
Global Poverty and the Public - Desk Research  
Report 2: The UK Public’s Perspective on Global Poverty  
 
Andrew Darnton for DFID / COI 
20th December 2007 
 
 
Contents 
 
 

Background and Methodology      p.2 
 
Key Findings         p.5 
 
Introductory Notes on the Evidence     p.8 
 
1 Headline Levels of Public Engagement    p.10 
 
2 Public Understanding of Global Poverty Issues   p.13 
 
2.1 Understanding the Causes of Poverty    p.13 
2.2 The Issue of Debt       p.15 
2.3 The Issue of Trade       p.16 
2.4 The Issue of Aid       p.20 
 
3 Public Involvement in Tackling Global Poverty   p.23 
 
3.1 Giving Money        p.24 
3.2 Purchasing        p.26 
3.3 Lobbying        p.28 
 
4 Public Support for the Government’s Role in Development p.30 
 
4.1 Understanding of the Government’s Role, and DFID  p.30 
4.2 Attitudes to the Government’s Role in Tackling Poverty p.32 

4.2.1 Support for Debt Relief     p.35 
4.2.2 Support for Fairer Trade     p.36 
4.2.3 Support for Development Aid    p.37 

4.3 Support for the Millennium Development Goals  p.42 
 
5 Recommendations        p.45 
 
Appendices 
 
i) Organisations and Individuals Contacted    p.47 
ii) References         p.50 

 
 

 



Background & Methodology 
 
Background 
 
The Communications Division in the Department for International Development (DFID) are 
currently reviewing their public communications strategy, and the research activity which 
informs it. 
 
As part of that strategy review, DFID asked the COI to commission a series of pieces of desk 
research from Andrew Darnton (AD).  AD has considerable experience of working in the area 
of international development; he recently co-ordinated the DFID-funded Public Perceptions of 
Poverty (PPP) research programme on behalf of Comic Relief (from 2004 to 2007).  AD has 
also reviewed the literature on aspects of public understanding of development issues on several 
occasions. 
 
The three tasks required by DFID were: 
 

i) to review the content and approach of the annual DFID/ONS omnibus Survey of 
Public Attitudes to Development, in order to input into the redesign of the 2007 
Survey (undertaken by TNS) 

ii) to provide a brief survey of the research evidence on public attitudes to DFID and 
the UK Government’s involvement in international development 

iii) to undertake an extensive desk research review of the evidence relating to public 
understanding of global poverty, and effective strategies for driving public 
engagement 

 
This report relates to the third task, the extensive review of current evidence on global poverty 
and the UK public. 
 
Objectives 
 
The desk research review was intended to provide DFID Comms Division with as inclusive as 
possible a collection of the available research evidence, in order that they could redevelop their 
communications strategy.  Accordingly, a long list of relevant topics to be covered by the 
review was drawn up between DFID, COI and AD. 
 
AD in turn summarised the topics for research as a set of objectives; this was in part a 
pragmatic exercise, in order to be able to describe the focus of the desk research succinctly 
when issuing a call for information to experts and stakeholders working in the development 
field.   
 
The aim of the desk research was to gather, summarise and synthesise recent research evidence 
relating to: 
 

i) public perceptions of global poverty issues 
ii) public involvement in tackling global poverty 
iii) the public’s perspective on governmental and NGOs’ roles in global poverty 
iv) effective ways of communicating with the public on global poverty issues 

 
The focus of the study was to be on UK-specific research, but comparative sources (setting UK 
evidence in context) were to be included where appropriate. 
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Given the large amount of relevant material identified in the initial data gathering stage of the 
study, it was decided that the findings should be written up as two separate reports.  The first 
report, entitled ‘Driving Public Engagement in Global Poverty’, was drafted in October 2007.  
It covered the fourth objective only, and laid out effective strategies for communicating with the 
public on global poverty issues, including identifying segmentation models, and key messages. 
 
This second report, ‘The UK Public’s Perspective on Global Poverty’, essentially lays out 
where the UK public currently stands in relation to global poverty.  It covers the first three 
objectives set for the study, and thus reviews the evidence on levels of public understanding and 
engagement, and their attitudes to government involvement in development.  The two reports 
are clearly very closely related, and are based on sources selected from the same body of 
evidence; taken together, this report provides the baseline data against which advances in public 
engagement (by means recommended in the first report (‘Report 1’)) may be measured.  Thus 
there are frequent references back to Report 1 in this text; a rapid review paper written by AD 
for Defra and the COI in June 2007 (‘Attitudes to DFID and to Government Involvement in 
Development’) is also cited.  The issues in that paper are considered again here, in greater detail 
(see Section 4 below). 
 
Methodology 
 
In keeping with AD’s standard methodology for desk research, the study was conducted in three 
stages, as described below.   
 
i) Data Gathering 
 
The desk research study began with an extensive data gathering phase, running from early July 
to mid September 2007 (a period of ten weeks – albeit with the summer holidays in the middle).  
A few recently drafted and published reports were also added to the study later on, right up to 
mid-December. 
 
Relevant sources were gathered via three routes: 
 

- by DFID Comms Division 
- by COI 
- by AD 
- via key contacts 

Potential contacts were approached by AD and asked to provide relevant research 
sources, or to identify likely further avenues to pursue.  By this process, a total of 88 
individuals were contacted, in 52 separate organisations.  A wide range of individuals 
and organisations took part in the data gathering including: the leading development 
NGOs, NGO sector bodies, international/governmental organisations, central 
government departments, research agencies, and academic centres.  A full list of the 
individuals contacted is given in the Appendix to this report. 

 
ii) Scoping 
 
As a result of the data gathering, 83 relevant sources were identified.  Relevant source material 
could broadly be described as falling into three areas: 
 

- Quantitative surveys of public opinions and attitudes relating to poverty and the 
developing world (often undertaken from a policy perspective); 

- Qualitative studies exploring public opinion and attitudes in greater detail;  
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- Qualitative studies focusing on communications approaches, and public reactions to 
specific materials. 

 
The scoping phase involved reading each of the selected sources, and identifying the relevant 
content in each source.  That relevant content was presented source by source in outline on a 
grid, against the four summary objectives.  In this way, the scoping report allowed DFID and 
COI an early opportunity to see the extent of the known evidence against each of the objectives 
set for the study.  
 
The scoping report served as the basis for an interim debrief, which was presented to the DFID 
Comms Division and the COI on 6th September 2007.  Between that meeting and the drafting of 
Report 2, a further 7 sources were identified as of possible relevance, and scoped out. 
 
iii) Reporting 
 
The final phase of the desk research study involved reporting; as discussed above, it was agreed 
that a the findings would be written up as two reports, the first covering effective strategies for 
driving public engagement, the second assessing where the UK public are currently at in 
relation to global poverty.  The first report having been submitted to DFID in October 2007, a 
short interval was taken to allow DFID to absorb, and in some areas act upon, its findings.  
This, the second report, was drafted in December.  It is based on a total of 61 sources, of which 
roughly three quarters (45) have been produced since the beginning of 2005 (a full list of the 
selected sources appears in the Appendix). 
 
The final report takes the form of a commentary on the relevant evidence gathered during the 
study; it opens with a summary of Key Findings, and closes with recommendations.  Finally, 
the Appendix to the report provides lists of the key individuals and organisations contacted 
during the data gathering stage, as well as the sources cited in this report.   
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Key Findings 
 
!" In 2007, levels of public concern about global poverty appear to be static or falling.  For 

instance, the TNS/DFID tracker in August 2007 found that 27% of the UK public was ‘very 
concerned’ about poverty in poor countries; this is identical to the longterm average 
identified in the PPP surveys, going back to 2004.  Meanwhile the final wave of PPP 
recorded a level of 22% of ‘very concerned’ members of the public, below the longterm 
average and substantially lower than the project’s highest level of 32% (recorded in April 
2005).  Qualitative evidence confirms the view that global poverty is only a minority 
concern for the UK public.  The PPP research in 2007 concluded “poverty is not an issue 
for most people”. 

 
!" An OECD report in 1998 characterised public support for development in Canada as “a 

mile wide and an inch deep”.  The description could equally be applied to UK public 
attitudes in 2007, which can be characterised as widespread support for tackling global 
poverty, but based on low levels of understanding.  While the adage is useful it does reflect 
the apparent changes in levels of public engagement over recent years, or the variations 
between different subgroups. 

 
!" While levels of public engagement with global poverty tend to be low across the UK 

population, it is clear that there is wide variation between different subgroups.  Engagement 
is shown to be highest among those from higher SEGs, those with higher incomes, and 
those who hold university degrees; people in BME groups are also more likely to report 
high levels of engagement.  Some surveys show being ‘very concerned’ about poverty to be 
a key indicator of high levels of engagement.  However, most of the available evidence 
does not disaggregate respondents in this way, and just talks about ‘the public’. 

 
!" The general public’s understanding of the causes of poverty has been shaped by media and 

NGO representations of the developing world, dating back to Live Aid in 1985.  Research 
has described this vision as ‘the Live Aid Legacy’, presenting the developing world as a 
place of war, famine, debt, starving people, natural disaster, poverty and corruption.  
Qualitative research supports the view that the public sees poverty as caused by factors 
internal to developing countries, be they man-made (eg. war, corruption) or natural (eg. 
famine, disease) in origin.  However, recent studies show some of the more engaged 
respondents pointing to issues such as trade and debt as contributory factors, and 
recognising that the causes of poverty might include the political. 

 
!" Despite low levels of spontaneous recognition that global poverty has political causes, the 

majority of the public is aware of the concept of debt relief (in PPP in 2005, 65% had heard 
of the ‘drop the debt’ campaign).  This majority awareness can be dated back to the Jubilee 
2000 campaign, and followed through to Make Poverty History.  However, many of the 
respondents who are aware of debt relief also have a vague sense that most poor countries’ 
debts have already been dropped (although they cannot be sure).  Furthermore, while the 
concept of debt relief has strong appeal, when the issue is opened up it is clear that the 
public do not understand how it will reach the poorest people in developing countries, 
assuming rather that it will benefit the countries’ governments instead. 

 
!" Research evidence shows very low levels of understanding of trade issues among the 

general public.  According to PPP in 2007 only 41% of the public has heard of ‘trade 
justice’.  Even among activists it is common to find that people cannot discuss the concept 
with any clarity, while among the mass public there is a widespread reluctance to talk about 
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any issues relating to global trade.  Part of this reluctance is due to very low levels of 
knowledge about how trade works; a study for Christian Aid in 2004 found that there were 
‘four missing facts’ which prevented the public from discussing trade issues.  These basic 
facts include that there are international trade rules, and that they are put in place by rich 
nations to their benefit.  PPP research in 2007 found that, for most people, “the four missing 
facts are still missing”.   

 
!" In contrast to the related concepts of trade justice, public awareness of fair trade is “near 

universal”, according to PPP in 2007.  In that survey, 91% of the public had heard of fair 
trade, and 81% said they knew something about it; according to the Fairtrade Foundation’s 
2007 tracker, 44% of the public have ever bought a fairtrade product.  However, qualitative 
research shows that most purchasing of fairtrade products is not driven by ethical concerns, 
but rather by standard product choice criteria (quality, brand, price etc).  Public 
understanding of the issues behind the fairtrade mark appears to be very limited; for these 
reasons it is debatable whether fair trade represents a means to increase public engagement 
with wider trade issues.  However it should be noted that, in the DFID tracking survey in 
2007, ‘buying fair trade products’ has for the first time become the most popular action 
among the public when asked to identify ways they can tackle poverty in poor countries 
(overtaking ‘donating to charities or other appeals’). 

 
!" Research sources show that most of the UK public is not aware that the government gives 

development aid.  Instead the public thinks of aid as donations to charities in response to 
disasters; sources show this is even true among more engaged subgroups.  This response is 
particularly problematic for governments (and not just in the UK) who seek to establish 
levels of public support for their spending on overseas development aid; even when survey 
questions ask explicitly about development aid, only just over half of the public are aware 
that the government gives development aid.  As Ida McDonnell of the OECD has 
commented, it is hard for the public to understand development aid as most of it happens 
“over there”, in the developing countries.  This low awareness serves to devalue the 
quantitative evidence on public support for development aid; when asked (in various ways) 
whether the UK government should be giving more, the public invariably say they should – 
although other questions show clearly that they have little idea how much is currently 
given. 

 
!" Despite low levels of awareness and understanding of development aid, the UK public 

tends to be convinced that most aid is ineffective (this trend is also apparent across other 
OECD nations).  In the 2007 DFID tracker more than half of the public agreed that ‘most 
aid to poor countries is wasted’; in the PPP surveys, three quarters of people regularly 
agreed that ‘most aid to poor countries is wasted because their governments are corrupt’.  
Corruption is found to be the one aspect of global poverty which the majority of the public 
are comfortable talking about; even people in more engaged subgroups feel that corruption 
is widespread.  Interestingly the PPP research found that corruption was synonymous with 
aid ineffectiveness for many respondents, and that respondents’ discussions around 
corruption would often expand to include charities’ inefficiencies in delivering aid (due 
both to poor admin, and high overheads).  While the vast majority of the public argue that 
corruption is endemic in Africa, by contrast their levels of knowledge are shallow. 

 
!" In terms of levels of public involvement in taking action to tackle global poverty (‘active 

engagement’), the evidence suggests that the most popular actions are those that require the 
least engagement with the issues of global poverty.  Taking part in Red Nose Day is the 
most popular action of all, with giving money the principal means of involvement (56% did 
so in 2007).  Buying fairtrade products is the next most popular action (44% having done so 
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ever).  Giving money to charities supporting people in poor countries appears to be rather 
less popular, undertaken by 21% of people in the last six months, according to the 2007 
DFID tracker.  Meanwhile 15% of the public took part in Make Poverty History (which did 
not have a money-giving component); its ‘MPH lite’ actions were much more popular than 
the more content-rich lobbying ones.  Thus, roughly half of all MPH involvement was 
wearing a white band, while only 16% of the MPH Involved sent an email to a politician, 
and only 2% joined the rally in Edinburgh. 

 
!" Levels of concern about global poverty correlate strongly with involvement in actions to 

tackle poverty.  However, alongside low concern there are a number of other attitudinal 
barriers to taking action; many of these barriers relate to low levels of agency, ie. the belief 
that someone can manage to take action, and that the action will be effective in tackling 
poverty.  According to PPP surveys, the proportion of the public agreeing with the 
statement ‘There is nothing I can do personally to tackle poverty in poor countries’ has 
been growing in recent years, to the point where more people agreed than disagreed with it 
in 2007.  It is noticeable that those who are ‘very concerned’ about poverty are much less 
likely to report low agency.  Several surveys also record low levels of agency in relation to 
the statement ‘I can tackle poverty in poor countries by putting pressure on politicians’.   

 
!" There is widespread qualitative evidence to suggest that the public holds strong negative 

attitudes towards the UK government.  PPP research in 2007 reported that levels of 
disengagement with political parties seemed higher than in previous years, with 
respondents feeling that whatever they did made no difference to how the government 
acted.  These negative perceptions appear to colour the public’s view of the UK 
government’s role in tackling global poverty; the evidence shows cynicism to be 
commonplace, with many of the public suspecting that the government will only be 
involved in helping poor countries if there is ‘something in it for them’.  However, it should 
be recalled that there is little accurate knowledge of what the government is doing (in terms 
of debt relief and trade measures, as well as giving development aid).  Providing more 
information about current government actions to tackle poverty would appear to be a good 
strategy for improving public attitudes (see Report 1 for more on effective strategies); 
however, government information is seldom trusted by the majority of the public, and the 
area of global poverty issues is shown to be no exception. 

 
!" Public awareness of intergovernmental efforts to tackle global poverty is also very low.  

This is clearest in regard to the Millennium Development Goals.  The 2007 Eurobarometer 
survey found that only 14% of the UK public had heard of or read about the Goals (this is 
lower than the EU average of 18%).  Awareness levels in other EU countries are higher, 
especially in those which have undertaken long-running MDG communications campaigns 
(eg. Sweden, where awareness is 41%).  Despite low levels of awareness, the UK public 
can identify which Goals they would consider a priority when they are presented with a list 
of the MDGs in research.  The most popular Goals are reducing HIV/AIDS and other 
diseases, reducing the numbers living in extreme poverty, and providing free universal 
primary education.  Interestingly the lists of most popular MDGs vary markedly across 
different subgroups of the public. 
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Commentary 
 
Introductory Notes on the Evidence 
 
This second report on the desk research study aims to provide a 360o view of the UK public in 
relation to global poverty.  Andrew Darnton has reviewed the available evidence on public 
engagement with global poverty more than once in recent years.  In 2004, he began the DFID-
funded Public Perceptions of Poverty (PPP) project with a piece of desk research looking at 
existing research sources on levels of public understanding, interest and involvement in poverty 
issues.  In 2006 he undertook a more detailed review across similar dimensions, but this time 
focusing on the area of trade, for the Trade Justice Movement.  The opportunity provided by 
this new DFID study in 2007 was to take as inclusive a view of the available evidence as 
possible, and in so doing to update the range of relevant sources, and chart changes in public 
perceptions over time.  Considerable time was allocated to gathering in such sources; a wide 
range of organisations was approached, and a good deal of new material has been identified: 
three quarters of these sources had not been produced when the initial PPP review was 
undertaken at the end of 2004.  Of course, this does not mean that the resulting study is 
definitive – as one can never know what other relevant material may be hiding somewhere ‘out 
there’ – but it does suggest that the study has gone wider than previous work has managed. 
 
Given the extensive efforts made to gather material, it may be helpful to say something about 
the provenance of the sources that have been found: 
 

- Much of the available material is directly funded by DFID; this includes research work 
regularly commissioned for public release (eg. the annual tracker of Public Attitudes, 
now through TNS), research commissioned for strategic and comms purposes (eg. 
qualitative studies in support of new communications campaigns, often through COI), 
and research conducted as part of grant-based projects (eg. PPP, funded via the 
Development Awareness Fund).  

 
- There is a useful body of comparative research data (which includes UK findings), 

provided regularly by the European Commission (eg. Eurobarometer), the OECD 
Development Centre (including briefing notes and working papers, some specifically for 
DFID, who joint-fund the Centre) and the UNDP (eg. the Millennium Campaign); all 
this evidence tends to be quantitative. 

 
- Some sector organisations have track records of providing good research involving the 

general public (both qualitative and quantitative); VSO, CfBT and IBT/3WE are 
prominent here.   

 
- Similarly, there are a few commercial research agencies who specialise in researching 

development issues, and the NGO sector.  Much of their work is syndicated (meaning 
charities can buy into it at a modest cost), and some of it is released into the public 
domain in any case; GlobeScan Inc and nfpsynergy are the leading examples. 

 
- Development NGOs can be a useful source of research data, although these sources can 

be hard to identify.  First, many NGOs do not have sufficient income to be investing in 
research.  Next, those that do have budgets tend to prioritise research about their own 
supporter base; this practice is similar to businesses, where research spend needs to pay 
back it costs by directly leading to increased revenue elsewhere.  This has two 
implications for those researching levels of public engagement with poverty issues: first, 
it is hard to get access to these kinds of studies as they are deemed commercially 
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sensitive, containing information deemed to increase NGOs’ competitiveness in the 
marketplace.  Second, if such studies are tightly focused on the NGO itself, its 
supporters and potential new supporters, they will not tend to contain much generic or 
contextual information relevant to studies of the population at large.  It has to be said 
that this second point is a minor consideration (or compensation), as in the experience of 
this desk research, one does not easily get to see the supporter-focused studies in any 
case.   

 
- Finally, there is interesting academic work going on in specific research centres, relating 

to development awareness, representations of poverty, and the role of NGOs.  These 
areas of study are relatively recent and there are signs that this body of work is growing 
(see eg. Matt Baillie Smith et al’s papers, cited here). 

 
A number of points can be concluded from the above, and these are reflected in the 
Recommendations for research at the end of this report.  It is worth spelling out here that DFID 
have a vital role to play in ensuring that the sector is kept informed of trends in public 
engagement with global poverty; many NGOs cannot afford to do this work at all, or cannot 
afford to do it for the common good.  However, it is also vital that qualitative work keep being 
produced and disseminated, making sure that all the nuances of public opinion are captured, and 
confirming that quantitative findings are consistent with reality.  The popularity of the PPP 
project has proved the value of broad-based research with the general public, but the risk is that 
being grant-funded, such work will only ever be sporadic, if it is undertaken at all.  Lastly, those 
working in the UK should not neglect to look at international studies, which provide interesting 
UK-specific and comparative data, and at regular intervals. 
 
Finally, a general plea should be made for all research owners to disseminate the work they 
undertake (even in an abridged form for public use).  It is hoped that a desk research study like 
this demonstrates the value of sharing learnings, providing all partners with a chance to become 
more effective in how they engage the public in tackling global poverty.  By comparing sources 
undertaken by different organisations for different reasons using different methods it is possible 
to reveal a body of evidence which is much more impactful than any of its individual studies – 
and which is remarkably consistent in its conclusions, as shall be seen. 
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1.  Headline Levels of Public Engagement 
 
According to the current evidence, the UK public’s level of engagement with global poverty is 
either static (at longterm low levels), or actually falling.  DFID’s annual tracking survey of 
public attitudes to development, going back to 1999, has continuously asked respondents to 
indicate how concerned they are about levels of poverty in developing countries (see eg. ONS 
2006).  This question has been taken up and used in the PPP (‘Public Perceptions of Poverty’) 
research project from 2004 to 2007 – with a slight change of wording to ask about ‘poverty in 
poor countries’ (see PPP 2007a); the latest (2007) wave of DFID tracking, undertaken by TNS, 
uses exactly the same wording (TNS 2007c).  According to the DFID tracking data collected in 
August 2007, 27% of the UK public was ‘very concerned’ about poverty in poor countries.  
This percentage is identical to the longterm average identified in the six waves of PPP 
surveying, going back to 2004 (PPP 2007a).  However the most recent wave of PPP surveying 
(Wave 6, conducted in April 2007) paints a still less positive picture: only 22% of PPP 
respondents said they were ‘very concerned’ about poverty in poor countries.  This is five 
points lower than the longterm average of 27%, and ten points lower than the highpoint of 32%, 
which was recorded in April 2005, in the run-up to the G8 Summit at Gleneagles.  PPP data 
show numbers of ‘very concerned’ members of the public to have fallen steadily since 2005, 
this being one aspect of ‘the MPH effect’ which the project has identified.  The only reason for 
hesitation in concluding that the public are less engaged with poverty now than in 2005 is that 
the DFID data provide a slightly different picture: their longterm average is 24% and as such 
the 2007 findings could show an uplift – however, changes in question wording and other 
aspects of survey methodology mean that comparisons with the data up to 2005 are unreliable. 
 
The DFID tracking survey and the PPP research both take the ‘concern’ question as their 
headline indicator of levels of public engagement.  Specifically they focus on the proportion of 
respondents who are ‘very concerned’; this is taken as a better indicator of actual levels of 
concern, as in answer to a prompted survey question, it is relatively easy for a respondent to say 
they are ‘fairly concerned’, and more difficult to say they are ‘very concerned’.  This 
observation is borne out by the responses to the question: roughly 75% of respondents in the 
PPP surveys said they were ‘fairly’ or ‘very’ concerned.  This is not in itself a useful level of 
response to serve as an indicator: it doesn’t identify a well-differentiated subgroup, and nor 
does this level vary significantly over time (the range across six waves of PPP surveying is just 
three points, from 73% to 76% - see PPP 2007c).  Looking at ‘very concerned’ respondents is 
both more meaningful and more responsive (there is a ten point variance across the six waves of 
PPP).  Finally, the ‘concern’ question is regarded as a useful single measure of engagement as it 
conceptually relates both to attitudes to global poverty issues, and willingness to take action on 
such issues (see PPP 2007a).  This dual focus means the statement maps across effectively to 
both aspects of engagement as defined by Andrew Darnton in his work on PPP (see Darnton 
2006a, and Report 1 from this DFID study – Darnton 2007b).  Recognising that the different 
forms of public engagement are driven by different factors, the PPP research breaks 
engagement down into the two concepts of ‘active engagement’ and ‘issue engagement’.  
Report 1 is structured around the premise that each form of engagement can be driven 
separately: being concerned about the issues won’t necessarily lead to action (what 
psychologists call the ‘value-action gap’), while action can be driven without the supporting 
attitudes being in place (see the example of MPH’s white bands, at Section 3.2 below).   
 
Both ‘active engagement’ and ‘issue engagement’ are at play when respondents answer the 
‘concern’ question.  This can be clearly seen by looking at the PPP survey data describing the 
characteristics of the ‘very concerned’.  They are both most likely to hold strong positive 
attitudes (eg. 63% agree strongly that ‘rich countries should give poor countries more aid’ – 
twice as many as agree strongly in the whole population (31%)), and most likely to take action 
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(eg. 23% took part in Make Poverty History, against 13% of all respondents in Wave 6 – PPP 
2007a).  Looking at the other attributes of the ‘very concerned’ reveals them to be a distinct 
subgroup: in both the DFID/TNS tracker and in PPP they are more likely than other respondents 
to have an upmarket profile (36% in AB SEG, against 22% in C2 and 24% in DE SEGs – TNS 
2007c), and much more likely to hold a university degree (34% do so, against 24% of all 
respondents – TNS 2007c).  When considering levels of engagement with global poverty, it is 
evident that the ‘very concerned’ need considering separately from other subgroups of the 
public; indeed it is perhaps more helpful to talk about ‘publics’ rather than the public in this 
context.  The TNS researchers pick up this point in observing the wide variations in responses 
to the questions in the DfID tracker across their sample: “Levels of awareness, understanding, 
concern, and support…differ markedly by demographic subgroup.” (TNS 2007c).  Being ‘very 
concerned’ is a measure that cuts across the other variables, and produces some of the sharpest 
variations in responses.  Indeed it can be preferred to standard socio-demographic variables in 
the context of global poverty issues, as social grade alone does not tend uniformly to predict 
poverty attitudes.  This was the conclusion of the PPP research, and the basis of the 
recommendation in Report 1 to segment the public according to their levels of engagement, not 
say their social grade.  The point is also found in the ‘Reflecting the Real World’ research study 
by Rosenblatt (Rosenblatt 2005).  The study only interviewed BC1 respondents, but found a 
wide range of poverty attitudes among them, and as a result divided them into two types: 
‘positives’ and ‘negatives/neutrals’.  When looking at different subgroups of the public it would 
be helpful to do so using variables other than the simply sociodemographic.  For this reason, 
Report 1 reviewed the available segmentation models, and recommended constructing (and 
quantifying) a new model.  In the current absence of such a model, it is notable that, along with 
the very concerned, other subgroups of the public which stand out in terms of their higher than 
average levels of engagement with poverty issues are those from non-white ethnic groups (see 
PPP 2007a) and those who worship regularly (nfpsynergy 2006).  Like the very concerned, both 
these groups are much more likely to show strong positive support for tackling global poverty; 
the detail on how they do so is given in the following sections of this report, which consider 
aspects of active and issue engagement. 
 
Returning to headline levels of engagement, qualitative evidence suggests that most of the 
public are not very interested in global poverty issues.  Indeed qualitative findings suggest that 
the proportion saying they are ‘very concerned’ in quantitative surveys is rather higher than the 
proportion who genuinely feel such concern in their daily lives.  Going back to 2003, Opinion 
Leader Research recruited respondents from the public in three types in a study for DFID (OLR 
2003): ‘hostile’, ‘indifferent’, and ‘campaigner’.  The researchers noted that the ‘hostiles’ were 
the easiest to find, while the ‘indifferents’ were less common, and the ‘campaigners’ scarcest of 
all.  The qualitative strand of the PPP research, led by Alice Fenyoe (now of TWResearch), 
similarly elected only to research those who were ‘concerned’ about poverty, on the grounds 
that less concerned respondents would not be able to sustain a meaningful conversation about 
global poverty issues.  Nonetheless, in the most recent wave of PPP qualitative research in April 
2007 (Wave 4 – see PPP 2007b), the researchers found that the respondents, all of whom had 
taken part in Red Nose Day 2007 or Make Poverty History, did not spontaneously identify 
global poverty as an issue that they were actively worried about.  It was only on prompting that 
these respondents remembered to rank global poverty as one of their priority concerns; issues 
such as terrorism and the war in Iraq came much higher on their list of global concerns.  On this 
evidence, the PPP researchers concluded that in 2007 “poverty is not an issue for most people”.  
 
Putting together the quantitative and qualitative evidence on overall levels of engagement, it 
can be concluded that there is widespread reported concern about global poverty among the UK 
public, but that it is not a priority issue for more than a small minority.  This conclusion is 
reminiscent of Ian Smillie’s much-cited comment in a 1998 paper that Canadian public support 
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for global development was “a mile wide and an inch deep”.  Writing for the OECD 
Development Centre in 2003, Ida McDonnell reviewed the available data and concluded that 
Smillie’s adage was applicable to OECD nations (McDonnell et al 2003).  On the basis of the 
evidence set out here, the same could still be said of the UK public in 2007.  It is of course 
possible to object to the description, which is catchy but blunt.  The Montreal academics Alain 
Noel and Jean Philippe Therien have labelled it as too harsh (Noel and Therien 2002), on 
account of their finding that support for domestic equality feeds into support for global equality, 
albeit once the gap between rich and poor at home has been addressed.  Because of this 
common root to concern for global poverty, Noel and Therien argue that public support goes 
down much deeper than an inch.  It would also be fair to observe that Smillie’s adage treats the 
whole public as one; the UK evidence briefly considered here shows that, while concern is 
widespread, in some places it is much deeper than others.  A further consideration is that over 
the period since 1998, levels of engagement have deepened, as well as spread; the ‘MPH effect’ 
describes just such a movement, but it also shows that increases in 2005 have been reversed 
since then, such that public concern is back at (or below) 2004 levels.  These qualifications are 
important, but it is overwhelmingly clear that in terms of the general public, little has changed 
over the past ten years.  It would be as appropriate to cite US development specialist Michael 
Edwards who wrote in 1999 that the public “may be supportive in principle, but is largely ill-
informed and inactive in practice” (cited in Baillie Smith 2007).  This observation could have 
been written to describe the UK mass public in 2007: they show widespread general concern for 
global poverty, but very thin understanding of the issues, and weak commitment to act – as will 
be explored in the following sections of this report. 
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2.  Public Understanding of Global Poverty Issues 
 
Like Report 1, in analysing the available evidence on the UK public’s engagement with global 
poverty, this report observes the distinction between ‘active engagement’ and ‘issue 
engagement’, derived from the PPP research.  This section concerns issue engagement, and the 
next (on levels of involvement) concerns active engagement.  The final section covers public 
support for government involvement in development, and as such also includes elements of 
issue engagement.  In terms of how the public sees global poverty, these three areas naturally 
overlap, such that it hard to separate the evidence rigidly in reviews like this.   
 
After laying out the evidence on levels of public awareness and understanding of the causes of 
global poverty, this section looks in detail at the issues of debt, trade and aid.  These are the 
three best-evidenced areas of the development agenda in terms of public perceptions; this is in 
part related to their having been the three pillars of the Make Poverty History campaign (see 
Firetail 2006 and Sireau 2007).  The scope of this desk research review is rather wider than 
debt, trade and aid, corresponding as it does more closely to the issues covered in the 
Millennium Development Goals.  However, little evidence has been identified in this study on 
some of the MDG-related issues, for instance public attitudes to women’s issues in the 
developing world; where such evidence exists it is based on one or two quantitative survey 
questions (eg. nfpsynergy 2006 and Eurobarometer 2007).  In order to give a deeper analysis of 
the evidence, this report keeps to the main issues of debt, trade and aid, drawing in other themes 
(like corruption and conditionalities) where possible. 
 
2.1. Understanding the Causes of Poverty  
 
Not only does most of the UK public not think about global poverty, but they also don’t 
understand it.  Indeed the public are revealed in research to have very low knowledge of global 
poverty and of the countries in which the poorest people live.  In 1999, the Viewing the World 
study for DFID found that the general public understood the developing world (or ‘third world’ 
as they called it) to mean Africa (DFID 2000).  The respondents then associated Africa with 
poverty, famine and drought; only ‘activist’ respondents who were members of NGOs put 
forward a different view (incorporating debt or trade).  This negative prevailing view appears 
still to be in place in 2007; for instance in a survey conducted as part of the Joseph Rowntree 
Foundation’s ‘PIPI’ (Public Interest in Poverty Issues’) project on UK-based poverty, MORI 
found that ‘poverty’ was associated only with either Africa or Dickensian London (JRF 2007).  
Similarly negative associations have been reported in all four waves of PPP qualitative 
research; the Wave 2 findings noted that respondents showed very low knowledge of Africa, 
most talking about it as if it were a single country not a continent (PPP 2005a – and the same 
finding is reported in Creative 2006).  The PPP research also noted that most of the public could 
not name any African leader other than Robert Mugabe.  These findings have severe 
implications for public engagement with global poverty issues: essentially the mass public 
assume that all poor countries are the same, characterised by undifferentiated misery and 
widespread corruption. 
 
This perspective is reiterated in the influential 2001 research study commissioned by VSO from 
NOP and Directions, entitled the ‘Live Aid Legacy’ (VSO 2002).  In the quantitative element of 
the study, respondents were asked to make spontaneous associations with the ‘developing 
world’ or ‘third world’; 80% of the answers related to war, famine, debt, starving people, 
natural disaster, poverty, and corruption.  The researchers drew a causal link back to Band Aid 
and Live Aid in 1985, and the news footage of the Ethiopian famine which preceded those 
events.  This vision still seems to be at the core of the public’s prevailing view of Africa; it is 
notable that respondents in Leapfrog’s 2004 study for Comic Relief referred back to the BBC 
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pictures of the Ethiopian famine in their discussions of Africa (Leapfrog 2004).  Similarly 
suggesting that nothing has changed in the public’s view, an older respondent in Creative 
Research’s 2006 study for DFID commented: 

 
“Like I said before, this Africa thing seems to be exactly the same now 

as it was when I was ten years old.” 
The VSO report sets out the implications of these findings for public engagement with global 
poverty, describing the ‘Live Aid Legacy’ as casting the UK public in the role of “powerful 
giver”, and the African public as “grateful receiver”.  This in turn is problematic, meaning that 
the only thing the UK public can do is give money (while all African people do is wait as 
passive victims for it to arrive).  Furthermore, many of the UK public do not tend to think that 
giving aid does work; many respondents in qualitative studies ask where all the money that has 
been given since 1985 has gone.  One respondent in Wave 2 of the PPP qualitative research is 
typical in calling Africa a “bottomless pit” (PPP 2005a); given the conclusion that the only line 
of action open to them is ineffective, it is small wonder that the public decline to get involved in 
tackling global poverty.  It was because of this doomed model of engagement that the members 
of the MPH coalition adopted the rallying cry of ‘justice not charity’.  That strategy could be 
read as a deliberate aim to compensate for the NGOs’ contribution to the Live Aid Legacy.  
Live Aid was created as a fundraising tool, and as VSO note in the report, its vision was 
perpetuated in order to keep donations coming in to NGOs, although it came at a high longterm 
cost in terms of the damage to public perceptions.  This view is commonplace in the sources 
reviewed here (see for instance Philo 2002 or Yanacopulos and Baillie Smith 2007); indeed, 
Michael Edwards’ quote above about the public being “supportive in principle” opens by 
saying it is the NGO community in league with the media that have created the public’s mass 
ignorance. 
 
Consistent with this prevailing view of Africa as being chronically afflicted with poverty is the 
view that the causes of poverty are internal to Africa. In the Live Aid Legacy the public are said 
to see Africa as beset by natural problems such as famine, the climate or geographic issues 
(VSO 2002).  Greg Philo of the Glasgow Media Group finds respondents taking a slightly 
different view, saying that African countries’ problems are “self-generated”, including war and 
poor governance (Philo 2002).  Wave 2 of the PPP qualitative research observed both these 
perspectives in action, concluding that the causes of poverty were seen either as “natural” or 
“man-made”, the common thread being that the causes were “internal” to poor countries (PPP 
2005a).  The PPP researchers also found that while natural causes triggered public sympathy, 
man-made causes only triggered cynicism and rejection.  In none of the above studies did the 
mass public indicate that the developed world might be responsible in some way for the poverty 
in developing countries.  As mentioned above, only activists in the VSO study pointed at 
economic reasons; similarly in Greg Philo’s study it is only a media professional (David 
Shukman, the BBC newsreader) who commented that “it is all indirectly the government’s 
fault”.  In Nick Sireau’s PhD thesis, an inside view of the MPH campaign, one NGO staff 
member comments that “Most of the public are unaware of the West’s role in perpetuating 
poverty” (Sireau 2007). 
 
This view certainly appears to be true for the general public.  When respondents in Greg Philo’s 
study were confronted with the fact that the UK had sold the arms to Angola thus fuelling the 
conflict they had been discussing, the respondents reacted to the news as a “revelation…with 
surprise and some shock” (Philo 2002).  Similarly, in a study by Creative Research in 2005 
exploring reactions to DFID’s Trade Matters booklet, one respondent reacted by saying: 
 

“It’s shocking that we cause poverty.” 
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However, this prevailing view is not universally held across the public and nor is it unchanging 
over time.  Conducted at the end of 2005, Wave 2 of the PPP research reported that for the first 
time some of the more engaged respondents were beginning to talk about the role of the West in 
creating poverty (PPP 2005a).  Most such mentions related to debt relief, while a few related to 
trade arrangements, but the researchers saw this as an important change (again, it is interesting 
to note that these factors fell into the ‘man-made’ category, and thus did not generate sympathy 
but anger).  Similar small signs that the public might be awakening to external causes to global 
poverty were found by the Rosenblatt researchers in late 2005; they wrote that “Live 8 and G8 
have contributed to the sense that poverty might be a political issue” (Rosenblatt 2005).  There 
is some further evidence that these conclusions were well-founded in the latest wave of PPP 
research in 2007.  The researchers found that debt and trade remained salient issues for the 
minority of the public who took part in the MPH campaign, and that these respondents 
continued to cite the role of the West in creating global poverty (PPP 2007).  This perception is 
only reported among a small subgroup of the population, and it is only revealed through 
qualitative research, but the evidence suggests that in this aspect of attitudinal change, MPH 
and the events of 2005 have had a lasting effect.  
 
2.2. The Issue of Debt 
 
As the findings discussed above on the causes of global poverty suggest, public levels of 
awareness of the issue of debt are moderate, but relatively high compared to other issues like 
trade.  The PPP quantitative surveys have regularly assessed public awareness of a range of 
campaigns and organisations, including the campaign to ‘Drop the Debt’.  In Wave 4 (the last 
wave in which debt was included) conducted at the end 2005, 52% of respondents said they had 
heard of ‘Drop the Debt’ (PPP 2005b).  This is higher than the proportion who had heard of 
Trade Justice, but much lower than those who had heard of Fair Trade.  It is also interesting to 
note that awareness was much higher in Wave 3 (conducted in July, straight after the G8 
Summit) when it stood at 65%. 
 
Clearly MPH has had a role to play in keeping the issue of debt and debt relief at the forefront 
of the global poverty agenda.  As has been seen, PPP research suggests that MPH was more 
strongly associated with the call to drop the debt than it was with any of its other objectives 
around trade or aid (PPP 2006).  Debt relief’s prominence also goes back further than the other 
concepts, thanks to its being the central goal of the Jubilee 2000 campaign.  Helen Yanacopulos 
of the Open University has provided a conceptual account of how the economic question of 
international debt was made into the normative moral issue of debt relief by the Jubilee 2000 
campaign (Yanacopulos 2004).  She narrates how NGOs reframed the debt concept, and how it 
“cascaded” as a norm through the mass mobilisation of Jubilee 2000, to become accepted as a 
norm by the general public and the political classes (notably Gordon Brown) by the time of the 
G7 Summit in 1999.  Make Poverty History in 2005 simply needed to re-present the existing 
concept. 
 
Debt relief also appears to be relatively popular because it is a simpler concept to grasp than 
development aid or international trade.  Activists interviewed in Nick Sireau’s PhD thesis report 
being far more comfortable talking to the public about debt than the other two issues (Sireau 
2007).  Yet it is clear that even more engaged subgroups of the general public do not really 
understand how debt relief works, or who brought it into being.  Two MPH involved 
respondents in the most recent wave of PPP research are quoted taking divergent views(PPP 
2007b).  The first saw debt as caused by the poor countries themselves (“self-generated” as 
Philo would put it): 
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“It’s a culture with these countries.  
Things aren’t going to change just because they are out of debt now. ” 

 
Meanwhile the second (adopting a more activist or NGO view) saw debt relief as political, and 
something triggered by the West: 
 

“It’s a vicious cycle. Putting them into debt, paying it off and looking like the good guy, 
 then starting it all over again” 

 
As the first verbatim implies, there is some confusion over whether debt relief has been granted 
to poor countries; many of the MPH involved  respondents in the recent wave of PPP research 
felt that poor countries debts had already been dropped.  Similar views are reported by Creative 
Research in their 2006 study for DFID; many of their ‘passive/active supporter’ respondents felt 
that the debt had been dropped in 2005 in response to Make Poverty History and the Tsunami, 
but on reflection they couldn’t be sure (Creative 2006).  The PPP research reported that on 
balance many respondents felt poor countries were still incurring debts, either because not all 
the original debts had been dropped, or because new debts had been incurred (while the money 
saved through debt relief had probably been misappropriated by corrupt leaders – PPP 2007a).   
 
While the public is seemingly familiar with and supportive of debt relief, understanding of the 
concept is limited, even among the most engaged subgroups.  On balance, the public appears 
narrowly to recognise that debt relief is a significant cause of global poverty, when they are 
prompted to think about it.  Thus in a YouGov poll in 2005, 47% of respondents agreed that 
‘redeeming debt would contribute significantly to solving Africa’s problems’, while 38% of 
respondents disagreed; 15% said they did not know (YouGov 2005b). 
 
2.3. The Issue of Trade 
 
Trade is revealed in the research sources as the most complex of the three ‘political’ causes of 
poverty.  Trade justice, the umbrella term which is used by NGOs to describe the tapestry of 
trade rules, barriers, tariffs and duties which govern international trade, is itself described as 
“incredibly complex” (Firetail 2006).  In his PhD study, Nick Sireau asked respondents of a 
variety of types to talk about the term (Sireau 2007); one brave ‘interested’ (but not actively 
campaigning) member of the public tried to explain the difference between fair trade and trade 
justice as follows:  
 

“I understand fair trade as buying fair trade coffee in the supermarket, 
 whereas trade justice, I thought it was something completely different.  

 I’ve always thought it was a much more complex issue.   
Talking about the rules that we can’t…oh, I can’t explain it.  Someone else do it.” 

 
Nick Sireau characterises the Activists in his study as not being shy to be labelled as experts, 
although he notes that in many respects the Interesteds know as much as they do (although they 
are reluctant to say so).  Thus one Activist talked of trade justice in secure but vague terms as 
covering “a thousand and one different things, maybe ten thousand and one different things.”  
Another Activist revealed the gaps in his knowledge more fully by saying: 
 

“I would assume that fair trade and trade justice mean the same sort of thing.” 
 
Finally, the view that trade justice is inherently difficult to understand is taken by an NGO 
member of staff, who was involved in co-ordinating the MPH campaign: 
 

 16



“Aid, I think people can grasp probably quite easily. Debt, I think people can get that. Trade, 
the trade justice one, is a much more difficult message and it’s very difficult to get that in a 
succinct form that people can clearly understand what it is that you’re wanting to happen.” 

 
It is clear that the problem with trade justice is not so much down to the term itself as to the 
multiplicity and complexity of the concepts it is trying to sum up.  However, from a 
campaigning point of view it is vital that it is not confused with fair trade, which is a more self-
contained and approachable concept altogether.  Unfortunately for campaigners, research 
sources show public awareness of fair trade to be very high, while awareness of trade justice 
has always only been reported among a minority of the public.  Thus in the latest wave of PPP 
tracking research, Wave 6 (PPP 2007a), 41% of respondents said they had heard of trade 
justice, with 33% claiming to know something about it.  This level of awareness was the lowest 
recorded in the PPP surveys, down from a peak of 57% in July 2005 (Wave 3); the MPH effect 
was clearly at work here, and once the campaign was over the concept returned to having 
minority appeal. 
 
By contrast, public awareness of fair trade in Wave 6 is described as “near universal”: 91% of 
respondents said they had heard of fair trade, including 81% who claimed to know something 
about it.  Unlike trade justice, awareness of fair trade grew steadily across the years of PPP 
tracking from 2004 to 2007, and does not appear to have depended on MPH.  As discussed, fair 
trade benefits from being a far simpler concept than trade justice; it also has a longer heritage, 
the first fairtrade products having been launched in the UK in 1994.  PPP qualitative research 
reports that fair trade is the one aspect of trade that all members of the public can talk about 
(PPP 2006). 
 
However, there are signs that this widespread awareness is accompanied by slim understanding.  
As the ‘Interested’ verbatim from Nick Sireau’s PhD above implies, for most people who are 
aware of fair trade it is not an ethical consideration but a practical action, seen only in terms of 
shopping.  Fair trade means buying a product with the fairtrade mark on it; the public’s 
engagement goes little deeper.  The PPP tracking data (PPP 2007a) not only find that public 
awareness of fair trade is “near universal” (91% having heard of it), but that 81% say they 
know something about it, with 53% knowing ‘a lot’ or ‘a little’ about it.  On one level, 
qualitative evidence confirms this; PPP found that fair trade was the only aspect of trade issues 
which the public were willing to talk about, and that most of the more engaged respondents 
under research had something to say about it (PPP 2006).  However, PPP has found that people 
only tend to talk about fair trade in the context of their shopping habits (PPP 2007b); there is 
little thought given to the production side of fair trade (after all, the bit which earns a product 
the fairtrade mark).  This observation is underlined by two qualitative studies for the Fairtrade 
Foundation undertaken in 2005; the first, by Diagnostics, on the labelling of fairtrade cotton 
garments, concludes that the decision to buy a fairtrade product is driven by the standard 
‘choice’ criteria of “cost, brand, quality etc” (Diagnostics 2005).  The fact that the product is 
ethically-sourced does not per se impact on the purchasing decision; the fairtrade logo acts 
more as a general quality mark (like the Soil Association organic logo).  Indeed, one aim of the 
research study was to explore the potential for increasing public engagement with the issues 
behind the product by putting more information on the label.  However the researchers argued 
that this was not viable, and might in fact deter purchasers; they concluded “more detail = more 
confusion”.  This was found to be particularly pertinent in the context of cotton products, as 
even respondents who bought fair trade products showed very little understanding of cotton 
production.  Most people in research assumed that a fairtrade cotton garment was one that was 
not made in a sweatshop or with child labour; very few respondents were aware that the focus 
was on paying the farmers who grew the cotton a fair price. 
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The other qualitative study for the Fairtrade Foundation tells a similar story of low 
understanding of what goes on behind the product among people who purchase fairtrade 
products (Research Works 2005).  Asked to explain their motives for buying fairtrade, one 
woman in the study was typical in commenting: 
 

“You’re doing something for somebody somewhere aren’t you?” 
 
It is evident that even those who buy fairtrade are unclear what it is; in view of their large 
numbers, fair trade provides another illustration of the ‘mile wide, inch deep’ theory in action.  
This low understanding clearly places a limit on fair trade’s capacity to achieve its softer 
educational goals in terms of changing public attitudes to purchasing.  Coupled with the 
dominance of fair trade over every other trade issue, it is also unhelpful for those trying to 
improve public understanding of trade justice.  From an NGO professional’s view, this 
conflation between fair trade and fairer trade can serve to obscure the more complex goals of 
trade justice.  From the public’s perspective the confusion appears even more profound; even 
those who are familiar with fair trade appear muddled about it relationship with other trade 
issues (recall the Activist in Nick Sireau’s study quoted above).  Similarly, Andrew Darnton’s 
2006 review for the Trade Justice Movement (Darnton 2006b) relates an episode from Wave 
One of the PPP qualitative research in which a young and engaged respondent was extolling the 
virtues of fair trade to the rest of the group.  He broadened his theme out (but without 
mentioning ‘trade justice’), and brought in the example of Chris Martin from Coldplay.  
However, his explanation wound to a halt as he began to say ‘free trade’ each time he tried to 
say ‘fair trade’; tied up in embarrassing knots, he gave up.   
 
The multiplicity of trade terms is a key barrier to public engagement on these issues – even 
without being technical, the public can find the language confusing.  The confusion over terms 
can also hamper research efforts to measure levels of public engagement with the issues.  For 
instance, the PPP quantitative tracking survey included the statements ‘In order to tackle world 
poverty…we need fairer trade not free trade’, and ‘…we need trade justice not free trade’.  
These questions have been useful in showing that more of the public are unsure about trade 
justice than fairer trade (19% answered that they didn’t understand the question, or didn’t know, 
in response to the trade justice statement, while only 10% said the same with regard to fairer 
trade – see PPP 2007a).  However, given the qualitative evidence that the public do not 
understand these various trade terms the value of the findings is doubtful – especially given the 
evident confusion between ‘free’ and ‘fair’ trade.  Researchers may conclude that quantitative 
methods are unsuitable for exploring perceptions of trade with the general public. 
 
An earlier study by Alice Fenyoe on trade justice for Christian Aid (TRBi 2004) reported 
similar confusion over terms.  In particular it noted that most of the public assume ‘free trade’ 
to be a good thing (given it sounds liberal and unhindered).  The study concluded that until the 
public are aware of the inequalities within the prevailing trade system, they will not understand 
the need for fairer trade, and engage with the concept of trade justice.  However, evidence from 
the PPP project since 2005 has shown that a small group of more engaged respondents have 
begun to think of global issues, including trade, as a cause of global poverty.  In the most recent 
wave, Wave Four (PPP 2007b), it is reported that some MPH involved respondents talked about 
unfair trade arrangements; while they could not give details, some said that if there was fair 
trade, then it would follow that there must also be unfair trade.  Thus while levels of mass 
understanding have not improved in recent years there are some signs of progress among key 
subgroups of the public.  Moreover this evidence proves right the assertion that the public need 
to understand that there is unfair trade before they can go on to engage with trade justice issues.  
Finally, this evidence gives some indication that fair trade may offer a way in to talking about 
wider trade issues with the public.  Professionals have long hoped that it may be possible to 
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capitalise on fair trade’s popularity in this way, although the evidence as reviewed here has 
shown that the public relates to the two aspects in different ways: fair trade pragmatically (as 
consumer choice) and trade justice conceptually (at least for the few who do engage with it).  
One activist in Nick Sireau’s study commented that it is “a step up” from talking about fair 
trade to talking about trade justice (Sireau 2007).  Given the shift required (from shopping to 
ethical and economic concepts) it is clearly not a smooth progression; the recent PPP research 
has shown however that some people can make this conceptual shift, inferring from fair trade 
that other ways of trading must be unfair.  For more mentally agile, and more engaged, 
subgroups, fair trade does seem to offer a way in to trade issues after all. 
 
These niched signs of progress do not invalidate the main point of the 2004 Christian Aid study, 
which was that the public know almost nothing about systems of global trade (TRBI 2004).  
The study also found that people spend very little time thinking about the wider issues of trade, 
and that they were very unwilling to talk about them in research.  One typical respondent in that 
study is quoted saying: 
 

 “I didn’t know international trade rules were a factor in poverty in the Third World.” 
 
The study’s observation that the public was unaware that there was anything unequal about 
world trade has already been touched upon.  That observation was expressed as one of four 
missing facts which the researchers concluded that the majority of the public would need to 
understand if they were to be able to sustain a discussion around trade justice.  The four 
‘missing facts’ were: 
 

!" The ‘free’ market is only fair when participants are trading from the same starting point 
!" There are rules and regulations put in place by international organisations (dominated by 

rich countries) which currently prevent poorer countries from redressing the balance 
!" Trade rules protect and build our interests at the expense of poorer countries 
!" Politicians have the power to regulate how companies trade but don’t use this power to 

help poorer countries 
 
These missing facts were carried forward into the PPP research, also conducted by Alice 
Fenyoe; in the April 2007 wave, it was found that, for the majority of the more engaged 
respondents who were interviewed, the four missing facts were “still missing” (PPP 2007b).  
Alice Fenyoe concludes that among the general public “There is no greater understanding of 
trade than before”.  Given the severe limitations of quantitative research on these issues, it is 
difficult to cast extra light on the extent to which understanding has changed over time for the 
mass public, as PPP says it has for that minority group of the most engaged respondents.  
Nfpsynergy, a research agency specialising in NGO-related concerns, have regularly 
undertaken a tracking survey to follow public perceptions relating to international development 
issues.  The 2006 wave gives an indication that there may be increased public awareness of 
wider trade issues: 61% of respondents agreed with the statement that ‘International trade rules 
keep poor countries poor’, and agreement had risen from 54% in 2003 (nfpsynergy 2006).  It is 
notable that this is one of only two statements on which public opinion had significantly shifted 
across the three year timescale.  On the one hand, this evidence could support PPP’s Wave 4 
finding that a few people have become more aware of trade issues since 2005.  However, the 
PPP findings also stress that very few people in 2007 are aware of trade rules – so if there has 
been progress, it is likely to be shallow, measured on the surface at best. 
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2.4. The Issue of Aid 
 
Of the three main ‘political’ causes of global poverty, aid is the one which is generally regarded 
as the simplest to understand (for instance, recall the professional’s quote in Sireau 2007).  The 
whole of the public appreciates that money is required to tackle poverty; furthermore appeals 
for donations are commonly coupled with popular presentations of the developing world.  This 
is in keeping with the Live Aid Legacy, with the ‘Northern’ public in the role of ‘powerful 
giver’ (VSO 2002).  However the apparent universal awareness of aid among the public 
conceals a fundamental misunderstanding: the public tends to think exclusively of emergency, 
humanitarian aid, while they are comparatively unaware of longterm development aid.  The 
PPP qualitative research is just one of the sources to report this tendency; in Wave 3, the 
researchers found “very little sense of the government giving ongoing aid” (PPP 2006).  When 
respondents were told about this in discussions, and examples were given (such as UK support 
for the education system in Ghana), nearly all respondents said they had been totally unaware of 
the practice until this point; it also should be remembered these were more engaged 
respondents, who had taken part in Make Poverty History or Red Nose Day 2007. 
 
Comparative research reviews by the OECD suggest that this lack of awareness of development 
aid is commonplace among the main donor states (see McDonnell et al 2003, McDonnell 2006).  
In a 2006 review of the international evidence on public understanding of aid effectiveness, Ida 
McDonnell of the OECD Development Centre wrote that the public in most donor countries 
tend to regard aid as “shortterm charity for humanitarian relief” (McDonnell 2006).  This view 
completely overlooks development aid, which is provided over the longterm, and by 
governments not NGOs (this point will be discussed in Section 4 below).  Creative Research’s 
study on aid effectiveness in 2006 supports Ida MacDonnell’s findings from a UK perspective; 
the researchers comment that for most of the UK public, ‘aid’ means “donations to charities in 
response to disasters” (Creative 2006).  Quantitative evidence is also available on this question 
– and internationally – thanks to the European Commission’s Eurobarometer survey.  In the 
2004 wave of the survey (Eurobarometer 2005), respondents across all 25 EU nations were 
asked whether they thought that their national government helped people in poor countries to 
develop; the question continued: “we are not talking here about humanitarian aid (that is 
assistance provided in emergency situations like war, famine etc), but about development aid.”.  
By this measure the survey found that just over half (54%) of UK respondents were aware that 
the UK government gives development aid (slightly below average levels across the EU-25).  
By comparison with the qualitative evidence, it seems these data overestimate public awareness 
in the UK; it is likely there is a good deal of ‘overclaiming’ among respondents simply saying 
yes to the question, despite (or perhaps because of) the laborious clarity with which the question 
is expressed.   
 
It is notable that, even when prompted by a leading question like this one, only half of the UK 
public say they are aware of development aid.  Indeed, the public will happily answer questions 
on development aid, even though the evidence suggests that the majority of them did not know 
it existed (or had forgotten) until they were asked the question in research.  This practice makes 
such questions risky, especially when the quantitative data they produce are regarded as 
meaningful; however, research surveys happily keep asking people questions about levels of 
development aid.  While these data do not bear close scrutiny, it is interesting to note that when 
they are asked to specify its level, the UK public tend to overestimate the amount of money that 
the government spends on overseas development aid.  A good example of this pattern can be 
found in a 2006 survey by ICM for ActionAid (ICM 2007).  Respondents were asked to 
estimate how much of UK Government spending was allocated to aid in 2005-06.  The results 
showed that most people had no idea of the correct figure (1.3%); instead they greatly 
overestimated the proportion spent, resulting in a mean figure of 18.5%.  The largest number of 
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people giving an answer estimated between 3% and 5%, but the biggest group overall were 
those who answered ‘Don’t Know’ (32%).  According to Ida McDonnell not all publics in 
OECD nations are so ill-informed; in a 2003 OECD review she gives the example of Denmark, 
where the majority of the public is aware that development spending accounts for less than 1% 
of GNI (McDonnell et al 2003).  It is remarked that Denmark have undertaken public 
communications campaigns about their development spending since 1955. 
 
For Ida McDonnell, there is little surprise that the publics of developed nations are so unaware 
of development aid.  She describes development aid as something which happens out of sight of 
the OECD publics, “over there” in developing nations (McDonnell 2006).  As such it is hard for 
donor country publics to know whether the aid is effectively spent (a point that will be pursued 
below).  Ida McDonnell also notes a pattern in the data showing that awareness of development 
aid correlates with government spending on communications about their development spending.  
This point is demonstrated again by Ida McDonnell in her recent review of MDG 
communications campaigns in selected European countries (McDonnell 2007 – discussed in 
Section 4 below).  In her 2006 review, she writes that it is no wonder that the public think that 
development aid is ineffective “because they are not being told otherwise”. 
 
That aid is ineffective is one of the most widely held views among the UK public, despite the 
majority’s absence of awareness or understanding of development aid.  For instance, the 2007 
wave of the DFID tracker reported that 57% of the public agreed that ‘most financial aid to poor 
countries is wasted’ (TNS 2007c).  However the percentage agreeing becomes even higher 
when the issue of corruption is introduced; for most of the public, corruption dominates their 
view of developing countries, and mention of corruption brings their uncertainties over 
development aid into focus.  One of the attitude statements used regularly in the PPP surveys is 
‘most financial aid to poor countries is wasted because their governments are corrupt’.  Despite 
the hard negative tone to this statement, 77% of respondents agreed with it in 2007 (Wave 6) 
and agreement has never fallen below 70% (PPP 2007a).   Asked in a slightly less strong way in 
nfpsynergy’s public tracker in 2006, the statement produced a still higher level of agreement, 
83% of respondents agreeing that ‘corruption in governments is a major barrier to relieving 
poverty overseas’ (nfpsynergy 2006).  It is interesting to note that both these surveys reveal that 
the focus on corruption is not just found among more disengaged or cynical sections of the 
public; to the contrary, the more engaged subgroups of the ‘very concerned’ (PPP) and 
‘believers’ (ie. those who attend church regularly – nfpsynergy) show above average rates of 
agreement with these statements.  On this evidence, corruption is an even greater barrier to 
support for development aid among those subgroups of the public who are attitudinally most 
supportive of efforts to tackle global poverty. 
 
The qualitative evidence is equally unanimous on this matter; for instance, the Creative 
researchers found that all the active/passive supporters they interviewed for DFID in 2006 
regarded corruption as “endemic in Africa” (Creative 2006).  Where they differed from less 
engaged groups is that they were genuinely frustrated by this realisation, as it reduced the 
effectiveness of their efforts to take action.  Similarly, in the October 2005 wave of PPP 
research, (PPP 2005a), the researchers reported that “corruption is the only issue which people 
will happily talk about in relation to global poverty”.  Yet despite this widespread obsession 
with corruption, the PPP research found that the public’s knowledge on the issue was very thin.  
As has been discussed, respondents in several waves (see also PPP 2006 and 2007b) could 
name only one leader in Africa: Robert Mugabe, and he happened to be the only one mentioned 
in connection with corruption.  Respondents could seldom find examples with which to 
substantiate their perceptions of endemic corruption; vague references to media stories about 
palaces and fleets of cars were given instead.  Even among the most engaged respondents there 
was no mention of stories to the contrary, and examples of where corrupt leaders had been 
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overthrown, or corrupt officials brought to justice.  This is in contrast to recent research 
evidence collected in Africa itself; for instance, a 2006 Trends report on Afrobarometer data 
gathered from the publics of 12 African nations reported a big fall in the proportion of people 
believing ‘most’ or ‘all’ of their national government officials to be corrupt (Afrobarometer 
2006).  Where 52% of respondents believed this in 2003, the figure in 2005 was 33%; the 
report’s authors comment that the finding runs “counter to popular wisdom that corruption in 
Africa is entrenched and worsening”.  In so saying, the authors could fairly be describing UK 
public perceptions. 
 
The PPP researchers argue that the UK public use the term ‘corruption’ to cover all elements of 
aid ineffectiveness.  The UK public is clearly aware of other inefficiencies preventing the 
pounds they donate from reaching the poor people for whom they are intended; the most 
popularly-reported of these inefficiencies is charity overheads (PPP 2005a).  Indeed, in Wave 2 
of the PPP research, the engaged respondents were nearly as keen to discuss charities’ 
maladministration as they were to talk about corruption in poor countries; again, these views are 
not well substantiated, and vague references are made back to key stories in the media in which 
NGOs’ wastefulness was celebrated.  It is notable that the public considers this aspect of aid 
ineffectiveness under the banner of ‘corruption’, instead of bracketing it with what government 
and NGOs might call ‘ineffectiveness’.  A final important point can be made here in passing: 
the evidence shows a clear difference in terminology between the public and government on 
development issues.  It has already been mentioned that the public prefer ‘third world’ to 
‘developing world’ (see DFID 2000, VSO 2002, PPP 2005a), to which can be added this point 
about their preference for ‘corruption’ to ‘aid effectiveness’.  These linguistic differences 
suggest a gap between the perspectives on global poverty adopted by the public and 
government.  Strategic points about how best to communicate with the public have already been 
picked up in Report 1; the question of how the public sees the government’s role in 
development will be discussed in Section 4 below. 
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3.  Public Involvement in Tackling Global Poverty 
 
Section 2 of this report has established that most of the UK public don’t see themselves as part 
of the causes of global poverty (see eg. Philo 2002 and Creative 2006).  However, the evidence 
shows that the public do see themselves as part of the cure for global poverty.  For instance, in 
response to a question asked in the 2005 DFID tracker, a large majority of the public (70%) 
agreed that ‘poverty in developing countries is a moral issue’ (ONS 2006).  Seeing themselves 
as having a role in tackling poverty, but not having a role in creating it, is consistent with the 
model of North-South relations put forward by the Live Aid Legacy (see VSO 2002).  
Moreover, the role the public most identify for themselves is as aid donors, again consistent 
with the representations of development ‘perpetuated’ by NGOs since Live Aid.  However, 
making donations is only one of the ways in which the public can take meaningful action to 
tackle poverty.  Building on work by Matt Smith (see Smith 2004) Report 1 breaks down 
‘active engagement’ into three areas: giving money; purchasing; lobbying. 
 
At the outset it should be stressed that a large proportion of the public do not feel there is any 
meaningful action that they can take to tackle global poverty.  While most people can think of 
one action – giving money – many of them appear not to think that it is effective (just as they 
tend not to think that development aid is effective – see 2.4 above).  Behavioural theory calls 
this combination of factors ‘agency’: put simply, the belief that there is a meaningful course of 
action available to an individual, and that the individual has the abilities to see that course of 
action through.  Agency is more commonly cited by researchers as the opposite: ‘low agency’, 
or put simply, people’s lack of belief that they can make a difference.  The evidence collected 
here suggests that, in the context of global poverty, many of the public suffer from low agency.  
Thus in the most recent wave of PPP surveying, in April 2007, 45% of respondents agreed with 
the (negative) statement ‘There is nothing I can do to tackle poverty in poor countries’; a 
smaller proportion (40%) disagreed with the statement (PPP 2007a).  Looking at the PPP data 
over time, it appears that the public’s sense of agency has declined: in Wave 1 (in 2004), the 
proportions were approximately the reverse, with 40% agreeing and 44% disagreeing with the 
statement.  The PPP qualitative research findings confirm this apparent trend: in the Wave 4 
groups, the researchers found lower levels of agency than in any previous wave (PPP 2007b).  
This observation was based on two findings: that the engaged respondents in the groups, all of 
whom had taken part in Make Poverty History or Red Nose Day 2007, commented that poverty 
had not been made history, so clearly their campaign actions had not been effective.  The 
second argument they put was that millions of pounds had been donated given since Live Aid in 
1985, yet conditions in Africa did not seem to have improved (it was a “bottomless pit” – PPP 
2007b).  It will be alarming to NGO professionals that even more engaged subgroups show 
such high levels of disempowerment.  However, slightly more positive evidence can be found 
in the 2007 DFID tracker, which included the same statement as used in the PPP surveys (TNS 
2007c).  Surveyed in August 2007, more respondents disagreed with the statement ‘There is 
nothing I can do to tackle poverty in poor countries’ (49%) than agreed with it (33%).   
 
The section below presents the available evidence on the uptake of the different forms of ‘active 
engagement’, under the three categories used in Report 1 (for evidence on how to increase 
uptake of each of these specific actions, see that Report).  Before the commentary, a summary 
table is given, enabling comparisons to be made between the different levels of public 
involvement in each type of action.  It should be stressed that the table is only indicative, as the 
data are drawn from a range of different quantitative surveys, conducted among different 
respondents and using different methods. 
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Table 1: Summary of levels of public involvement in ‘active engagement’, by action 
Action % of the public 
Involved in Red Nose Day 2007 (any action)1 99% 
Gave money on Red Nose Day 20071 56% 
Sponsored someone on Red Nose Day 20071 48% 
Ever bought a fairtrade product2 44% 
Donated to a charity providing aid to people in poor countries 
(last 6 months)3 

21% 

Donated to a charity helping victims of natural or man-made 
disasters (last 6 months)3 

17% 

Involved in Make Poverty History (any action)4 15% 
Wore an MPH white band (approx.)4 8% 
Sent a text message to MPH (approx.)4 3% 
Sent an email to a politician for MPH (approx.)4 2% 
Joined in the MPH rally in Edinburgh (approx.)4 - 

Sources 
1 – PPP 2007a; base n= 1,923 (GB only) 
2 – TNS 2007a; base n= 1,947 (GB only) 
3 – TNS 2007c; base n= 2,051 (all UK) 
4 – PPP Wave 3 July 2005, cited in PPP 2007a; base n= 2,135 (GB only) 
 
3.1. Giving Money 
 
When asked what they can do to tackle global poverty, the most popular answer from members 
of the public is ‘give money’.  As briefly discussed above, for many people, giving money is 
the only thing they think they can do.  One of the PPP surveys’ statements (which has been 
asked across all six waves) is ‘The only thing I can do to tackle poverty in poor countries is to 
give money to charities and appeals’.  In the most recent wave, Wave 6, the majority of 
respondents (55%) agreed with this (negative) statement; only a third (32%) disagreed (PPP 
2007a).  The statement is resonant with the previous one testing agency more broadly (‘There is 
nothing I can do…’), and there is more than a hint in the one on ‘giving money…’ that ‘only’ 
being able represents only a slight step up in terms of agency.  The statement is as much a 
measure of disempowerment as it is of active engagement; the statement was originally adapted 
from qualitative evidence reviewed at the start of the PPP project.  A striking example of such 
evidence comes in a verbatim from a respondent in Greg Philo’s study (Philo 2002): 
 

“What can we do?  Send money but that is as far as it goes really” 
 
Perhaps unsurprisingly, the PPP statement about only giving money was most agreed with by 
respondents who are less engaged in global poverty issues, and those subgroups who 
traditionally are regarded as showing low agency across a wide range of issues (notably on this 
question, those in the lowest social grades and Sun readers – PPP 2007a).  Meanwhile 
respondents who were very concerned about poverty, and those who had been involved in Make 
Poverty History were less likely than average to agree with the statement.  There is a certain 
irony that it is the more passive audience groups who tend to agree most that all they can do is 
send money, as holding such a view tends to cast the recipients of the donations in poor 
countries in the passive role – while those in the North are the ‘generous givers’, in the Live 
Aid Legacy dynamic.  It could be argued that the predominance of that Legacy dynamic in fact 
disempowers people at both ends of the relationship; it is this kind of critique that informed the 
Make Poverty History coalition when they evolved the ‘justice not charity’ rallying cry (see 
Sireau 2007 for the narrative, and Yanacopulos and Smith 2007 for a conceptual analysis).  
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MPH expressly set out not to raise money, in order that it could better raise levels of public 
engagement with the issues of global poverty – which fundraising on the Live Aid model had 
been seen to frustrate (by disempowering people on both sides).  This strategic approach is one 
reason why many coalition members were frustrated by the arrival of Live8 in the calendar of 
events for 2005 (see Report 1 for further discussion).  Furthermore, by deliberately not asking 
for money, MPH also demonstrated to the public that there were other actions they could take 
which did not involve giving money; this consideration partly explains why the PPP surveys 
tracked public agreement with the ‘the only thing I can do is give money…’ statement, hoping 
to find rates of agreement declining across the life of MPH. 
 
However, the PPP qualitative research soon found that the public were not on board with the 
‘justice not charity’ slogan.  In Wave 2 of the qualitative research, the MPH Involved and ‘very 
concerned’ respondents who were interviewed commented that they were sure MPH must have 
been raising money somehow, through selling white bands or by taking some revenue from the 
text messages people were sending in (PPP 2005a).  In Wave 3, respondents who had been 
involved in MPH were mystified why the campaign had not sought to raise money (PPP 2006).  
These findings suggest how strongly wedded to giving money as the main (or sole) means of 
tackling poverty the public is.  A further striking example of the public defaulting to giving 
money even when the context has been designed to rule out that response can be found in a 
study of the African School documentary, screened as part of the BBC’s Africa Lives season 
(which ran in parallel to the G8 events in 2005 – see Yanacopulos & Mohan 2006).  Following 
the series, viewers contacted the producers and the BBC seeking to send in donations to the 
school, much to the dismay of the programme makers who saw the programme as a piece of 
development education work, and were aiming only to increase public understanding of the 
issues.  It is also interesting to note that the viewers who contacted them were asking to send 
their donations to specific pupils in the programme, or to the School’s headteacher – 
specifically in order to ensure their money reached the people they felt needed it most, and to 
rule out any chance of misappropriation. 
 
Strong quantitative evidence that giving money is what the majority of the public feel they can 
best do to tackle poverty is found in DFID’s annual tracker.  Asked what in what ways they as 
individuals could most effectively contribute to reducing poverty in poor countries, the most 
popular answer has traditionally been by ‘donating to charities or other appeals’ (see ONS 
2006).  This has been the top answer since the survey began in 1999; in 2005, 59% of 
respondents chose this answer.  Echoing the PPP attitude statement, it is notable that 
respondents in lower social grades, and those with fewer educational qualifications were more 
likely than others to select this option (and few others).  By contrast, PPP evidence has found 
that respondents in higher social grades are more likely to say that they should be giving more 
money to charities and appeals.  In the Wave 6 survey findings, only a minority of the public 
(34%) agreed with the statement ‘I personally should be giving more money to tackle poverty in 
poor countries’ (PPP 2007a).  More engaged respondents were much more likely to agree with 
this statement: 56% of the ‘very concerned’, and 49% of the MPH involved did so.  It is notable 
that the most likely group of all to agree were those from non-white ethnic groups, 59% of 
whom did so. 
 
Other quantitative evidence suggests however that there is a gap between good intentions and 
taking action, certainly in the context of giving money.  In the 2007 DFID tracker, a large 
majority of respondents (71%) agreed that ‘it’s important to give to charities collecting for poor 
countries’, with 33% agreeing strongly (TNS 2007c).  However, in the same survey, only 21% 
of respondents said that they had actually made a donation to charities which provide aid for 
poor countries in the past six months; a further 17% had made donations in response to 
emergency appeals.  Again, it is notable that the ‘very concerned’ and those in higher social 
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grades were the most likely to have given money to development charities (among 35% and 
31% respectively). 
 
However, setting these data against those from Wave 6 of PPP it appears that the DFID 
respondents may have been hard on themselves, and have overlooked Red Nose Day – which 
was held in March 2007, within the six month window for donations which the DFID question 
asked about.  According to the PPP findings, nearly every member of the public took part in 
Red Nose Day 2007: 99%, if watching the Red Nose Day TV programme on BBC1 is included 
(PPP 2007a).  The most popular form of involvement was giving money to Comic Relief, 
undertaken by 56% of respondents; comparing these data to those from the DFID tracker, either 
those respondents have forgotten donating to Red Nose Day, or they have overlooked it, not 
thinking that Comic Relief is a ‘charity providing aid for poor countries’.  In some senses that 
would be a fair observation, given Comic Relief is a grant-making body rather than a delivery 
agency, and that Red Nose Day is seen as a date in the calendar for having fun, rather than for 
engaging in global poverty issues per se (see for instance Leapfrog 2004 and PPP 2006).  While 
the rate of making donations is relatively much higher than that reported in the DFID tracker, it 
is also notable that the Wave 6 PPP report shows the level of donating to RND to have fallen 
since the previous Red Nose Day in 2005 (when 63% reported having given money – PPP 
2007a).  While this finding has immediate implications for Comic Relief, it may also be a sign 
of decreasing levels of engagement more widely among the general public. 
 
It is also interesting to note from the Wave 6 data that the second most popular form of 
involvement in Red Nose Day 2007 was ‘sponsoring someone to raise money for Red Nose 
Day’ – 48% of respondents reported having done this (nearly twice as many as reported 
watching the Red Nose Day TV programme, which 26% said they had done).  Sponsoring 
someone is thus nearly as popular as giving money directly; further evidence to substantiate this 
pattern can be found in a 2007 survey for Care International in which the public spontaneously 
identified friends and colleagues as the strongest source of motivation to support a charity or 
appeal (BMRB 2007).  Most notably, the PPP data suggest that the profile of those who 
sponsored someone for Red Nose Day is very different to that of those who donated directly to 
Red Nose Day; the former group have a much lower social profile and are much older.  Indeed, 
sponsoring someone peaks among respondents aged 65 and over, 65% of whom had done so –
nearly twice as many as had given money direct (36%).  It appears that much of this sponsoring 
was being done by grandparents, who otherwise would only have been minority donors to Red 
Nose Day.  By offering a range of ways to get involved, Comic Relief has ensured that nearly 
the whole population has taken part.  
 
3.2. Purchasing 
 
i) Fairtrade products 
 
Having stated that ‘donating to charities or other appeals’ is traditionally the most popular 
option in the DFID tracker when the public are asked how they can most effectively tackle 
poverty, it should be revealed that this option was deposed in the 2007 survey by ‘buying fair 
trade or other ethically sourced goods’ (TNS 2007c).  50% of respondents identified this option, 
making it the most popular, while 43% identified ‘donating to charities…’.  While ‘donating to 
charities’ had always been the top option, levels of support for this action had remained static 
(and latterly declined slightly), while the proportion of respondents identifying fair trade had 
grown each year since 1999.  In the 2006 survey (the last undertaken by ONS – see ONS 2007), 
‘buying fair trade’ had already overtaken ‘donating to charities’ among respondents who held 
university degrees (a characteristic which correlates strongly with high levels of concern).  In 
the 2007 survey, buying fair trade has finally become the top action for the public as a whole. 
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While buying fair trade may now be most commonly regarded as an effective way of tackling 
poverty, it is important to recall the evidence (in 2.3 above) that the public does not tend to 
engage with the issues behind the fair trade products they purchase.  This mismatch between 
active and issue engagement can be summed up by a verbatim from the 2005 study for the 
Fairtrade Foundation (Research Works 2005): 
 

“We’ve all bought Fairtrade products and when it came down to it, 
none of us knew what it was really.” 

 
As this verbatim exemplifies, even those who buy fairtrade products are ill-informed about the 
issues behind the product they are purchasing.  While all the respondents in that research study 
were fairtrade purchasers, across the whole population nearly half the public has now done so.  
According to 2007 tracking data collected by the Fairtrade Foundation, 77% of those who are 
aware of the Fairtrade Mark have ever bought a fairtrade product; this equates to 44% of the 
public having ever bought a fairtrade product (TNS 2007a).  This level of uptake has increased 
sharply in recent years: in the 2006 survey, 25% of the 40% who had ever bought fairtrade had 
done so for the first time in the past six months (TNS 2006).  Reported levels of recognition of 
the Fairtrade Mark itself are also shown to have increased sharply over recent years, from 25% 
in April 2003 to 52% in April 2006.   
 
The Fairtrade Foundation tracking data show that the most likely age group of the population to 
have bought fairtrade products is 65 to 74 year olds (TNS 2006); the qualitative evidence 
supports this finding.  The Diagnostics research on the use of the Fairtrade Mark on cotton 
garments found that the core audience was the group of over 55s they entitled ‘empty nesters / 
retireds’ (Diagnostics 2005).  According to Diagnostics, this segment tended to purchase 
fairtrade products as an extension of their preference for local shopping, and supporting their 
communities.  By contrast, the ‘young mums’ that Diagnostics interviewed appeared to be more 
focused on the immediate needs of their families, and dismissed buying fairtrade, often on 
grounds of cost. 
 
ii) MPH White Bands 
 
It has already been mentioned that many of the people who were involved in Make Poverty 
History assumed that the campaign was raising money through getting supporters to take action, 
most notably by buying white bands.  The white band became the symbol of the MPH 
campaign; for those who were most involved in the campaign it linked the march in Edinburgh 
with the G8 Summit in Gleneagles, and the mass lobby of Parliament at Westminster (large 
perspex letters spelling ‘Make Poverty History’ were filled with marchers’ white bands and 
transported between each of the sites – see Sireau 2007).  However, the white bands were also 
the most widespread of the MPH campaigning actions.  According to PPP survey data from 
July 2005 (Wave 3 - see PPP 2007a), 15% of the public got involved in the MPH campaign; of 
this 15%, 50% wore a white band (equating to an estimate that 8% of the UK public wore an 
MPH white band.   
 
It has already been commented that even those ‘very concerned’ people who wore a white band 
did not fully understand why this action was being undertaken (see PPP 2005a).  However, not 
only was the white band not raising money, it was not increasing public understanding of the 
three issues on which the MPH coalition was founded (trade, debt and aid).  Instead the white 
bands were very effective means of raising awareness of the campaign among the broad mass of 
the public, and building a sense of momentum (see Report 1 for more discussion of these 
points).  For many observers, the sheer popularity of the white band underlined the lack of 
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engagement with the issues required of those who wore it (see for instance Sireau 2007 and 
Firetail 2006).  On account of the low level of issue engagement required, the PPP researchers 
dubbed several of the MPH actions ‘MPH lite’ (see for instance Darnton 2006a); the white band 
was the eptiome of such involvement.  It could be argued that any meaning inherent in the 
white band was obscured by its success as a visible symbol of mass involvement; in the end it 
became a fashion item, commonly worn by younger people with an armful of any number of 
coloured bands relating to other issues.  The report on the Wave 6 PPP survey tentatively 
supports this view by noting that wearing a white band decreased with rising age, and was most 
common of all among those aged under 18 – although the report stresses that sample sizes were 
too small to be definitive (PPP 2007).  The report also indicates that, while MPH involvement 
in general correlated strongly with higher social grade, wearing a white band was relatively 
more likely among those in lower social grades.  As one MPH Involved respondent aged under 
25 commented in a PPP discussion group (PPP 2006): 
 

“I only wore the band because I didn’t want to be the only one who didn’t.” 
3.3. Lobbying 
 
In order to engage a mass audience in the message of ‘justice not charity’, Make Poverty 
History provided the public with a wide range of actions they could take to support the 
campaign, and so tackle global poverty.  In particular, MPH popularised a range of 
campaigning actions involving the use of digital media; these ‘petitioning’ actions were 
particularly designed to engage the core target audience of ‘Interesteds’, many of whom were 
young adults comfortable with new media.  In exploring public engagement with MPH, the PPP 
research provides valuable evidence of uptake of these campaigning actions by the public. 
 
Report 1 has explored the drivers of uptake of the different MPH actions.  While it is clear that 
many of them required more engagement with global poverty issues than wearing a white band 
did, the evidence shows that even those who took the actions were unsure how they would 
work, if at all.  The Wave 3 discussion groups (PPP 2006) give the telling example of two 
respondents who were unsure whether the petitioning actions (by email and text) would be 
worthwhile.  Both respondents took part in MPH, but they differed in their views on these 
lobbying actions, as follows: 
 
“I think we’ve tried the money route and it doesn’t seem to work – there’s still debt and there’s 

still poverty, so if I text my name, what’s the hardship? I’m willing to give it a go” 
 

“Emailing is pointless because at the end of the day the email is only going to go to his (Tony’s) 
administrators, and he’s not going to see them so everyone is just wasting their time” 

Both respondents are equally unclear how the petitioning action in question would work; the 
difference between them seems to be one of determination.  It could also be said that the latter 
respondent is showing less agency than the former, who is prepared to take the action as a leap 
of faith (precisely because of his lack of effectiveness in the past).  Based on this wave of 
discussions, the PPP researchers concluded that the public needs information about “the 
mechanics of campaigning”, as well as a greater understanding of the issues upon which they 
were being asked to campaign. 
 
Quantitative evidence from the PPP surveys backs up the suggestion that it is those with higher 
agency who got involved in MPH, although the direction of causality is not established.  One of 
the attitudinal statements in the battery about agency relates specifically to the issue of 
lobbying.  Thus in Wave 6 (PPP 2007a), more respondents agreed (42%) than disagreed (32%) 
that ‘I can tackle poverty in poor countries by putting pressure on UK politicians’.  The DFID 
tracking survey in 2007 asked the same statement, and produced a very similar response: 45% 
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agreeing and 35% disagreeing (TNS 2007).  In both surveys it is the ‘very concerned’ 
respondents who most agree with the statement, indicating higher levels of agency in this 
context.  In the PPP survey, MPH involved respondents were also much more likely to agree 
(59% did so); whether they already believed they could influence politicians before they got 
involved in MPH is unclear, but it is evident that the campaign provided them with more 
opportunities to take lobbying actions. 
 
According to the PPP findings from Wave 3 at the end of 2005, the ‘petitioning’ actions were 
considerably less popular than wearing a white band (see PPP 2007a).  Thus, of the 15% of the 
public who got involved in MPH, 19% sent a text message to Make Poverty History, 14% sent 
an email to a politician, and 11% sent a white band card to a politician.  The PPP report makes 
the point that the proportion of people taking each action appears to decrease in line with the 
rising level of issue engagement required by each action.  Thus the most popular action, 
wearing a white band, required the least amount of issue engagement.   
 
The most demanding actions in terms of issue engagement and sheer time commitment were 
those involving physical events.  According to the Wave 3 data, 10% of the MPH Involved took 
part in an MPH event other than the Edinburgh rally, and 2% took part in that rally (PPP 
(2007a).  A more accurate measure of the numbers marching in Edinburgh on 2nd July 2005 can 
be found in a paper on the rally itself (Saunders and Rootes 2006).  The paper includes findings 
from surveys conducted with the marchers, and quotes a figure of 225,000 marchers on the day.  
The surveys revealed the marchers to have a younger age profile than would normally be found 
at such an event, and although three quarters of them had been on a rally before, the MPH 
campaign evaluation report (Firetail 2006) concludes that the marchers were “not the usual 
suspects”.  Saunders and Rootes stress that church groups were heavily represented in 
Edinburgh, such that they describe the march not as a protest but more as a “procession of 
witness”.  They use their analysis of the survey data to show that the marchers came from 
overlapping sets of related organisations (like Amnesty International and Greenpeace); they 
make the point that MPH offered a shared agenda around which organisations of all shades 
could mobilise their support. 
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4.  Public Support for the Government’s Role in Development 
 
4.1. Understanding of the Government’s Role, and DFID 
 
The research evidence is unanimous in finding very low levels of awareness of government 
involvement in development issues among the UK public.  In an Opinion Leader Research 
study conducted for DFID in 2003 among a cross-section of the British public, the researchers 
found “a lack of awareness of any UK government activity in relation to development issues” 
(OLR 2003).  The area of aid appears to be the one exception to this rule, but as discussed 
above, the public tend only to think of humanitarian disaster relief, and not in terms of longterm 
development aid (this point will be discussed further at 4.2 below).  Given the clear evidence 
that the majority of the public is unaware that the causes of global poverty include the political, 
it is unsurprising that they should not think of the UK government as involved in development 
issues.  For instance, if the public is not aware of trade rules, or does not understand how debt 
relief works, they are unlikely to look to government for action on these issues.  As the PPP 
research has shown since 2005, it is only a small minority of the more engaged sections of the 
public who associate these issues with global poverty, and thus have inklings that political 
factors could be a cause of that poverty. 
 
In Wave 2 of the PPP qualitative research in late 2005, it was only a minority of those 
respondents who were involved in MPH who were found to be aware of the government’s 
involvement in development (PPP 2005a).  Even these respondents exhibited great uncertainty 
however; they linked Gordon Brown to debt relief and Tony Blair to Africa, but went on to 
associate both politicians with the Make Poverty History coalition.  MPH’s lack of 
“organisational clarity” is a general theme in the research sources (see for instance Firetail 
2006), but the PPP findings are the clearest in showing the extent of the uncertainty.  Most of 
the public felt MPH was synonymous with Live8 (by Wave 3 it had simply become 
remembered as the slogan for Live8 – see PPP 2006), but even the more engaged respondents 
were more likely to regard it as a campaign led by government than as a coalition of NGOs 
(PPP 2005a).  This misunderstanding perhaps suited government better than it did the NGOs, 
many of whom felt their credibility suffered as a result (see Sireau 2007 – and also Report 1).  
From the public’s perspective the confusion was seen to be unhelpful as it further obscured the 
mechanics of campaigning.  MPH involved respondents in Wave 2 PPP groups were yet more 
unclear why they were being asked to send an email to Tony Blair if the government was 
behind the campaign that was asking them to send the email (PPP 2005a).   
 
Yet as has been discussed, the PPP evidence does show that, as a result of MPH, more engaged 
members of the public became aware that the government has a role to play in tackling global 
poverty.  This has been shown in terms of their engagement with the issues of debt relief (for 
most) and trade (for a few), as well as through their experiences of the campaigning actions, as 
described above.  However, one of the main developments in public understanding identified in 
the PPP research was the growth in awareness of the G8 and their role.  Before 2005, the public 
tended to exhibit next to no understanding of the G8; their position could be summed up in this 
verbatim from an Opinion Leader study for DFID in 2002 (DFID 2002): 
 

“What is G8?” 
 
A similar state of play was reported at the beginning of the PPP project, where in the Wave 1 
qualitative work (in February 2005) no respondent mentioned the G8 and few could explain 
what it was.  By October 2005 (Wave 2), all the respondents in the PPP groups were aware of 
the G8.  It should be stressed that this awareness was only reported among the ‘very concerned’ 
respondents who were interviewed, and that for most of them it was not accompanied by any 
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deep understanding of the G8.  Yet the fact that a sizeable subgroup of the public had become 
aware that there is a G8 and that it has some role in determining world trade was taken as a 
significant development by the researchers (see Darnton 2006a and 2006b).  Quantitative 
findings from Wave 6 of the PPP research suggest that the majority of the public are still aware 
of the G8: 76% had heard of it, and 65% claimed to know something about it (PPP 2007a).   
 
These are promising signs, although the qualitative evidence from PPP continues to show that 
most of the public remains unaware that the government is involved in development.  It is 
perhaps unsurprising then that levels of public awareness of DFID specifically and its role in 
development are even lower.  In 2007, revised questions were included in the DFID tracking 
survey in order better to monitor levels of public awareness of the Department, and 
understanding of its role (TNS 2007c).  In one such question, respondents were asked directly 
whether they had heard of any of a long list of organisations, including ‘the Department for 
International Development (DFID)’.  While levels of reported awareness of some of the 
development NGOs listed were very high (including 95% aware of the Red Cross and 94% 
aware of Oxfam), 22% of respondents said they had heard of DFID.  It could be considered 
inappropriate to compare DFID to other development-related organisations; Andrew Darnton’s 
June review for DFID instead makes comparisons with awareness data for other government 
departments, based on the Defra tracker (also through TNS - see Darnton 2007a).  The 2005 
wave of that survey did not ask about DFID, but recorded that 26% of respondents were aware 
of Defra and 21% were aware of the Department for Culture Media and Sport (DCMS).  Set 
against these data, DFID’s 22% awareness in 2007 seems in line with average levels for 
government departments, even if only a minority of the public report that awareness.   
 
Reported knowledge of DFID’s role is rather lower, according to DFID’s tracking survey.  
Another question in the 2007 tracker asks respondents how much they feel they know about the 
Department for International Development (DFID).  Across a range of levels of reported 
knowledge, 19% of respondents said they knew anything about DFID, but only 4% said that 
they knew more than ‘a little’ (ie. ‘a fair amount’ or ‘a lot’ - TNS 2007c).  Based on the 
qualitative evidence that is available, 4% saying they know something about DFID seems a fair 
reading.  Looking at a range of qualitative studies commissioned by DFID, the consensus could 
be summed up in the words of the Opinion Leader researchers in 2003: “there was very limited 
awareness of DFID” (OLR 2003).  The same finding is reported by the Creative researchers in 
2005; while none of the ‘active/passive supporters’ under research spoke about DFID, a few of 
them had heard of the previous Secretary of State Clare Short, although none had heard of 
Hilary Benn (Creative 2005).  In Creative’s 2006 study, a few of the ‘active supporters’ 
mentioned DFID spontaneously (Creative 2006), as did a few of the MPH involved respondents 
in the second wave of PPP groups at the end of 2005 (PPP 2005a).  While these studies may 
suggest a slight increase in levels of awareness of DFID, it is to be stressed that the reported 
improvements are among a few people in the most engaged subgroups of the public – which 
may equate well to the 4% of respondents to the TNS survey who reported knowing more than 
a little. 
 
That 4% figure also seems to map across well to previous quantitative research.  In June 2007, 
TNS ran a mini-wave of awareness questions for DFID, based on the 2006 tracker which was 
undertaken by ONS (TNS 2007b).   The mini-wave reported that 21% of respondents had heard 
of DFID; of the 21%, 32% answered ‘don’t know’ when asked what sorts of things the 
department does.  The most popular suggestion among those who were aware of DFID, put 
forward spontaneously by 20% of respondents, was that DFID runs development projects in 
poor countries; 15% of the DFID-aware suggested it funds the governments of poor countries, 
and 13% that it develops businesses abroad.  Based on these data it is possible to say that 21% 
of the public are aware of DFID, of whom 20% know the Department funds development 
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projects in poor countries; thus it can be calculated that roughly 4% of the public knows what 
DFID does – the same proportion as said they knew more than a little about DFID in the full 
2007 tracking survey. 
 
The question about the sorts of things DFID does was asked in the full wave of tracking in 2007 
(TNS 2007c), but it was asked of the whole sample (not just the DFID-aware) and it was asked 
prompted – making it a less useful measure of the public’s absolute knowledge of DFID, and 
much less comparable to the qualitative evidence (although it will be useful for tracking 
purposes).  Asking the question of both DFID-aware and –unaware respondents is also 
problematic, as it results in variable question wording being used (the aware are asked ‘which 
of the following activities do you think DFID is involved in?’ while the unaware are asked the 
same question but about ‘…the UK Government…’).  The responses show that the biggest 
group of the public think that DFID/the UK Government ‘organizes emergency relief for poor 
countries’ (48%); slightly fewer (42%) think that DFID/the UK Government ‘helps poor 
countries work their way out of poverty by running development projects’ (TNS 2007c).  It will 
be recalled from the mini-wave data above that the DFID-aware respondents were more likely 
spontaneously to associate DFID with development projects than emergency relief (this may 
have been guesswork, given that they had just been told DFID was the Department for 
International Development).  In any case it is clear from these data that it is the 78% of the 
public who are unaware of DFID who most assume that the government’s involvement in 
development is linked to providing emergency relief.  However, given the qualitative evidence 
that very few of the public are aware of DFID, and that only slightly fewer are aware of the 
government’s involvement in development, quantitative data of this sort should be treated with 
extreme caution.  It is interesting to look at patterns in the data however, for instance, to see that 
20% of respondents to the prompted question in the full 2007 tracker did not select any of the 
ten activities they were given, but instead answered ‘Don’t Know’.  The report on that survey 
comments that this is “a disappointing response”.  Given the qualitative evidence however, it 
could be said that this was a reassuring response, the disappointing thing being that more 
respondents were not more open about their lack of knowledge on this question. 
 
Recalling Ida McDonnell’s points (raised in Section 2.4 above) about public awareness of 
development aid and the widespread assumption that most aid is ineffective, it should be said 
here that it is not surprising that public understanding of DFID is so low, as the Department has 
not sought to communicate about its work to the mass public in recent years.  Existing research 
evidence also shows that the general public are not inherently interested in the workings of 
government departments.  Sources cited in Andrew Darnton’s June review for DFID (Darnton 
2007a) show that the public tends to relate more to the local points through which they access 
public services than the central departments which run them (as instanced through talk of ‘my 
school’ and ‘my hospital’).  DFID is clearly doubly disadvantaged here: it does not deliver 
frontline services – and it will be recalled that its involvement in service delivery occurs 
overseas and not in the UK, hence it is unseen (see McDonnell 2006).  Furthermore, DFID is in 
the business of tackling global poverty, an issue which, as this study has established, is not a 
priority for the majority of the public, even those in more engaged subgroups. 
 
4.2. Attitudes to the Government’s Role in Tackling Poverty 
 
In the area of exploring attitudes to government action on development, it is clearly safer to use 
qualitative evidence, even though it is often less impactful with decision makers than 
quantitative data.  As has been shown above, in areas affected by low levels of public 
awareness and understanding, asking too many quantitative questions is a risky business.  In 
such cases it is highly likely that the research exercise will result in the manufacturing of 
opinion: respondents simply answering a question by guessing, or giving an opinion on an issue 
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where they wouldn’t have known they had one.  Examples of such a tendency are littered 
through this review; asking the public to say what activities the government undertakes in the 
area of development is one.  Survey questions about the perceived effectiveness of development 
aid are another example; writing about Wave 3 of the PPP qualitative research, Alice Fenyoe 
noted that there was no point asking respondents for their attitudes on aid effectiveness, as they 
were unaware of the government’s role in development aid in any case (PPP 2006).  Where 
quantitative data on awareness and understanding are used in such instances, qualitative 
evidence should be used alongside them as a sense check. 
 
One question on which the qualitative and quantitative evidence both point in the same 
direction is that on headline attitudes to the government’s role in development.  Both the PPP 
surveys and the DFID tracker show the majority of the public saying that the government 
should do more to tackle global poverty.  For instance, the 2007 DFID tracker asked 
respondents how they felt about the UK’s government’s role in reducing poverty in poor 
countries: 50% of respondents said the government should do more, 27% said it was doing the 
right amount, and 17% said it was doing too much (TNS 2007c).  As on questions of personal 
action, the most likely subgroups to say the government should be doing more were the ‘very 
concerned (74% of whom said so) and those with university degrees (62%).  However it is 
notable that respondents of all types tended to say the government should do more; in Wave 6 
of the PPP surveys, 66% of respondents agreed with a similar statement (PPP 2007a).  
Qualitative evidence reveals the same view among the public, that the government should do 
more (see for instance Philo 2002, OLR 2003).  However, when this view comes out in 
discussions it can be undercut by an accusatory air.  In Wave 3 of the PPP groups, less engaged 
respondents pointed at the government as a way of deflecting attention from themselves (PPP 
2006); meanwhile in Wave 4 more engaged respondents could show resentment that their 
personal efforts to tackle poverty had been undercut by the government’s lack of commitment, 
or positively harmful practices (such as debt repayments - see PPP 2006).  
 
The existing qualitative evidence quickly reveals public negativity towards government 
involvement in development; however, this is not specific to the global poverty context, but 
consistent with public attitudes towards government across the board.  Andrew Darnton’s June 
review for DFID analysed some of the wider qualitative evidence on public attitudes to 
government and found that they revealed “universally negative views” (Darnton 2007a).  At the 
core of this negativity was the fundamental sense that government had chosen to ignore the will 
of the people on a number of issues.  This view was summed up by one respondent in a 2002 
study for the Cabinet Office by Corr Willbourn, who said: 
 

“They do lots of things we don’t want them to do”. 
 
Over time this attitude seems to have hardened, such that in a 2003 study, Opinion Leader 
Research summed up the public’s perspective on the government as “a general climate of 
distrust” (OLR 2003).  The PPP project, begun in 2004, picked up on this sense of distrust at 
once, and appears to have charted a further decline in public attitudes to government over the 
following years up to 2007.  The War in Iraq was a fundamental part of this attitude; 
respondents in every wave mentioned it, and were critical of the process by which it came 
about.  The ‘million man march’ on Westminster in 2003 was mentioned in several of the 
waves of research (including in Wave 4 in 2007 – see PPP 2007b), and cited by more engaged 
respondents (some of whom had marched themselves) as a clear example of the government 
going against the public will.  Also in the report on Wave 4, the PPP researchers noted that 
levels of disengagement with politics appeared to be at the highest level since the PPP study 
began in 2004.  The sense of disengagement was felt particularly strongly among younger 
respondents (aged under 25), which the report terms ‘the Blair generation’ (anti-war marchers 
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were most frequently found in this age range, which was also the core demographic for MPH).  
However, disillusionment with politics was found to go beyond the government and New 
Labour to include the other main political parties.  Many younger respondents commented that 
they did not intend to vote in the next general election, and the report notes several respondents 
complaining that the current array of main party leaders (Blair, Brown and Cameron) were 
“morphing into one another” (PPP 2007b). 
 
This level of disillusionment colours public attitudes to tackling global poverty, both in terms of 
their own personal actions, and in terms of government support for development.  These 
attitudes most clearly affect the public’s sense of agency.  It has already been noted that levels 
of agency (as measured by the statement ‘There is nothing I can do…’) have fallen across the 
PPP study period (see PPP 2007a).  Given the evidence above regarding the growing sense of 
disempowerment (particularly about the War in Iraq), it is little surprise that fewer of the public 
agreed with the statement ‘I can tackle poverty by putting pressure on politicians...’ in 2007 
than had agreed with it in 2005.  However, the prevailing negativity towards government does 
not simply result in disempowerment in the context of global poverty.  Another prominent view 
in qualitative studies is cynicism about government’s motivations for supporting development 
in poor countries.  Many respondents in research adopt a ‘what’s in it for them?’ view of policy 
making (see for instance OLR 2003, Creative 2006, and PPP 2007b).  These views are as 
common among more engaged respondents as they are among the less engaged majority.  One 
such MPH Involved respondent in a PPP Wave 4 discussion group was typical in commenting 
as follows about developed nations (PPP 2007b): 
 

“The governments could do more but basically they don’t care about anyone 
and want to keep these people poor”. 

 
Reviewing the evidence in 2006 for the Trade Justice Movement, Andrew Darnton commented 
that saying the government deliberately aims to keep poor countries poor is one mark of what it 
is to be an activist (another is to use the phrase ‘trade justice’ – see Darnton 2006b).  Indeed, it 
is only a question of tone which divides such a comment from being a simple statement of one 
of the four missing facts on trade (see TRBI 2004).  Yet the attitude is informed by a strong 
sense of resentment that the government is working against the best efforts of these most 
engaged subgroups to take effective action to tackle poverty. 
 
A different kind of resentment is also apparent in public attitudes to being told that the 
government is involved in tackling poverty overseas.  While the public’s initial reaction is often 
positive, many respondents quickly adopt the familiar accusatory air by saying that they should 
have been told this before – those of a conspiracist nature can allow their tendencies to run 
loose at this point.  One respondent in the Wave 2 PPP groups typified this reaction by 
commenting (PPP 2005a): 
 

“Why didn’t I know my government does this?” 
 
The sense that the government should be sharing its positive actions on development comes 
through this verbatim, as well as the more critical air that the government is (once again) being 
less than accountable to the public.  Report 1 of this study has explored in great detail the 
question of how the government can best inform the public of its actions to tackle poverty.  
However, it should be underlined here that the government is in many ways in a poor position 
to undertake this communications task.  Related to the public’s general cynicism about 
government activity is the strong sense that information from the government is likely to be 
biased; this in turn makes it very difficult for the government to promote its development 
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activities.  One respondent in a qualitative study exploring reactions to DFID’s Trade Matters 
booklet crisply expresses this widespread cynicism (Creative 2005); he commented: 
 

“If it’s from the government, I won’t believe a single word of it.” 
 
Public attitudes to government taking action on the three ‘political’ causes of global poverty are 
also conditioned by the prevailing negative attitudes to government in general.  Detailed 
evidence on public support for each of the three areas (debt relief, fairer trade, and development 
aid) is discussed below, although it should be recalled that the attitudes tend only to be present 
among that minority of the public which is aware of government involvement in development 
in the first place. 
 
4.2.1  Support for Debt Relief  
 
Among those subgroups who are aware of the issue of international debt (roughly half of the 
public, according to the quantitative evidence discussed in 2.2 above), attitudes towards debt 
relief tend to be strongly supportive.  Evidence from several waves of PPP qualitative research 
finds ‘very concerned’ respondents speaking out in favour of dropping the debts of poor 
countries, on the grounds that international debt is an unfair mechanism by which rich countries 
further take advantage of their poorer relatives (PPP 2005a, PPP 2006, PPP 2007b).  It has 
already been mentioned that debt relief was the issue most strongly associated with Make 
Poverty History, and on the evidence from the PPP groups, it appears to be the most motivating 
of the three issues that the MPH coalition campaigned on.  MPH Involved respondents in PPP 
groups tended to exhibit anger at the inequalities of debt (often spoken about in terms of greed), 
and the strand of resentment against the government surfaced here.   
 
It has already been mentioned that campaigning for debt relief has a relatively long heritage, 
dating back to the Jubilee 2000 campaign (see Yanacopulos 2004).  On the basis of the PPP 
research, it can be observed that the more engaged subgroups of the public (such as the MPH 
Involved) appear to hold views on debt relief which are closer to those of NGO professionals 
and committed activists than they do on the other issues (of aid and trade).  This observation is 
similar to saying that the public appears better informed on debt than on the other two issues (as 
was stated in 2.2 above), but the point here is slightly sharper than that, in saying that more 
engaged members of the public appear to adopt the language of campaigners on the issue of 
debt, which they notably do not do on the issues of trade justice, and development aid (see 
Sireau 2007, and McDonnell 2006).  This finding from qualitative research echoes the 
theoretical view of Helen Yanacopulos of the Open University, who argued that debt relief had 
become a normative issue, adopted by the mass public by 2000, thanks to the Jubilee 2000 
campaign (Yanacopulos 2004).  Analysing this process of norming, Helen Yanacopulos 
identifies the key strategic success of the campaign as framing the economic and political issue 
of international debt as a moral choice; by adding the ‘jubilee’ concept of a religious amnesty, 
the campaign made it possible for governments to write off debt as an ethical rather than 
financial decision.  At the same time, the moral frame invited the public into the issue; this 
conceptual view resonates with the recent evidence from PPP, in which the more engaged 
public saw debt as a classic issue of unfairness, on which governmental action was required. 
 
However, as discussed above (in 2.2) there is little understanding among most of those aware of 
the debt issue as to how debt relief might work.  Wave 4 of the PPP groups found respondents 
weaving in their perceptions of bad governance and corruption to explain how debt relief might 
not have benefited poor people in poor countries (PPP 2007b).  More fundamentally, many of 
the more engaged respondents in a number of the qualitative studies reviewed here reported a 
sense that the debts of the poorest countries had been dropped, although on further questioning 
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they were unsure whether this was the case (eg. Creative 2006).  The perception that the poorest 
countries’ debts had been dropped appears most widely held among respondents who were 
involved in the MPH campaign, due to their strong association of debt relief with the 
campaign’s goals (PPP 2005 a, PPP 2007b).  In line with the other evidence, these views were 
not very strongly held, and could be reconsidered when exposed to questioning.  This is in 
keeping with views on MPH in general, one of its most widely-reported shortcomings being 
that it did not effectively communicate its achievements (or the outcomes of the G8 Summit) to 
its supporters (see Firetail 2006, as well as PPP 2005a and PPP 2006).  The perception that 
debts may already have been dropped clearly serves to confuse potential supporters of debt 
relief messages, many of whom would need to be updated on the current debt position of poor 
countries before their support for any new campaign could be secured. 
 
The evidence of resentment towards the government among the debt-aware suggests that their 
committed support for debt relief is not without its negative aspects.  The strand of cynicism 
towards government actions in general also runs through attitudes to debt relief, with some 
respondents doubting that the government could act out of purely altruistic intent.  MPH 
involved respondents in the Wave 4 PPP qualitative groups looked for ways in which the 
government might benefit from dropping poor countries’ debts (PPP 2007a).  One such 
respondent felt that the government’s motives for dropping debt might be simply pragmatic, but 
in any case that they would try to take reputational advantage of the decision: 

 
“Maybe they only wrote off the debt because they knew they wouldn’t pay it 

 and it’s just a bit of publicity” 
 
4.2.2  Support for Fairer Trade  
 
Recent quantitative evidence has revealed public support for fairer trade to be increasingly 
widespread.  In terms of actions that individuals can undertake personally to tackle poverty, 
buying fair trade and ethical products is now the most popular action among the general public, 
according to the 2007 DFID tracker.  As discussed above (at 2.3), 50% of respondents 
identified buying fair trade goods among the most effective ways they could tackle poverty, a 
higher proportion than identified donating to charities (43% - see TNS 2007c).  The DFID 
tracker also reveals public support for government action on fairer trade to be nearly as 
widespread.  In one question, respondents were prompted with a list of 12 actions the 
government could take and were asked to pick those which they felt would be effective 
measures for reducing global poverty.  44% of respondents selected ‘reducing trade barriers for 
a fairer trading system’, making it the fourth most widely-recognised action (‘providing better 
healthcare and education services’ was the top answer, among 51%).  It is likely that 
respondents reacted favourably to the trade option because of the reference to ‘fairer trade’ 
rather than that to ‘trade barriers’.  Similar data from the PPP quantitative surveys have already 
been discussed, showing that more respondents agreed with a statement about ‘…fairer trade 
not free trade’ than agreed with a comparable one about ‘…fairer trade not trade justice’ (see 
PPP 2007a).  Qualitative evidence from PPP also emphasises that the majority of the public do 
not understand that ‘trade barriers’ exist.  The point that there are trade rules was one of the four 
‘missing facts’ identified by Alice Fenyoe back in 2004 (TRBI 2004), and the PPP groups in 
2007 confirmed that that absence of knowledge still applied, even for the majority of more 
engaged respondents (PPP 2007b). 
 
Similar reservations can be expressed about a quantitative question on trade asked in 
nfpsynergy’s tracking survey (nfpsynergy 2006).  As part of a battery of attitude statements, the 
majority of respondents (61%) agreed that ‘International trade rules keep poor countries poor’.  
As with all the statements, respondents who reported regularly attending a place of worship 
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were more likely to agree with this statement, as were those in higher social grades.  Most 
interesting was the slight increase in agreement with this statement across the three years since 
it was previously asked (54% agreed in 2003).  However, given the qualitative evidence about 
the ‘four missing facts’ it is likely that these data are an unreliable indicator of public attitudes 
to fairer trade, let alone support for action.   
 
The low levels of awareness of wider trade issues, and still lower levels of understanding, found 
even among more engaged respondents do not help to provide qualitative evidence on levels of 
public support for action on fairer trade.  Given the public’s reluctance to discuss trade issues 
(as described in TRBI 2004, and PPP 2005a), it is only appropriate that the sources suggest the 
public do not hold clear attitudes on these issues.  The report on the PPP story research provides 
some slim evidence, based on the Wave 4 PPP discussion groups (PPP 2007c).  A number of 
‘key messages’ and stories were tested with respondents in that wave of groups, and the 
researchers concluded that communications which set issues in a frame of unfairness (“a big 
person taking advantage of a little person”) were engaging for most of the public.  The 
researchers also found that trade issues needed to be “personalised”, meaning that they needed 
to talk about the economic concepts within the context of real people’s daily lives in poor 
countries (see Report 1 for more detail on effective elements to communications).  Findings 
from the Wave 3 PPP groups support these conclusions; in that wave, discussions about trade 
issues were triggered through the use of stimulus materials (PPP 2006).  One piece of 
communication material which was effective in engaging respondents was a postcard for 
Christian Aid’s Trade Justice campaign in 2004; it briefly sketched out the impact of ‘dumping’ 
cheap exports onto developing countries on an African onion farmer.  The card was written in 
the first person, from the lady farmer’s perspective. 
 
On the basis of the qualitative evidence, it is possible to conclude that there is latent support for 
government action on trade issues among that minority of more engaged respondents who have 
some appreciation that trade is a factor in causing poverty.  However, their support is likely to 
remain latent unless they are prompted to address the issue, and are given the necessary facts in 
order to do so.  One of the principal obstacles to discussing trade is that it is inherently about 
complex economic practices (see Sireau 2007).  It is thus very hard to break discussions down 
to a point where the public can address them on their own level; this problem is clearly revealed 
in research into public responses to DFID’s Trade Matters booklet (Creative 2006 – also as 
discussed in Report 1).  The public needs to consider each issue within the broad agenda of 
fairer trade on its own merit, and to do so considerable information needs supplying, and time 
needs to be allowed for them to assimilate that information.  In instances where this process has 
been tried in research, engaged respondents’ support for fairer trade is consistent in principle, 
but can be more conditional in practice.  One example can be taken from a discussion group 
Nick Sireau held with ‘interested’ (but not activist) respondents, some of whom showed greater 
ambivalence about fairer trade once they appreciated that it might come at a cost to our own 
economy (Sireau 2007).  One such respondent commented: 
 
“It would mean a serious decline in the standard of living…. No one’s going to vote for anyone 

who’s got that policy, but at the same time something needs to be done to make it fairer.” 
 
4.2.3  Support for Development Aid  
 
There is more research evidence available on the extent of public support for development than 
there is on support for either of the other two ‘political’ areas for action.  This is only to be 
expected, as governments and related organisations use research in this area to quantify the 
extent of public support for spending on overseas development aid.  However, most of the 
research of this kind is quantitative, and prone to ignore the qualitative evidence that the 
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majority of the public (including many of the more engaged) are unaware that the government 
gives development aid to poor countries (see section 2.4 above).  It is worth reiterating the 
finding from Creative research’s study on aid effectiveness for DFID (Creative 2006), which 
was conducted with ‘active/passive supporter’ respondents.  Based on the discussion groups the 
researchers concluded that, for the majority of the public, ‘aid’ means “donations to charities in 
response to disasters”.  
 
As that conclusion makes clear, the public does not just assume all aid is short-term and 
reactive, but also that aid is distributed solely by NGOs.  Clearly this is a response to what 
NGOs and the media together communicate to the public; by contrast governments are quiet (or 
silent) on the matter (see McDonnell 2006).  The Opinion Leader study for DFID in 2003 
reported that the public regarded NGOs as more trustworthy when it came to delivering aid, as 
they felt they could see more of their processes (OLR 2003).  In that study, one respondent 
draws a comparison between the government and Comic Relief, the latter being seen as more 
transparent, but also as more familiar (presumably thanks to Comic Relief’s massive media 
exposure on Red Nose Day).  The respondent said she would prefer to give money to poor 
countries via Comic Relief, saying: 
 

“If you gave Lenny Henry £10m…he could account for it.” 
 
The key to the success of Comic Relief’s method is the use of the Red Nose Day programme to 
report back on the achievements from previous years (PPP 2006).  The one thing all the public 
say in relation to giving money to development NGOs is that they like to see where the money 
has gone (see for instance OLR 2003, Creative 2005, PPP 2005b, McDonnell 2006).  Comic 
Relief are at a particular advantage here; their use of repeat visits is also especially appreciated 
by the public (see 2:cv 2003).  The story research report from the PPP report stresses how 
inherently engaging the format of a repeat visit is, whether it is reported on TV or in print (PPP 
2007c).  These visits give the audience the sense that an NGO has invested in a poor 
community, and that it is there for the longterm.  This practice echoes the finding from 
qualitative research for DFID that the public presume that NGOs spend more time working on 
the ground in poor countries than the government does – a comparison which is to the detriment 
of DFID in the public’s eyes (Creative 2005). 
 
So attached are the public to the notion that providing aid is solely the business of NGOs that 
even when told in research that the government is involved, they struggle to see how.  The 
Creative researchers reported in 2006 that the public could not see outside the NGO aid 
framework, to the point that the only role they could imagine for the government in relation to 
aid would be to encourage the public to give more money to those charities (Creative 2006).  
Again, it should be recalled that this study was undertaken with ‘active/passive supporters’ not 
the mass public.  However, the research conducted by PPP among its MPH involved and ‘very 
concerned’ respondents does provide slightly more promising findings, in that some of these 
respondents were aware of DFID, and a few had the sense that DFID had “a pot of money”, 
although they were not sure how that was distributed, or to whom (PPP 2005a).   
 
When the more engaged groups of respondents were told in that wave of PPP research that the 
government provides development aid, a complex set of responses was triggered.  Initially, 
many respondents were positive about the news, some saying that knowing what the 
government was doing on poverty made them “feel warmer towards them”.  However, after this 
initial positivity, a wide range of negative reactions ensued; these included the resentment cited 
above in terms of general attitudes to government (“we should know what’s happening about 
our taxes”).  Other reactions included an equally familiar blend of excuses (“if they’re 
providing all this, why do I keep on being asked for more?”), criticisms (“why aren’t they 
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building hospitals in the UK instead?”), and cynicism (“…but no government does something 
for nothing.”).  These complex reactions can be very hard to manage; Report 1 has already 
advised that DFID take care when opening up debates about development aid with the public.  
The report recommended that approaches based on dialogue are used, to allow communications 
to adapt to the public’s reactions as the discussions unfold. 
 
Lack of awareness of development aid does not however stop the public from taking up 
positions when asked about these issues in quantitative research.  When asked such questions, 
the standard response of the majority of the public is that the government should give more aid.  
Thus in Wave 6 of the PPP tracking survey (PPP 2007a), 59% of respondents agreed that ‘The 
UK Government should give more aid to tackle poverty in poor countries’; by contrast, 28% of 
respondents disagreed with the statement.  ‘Very concerned’ respondents, those involved in 
MPH, and those from non-white ethnic groups were much more likely to agree with this 
statement; a similar pattern was apparent in responses to the statement ‘I personally should give 
more…’ (as discussed at 3.1 above).  It is also notable that the proportion of respondents saying 
the government should give more aid has fallen slightly since the end of 2005, when it stood at 
64%; this may be related to declining levels of concern about global poverty issues in general.  
A similar picture of public support for more aid spending emerges from the 2007 DFID tracker, 
in which respondents were asked to indicate their agreement with the statement that ‘it is in the 
UK’s interest to increase the amount the government spends on overseas aid…’.  Just over half 
of respondents (51%) agreed with the statement, while 24% disagreed and 19% were neutral 
(TNS 2007c). 
 
A further question in the DFID tracker also produced very similar findings: respondents were 
asked whether they support the government’s plans for increased spending on overseas aid 
‘…in order to support the Millennium Development Goals’ (TNS 2007c).  In response to this 
question, 55% of respondents supported the increased spending, 15% opposed it, and 19% were 
neutral on the matter.  While this question produced similar findings to that in the PPP survey, it 
is slightly harder to interpret, as it makes explicit reference to the MDGs, which may make it 
harder to disagree with, but also may have unknowable effects as the vast majority of the public 
have not heard of the MDGs (see Section 4.3 below).  Clearly how questions about support for 
aid are worded makes a difference to how the public responds to them.  For instance, if the 
respondents are told how much the government currently spends on aid, and that sounds like a 
big number, then the public can tend to say that the amount is about right.  This pattern is 
apparent in a survey commissioned by ActionAid at the end of 2006 (ICM 2007); the question 
states that the UK government allocated 1.3% of all government spending in 2005-06 to aid, 
‘which equates to a total of £4.4bn’.  In response, 37% of respondents said this was ‘about 
right’, and 35% ‘said it was ‘too little’, 25% saying it was ‘too much’.   
 
Evidence from the PPP story research shows that the public struggle to make sense of financial 
figures of this sort (PPP 2007c).  But even in the face of such large numbers, it can be argued 
that the public’s tendency is to call for more spending on aid.  This trend is clear across all the 
quantitative evidence, and is in line with the public’s general tendency to call on the 
government to do more to tackle poverty (as evidenced by the PPP survey statement, discussed 
at 4.1 above).  The call from the UK public for the government to spend more on overseas aid is 
also consistent with an international rule of thumb put forward by Ida McDonnell and 
colleagues at the OECD: where spending on overseas development aid stands at less than 0.7% 
of GNI, the public tend to call for increased spending when asked about the issue in research 
studies (McDonnell et al 2003).  Yet given the evidence (both qualitative and quantitative) that 
most of the UK public do not know that there is development aid, let alone that they 
overestimate how much the government spends on it, it can be argued that it is more on the 
basis of ideological predisposition than careful deliberation that the UK public takes this view 
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(see Blinder and Kruger 2004).  Indeed, the evidence of UK public support for increased 
spending on development aid which they do not understand is entirely reminiscent of Ian 
Smillie’s ‘mile wide, inch deep’ adage (cited in eg. McDonnell et al 2003).  Roger Riddell in 
his magisterial book ‘Does Foreign Aid Really Work?’ employs a similar phrase to describe 
public attitudes to development aid across the leading donor nations (Riddell 2007); he writes 
that “while there is plenty of public support for aid, the bulk of that support would not appear to 
be particularly strong”. 
 
While it is clear that the ‘bulk’ of the public are unaware of development aid, and not especially 
supportive of it, the international evidence shows that there are certain subgroups of rich 
countries’ publics who are determined supporters of increased development spending.  The 
example of Denmark is given by both Roger Riddell and Ida McDonnell (whose work he cites).  
Eurobarometer data find that Denmark has nearly the highest levels of public support for 
development aid, and yet more than 50% of the public think that development aid is ineffective.  
According to Ida McDonnell this is a prime example of “the paradox of continued high public 
support for development cooperation along with high scepticism about its effectiveness” 
(McDonnell 2006).  However, for Roger Riddell, this pattern is not “an anomaly, a 
contradiction or a paradox”; instead it is an indication that there is subgroup of determined aid 
supporters in the population who will keep calling for more aid even if they believe much of it 
is misspent (Riddell 2007).  Using data from the international PIPA and Eurobarometer surveys, 
he identifies a gap between the proportions who support increased aid spending and the 
proportions who think aid is ineffective, and labels this ‘gap’ as the number of determined aid 
supporters in a population.  Across the leading donor countries Roger Riddell estimates this 
group as comprising between 20% and 30% of the population (although this could be an 
underestimate, he says).  In the UK ‘the gap’ stands at 30%; it is tempting to compare these 
determined aid supporters to the subgroup of ‘very concerned’ in the PPP and DFID surveys, 
numbering between 24% and 27% of the population, based on longterm averages.  Further 
qualitative comparisons could be made to the Creative researchers’ group of ‘active/passive 
supporters’ (Creative 2005 and 2006), and to Rosenblatt’s ‘Positives’, who were characterised 
by seeing corruption not as an excuse for inaction, but as a reason for doing more (Rosenblatt 
2005).  One of these ‘positive’ respondents is quoted saying: 
 

“The money often just sits there, but there’s nothing we can do – you can’t just stop caring.” 
 
In her 2006 review for DFID, Ida McDonnell writes that “Aid reform…requires strong political 
will backed by public support” (McDonnell 2006).  This seems fair enough, and analysis of the 
data shows that high levels of support are generally found in countries with high levels of 
spending on development aid.  However the relationship between public opinion and spending 
on overseas development aid is not straightforward.  Ida McDonnell calls it an “elusive 
relationship”, while Roger Riddell stresses that it is non-linear (Riddell is also keen to point out 
the “shaky” nature of the quantitative research evidence).  The Canadian academics Noel and 
Therien find in their analysis that attitudes to economic redistribution domestically are related 
to support for development aid overseas (Noel & Therien 2002).  However, they overlay these 
attitudes with social equality data, and show that support for overseas development activity will 
only be strong where domestic economic inequalities have already been addressed first.  Thus 
attitudes to tackling poverty overseas have a common root in attitudes to tackling domestic 
poverty, although domestic priorities come first.  The authors sum this conclusion up as 
“Achievement of justice at home sustains justice abroad”.  Their inclusion of pragmatic criteria 
is clearly important, as Ida McDonnell also cites evidence to suggest that public support for 
overseas development aid weakens in times of economic crisis (McDonnell et al 2003).  
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Qualitative evidence shows that public support for development aid is not just bound up with 
considerations of ineffectiveness, but it is also complicated by the issue of conditionality.  
Discussions of development aid in PPP qualitative groups often found respondents asking for 
assurances that conditions would be attached to ensure that the resources were not 
misappropriated (PPP 2005a).  This is clearly an important issue for the public, related to 
notions of transparency and effectiveness.  However, it is a very hard issue to test in 
quantitative research.  First, evidence from the PPP groups showed that only a minority of the 
more engaged respondents were aware that conditions were already attached to development 
aid – in the words of Alice Fenyoe, aid conditionalities were “new news” to most people (PPP 
2005a).  Second, when the public call for conditions, they imagine them as positive safeguards 
to ensure that aid benefits those for whom it is intended; however, the conditions commonly 
attached to aid often work in the opposite direction, being designed for the benefit of the donor 
country (‘tied aid’).  The PPP tracking survey included a question about aid conditionalities 
among its battery of attitude statements: ‘In order to tackle poverty, international aid should be 
given to poor countries without conditions attached’.  In Wave 6, 49% of respondents agreed 
with this statement, while 34% disagreed; respondents from non-white ethnic groups, and those 
who were ‘very concerned’, were the most likely to agree with this statement, suggesting that it 
was regarded as a positive indication of an anti-poverty outlook (PPP 2007a).  However, the 
statement is still ambiguous about the kind of conditions under consideration, and the direction 
they would work in.  A statement asked in the Eurobarometer survey in 2007 is much less 
ambiguous: respondents were asked whether it should be a priority for the EU to ‘untie aid so 
developing countries aren’t obliged to buy goods and services from donor countries’ 
(Eurobarometer 2007).  While the meaning of this question is clear, responses to it are 
unfortunately less so: only 21% of respondents selected this option as one of their two priorities 
for reform of EU development aid.  
 
For as long as the workings of the development aid process are unknown to the majority of the 
public, quantitative data in this area will be of limited value.  This section of the report has 
already warned of the dangers of manufacturing opinion on public support for development.  A 
further caution can be found in the work of Matt Baillie Smith, who has called for more 
qualitative research around public attitudes to development aid, because quantitative research, 
which sets the questions itself for the public to answer, is stuck in “the dominant aid 
framework” – new solutions require more open methods of enquiry (Humble & Smith 2006).   
 
However the research evidence gathered here strongly suggests that the majority of the public 
support increased development aid, especially if it is transparent, and where it can be shown to 
be effective.  In response to the Eurobarometer question about top priorities for the EU in order 
to make development aid more effective, ‘ensuring aid is shared fairly and transparently among 
all developing countries in accordance with their needs’ was the most popular priority, chosen 
by 53% of respondents (Eurobarometer 2007).  Finally, signs can be found in the available 
research evidence that the UK public would be more supportive of spending on development 
projects, if the processes of delivering development aid could be made less obscure.  As has 
already been mentioned, in the 2007 DFID tracker, respondents were asked to identify effective 
actions which government could take to reduce poverty in poor countries (TNS 2007).  The 
most popular action was ‘providing better healthcare and education services’ (among 51% of 
respondents), while ‘helping poor countries to work their way out of poverty by running 
development projects’ was the next most popular action (among 50%).  Actions relating to the 
direct distribution of funds were much less popular: ‘giving more money or aid to poor 
countries’ was ranked eleventh of the twelve options, and selected by 28% of respondents. 
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4.3. Support for the Millennium Development Goals 
 
In her 2004 paper ‘Why Multilateralism?’ Helen Milner of Columbia University notes that 
when the public are sceptical about development aid, the government turns over more of its aid 
budget to multilateral organisations (Milner 2004).  While this method of aid distribution 
ensures that support is still provided to the poorest nations, the downside for the donor 
government is that they are more likely to miss out on any of the credit for giving aid, based on 
the fact that the public is even more unaware than usual of their actions.  Issues of 
multilateralism are also raised in Creative research’s qualitative study for DFID on aid 
effectiveness (Creative 2006).  The ‘active/passive supporters’ interviewed in the study are 
indeed confused by the idea of multilateral action.  These respondents clearly did not 
understand how multilateral aid processes worked, and presumed that they would involve some 
heavy bureaucracy, and lots of politicking and committees, all of which would increase the 
chance of the aid being ineffective due to maladministration.  However, in support of Helen 
Milner’s argument, some respondents took the view that the multilateral approach could offer a 
more equitable means of distributing aid as no one donor’s agenda would dominate.  For these 
respondents there was the possibility that the multilateral approach could increase the 
effectiveness of development aid. 
 
Other research evidence also appears to back Helen Milner’s view that the public exhibit lower 
levels of awareness of development aid when it is delivered multilaterally.  This report has 
already noted that most of the public was, prior to 2005, unaware of the existence and role of 
the G8 (see Darnton 2006a and 2006b, discussed at 4.2 above).  Similar evidence is available in 
relation to international institutions like the World Bank and the IMF (see for instance ONS 
2006).  In the Christian Aid study on Trade Justice, Alice Fenyoe wrote that the IMF, World 
Bank and WTO “exist for most in name only” (TRBI 2004).  Similar evidence on low levels of 
public awareness of intergovernmental support development is provided by the Eurobarometer 
survey.  In the 2007 wave of the study, only 25% of the respondents across the 27 EU states 
surveyed reported having heard of the EU Consensus on Development; awareness in the UK 
was even lower, at 15% (Eurobarometer 2007). 
 
Similarly low levels of awareness are recorded by Eurobarometer in relation to the Millennium 
Development Goals, currently the leading framework for government action on international 
development.  Despite the fact that the Goals were drawn up seven years ago, at a UN Summit 
in 2000, and more than half the allotted time has elapsed en route to their supposed delivery in 
2015, the Eurobarometer report concludes that “low awareness of the MDGs persists” 
(Eurobarometer 2007).  Across the EU as a whole there has been little increase in awareness 
since the previous survey in 2004.  In 2007, 18% of the EU public said they were aware of the 
MDGs, including 4% who knew something about them.  UK rates of awareness were below the 
EU average (14% aware, including 4% who knew something about them), although it is notably 
the newer EU states that most bring the average level of awareness down. 
 
Ida McDonnell and Robert Zimmerman at the OECD Development Centre have recently 
drafted a briefing note for DFID giving an overview of recent public communication campaigns 
about the MDGs in selected European countries, and analysing the relationship between these 
campaigns and MDG awareness data (McDonnell & Zimmerman 2007).  The briefing note 
looks at the Eurobarometer data, and identifies the countries in the old EU who have the lowest 
levels of MDG awareness: the UK, Spain and France (in descending order).  The key thing 
these countries have in common is that their governments have not undertaken any public 
communication campaigns about the MDGs.  By contrast, countries with the highest levels of 
awareness of the MDGs are those with longstanding MDG campaigns: Sweden, the 
Netherlands, Denmark and Belgium – all of whom report levels of public awareness of at least 
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30%.  The OECD briefing note also looks at the differences in MDG awareness data for these 
countries between the 2004 and 2007 Eurobarometer surveys; it finds a “leap” in rates of 
awareness in each of the leading countries over this period, coinciding with their public MDG 
campaigns.  The briefing note also stresses that the successful campaigns have been longterm, 
and well funded.  The highest level of awareness in Eurobarometer 2007 was recorded in 
Sweden, at 41%; of the countries for which data are available, Sweden’s MDG campaign is 
shown to have been the longest running (since 2002), and the best funded (€3.2bn across 3 
years).  Reciprocally, McDonnell & Zimmerman put the low levels of awareness in the UK, 
Spain and France down to an absence of public communications on the MDGs; it is noted 
however that MDG awareness rose slightly in each of those countries between 2004 and 2007, 
although this is accounted for through other media noise (most notably that in the UK in 2005).  
Having shown that MDG awareness increases with communications activity, the authors then 
use the example of the Netherlands to show that awareness levels decline again when 
communications activity ceases (as it did in the Netherlands after the campaign peaked in 
2005).  Evidence from the PPP research project could be cited in support of this observation, 
with its identification of an ‘MPH effect’ (see PPP 2007a).  The PPP research has similarly 
recommended that communications activity needs to be sustained for public levels of awareness 
to remain heightened. 
 
In the OECD briefing note, the communications manager of the MDG campaign in Belgium is 
interviewed, and cited saying that an awareness level of 25%-30% of the public is “very 
satisfactory”.  He states that not all the public will ever be interested in the MDGs and wider 
development issues, and accordingly recommends that campaigns do not target everyone.  This 
is an interesting contention, and one that is in many ways in keeping with the findings of this 
desk research study, which has recommended (here and in Report 1) that a segmented approach 
is adopted to communicating with the UK public about global poverty.  The practical question 
still remains of which segments should be prioritised in communications: those who are most 
likely to be supportive of action on development (many of whom may already be aware of the 
MDGs), or those who know the least about it?  In particular, the assumption that there is a 
ceiling to public awareness needs debating; certainly the evidence from the PPP research 
suggests that there is no reason why the mass public should not be made aware of a broad-based 
campaign to tackle global poverty such as Make Poverty History, of which 88% of the UK 
public were aware at its height in 2005 (PPP 2005b).  Against this argument, the point could be 
made that widespread public awareness is valueless if that awareness has no depth, as was said 
in many quarters of the MPH campaign (see eg. Firetail 2006 and Sireau 2007); again, we are 
back in the realms of Ian Smillie’s adage.  If the Belgian campaign manager’s thinking were 
applied to the UK public, it might be decided based on recent evidence that no more than 30% 
of the public will ever be ‘very concerned’ about global poverty, and that communications 
strategies should be designed simply to maintain support at that level.  This would effectively 
mean giving up on the other 70% of the population. 
 
At the crux of these considerations is the question of why public awareness of the MDGs 
matters, and thus whether a public communications campaign is required.  Report 1 has already 
asked this question, and provided three answers to support the case for a public communications 
campaign on the MDGs.  It may be worth reiterating the reasons here: first, in order to create a 
stronger mandate for action to deliver on the MDGs (this is based on the argument that public 
support is vital to safeguard or increase development spending – see McDonnell 2006); second, 
that some of the Goals inherently require individuals to act in order to be successfully achieved, 
for instance by buying fairtrade or making donations to NGOs (research by Globescan was 
noted, saying that at current low levels of awareness of the MDGs “popular action is not likely” 
- GlobeScan 2007); third, that delivering the MDGs by 2015 will require a value-shift 
amounting to “deep-cut societal change” (see Rosenblatt 2006).  McDonnell & Zimmerman’s 
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briefing note and Report 1 from this study provide valuable recommendations on how such an 
MDG campaign should be formulated. 
 
As in so many other areas relating to global poverty, the low levels of awareness of the MDGs 
have not prevented researchers from asking questions about them in quantitative research.  Two 
types of question have been asked; the first was asked in the Eurobarometer survey in 2004 
(Eurobarometer 2005).  Respondents were asked to consider all the eight Goals, and say how 
likely they felt each was to be achieved by the target date of 2015.  In itself, this question 
produced findings of limited value; given that when the question was asked 86% of the 
respondents were unaware that the MDGs existed, it was unlikely that they would make an 
accurate assessment of which of the Goals would be achieved (a difficult question for even the 
most expert analyst).  It may be that the question was aiming to establish the relative levels of 
perceived importance of the Goals; that task was undertaken more appropriately by a question 
added in the 2007 Eurobarometer (while notably the original ‘likelihood’ question was 
dropped).  This second question asked respondents to pick three of the eight areas covered by 
the Goals which they felt were the most important.  The findings from 2007 show a high degree 
of consistency in the relative priorities of the 27 EU states (Eurobarometer 2007).  ‘Reducing 
extreme poverty and hunger’ was the most popular Goal in all states, ‘combating HIV/AIDS 
and other diseases’ was ranked second, while the third-placed Goal was either ‘achieving 
universal primary education’ or ‘ensuring a sustainable environment’.  This question was also 
used in the DFID tracker in 2007 (albeit with slightly different wording for the Goals, based on 
that used in Eurobarometer 2005); the findings were very similar to those in the Eurobarometer 
survey.  In a deviation from Eurobarometer, ‘reducing malaria, HIV/AIDS and other diseases’ 
was ranked first, selected by 42% of respondents as one of their top three priorities.  ‘Reducing 
the number of people who live in extreme poverty’ was ranked second (a priority for 35%), and 
‘ensuring all children can go to primary school’ was ranked third (a priority for 32%).  The least 
popular Goals were those on ‘reducing the number of women who die in childbirth’ (for 10%) 
and ‘promoting gender equality and empowering women’ (for 8%).  In their briefing note, 
McDonnell & Zimmerman compare the data from the two Eurobarometer questions with 
interesting results, and show that the public across Europe is most likely to see those Goals as a 
priority for government action which they feel are the least likely to be achieved by 2015.  This 
observation certainly explains why the Goals relating to women’s issues are given the lowest 
ratings in the DFID tracker, even by women respondents.  The strong message is that, from the 
public’s perspective, governments should be working together most urgently to tackle the most 
intractable problems of world poverty, where their combined strength is most needed. 
 
The variations in the prioritisation of different Goals by segments in the DFID tracking data 
warrant a little further consideration (TNS 2007c).  It has been mentioned that women were 
more likely to prioritise those Goals relating to women’s issues; in turn men were more likely to 
prioritise a fairer global trading system, although in both cases these differences were slight.  
Younger respondents were more likely to prioritise tackling disease and providing primary 
schooling, while respondents aged 65 and over were the most likely to answer ‘don’t know’ as 
one of their three priorities (26% did so).  By social grade, ABs were more likely to cite 
tackling debt and building a fairer trading system, while DEs were also more likely to say 
‘don’t know’.  This analysis demonstrates that support for different goals varies across different 
subgroups of the public, the implication being that segmented approaches to MDG 
communications will be important – as McDonnell & Zimmerman also recommend in their 
briefing note.  Above all, it should be remembered that the vast majority of the UK public (82% 
according to Eurobarometer 2007) is not aware of the Millennium Development Goals, and it 
will be some time before all segments of the UK public are able to discuss their lists of priority 
MDGs in research studies without being prompted.  
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5.  Recommendations 
 
The following recommendations arise from the evidence in this desk research study; some are 
specific to DFID, and others are also relevant to the wider NGO sector.  These 
recommendations are consistent with those made in Report 1.  In some case they overlap with 
those in Report 1, and in others they provide further rationale for the strategic recommendations 
made there; more detail on how some of the objectives here should be achieved is to be found 
in that report. 
 
i) Recommendations for Communications  
 
!" More communications activity should be undertaken with the public around global poverty 

issues, with the principal aim of increasing levels of public awareness and understanding of 
the issues.  In particular, activity should aim to increase public engagement with the MDGs, 
delivering targeted communications to all segments of the population in order that as much 
momentum as possible can be built towards delivery of the Goals in 2015.  
Communications activity should also aim to build understanding of the UK Government’s 
(and specifically DFID’s) role in tackling global poverty.  While this should deliver 
reputational benefits for government, the main reason for such activity is that it is essential 
to creating a better informed public, who are able to understand the full range of causes of 
global poverty and what can be done to reduce it – including what they themselves can best 
do to help. 

 
!" Communications activity of this kind, aimed at increasing issue engagement, should not 

just be based on one-way dissemination of information, but on two-way dialogue.  This is 
essential given the complexity of the issues involved (eg. debt, trade and aid), and the need 
to negotiate the difficult dynamics of the public’s responses when such issues are opened 
up (eg. regarding aid effectiveness, or conditionalities). 

 
!" Communications activity of this kind is best regarded as educational in purpose, aiming to 

increase public understanding of the causes of global poverty, and of their own role in 
tackling that poverty.  Such activity should adopt the best principles of education, including 
that learners should be given the opportunity to explore the evidence and reach their own 
conclusions.  Similarly, opportunities for learning by doing should be provided, in which 
the public are encouraged to undertake meaningful actions (whether giving money, 
purchasing or lobbying), and by doing so, could engage more fully with the issues, and 
develop increased understanding. 

 
ii) Recommendations for Research 
 
!" Pursue the development of a quantified segmentation model of the UK public, based on 

their levels of engagement with global poverty.  Such a model would predominantly be 
based on public beliefs and attitudes to global poverty issues (although a small behavioural 
and knowledge-based component may be necessary, fully to reflect the components of 
engagement).  A model based on beliefs and attitudes is necessary as the evidence shows 
that levels of public engagement with global poverty do not neatly divide along 
sociodemographic lines.  Such a model would allow more effective communication 
activities to be developed for the public, and more detailed assessment of their levels of 
engagement with global poverty to be undertaken.  This approach is especially important 
given the wide variation in levels of issue and active engagement between different 
subgroups of the public. 
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!" Once the segmentation model has been developed and agreed upon, efforts should be made 
to apply it in all future research activities.  The aim should be to build up a breadth of 
research, similar in coverage to the evidence base assembled here, all of it differentiated by 
segment.  Such information would be immensely powerful for driving public engagement 
with global poverty issues, both for DFID and the sector at large.  It should be borne in 
mind when developing the segmentation model that it will need to be easily replicated in 
future research studies (using as few a number of variables as is possible within tolerable 
levels of accuracy). 

 
!" More use should be made of qualitative research in building understanding of the UK 

public’s levels of engagement with global poverty.  In the future, this work would ideally 
be conducted along segmented lines.  Qualitative evidence has shown its worth in this desk 
research study, by giving insights into how the public reacts to different issues, and what 
some of the effective drivers of engagement might be.  Most importantly, qualitative 
evidence acts as a sense-check for the quantitative data which appear to be much more 
widely available, and on which policy tends to be based.  Qualitative research into specific 
areas of global poverty issues (such as the DFID-commissioned work on aid effectiveness) 
can be of immense value; their findings should ideally be shared with the wider sector, who 
tend not to commission generic work of this sort. 

 
!" DFID should continue to run their annual tracking survey of public attitudes to 

development issues.  Lessons should be learnt from the many changes to the recent 2007 
wave, and an agreed set of core questions should be left to bed down over the next few 
years of tracking.  Further efforts should be made to ensure the questions are comparable 
with other repeat surveys, where that is appropriate (eg. Eurobarometer).  The findings 
from each wave of tracking should be disseminated to the wider sector as fully as possible; 
DFID may like to consider arranging research seminars for sector members on key issues. 

 
iii) Recommendations for Campaigns and Strategy 
 
!" Those running public-facing campaigns should be more strategic about which kinds of 

engagement they wish to drive (whether they are aiming to increase understanding of the 
issues, or the undertaking of specific actions).  Objectives should be set accordingly, and 
outcomes evaluated against them, using relevant indicators; if seeking to drive engagement 
overall, the ‘very concerned’ indicator may be appropriate.  Such campaigns should be 
designed with specific target audiences (ideally segments) in mind, and should combine 
information provision with practical calls to action.  Partner organisations should be 
brought in where the strategic goals require it. 

 
!" The ultimate goal of public engagement work should be to bring about a “deep-cut societal 

change” in relation to global poverty.  Two central measures of such a change would be for 
mainstream attitudes to Africa to become more positive, and for a large majority of the 
public to report a sense of agency in the context of global poverty (ie. the feeling that they 
could undertake meaningful action to tackle poverty).  Progress on each of these objectives 
would be mutually reinforcing, as they are closely inter-linked, as the concept of the Live 
Aid Legacy has shown.  They are also difficult objectives to achieve, as negative public 
perceptions of Africa have prevailed for the last 20 years, despite the best efforts of NGOs, 
and MPH and related activity in 2005.  If the public could be helped to believe that Africa 
is not a continent of undifferentiated suffering, and that Africans are not passive victims, 
there is the chance for a more human and more equal relationship between the developed 
and developing worlds to be brought about, delivering benefits where they are most needed. 
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Appendices 
 
i) Individuals and Organisations Contacted 
 
88 individuals, drawn from 52 different organisations, were contacted during the course of this 
desk research study.  Andrew Darnton would like to express his thanks to all those individuals 
who contributed their time, expertise and research findings to the study. 
 
Organisation Key Individuals 
3E Foundation Olawale Opayinka 

 
3WE Sophie Chalk 

 
ActionAid Emma Harbour 

Chris Jordan 
Jess Griffiths 
Abi Dennison 
Tony Durham 

BOND Marco Serena 
Charlotte Imbert 

Cafod Rashmi Mistry 
Helen Cross 

Care International Amber Meikle 
 

Catholic Relief Services (CRS) - US Jackie De Carlo 
 

Christian Aid Sarah Spinney 
Paul Brannen  
S Golding 

Comic Relief Claire Pilcher 
Sophie King  

Consultant Pauline Tiffen 
 

DATA Katy Cronin 
Roxane Philson 

Development Education Association Moira Jenkins 
 

European Commission; DG Dev  Ian Barber 
Tanja Gohlert 
Elizabeth-Anne Fogarty 

Fairtrade Foundation Barbara Crowther 
 

Foreign and Commonwealth Office Sarah Connolly 
 

Gallup International Meril James 
 

Glasgow Media Group Greg Philo 
 

Globescan Chris Coulter 
Simon Jimenez 
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Organisation Key Individuals 
IBT Mark Galloway 

 
IoE Development Research Centre Doug Bourn 

 
ippr James Mepham 

 
Institute of Development Studies, 
University of Sussex 

Stephanie Barrientos 
 

Joseph Rowntree Foundation  
(PIPI programme) 

Teresa Hanley 
 

Jubilee Debt Campaign Trisha Rogers 
 

nfpsynergy Ariel Spigelman 
 

Northumbria University 
Sociology Division 

Matt Smith 
 

ODI Kirsty Cockburn  
Enrique Mendizabal 
Ingie Hovland 

OECD Ida McDonnell 
 

Open University Joe Smith 
Helen Yanacopulos  
Giles Mohan 

Oxfam Catherine Hester 
Rachael Clay 

Panos Mark Covey  
 

Red Cross Jack Durrell 
 

RICU (Research Info & Comms Unit – 
HO, FCO, DCLG) 

Jonathan Allen 
Jason Tierney 
 

Royal African Society Richard Dowden 
 

SNV Kudzai Chatiza 
Margarit Poel 

Save the Children Adrian Lovett  
Ebony Riddell 
Matt Phillips 
Ben Hewitt 

Solaraid 
 

Nick Sireau 
 

Stop AIDS Campaign Steve Cockburn 
 

Tearfund Ben Niblett 
Ian Farthing  

Trade Justice Movement Glen Tarman 
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Organisation Key Individuals 
Transparency International Robin Hodess  

Juanita Olaya 
Kulan Amin 
Juanita Riano 

TUC Owen Tudor 
 

TW Research  Alice Fenyoe  
 

UNDP Niamh Collier Smith  
Salil Shetty  
Dalita Balassarian  

UNICEF Alison Marshall  
Lara Schlotterbeck 
Sarah Epstein 
Jane Hallahan 
Libby Hartz 

University of Bristol Adrian Flint 
 

University of Nottingham Kate Legge 
 

University of Westminster Jo Matthews 
 

VSO Neera Dhingra 
Elizabeth Davies 
 

WaterAid Jennean Alkadiri 
Charlotte Godber 

World Bank Steve Jaffee 
 

World Development Movement Benedict Southworth  
 

WTO Robert Teh Jr. 
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