
Reporting on poverty that centres the voices and knowledge of those 
experiencing it, requires time, commitment and a deep understanding 
of its causes. Many people still think poverty and economic hardship are 
the results of personal failure, a lack of hard work, or a lack of individual 
motivation to change one’s situation. More nuanced and accurate 
reporting on poverty can counter such dangerous ideas, stereotypes 
and myths, while empowering those living in poverty and offering 
new hope or insight.

Freelance journalists can help improve coverage of poverty reduction by pitching stories that offer new angles 
on this topic or interrogate contentious decisions or proposed solutions. Embracing a multidimensional 
approach to reporting on experiences of poverty and economic hardship can:

Why it matters

Inform public awareness and 
discussion of ways to reduce 
poverty, and help elevate the 

voices and views of those 
with lived experience.

Lead to better 
representation of people 

experiencing forms of 
poverty and their lives.

Build support for solutions or 
responses to poverty and its 
effects, including those that 
go beyond purely economic 

responses or policies.

Interrogate the systems 
and structures enabling, 
sustaining or addressing 
poverty and hold those 

involved to account.

With such complex and entrenched dimensions, reporting 
on poverty may feel hopeless or tiring, and audiences can 

become inured to the issue if there is no sense of agency or 
progress. A solutions journalism approach to reporting on 

poverty is one way to counter this and allows freelancers to 
find new stories, create space for hope and have a positive 

impact on society through their journalism.

How poverty is defined or measured can vary – every country has its 
own way to measure the basic needs of its population and to what extent 
these are met. The concept of poverty and basic needs in Colombia will 
be very different to the UK, for example. There are some useful concepts 
that you may come across that are helpful to understand, however. 
These can often be adapted to different geographies and communities to 
help understand what factors are at work:

How to understand poverty or  
concepts of poverty
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More than 10% of the world’s population still live in extreme 
poverty, which is typically classified as living on less than $1.90 
a day. Ending extreme poverty remains one of the world’s biggest 
challenges and progress towards this goal is threatened by conflict, 
climate change and other social and political factors. 

Extreme poverty

Monetary poverty typically refers to when an individual or 
household is living below the poverty line – a threshold based on 
the average household income of a population. In the UK, for 
example, if a household’s income is less than 60% of the median 
UK household income, it is considered as living below the poverty 
line. Where this line falls will differ from country to country. The 
World Bank has calculated separate International Poverty Lines 
for lower middle-income and upper middle-income countries, in 
addition to an International Poverty Line of $1.90 a day. Measuring 
poverty in monetary terms can help us understand what progress 
has been made in terms of reducing poverty at a global level.

Monetary poverty

Poverty shouldn’t just be measured or understood in terms 
of income. Raising someone’s income or having a job doesn’t 
automatically end poverty for an individual. It is multidimensional 
and those living in poverty may experience different forms of it at 
the same time. Poor health and healthcare access, inequalities 
in the workplace or education or climate-threatened living 
conditions may be part of an individual or community’s experience. 
Exploring how these factors and the systems behind them link 
or overlap will be crucial to the context of your reporting and can 
provide a rich source of ideas for reporting and investigations.

Multidimensional poverty
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Reporting on issues relating to economic hardship or poverty can 
often foreground data at the expense of human experience or 
bring in individual’s stories as one-dimensional case studies of dep-
rivation or struggle. The Reporting poverty guide, from the Joseph 
Rowntree Foundation, UK’s National Union of Journalists and other 
advisors, reminds us that statistics can helpfully provide a sense 
of scale, challenge misinformation and draw audiences’ attention: 
“On their own, [they] are unlikely to change minds.”

Don’t just centre your reporting on people or communities’ prob-
lems; show their personalities, their hopes and aspirations as 
well as challenges faced. You should reflect the full experience 
they are having, says Tony Inglis, an editor for the International 
Network of Street Newspapers. This includes featuring people 
overcoming challenges or making positive changes, as well as 
reporting on community solutions.

“It’s really important to go beyond stats and figures to show 
readers that communities [experiencing or affected by economic 
hardship] are doing innovative things to change the world and 
people’s lives,” says Inglis.

Expert tip

Think about how you are introducing people in a story, says 
Gustavus Lim: “Are they framed as victims of this or actively 
engaging in both solving their problems and helping solve 
community problems?”

“People experiencing poverty are as multifaceted as everyone 
else,” says Iyer. “If I’m writing about drought in a village, then 
the person I’m speaking to is not just a farmer who has lost his 
crop. He’s a father, a brother, maybe a son unable to take care 
of his sick mother. He could be a creditor or have hobbies that 
are striking.

“Acknowledging that has always helped me write better stories 
because it comes from building a rapport with a subject. This 
allows you to see other layers of that person’s personality and 
experiences that will be useful to your story.”

Reflect different people and different experiences of poverty in 
the sources you include in pitches to editors. 

“Maybe you want to speak to somebody who has a PhD and 
is unemployed or somebody who has multiple jobs. You’re 
positioning that person differently, rather than putting their 
poverty at the forefront,” says Dr Rachel Broady, journalist, 
lecturer and campaigner challenging media stereotypes of people 
experiencing poverty. It allows people dignity, as well as potentially 
providing a different angle or approach to a report on experiences 
of poverty. It can also help highlight shared issues or experiences, 
rather than positioning poverty as “somebody else’s problem”.

Think carefully about the text and visual language in your 
reporting. Avoid phrases or images that could shame, stigmatise 
or diminish the breadth of someone’s experience. Stock images, 
extreme depictions of “poverty porn” or of reporters surrounded 
by people living in poverty, often children, can be problematic, 
for example. Unicef offers advice on reporting on children living 
in poverty. Ask interviewees and sources what they think could 
work in terms of phrasing or imagery too.
 
Try to centre the person even in the phrases you use – consider 
the difference between saying some is “living in poverty” versus 
a “poor person”. “Language is important. I wouldn’t necessarily 
say a homeless person but rather a person experiencing 
homelessness,” says Inglis. 
 
Check your work doesn’t reinforce stereotypes – especially those 
which suggest individuals are passive victims, lacking agency or 
initiative, or portrayals that are othering – think of how people 
would describe themselves instead. Try not to make comparisons 
to the past. This may encourage audiences to dismiss your 
reporting as it suggests these experiences or situations are not 
possible in modern society.

Avoid stereotypes and stigma 

Expert tips

“Persistent deficit framing of people experiencing economic 
hardship [focusing on what’s wrong] might not have the impact 
that some journalists think,” says Gustavus Lim. “It can reinforce 
the idea that there’s no way that these problems are ever going 
to be fixed.”

How you describe someone’s situation can be crucial to the 
audience’s understanding of the structural and systemic issues 
at play. Research suggests that presenting someone as having 
no choices left in response to their situation is likely to be 
unconvincing for audiences. Instead, try to explain why those 
options are restricted or unavailable.

Centre the whole person

When generating story ideas, look to your area or community. 
Who is experiencing or at risk of economic hardship? Who is 
benefitting from it? What are the systemic and structural issues 
at play? What organisations or individuals are responding to 
these challenges? Where have other communities addressed 
or overcome similar issues? Remember that poverty and 
impoverishment are not monolithic concepts but are dynamic 
and differ between regions and contexts, says Iyer.

Challenge received or dominant narratives on poverty. Ask 
sources who are experiencing economic hardship what changes 
or solutions they would like to see. This could spark new story 
ideas and will ground your reporting, ensuring that it speaks to 
those most affected by the topics you cover. It will also empower 
people living in poverty rather than victimising them.
 
Iyer has spent many years of her career reporting on agriculture 
in India. This involved reporting on communities in rural areas 
including those struggling. Speaking to people on the margins or 
who have been marginalised showed a different picture of what 
was happening in India at the time: “They had a very different 
experience of the India story, of economic liberalisation, the late-
90s boom and what followed. Everywhere I was travelling had 
missed the bus entirely.” 

Develop story ideas from  
the community

Sarah Gustavus Lim, Economic Mobility Initiative Manager at 
the Solutions Journalism Network (SJN), recommends asking 
members of the community how they define the problem at the 
centre of your story: “It can help reflect a different conversation 
happening in the community that is ignored and which can 
inform your reporting or bring a fresh angle to a topic.” When 
producing a public TV show about teen pregnancy, for example, 
experts defined the problem as teen parents, she says, while 
the community saw it as a lack of support for all parents with 
childcare and education regardless of age.

Consider pitching a series of stories that cover a range of 
responses to an issue or referencing these in an individual story. 
This will emphasise that no one thing that can fix issues relating 
to economic hardship and poverty.
 
Gustavus Lim says asking how a community is measuring the 
success of their actions or response can be particularly useful 
if there’s a lack of relevant data about the area or issue at the 
heart of your reporting. It can also address situations where 
communities may mistrust official data or the organisations 
holding it.

Expert tip

There are different methods and indices used to assess and 
measure economic inequality and poverty. These may vary by 
country, reporting body or the purpose of the measure. It’s 
crucial to understand where the data relevant to your story 
comes from, how it has been obtained and what indicators 
are being considered. The World Bank, for example, estimates 
that between 88 and 115 million people have been pushed 
into extreme poverty in 2020. It uses its methodology to 
calculate two “poverty lines” based on the daily value of 
household consumption but has recently introduced additional 
multidimensional poverty measures to broaden its reporting.

Get to grips with the data

If you’re reporting on countries that lack freedom of information 
legislation or data on different dimensions of poverty, look at 
ways you can research, build or supplement datasets. The 
Global Investigative Journalism Network (GIJN) offers ideas for 
different data points that can help you understand multiple 
poverty indicators, from prison release rates and the informal 
economy to school attendance. Building contacts within 
government departments, NGOs and community groups may 
help you access data useful to your reporting. If the country 
you’re reporting on has received international donations, check if 
those donor countries make data about those funds available.
 
Freelance journalist and author Kavitha Iyer researches data on 
different health, education, income and poverty indicators before 
travelling to a region or community, but will always check if the 
human, on-the-ground experience she encounters corroborates 
this data or not. She also knows where data points are contested 
and what they cannot tell her about inequality in India where she 
is based. 
 
“Statistics and data are important structural elements or tools in 
my writing, but the experience of poverty is beyond that. I like to 
have open-ended questions and invest time and energy in letting 
the community speak on the circumstances that tell of their 
experience of poverty rather than use a set of questions that 
strictly relate to [poverty data] indicators,” she explains.

Expert tip

What every freelancer should know 
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Seek out the responses and solutions that “take a bit longer” to 
enact but are likely to deliver results or change over time, says 
SJN’s Gustavus Lim. “We need to push ourselves as journalists 
beyond the responses that are too simple,” she says, offering 
examples of repeat coverage of community gardens as a solution 
to food poverty problems or tiny houses as a fix for affordable 
housing shortages. “All of those things are true but they’re not 
a systemic response to a systemic problem,” she says. “Just 
focusing on simple responses might sell short the information 
that people need.”

Don’t oversimplify – look long-term 

Expert tip

For freelancers, this can be a way to distinguish your pitches. Be 
explicit and point out where coverage has focused to date and 
why looking beyond that matters. Show there’s more to the issue 
and that you have a story yet to be reported. When it comes to 
solutions reporting, look at the data too to understand the size of 
need concerning a particular problem, for example, the number 
of people in need of affordable housing and the impact that a 
response could have. Your story could stand out if you can show 
there’s potential for a solution to address an issue at scale.

Look at economic hardship and poverty stories with a solutions 
journalism lens. This can generate new angles and ideas 
and move reporting on poverty beyond simple narratives of 
deprivation to better reflect the historic, social and systemic 
context, as well as giving audiences and subjects a greater sense 
of agency – and even hope.
 
“Journalists still need to remind people of what’s at stake and the 
scope of the problem but what people desperately need right 
now is information about ways to imagine something better,” 
says SJN’s Gustavus Lim.

Your audience may have experienced poverty and a solutions 
approach can equip them – as well as those at risk – with 
valuable information, practical insights into solving or mitigating 
a problem and even potential actions they can take. Show that 
you are thinking about the people experiencing poverty and 
economic hardship who are readers, viewers or listeners too.

Focus on solutions and social 
innovation

Expert tips

Don’t approach an economic hardship story trying to find the 
solution that will fix everything, says Gustavus Lim: “Show that 
there are places where pieces of the puzzle are being addressed 
and people are doing things differently and getting different 
results.”

A story pitch could cover something small-scale if you show 
how it’s relevant to a broader context, bigger issue or larger 
community. As an example, she recommends reporting featured 
in the SJN story tracker about tenants organising post-Hurricane 
Katrina in the US, which offers lessons learned regarding 
affordable housing that are applicable now.

“These can be deeply entrenched problems. Look for the people 
on the ground who are doing work that is recognised by the 
community but not yet by the media. Centre them in the story,” 
she says. Don’t diminish the detail of how they are addressing a 
problem – others who face similar issues will find those details 
more useful than a profile piece focused on the problem.

Reporting on examples of people or communities who are 
doing things differently to tackle a problem and bring change 
will also hold those in positions of power to account, showing 
that something can be done, especially when an issue has been 
portrayed as intractable.

Expert tip

Build relationships

If your reporting involves someone living on the streets or rough 
sleeping, remember that they are almost constantly ignored by 
people, says Inglis. A friendly approach with an open attitude will 
help: “Make sure there’s a sense of equality from the beginning. 
There’s so much talking down that happens or trying to do things 
for other people without them being given a say. Allow them to 
be the same kind of decision-maker that you are.”

Where possible spend time in their environment, as far as they 
will allow, adds Inglis: “It doesn’t have to be where they are 
living right now, but how they are living and interacting with the 
same organisations that help them on a daily basis.” Committing 
time to this work and trying to build a level playing field in your 
relationships with people experiencing economic hardship or 
poverty will help your reporting, lead you to new sources and 
even help you fact check. Iyer gives the example of being invited 
into people’s homes in rural India, which allows her to see what 
kind of sleeping arrangements, water and sanitation and food 
storage a family has – all different indicators of how they live – 
and saves time to ask more involved questions.

Make these stories part of your beat and regularly pitch follow-
ups, suggests Iyer. This will not only help you build relationships 
with these communities as a freelancer but again portrays 
experiences of poverty as dynamic and individual and gives a 
clearer sense of the impact of responses over time.

As with most subjects, investing time in your reporting and 
building relationships with the communities featured or affected 
is likely to lead to better and more original stories and sources. 
When reporting on issues of economic hardship or the drivers 
and consequences of impoverishment, this time can be crucial to 
building a rapport and trust with sources. 
 
INSP’s Inglis witnesses this in the newspapers he works with: “A 
lot of our newsrooms are situated in the same places through 
which the vendors, who buy and sell them, come and go. They 
have a working relationship with the kind of people they are 
writing stories about and for.

“As journalists and the public, we can be quite removed from 
that sense of community. Interacting daily with people who are 
struggling can shape your entire outlook, your reporting on an 
issue and the questions you ask.”

While putting the human at the centre of your reporting, 
show the structures or systems that led to that person or 
community’s experience and how many people have been 
affected. This makes for a more effective story and adds context. 
 
“When reporting on poverty, individualising is a long-running 
concern – it makes the problem of poverty that person’s problem 
and that what they’re experiencing isn’t shared by other people,” 
says Broady. It also suggests the individual “can get out of it” if 
they do particular things, rather than recognising that the system 
is often against people, she says, and where there is shared 
experience with other people, communities and the audiences of 
your work.

Indicate shared experience

Expert tip

Exploring and explaining the systems and structures at work 
can again show where potential solutions may lie and hold 
the beneficiaries or perpetrators of those systems to account. 
A well-rounded portrayal of an individual or community can 
help convey the everyday reality of living in poverty or facing 
economic hardship; combining it with an interrogation of the 
systems, structures and potential responses can show your 
audiences the broader context and change that could help 
others in this situation.

The JRF’s reporting guide provides this helpful summary: “Some 
stories about poverty focus on statistics. Others focus on 
individual people. Others focus on the systems (...) the very best 
coverage includes and balances all three.”
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Resources

Covering poverty: What to avoid and how to get it right  
– The Journalist’s Resource

Guide to reporting poverty  
– National Union of Journalists (NUJ), UK

How To Report on Poverty Ethically, Accurately, And 
Responsible – Journo Resources

Data sources - poverty – GIJN

Framing toolkit: Talking about poverty  
– Joseph Rowntree Foundation

Reporting poverty: a guide for media professionals  
– JRF and advisors

The 2020 Global Multidimensional Poverty Index (MPI)  
– UN

Fair press for tenants – See the Person

The media, poverty and public opinion in the UK – JRF

Helping sources prepare for interviews – On Road Media

Policy - A Multidimensional Approach  
– Oxford Poverty & Human Development Initiative (OPHI)

Reporting on economic justice - a language guide 
– Broke in Philly

Making Poverty the Story: Time to Involve the Media in 
Poverty Reduction – Panos Institute

Economic mobility guide – Solutions Journalism Network

The Economic Hardship Reporting Project

Spotlight on Poverty Opportunity

Elevate the expertise of individuals, locals and communities 
to highlight work that’s already being done and that can show us 
how we might get to a different place or different response to 
economic hardship. “Question why you are framing it a certain 
way. Has that story already been told and is there an opportunity 
to tell a different story that empowers people and gives the 
audience new information,” says SJN’s Gustavus Lim.

Some of the great projects happening to help people 
experiencing poverty or economic hardship are not necessarily 
run by people with lived experience, adds Inglis. If this is the case 
for solutions, initiatives or expert voices featured in reporting, 
find ways to feature input or the voices of those with lived 
experience to balance this. Question your own bias and recognise 
that there is much to learn from people living in poverty if we give 
them the same time, respect and platform as other sources.

Emphasise lived experience

Expert tips

“Speak to the person and people involved rather than observe,” 
says Broady. “Speak to multiple people with experience and 
not just politicians or organisations. Treat and respect them as 
sources of your news. They’re not a case study to prove the point 
that you’re already decided before you report.”

Let your sources know what you’re doing, while you’re doing 
it – what the story is, how it might develop and where it is likely 
to be published. If they will need to travel to an interview, make 
sure it’s somewhere they are comfortable to go and can easily 
and affordably access. “Talk to them properly. Don’t just use 
them as a way to put emotion into your story. They are bringing 
knowledge,” says Broady.

Treating people with experience of poverty as sources, not 
as case studies, can help build trust even if you aren’t able to 
spend a lot of time in a community, says Broady. It also gives 
people an easier right of reply than if they’ve been contacted 
through an organisation.

Expert tip

Use data visualization to reveal 
inequalities

DataJournalism.com offers tips from reporting on the impact 
of COVID-19 on communities’ experiences of poverty, including 
how creating interactive data visualisations helped uncover 
stories. GIJN also offers inspiration on how these tools and visual 
formats, such as drone and aerial photography, are being used 
to report on poverty, suggesting how visual impact can be further 
strengthened with context and data.
 
Question what you are telling people with the images you choose, 
says Broady: “What stereotypes are you reinforcing with your 
images and descriptions?”

Understanding and explaining the gaps that underpin 
experiences of poverty – gender, household income gaps, 
inequalities in access to healthcare or education, different 
impacts for men, women and children – is crucial to reporting 
on this topic. Data relating to these multidimensional factors 
can be hard to find or full of nuance. As such, data visualisation 
tools including DataWrapper and TwoTone, which turns data 
into sound, and visual formats such as fluid mobility charts can 
provide innovative ways to reveal inequalities in your storytelling.

Show the intersectional nature of someone’s experience in 
your reporting rather than reducing their experience to one 
factor. For example, a person experiencing homelessness is likely 
encountering many different issues, not just a lack of income or 
accommodation. A lack of access to systems and infrastructure 
will also be part of their experience.

Similarly, the causes or drivers of the economic hardship 
or poverty someone is experiencing may involve a range of 
wider factors that should be explored, from systemic racism 
and gender inequality to unequal access to education or the 
economic impacts of climate change.

Reflect complexity

Expert tip

Kavitha Iyer’s reporting on the migrant workers in India’s cities 
and the impact of COVID-19 lockdowns on their lives shows the 
many factors at play for those experiencing economic hardship. 
Lockdown threatened their typically casual work. With no wages 
and no access to transport, many were forced to walk hundreds 
of kilometres to their home villages. 

“In India, poverty on its own is not a story – that somebody is 
poor or a community, village, region or a federal district is poor 
is no longer a story. The processes that surround this experience 
of being poor or experiencing economic hardship are the 
stories,” says Iyer. “Processes aimed at a narrative of growth or 
development could result in impoverishing a large number of 
people. Context is everything.” 
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