge; they also respond differently to different types of message. 

 
Barriers to Better Stories  
 
! Editors and media owners hold the keys to coverage of global poverty issues, both in terms 

of the quantity of stories that run, and the prominence given to issues within the stories.  It 
is recommended that efforts are made to lobby editors to convince them of the value of an 
issues-based agenda for global poverty stories.  Techniques might include taking editors on 
trips, or showing them evidence from research that the public can be interested in stories 
about global poverty issues. 

 
! Celebrities can attract audiences to a story, but they can also obscure the underlying issues 

at play in the story.  Careful decisions should be made about whether the cost of using a 
celebrity (in terms of diminishing the message) is worth paying (in terms of attracting 
readers) – this decision should take account of the segments of the audience which the story 
is seeking to engage.   

 
! Where a celebrity is involved, it is essential that they be perceived as genuine in their 

commitment to the story they are witnessing, in order that both they, and the story, benefit.  
The research has shown that the sense of genuineness is predominantly generated within the 
story itself, such that it is in the hands of those who produce the story to make sure it works 
well. 

 
! The underlying issues of poverty are complex and do not easily lend themselves to shorter 

formats.  Communicators should understand the limits of what can be presented in what 
format, but at the same time efforts should be made to engage all audience subgroups in the 
issues of global poverty at some point.   

 
! The research has shown that when many of the public are shown good stories about poverty 

issues, they become engaged in the issues, and come away with something valuable from 
the experience.  However, the main barrier remains getting the public to read or watch the 
stories in the first place.  New techniques, and diverse media, should be experimented with 
in future. 

 
! Everyone involved in the story production process appears to be very short of time.  Artists 

have very packed schedules (perhaps because celebrity is fleeting), and it is hard for media 
staff to negotiate time to go away on trips.  In addition, the stories themselves are often 
produced against tight copy deadlines.  Similarly the NGO staff interviewed in this study 
were found to be under great time pressure, while the public research found that most 
viewers and readers do not feel they have the time to take in long or complex stories.  In 
such a context, it is hard for habitual ways of working to be altered, and hard for people’s 
assumptions to be challenged.  Making better stories ultimately requires more time to be 
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opened up in the story production and consumption cycle – time in which all those involved 
can learn something more about global poverty issues. 
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Appendix 
 
The PPP Story Scoring Framework 
 
1. How comprehensible would you say this story is for the audience in question?  

[circle one answer] 
 

‘very incomprehensible’ -3       -2       -1       0      +1       +2      +3 ‘very comprehensible’ 
 
2. How interesting would you say this story is for the audience in question? 

[circle one answer] 
 

‘very uninteresting’ -3       -2       -1       0      +1       +2      +3 ‘very interesting’ 
 
3. How would you describe the portrayal of people in developing countries in this story 

(including the specific individuals featured)? 
[circle one answer or indicate if not applicable] 

 
‘very negative’ -3       -2       -1       0      +1       +2      +3 ‘very positive’ 

 
N/A 

 
 ! 

 

 
4. How would you describe the portrayal of the governments and systems in developing 

countries in this story? 
[circle one answer or indicate if not applicable] 

 
‘very negative’ -3       -2       -1       0      +1       +2      +3 ‘very positive’ 

 
N/A 

 
 ! 

 

 
5. How would you describe the portrayal of people in the UK in this story (including the 

specific individuals featured)? 
[circle one answer or indicate if not applicable] 

 
‘very negative’ -3       -2       -1       0      +1       +2      +3 ‘very positive’ 

 
N/A 

 
 ! 

 

 
6. How would you describe the portrayal of the government and systems in the UK in this 

story? 
[circle one answer or indicate if not applicable] 

 
‘very negative’ -3       -2       -1       0      +1       +2      +3 ‘very positive’ 

 
N/A 

 
 ! 

 

 



 32 

7. How would you describe the portrayal of Comic Relief and other NGOs in this story? 
[circle one answer or indicate if not applicable] 

 
‘very negative’ -3       -2       -1       0      +1       +2      +3 ‘very positive’ 

 
N/A 

 
 ! 

 

 
8a) Which of the eight PPP key messages listed below do you think are present on any level in 

this story? [if present, please put a tick in the box next to the message] 
 
8b) For each of the key messages which is present, please state the extent to which you think it 

is present. [on a scale of 1 to 5, where 1 is 'just a little bit' and 5 is 'entirely'] 
 

 [present]  
1. Trade rules protect and build our interests at the 

expense of poorer countries. 
! 1     2     3     4     5 

   
2. Since 1980, Africa’s share of world trade has fallen 

from 6% to 2%. 
! 1     2     3     4     5 

   
3. Fairtrade pays poor farmers in the developing world a 

fair price for what they produce; at the same time it 
provides the communities they live in with valuable 
resources like schools and health clinics. 

! 1     2     3     4     5 

   
4. In 2007, the UK Government will spend less than 

0.5% of our gross national income on tackling poverty 
in developing countries. The target is for this rate to 
reach 0.7% by 2013. 

! 1     2     3     4     5 

   
5. Much of the aid that developing countries receive is 

sporadic and unpredictable. The aid given is also often 
tied to economic conditions about how it is spent, and 
with whom. 

! 1     2     3     4     5 

   
6. There is a strong link between being a poorly-

governed country and being a poor country. By 2015, 
nine out of ten of the world’s poorest people will live 
in Africa and South Asia. Around half of this number 
will live in countries without effective governments. 

! 1     2     3     4     5 

   
7. Average life expectancy across all the countries in 

Africa is 46, and falling; 46% of people in Africa live 
in poverty. 

! 1     2     3     4     5 

   
8. Currently 80 million children worldwide are too poor 

to receive primary schooling. Sending all these 
children to school would cost the same as what people 
in Europe spend on ice cream each year. 

! 1     2     3     4     5 

 



 33 

9.  How effective do you think this story is as a call to the audience to donate money to (or 
fundraise for) Comic Relief or other NGOs? 
[circle one answer] 

 
‘ineffective’ 1       2       3       4       5 ‘very effective’ 

 
10. How effective do you think this story is as a call to the audience to undertake actions for 

change other than fundraising on behalf of Comic Relief or other NGOs (eg. to join their 
campaigns, or undertake lobbying actions such as signing petitions, sending emails, going 
on demo’s etc) 
[circle one answer] 

 
‘ineffective’ 1       2       3       4       5 ‘very effective’ 

 
11. Finally, in your professional opinion, please give this story an overall mark out of 10. 

[write in below] 
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