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Project description 
School 
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Languages and Applied Linguistics 

Unit 
Centre for the Study of Global Development 

Members 
Name Website Email  

Dr Keetie 

Roelen 

https://www.open.ac.uk/people/kr76 keetie.roelen@open.ac.uk  

Dr Laura 

Paterson 

https://www.open.ac.uk/people/llp63 laura.paterson@open.ac.uk 

Aim 
Those living in poverty and experiencing intersecting inequalities across class, 

race and gender are often blamed for their own predicament and face negative 

stereotyping, stigmatisation, and discrimination. This is often connected to the 

use of services targeted at people in poverty. Despite different material 

realisations of poverty and types of services across the globe, such attitudes 

cross international boundaries, being manifest in a range of social, political, 
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economic, and geographical contexts. Addressing this challenge requires 

ambitious ways of rethinking how we live together through understanding why 

negative attitudes are formed, how they are reproduced and how stigma and 

processes of discrimination, marginalisation and exclusion can be countered.  

The research seeks to offer unique and policy-relevant three-way insight into 

issues of poverty and associated service use, especially stigmatisation, by 

understanding (i) experiences of lived experience experts, (ii) attitudes of service 

providers, and (iii) attitudes of ‘general public’ towards those with lived 

experience.  

Findings of this research can help to understand, at both a local and a global 

level, the interaction between stigma, poverty and service use, and how it might 

render services ineffective (e.g. stigma prevents people in poverty from making 

best use of services, stigma leads to poor mental health or other negative 

outcomes, or stigma leads to people opting out of using services altogether), as 

well as other reasons why those eligible for support may not take it up and/or why 

the service is ineffective.  

The research also aims to offer insight into how services could be improved (e.g. 

need for change in how service providers communicate with service users, need 

for services to be less stringently targeted, need to address wider discourse and 

narratives about service users). 

Methodology 

This project adopts a mixed methods approach. This includes qualitative and 

participatory research with lived experience experts to gain insight into lived 
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experiences, interviews with service providers to understand their practices and 

challenges, short quantitative surveys administered to the general public to 

gauge attitudes, and linguistic analysis of media excerpts and other texts (i.e. 

interview transcripts) to explore dominant discourses surrounding poverty and 

welfare receipt. 

Contribution 
Undertaking research with those at the sharp end of disadvantage as well as 

those who are in relatively powerful positions to (re)produce narratives about 

poverty (e.g. middle and upper class, frontline workers, policy makers) across 

selected low-, middle- and high-income countries, the challenge’s long-term 

vision is to transform perceived wisdom of why poverty and inequality persist by 

generating new evidence through a uniquely globally comparative lens, and find 

ambitious and innovative ways to tackle it.  

The overarching goals of this challenge are to generate new knowledge and 

contribute to existing evidence by: 

i. focusing on lived experiences of those at the sharp end of disadvantage 

and inequity, and engaging with those whose attitudes and perceptions 

underpin everyday interactions inform the policies in which stigma and 

blame manifest themselves;  

ii. taking a multidisciplinary approach by involving scholars from fields of 

development studies, economics, linguistics, public health, among others;  
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iii. bridging the divide between Global North and Global South by doing 

research in high-, middle-, and low-income countries, in recognition of the 

global nature of this challenge, and  

iv. co-constructing an appropriate mix of qualitative, participatory, creative, 

and quantitative methods for researching experiences of and attitudes to 

poverty that can then be adapted and used across other contexts. 

Website 
https://societal-challenges.open.ac.uk/challenges/understanding-attitudes-
countering-stigma-and-cultivating-empathy-to-tackle-poverty-and-
inequality/234  

PhD project 
The PhD project seeks to understand how people in poverty and using poverty-

targeted services are depicted in the media, in political debates, and in public 

conversation. It considers how these depictions feed into attitudes about people 

in poverty and their receiving (or not) welfare or other forms of support. The 

project will give new insight into the discourses surrounding poverty and welfare 

(and/or social protection), zooming in a country of choice1 to consider and 

compare how narratives intersect with other markers of disadvantage, 

discrimination and exclusion (e.g. race, ethnic group, gender identity). The 

 

 

 

1 Note that supervisors can only support analysis of English or Dutch languages. 

https://societal-challenges.open.ac.uk/challenges/understanding-attitudes-countering-stigma-and-cultivating-empathy-to-tackle-poverty-and-inequality/234
https://societal-challenges.open.ac.uk/challenges/understanding-attitudes-countering-stigma-and-cultivating-empathy-to-tackle-poverty-and-inequality/234
https://societal-challenges.open.ac.uk/challenges/understanding-attitudes-countering-stigma-and-cultivating-empathy-to-tackle-poverty-and-inequality/234
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project explores how narratives are produced and re-produced in a specific 

context – and how this links to poverty discourse in global context – through 

texts and imagery, and covers a range of channels through which dominant 

discourses about poverty manifest, such as written media, interviews, social 

media and visual art. Methods may include corpus analysis, image analysis and 

qualitative or participatory research.  
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