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What do we 
mean by 
‘charity’?

• Charity has many meanings (legal, theological, etc)

• We define it as the voluntary giving of money, resources, or time 
to non-kin or non-friends

• Focused on ‘bottom-up’ responses to poverty

• Don’t included contracted welfare services provided by NGOs



Charity’s growing 
prominence 

• Charity increasingly prominent in 
societal responses to poverty

• Growth in food charities in 
developed countries (incl UK, US, 
Japan & Australia)1

• Growing reliance on charity by 
people in poverty2

1 Feeding America (2014); Kimura (2018); Lambie-Mumford (2017); 

Lambie-Mumford & Silvasto, (2020); McKay & Lindberg (2019)
2 Parsell, Clarke, & Perales (2021). 



Homelessness 
charity boom

• Also boom in bottom-
up homelessness 
charities3

• Largely ameliorative

• Providing basic 
amenities to people on 
the street

3 Parsell & Watts (2017)



Our research

• We examine resurgence of charity in our  
recent book

• Animated by moral complexity of charity

• What’s charity’s role in contemporary 
societal responses to poverty?

• How is it understood/perceived?

• What are its consequences?

• How can it be transformed to help end 
poverty?



Charity’s 
role in 
poverty 
responses

• Inextricably related to changes in welfare provision & levels of poverty

• Welfare cuts worsen poverty, increase reliance on charity

• Redirecting of government funding & support for charity 

• The problems charity addresses have a structural basis 



Charity’s 
meaning

• Public understandings foreground significance for giver & society

• Celebrate givers’ compassion & ingenuity

• Charity promoted as cultivating resilient communities, solidarity 

• Consequences for people in poverty largely overlooked; positive outcomes assumed



Charity’s 
consequences 

• Recipients’ perspective provides insights into charity’s 
consequences 

• Charity central to many recipients’ survival strategies

• Use charity to supplement inadequate welfare payments

• Helps alleviate symptoms of structural problems

RESEARCHER: What drives your need to come here?

GOUGH: Well, to put it bluntly, “f*ck all” money. Rent is
$500 a fort-night and I get paid $680. (Gough,
research participant)



Charity’s consequences 

• However, receipt of charity is shameful experience

• Linked to feeling passive & dependent; inability to reciprocate

• This is somewhat built into the charity relationship

• However, shame can be exacerbated by volunteers through 
interrogation, judgement

• Can also be attenuated by non-judgemental acceptance, 
unconditional support

“It’s the most degrading thing to have to do. Honestly, you feel 
like a real bum. It’s horrible.” (Julia, research participant)



Transforming 
charity 

• While charity cannot address poverty alone, it 
can play a role

• However, role must be based on needs of 
recipient 



Advocating for 
structural change

• Many established charity’s do this, but the 
‘new bread’ often do not

• Charitable in auspicious position to advocate 
for structural change

• Esteemed social position provides a platform 
for advocacy

• More freedom than orgs providing 
contracted services 

• Bear witness to everyday struggles of people 
in poverty

• Form relationships as basis for solidarity & 
struggle



Transforming 
charitable encounters 

• Charity should also continue to provide 
direct support/relief 

• However, this should be done in a way that 
minimises shame

• This may include providing access to 
support with few conditions

• Ability for people to tell their story in their 
own words

• Focus on strengths as well as struggles 

• Provide opportunities for reciprocity 
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