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Anyone can experience unemployment – even journalists. I’ve spent time in 
receipt of Jobseekers’ Allowance, Housing Benefit and Council Tax Benefit 
in recent years. I’ve been stressed when I’ve realised I’ve no choice but to 
make the claim. I’ve felt humiliated and degraded. I’ve not been able to 
afford food or put the heating on. This didn’t happen by choice. No one 

wants to be unemployed or dependent on benefits.

Our media is saturated with stereotypes and misinformation creating a persistent 
persecution of the poor. Assumptions are made about the type of people who receive 
benefits. Derogatory language describes those in receipt of benefits. Misunderstandings 
lead to unfair representations. 

Profits are made by media companies, newspapers, websites, and television channels 
on the backs of these stereotypes, demonising and alienating those receiving benefits to 
which they are entitled.

It is the duty of journalists to report fairly and accurately. 

The NUJ Manchester and Salford Branch is working with Church Action on Poverty to 
provide a guide intended to help journalists achieve that when reporting on poverty. 

 It will provide information which people in receipt of benefits recognise, and journalists 
need, in order to understand unemployment, low pay, poverty, sanctions, food banks and 
the realities of the day-to-day existence of living in receipt of benefits, whether in work or 
not. 

It will provide quotes, statistics, facts, and ways in which journalists can tackle and avoid 
the stereotypes now all too familiar in the British media. 

This report – using the words of people relying on benefits in response to media 
representations – will advise and inform the guide. 

Rachel Broady, Equality Officer,  
Manchester and Salford Branch of the National Union of Journalists

Introduction
How can we report fairly and accurately on poverty?

Our media  
is saturated with 

stereotypes and 
misinformation 

creating a persistent 
persecution  
of the poor

NUJ guidelines on reporting poverty
�� The NUJ believes that the development of discriminatory language and the 

demonisation of the working poor and benefit recipients, through the use of 
stereotypes and misinformation, is an insult to workers, trade union organisations 
and readers.
�� The NUJ believes that its members as trade unionists cannot avoid a measure of 

responsibility in fighting stereotypes of the working poor and benefit recipients as 
expressed through the mass media.
�� The NUJ reaffirms its total opposition to censorship, but equally reaffirms its belief 

that press freedom must be conditioned by responsibility, and a resolution by all 
media workers not to allow press freedom to be abused to slander a section of the 
community.
�� The NUJ believes that newspapers and magazines should not originate material 

which encourages discrimination on grounds of being working poor or a benefit 
recipient.
�� The NUJ believes that editors should ensure that coverage of social security stories 

should be placed in a balanced context.
�� The NUJ will continue to monitor the development of media coverage in this area and 

give support to members seeking to enforce the above aims.
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Everyone has a support network of 
family and friends with money
Most people in receipt of benefits 
are defrauding the system
You’re not looking for work
There is work if you’re willing to 
take it
The system is fair and transparent
There’s a never-ending supply of 
jobs for supermarket shelf-stackers 
and cleaners
Immigrants come over here and get 
all the benefits

People in receipt of benefits are 
uneducated
Everyone on benefits is unemployed
Unemployed people don’t want to 
work
Only people in receipt of benefits 
live in social housing
You can just move cities to find 
work
Unemployed people have never 
worked
Everyone has savings they can rely 
on
You can get any job going
The welfare state encourages fraud
Unemployed people have not paid 
tax
People in poverty are supported to 
achieve what they want
People are on benefits by choice
You can live well on benefits
Everyone gets free prescriptions and 
dental care if you’re on benefits 

truth and lies
What are the myths about benefits and poverty reported in the 
media?

People on low incomes play all kinds of roles in their 
communities – they are not simply ‘claimants’ or case studies 
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Think about the emotional impact on 
families in what you report and from 
living in poverty.

Recognise that people living in poverty 
are human beings. People living in 
poverty have dignity. That humanity and 
dignity is taken away because of how the 
media portrays them. 

Stop fuelling the idea that people in 
receipt of benefits need to be taught 
how to budget, make meals stretch, and 
that their poverty is due to their choices 
rather than a lack of money and systemic 
failures.

Media portrayals dehumanise me. They 
make me feel vulnerable, that no one will 
help me because they’re told I’m lazy and 
incompetent.

I’m made to feel like a second-class 
citizen. I’m made to feel embarrassed, 
ashamed. I’m made to feel unentitled 
to benefits. Recognise we don’t claim 
benefits through choice but through need 
and circumstance. 

Recognise you bear a responsibility to 
report on what is going on and not make 
a mockery out of people’s lives.

Anyone doing a programme on benefits 
should have to state the facts – like a 
warning at the beginning of a scary film 
– that just 0.7% of benefit claims are 
fraudulent. 

Understand before you report!

Journalists need to realise that the majority of people 
suffering within poverty did not put themselves in that 
situation by choice.

Reporting should emphasise that people who work have 
to receive benefits to make ends meet – in a wealthy 
country.

See me as an individual, a person, a human being. Don’t 
think because I’m on benefits you can judge me or make 
your mind up about me without talking to me.

Use ‘recipient’ not ‘claimant’. Even though you make a 
claim you receive what you’re entitled to. Claim is also 
used in the news to suggest someone isn’t being honest 
or can’t be trusted.

Learn more about benefits – how they work, what they 
are, who can get them, what happens with sanctions … 

Don’t add to the belief that people in poverty are lazy 
and don’t want to work and that they take advantage of 
others without contributing anything to society. Explain 
honestly why these people have no access to work and 
the role that politicians have in the society’s failures.

Don’t use labels like lazy, cheating, skiving, feckless 
(especially parents), anti-social (especially young people) 
– lumping all people in poverty under these labels, like 
we have no value. We do have value and this should be 
reported too.

Words hurt. Reports can exacerbate problems and 
increase hate crimes.

Don’t repeat lies.

Use statistics accurately and so they make sense. People 
might not understand statistics – give them a human 
face.

Recognise that poverty isn’t just a lack of money it’s also 
a lack of opportunity. The government needs to create 
opportunities and the possibility to access them for every 
class in society.

responsible reporting
How should journalists approach stories about poverty?
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What derogatory language is used 
in the media to describe people in 
poverty?
Skiver
Sponger
Lazy
Useless
Benefits lifestyle
Life on benefits
Dole dossers
Milking the system
Feckless
Inferior

Idle
Scroungers
Unequal
Workshy
Undeserving
Inhuman
Despicable
Lavish lifestyles
State burden 
Chavs  

How do you feel after reading the 
derogatory language?
They make me angry.
I don’t recognise myself in the stereotypes.
They poison other 
people’s minds 
towards us.
It hurts. My kids are 
told I’m feckless.
We feel personally 
attacked. Even if the 
news story is not 
about us we know 
they mean us too.

What is the emotional 
experience of living in 
poverty, of having to 
depend on benefits? 
Anxiety
Demoralisation
Uncomfortable
Fear
Lack of trust in the system
Persecuted
Lack of dignity
Depressed 
Burden
Terrified
Exhausted
Stressed
Lack of respect
Less than human

words hurt

We gathered all these comments from 
the real experts – people in poverty – at 

a peer learning event in summer 2015



6 reporting poverty

It’s social security not welfare. It’s a safety net 
not a handout. 
Imagine going to work every day where your 
boss despises you, thinks you’re not doing your 
job properly, thinks it’s a waste of time you 
turning up, doesn’t want you there, but they 
can’t ask you to leave … that’s what it’s like 
going to the Job Centre.
The biggest myth is how easy it is to claim 
benefits. It’s extremely difficult and worrying 
and stressful.
You have to spend eight hours a day looking 
for a job. With no access to a computer this is 
impossible. Job Centres don’t provide computers 
and you only get half an hour free at the local 
library, if you have one.
It’s important that people realise how many 
steps you have to take before you’re even 
entitled to benefits. There are forms to fill in, 
interviews It’s not easy.
It takes 45 minutes to make a claim for Universal 
Credit online. The system doesn’t save – so if 
you don’t access to a computer for that long you 
can’t make the claim.
When you make a claim it can take six to eight 
weeks before you receive any benefits. That is six 
to eight weeks with no money for anything.
Jobseekers’ Allowance requirement is that you 
can travel 90 minutes to a job. If you have kids 
and you’re reliant on public transport this means 
you can’t get them to school or pick them up.
If you do get a job while you’re waiting six to 
eight weeks for your benefits then you don’t 
have money for travel to work or for lunch.

You get into arrears while waiting 
for benefits – rent, council tax, 
utilities, everything – so then if 
you do get a job and you can get 
to work you start your new job in 
debt.
You can end up facing eviction 
while you wait for your benefits. 
You can have bailiffs threatening 
visits. This all adds to the stress.
If you don’t have friends or family 
who can help then you can’t get 
a Crisis Loan anymore – there is 
literally no help for people.
Signing on is intimidating. Getting 
past the security guard at the Job 
Centre is intimidating.
You can’t see friends. Can’t have 
a social life. It impacts on every 
part of your life It changes you It 
alienates you.
I eat once a day. It’s how I live now 
I visited a food bank and made the 
three day’s supply last me a week. 
It’s normal for me. I’m working but 
even in work I’ve never been able 
to buy more.
My young daughter is already 
worrying about her future asking 
what will happen if she can’t work 
or can’t get a job. She worries about 
that.

the whole story
How do people in receipt of benefits – in and out of work – really 
experience poverty?



reporting poverty 7

I think there’s a process of social eugenics. By 
controlling how many children we can have, by 
people committing suicide or freezing to death, 
our existence is being controlled.
If you’re on benefits your life is controlled. 
People on benefits are not seen to have earned 
that money so are not seen as having the right 
to choices.
There’s the idea that we’re not entitled to treat 
ourselves to a bar of chocolate or a bottle of 
wine. I work all week, like other people do, and I 
deserve a treat.
There’s no spare money lying around. We can’t 
tap into our savings when things get difficult. 
Things are always difficult.
Kids on benefits can’t keep up with other kids 
when it comes to fashion and gadgets – and 
that’s where youth offending can come in.

People don’t go on benefits by 
choice. There’s little dignity in being 
on benefits you’re controlled in 
every way of life once you’re on 
benefits.
It’s a life of humiliation and fear.
You can be in work but still not earn 
enough to live on.
You have to have a mobile phone 
to sign on so you can receive text 
alerts. If you can’t afford a phone 
they won’t provide one. Then you 
see people complaining about 
someone on benefits having a 
mobile phone.
It’s a war on the poor.

From Cathy Come Home to Benefits Street – that was the title that caught my 
eye as I flicked through the National Union of Journalists’ magazine, the 
Journalist. The article, by Rachel Broady, appeared to tie in very much with 
our own work on challenging the negative stereotypes portrayed by some of 
the media, in particular the recent work of our Poverty Media Unit and our 

campaign Real Benefits Street www.realbenefits-street.com

What was really exciting, though, was that this was an article written by a journalist for 
journalists. It acknowledged that some areas of the media have been ‘demonising the poor’, 
and concluded that: “Slowly but surely social security for the unemployed and underpaid was 
becoming welfare dependency, those in need were becoming charlatans, and articles about 
benefit recipients, be they working or not, revealed a new threat to the UK – the poor”.

I met Rachel to discuss her article and to see if there were ways in which the NUJ and Church 
Action on Poverty could work together to achieve our common aims. I also invited Rachel to 
lead a session during a peer learning residential I had organised in the Lake District.

Rachel met with 17 adults, all of whom are living in poverty, and most of whom are in receipt 
of benefits. They were from different parts of the UK, from Glasgow to London, and although 
each person had their own unique stories, it was clear that some common themes were 
emerging. One of these themes was the demonisation of the poor by the media.

The statements in this report are real – and challenge journalists to take responsibility for 
the way they report on benefits and poverty-related issues, recognising the impact their 
reporting can have on the everyday lives of real families experiencing poverty.

Jackie Cox, Poverty Media Unit Coordinator, Church Action on Poverty

afterword
Church Action on Poverty is proud to be working with the NUJ to 
encourage more responsible reporting on poverty.

The statements in this 
report are real – and 
challenge journalists to 
take responsibility for 
the way they report on 
benefits and poverty-
related issues



Download additional copies of 
this report, and other resources on 
reporting poverty, at  
www.church-poverty.org.uk/press

NUJ guidelines on 
reporting poverty
�� The NUJ believes that the development of discriminatory language and 
the demonisation of the working poor and benefit recipients, through 
the use of stereotypes and misinformation, is an insult to workers, trade 
union organisations and readers.
�� The NUJ believes that its members as trade unionists cannot avoid a 
measure of responsibility in fighting stereotypes of the working poor 
and benefit recipients as expressed through the mass media.
�� The NUJ reaffirms its total opposition to censorship, but equally 
reaffirms its belief that press freedom must be conditioned by 
responsibility, and a resolution by all media workers not to allow press 
freedom to be abused to slander a section of the community.
�� The NUJ believes that newspapers and magazines should not originate 
material which encourages discrimination on grounds of being 
working poor or a benefit recipient.
�� The NUJ believes that editors should ensure that coverage of social 
security stories should be placed in a balanced context.
�� The NUJ will continue to monitor the development of media coverage 
in this area and give support to members seeking to enforce the above 
aims.


