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Before we dive in, it would be remiss of me if I didn’t acknowledge the position of immense privilege from which I wrote this book. I have never lived in poverty, nor experienced the threat of finding myself in precarious living conditions. I’m incredibly lucky to have a safety net I can fall back on if things don’t work out. Being middle-class and white has kept me from having to contend with struggles and disadvantages that are a daily reality for so many others, both close to home and further afield.


When it comes to poverty, my personal socioeconomic circumstances inevitably make me an outsider looking in. Yet, perhaps somewhat perversely, it’s exactly my lack of lived experience that has made me acutely aware of the need for empathy as a foundation for fighting poverty. As an academic and policy researcher, it’s my aim to contribute to the science of poverty and the practice of how to tackle it. But without first-hand insight into the struggle to make ends meet, it’s impossible to make this contribution without trying to see the world through the eyes of those who have. Without the honesty and generosity of those at the forefront of living and fighting poverty – from the UK, the Netherlands and the US to Bangladesh, Ethiopia and Haiti – in sharing their stories and experiences with me, this blatantly obvious truth might not have come to me.


The perverse reality is that most of the knowledge generated about poverty and the policies that seek to address it are made by those who don’t have lived experience. While it should go without saying that anyone working on this issue should do so from a place of humility and curiosity, it has been striking to witness the opposite on far too many occasions. It’s these experiences that have impressed on me the importance of empathy. Empathy is crucial to bridge the divide and counteract the schism between them and us. To compel scientists, policymakers and politicians to come down from their ivory towers to engage with and include those who live in poverty. And for all of us to examine our roles in the condoning and perpetuation of injustice, and to fight against it.
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It’s a dark December afternoon and I’m late for my video call. I’m hosting a conversation for my podcast, Poverty Unpacked, and I’m aware that my guests are waiting on the other end, probably with devices eating away at valuable mobile data. You’d think that after all that time working from home during the pandemic, Zoom hiccups were a thing of the past. Not on this occasion, though, and I feel more frazzled with every minute that passes. Cursing myself for my technological ineptitude, I finally manage to log on. Soon enough my guests start appearing on my screen. To my relief they look remarkably patient and reassuringly good-natured.


‘Sometimes my daughter is absolutely freezing and begging me to turn the heating up. But it’s just too expensive.’ Brian, a single dad from London, is the first to respond to my question about what it’s like to get by on a low income in modern-day Britain. Affable and considering his words carefully, he explains that he faces the impossible choice nearly every day of heating his home or buying dinner. ‘People say we live in a rich country but there’s millions of people that just haven’t got enough money for basic needs such as food or heating.’ It’s a bitterly cold day and my heart sinks realising that winter has only just begun.


Things have gone from bad to worse for Brian in the last few years. When we speak, in December 2021, benefit payments in the UK haven’t increased in line with inflation, meaning he can afford less now than he did five years ago. Unexpected expenses, such as setting up an internet connection so that his daughter could continue her schooling during COVID lockdowns, hit him hard. A cost-of-living crisis not seen in the UK since the 1970s is creating an even greater squeeze.


‘How it is possible that in one of the world’s wealthiest countries, you’re forced to forgo one basic good so you can afford another?’ I ask. Sounding exasperated, Brian responds. ‘Politicians talk a lot, but it never seems to actually come down to any firm actions. They make announcements of what needs to change but it never leads to people having enough money to be able to support themselves and their families.’


As a social scientist who has researched hardship and injustice for nearly two decades, I’ve had the privilege of talking with many people around the world about what it means to live on little. From far-flung corners of rural Africa and overcrowded low-income neighbourhoods in some of Asia’s megacities to hidden pockets of suffering in Europe, I have sat with those who find themselves at the sharp end of deprivation and inequality. Together with colleagues I have collected information about reasons for slipping into poverty and efforts that can help break the cycle. Keen to transform learnings into positive change, I have participated in discussions about how to turn things around at the United Nations in New York, the European Parliament in Brussels, and government offices in Accra, Kathmandu and London. In all those years of listening to stories, analysing data and examining policy options, I kept returning to the same observation. Poverty may look different from one place to the next, but it also has one common denominator: it exists because we let it happen.


For Caroline, my other guest on the podcast, staying warm in the evening at her house in a small town in Northern Ireland means huddling in front of an open fire with her teenage daughter. She assures me there’s nothing remotely romantic about this. Although Caroline has a job, her income isn’t enough to make ends meet. She doesn’t mince her words when sharing her thoughts about having to queue to receive a parcel from the food bank. ‘Has our society become so inhumane that we think it’s okay for people to have to beg for food?’


I don’t need to be in the same room with Brian and Caroline to sense their weariness. The veneer of their friendly smiles barely disguises deep fatigue. Instead of sleeping, they spend their nights worrying about how to pay bills. Needing to weigh up the expense of getting to the hospital against the cost of a food shop inevitably takes its toll. Both struggle with stress and anxiety. The inability to provide for their children tugs at their self-esteem. ‘I feel totally useless as a father not being able to support my daughter and keep her warm at home,’ says Brian. I can hear the tremor in his voice.


It’s not just the lack of money that makes things hard. ‘It kind of feels like an Oliver Twist scenario sometimes. You’re having to beg, you have to justify your pennies,’ Caroline explains when I ask her about the support she receives. Brian weighs in: ‘You get all these programmes on television, and they make it look as though you’re just out to get money for nothing and get whatever you can from the government. But that’s not the attitude of most people on low incomes.’


Caroline nods her head in agreement. ‘People on a low income have a desire to want better for their children and themselves,’ she sighs, ‘but many of us struggle to attain that because we’re stuck in a cycle of being devalued and undermined by the system. It just feels like it’s an ever-growing cycle. How do you break that cycle?’


My conversation with my guests mirrors those I’ve had with many others who find themselves trapped on a low income. Brian and Caroline’s experiences are unique, yet they are also emblematic of one of the biggest challenges of our time. After decades of success in reducing poverty, progress has stalled. We live in a world of unprecedented and unimaginable wealth, yet millions struggle to put food on the table.


In the UK alone, one in five people live in poverty.1 Approximately 3.8 million people experienced destitution in 2022, almost two and a half times more than in 2017. Britain is the sixth largest economy in the world,2 yet as many as one million children regularly find themselves going to bed hungry, having to sleep in an unlit or unheated house, or without a roof over their heads. These figures mirror the situation in other rich countries. Across Europe, more than one in five people are at risk of poverty or being socially excluded.3 In the US, every tenth person experiences deep deprivation.4


Global figures are mind-boggling. Worldwide, 648 million people live in extreme poverty – roughly 8 per cent of the global population. This is based on a threshold of a mere $2.15 per day. Adjusted per country to reflect price differences, this amount is a pittance in richer as well as poorer countries. When using a slightly more lenient threshold of $6.85 per day, the number of people in poverty rises to a staggering 3.6 billion.5 With just over 8 billion on this planet,6 that’s nearly half of us. Throw the globe’s population in a giant bingo tumbler and almost every second person falling out is struggling to make ends meet.


This isn’t to say there hasn’t been any progress. Economic growth, medical advances and investment in public services are some of the factors that have contributed to widespread improvements in living conditions. Extreme poverty fell by almost two thirds between 1990 and 2018.7 Malnourishment, measured by the proportion of children under five years who are too short for their age, dropped from 33 per cent in 2000 to 23 per cent in 2020.8 And while two centuries ago almost half of all children died before their fifth birthday, this fell to 4 per cent in 2017.9


Sadly, today’s picture looks anything but rosy. Crises such as the COVID-19 pandemic, war in Ukraine and the Middle East, a rise in the cost of living, and the ongoing climate catastrophe have left and continue to leave their mark. For the first time in decades, we are no longer witnessing progress in the fight against adversity and deprivation. In 2022, the proportion of children in extreme poverty globally was the same as it was in 2019.10 In some countries, such as the UK, the number of poor children rose in recent years.11 In others, such as the Netherlands, child poverty is set to rise if no action is undertaken.12 Worldwide predictions suggest that stagnating poverty rates are a best-case scenario, but an increase in poverty is a real prospect.13


Let me be clear: we didn’t end up here by chance. We got here by choice.


Widespread destitution and hardship don’t exist because there isn’t enough money to go around. Hunger and deprivation don’t persist because the pie isn’t big enough. It’s because the size of its pieces and how they’re distributed is outrageously uneven and incredibly unfair.


‘We’re all in this together’ was the much-repeated adage during the COVID-19 pandemic. In reality, the opposite happened. Since the beginning of this decade, in the wake of an unprecedented global health crisis, a handful of business giants have expanded their already vast amounts of wealth at the expense of millions losing their jobs and livelihoods. Anti-poverty charity Oxfam estimates that the world’s five richest men more than doubled their fortunes in the first few years since 2020.14 At the same time, over half of the global population saw their wealth decline. Billionaires are now 34 per cent richer than they were at the start of the 2020s, yet the real incomes of hundreds of millions of workers declined in the face of high inflation and sky-rocketing cost of living. And while progress on poverty has come to a standstill, the number of millionaires is projected to nearly double in the next few years.


Never has the gap between rich and poor seemed so stark. As Richard Branson, Jeff Bezos and Elon Musk compete in their own billionaire space race, more and more families struggle to put food on the table. In many rich countries, job security is a thing of the past. Zero-hour contracts and the gig economy have pushed workers into a permanent state of precarity, often attaching themselves to multiple employers to make ends meet. Privatisation of public services and years of austerity have led to two-tier systems offering quality care and top-notch education only to those who can afford it. While the rich are able to accumulate wealth the size of a small country, increasing numbers of ordinary people are thrown into a life of socioeconomic insecurity.


In poorer countries such dynamics take place against the backdrop of centuries of colonial exploitation, continued wealth capture by rich countries, and international aid structures promoting models of socioeconomic development that, at their worst, make the poor suffer more than they already did. Structural adjustment policies, introduced by the powerful International Monetary Fund and the World Bank in the 1980s, have left a particularly harmful legacy. Rolled out across lower-income countries to promote economic growth and reduce public debt, they imposed austerity measures that made poor people pay for health care, schooling and other basic services.15 These policies are alleged to have led to increased child mortality, greater child malnutrition and thousands of excess deaths from tuberculosis and other respiratory diseases.16


For most of us, the likelihood of experiencing poverty at some point in our lives is infinitely higher than taking a seat in a spacecraft and being catapulted into the atmosphere. Yet despite the schism between the rich and the rest of us deepening by the day, the wealthy are afforded superstar status, while the poor are treated as second-rate citizens. Like Caroline and Brian, those struggling to make ends meet are derided for the predicament they find themselves in and made to jump through endless hoops to access support that is ultimately insufficient. Instead of seeing inequality and hardship as a failure of our socioeconomic systems, fault is placed with those living on little.


It begs the question: Why?


Why do we find it acceptable that a handful of individuals can accumulate unfathomable wealth, yet so many are left to live hand-to-mouth? How have we come to idolise the rich, whose actions arguably do more harm than good, but ignore and denigrate people in poverty? Why do we ask those in hardship to prove their deservingness and make them grovel for basic support?


We suffer a collective empathy deficit, and it hurts us all.


A common response to the argument that we should try harder to create more just societies is that it’s too expensive. Taxpayers feel hard done by when their hard-earned cash is doled out to those with little to live on, especially when faced with underdeveloped or crumbling infrastructure and underfunded and overstretched public services. Deprivation and hardship are brushed aside as someone else’s problem, for others to deal with. Addressing poverty takes a back seat, other priorities deemed more urgent and worthy of investment.


This is a short-sighted attitude. Not only does it display a staggering lack of solidarity with those less fortunate, but poverty also comes at a price. There are immense human costs to living on little. The constant struggle to make ends meet affects physical and mental health, limits social connections and erodes dignity. Poverty reduces quality of life as much as it shortens life itself. But it doesn’t merely affect those at the sharp end of disadvantage. There are social costs too.


In 2006, the New Yorker magazine ran a piece about ‘million-dollar Murray’.17 Murray was a well-known figure in downtown Reno, a city in Nevada in the US. A heavily built and wide-smiled war veteran, he spent most of his time on the streets drinking or hunting for vodka. When inebriated, he would become aggressive and difficult to handle. This resulted in frequent arrests for public drinking and disorderly behaviour, sometimes more than once on a single day. It wasn’t unusual for Murray to be so badly intoxicated that he needed to be brought into hospital, where he would spend several days recovering. Despite all this, police officers and social workers spoke fondly of him, describing him as warm and generous.


There were moments when the front-line workers who knew Murray well thought things were finally taking a turn for the better. At one point he was enrolled in an alcohol addiction treatment programme and placed into accommodation. He got sober and found a job. He even managed to save a sizeable chunk of money. But when the programme came to an end, so did the regular check-ins by programme staff. Murray fell back into his old habits. Soon enough he was out on the streets again, returning to the cycle of drunkenness, arrest and emergency care.


This return to square one greatly frustrated the policy officers who responded to Murray’s personal crises. For him to be arrested and patched up in hospital only to be left to his own devices until he inevitably ended up back in medical care struck them as both inhumane and unnecessarily expensive. Wanting to find out the cost of this revolving-door approach to Murray’s struggles, the officers tracked down his hospital bills. Back-of-the-envelope calculations suggested they totalled $100,000. This only accounted for his most recent spell of homelessness. When the officers extrapolated the figures to a decade of Murray being homeless, they arrived at an estimate of $1 million. As they astutely observed, this shocking amount of money was used not to improve his life, but rather ‘not to do something about Murray’.


Closer to home, in the UK, lack of support for those at risk of homelessness also contributes to higher bills for the taxpayer. During the COVID-19 pandemic, half a million renters across the country were unable to keep up with their payments. Anti-homelessness charity the Big Issue estimated18 that by the end of 2021, tenants in the UK had accrued a total of £360 million in rent arrears. According to the charity’s calculations, dealing with the fallout of homelessness for an estimated 225,000 people could amount to £2.6 billion per year. Measures in response to homelessness, including temporary accommodation, social support services, health care and criminal justice, all add to the expense. Preventing homelessness, instead of letting it happen, they say, could save the government an eye-watering £2.2 billion a year.


The social cost of poverty goes beyond today’s taxpayers’ bills. An equally important cost is the one of lost opportunity. Of what could have been. Take child poverty. Children growing up without being able to reach their full potential presents an enormous loss to society. From an economic perspective, it means lost productivity and forgone earnings. In the UK alone, the loss of future income due to children growing up in poverty is estimated to be more than £11 billion.19


There’s no doubt that poverty is expensive. Not just for those living it, but for all of us. Yet we continue to stack the odds against people in hardship. Deeply ingrained in our collective consciousness is the belief that wealth is within reach for every one of us, if only we make smart choices and work hard enough. However, the truth is that opportunities for those caught in the web of deprivation and disadvantage are few and far between. Support for those who fail to move up the ladder is minimal. What’s more, our societies firmly place the blame for their misfortune with the poor themselves. ‘They don’t want to work’ or ‘It’s their own fault’ are common refrains when confronted with the hardship and despair that so many must contend with.


Patience and understanding are thin on the ground for those having fallen on hard times. In a bid to protect ourselves from the distress of witnessing others’ suffering, we have grown accustomed to turning a blind eye. We have become so attached to the idea that good fortune is the result of graft and grit that we can only make sense of misfortune by believing it’s down to personal weakness. We pat ourselves on the back for our achievements and deride those who haven’t quite made it. Such exaggerated and false notions of the degree of personal responsibility in individual socioeconomic circumstance lead to toxic levels of blame and shame. Instead of trusting their intentions and capacities, we pursue, police and punish the poor for their predicament.


It’s this lack of perspective that prevents us from seeing what life in poverty really entails, how the odds are stacked against those living on little, and why efforts to tackle it make things worse. Prevailing false narratives make us ignorant of the fact that low-income families in the UK pay more for their daily shop than those with money to spare. They stop us from understanding that when parents in South Africa use child grant payments for their own medical bills or a new outfit, this constitutes a wise investment rather than wasteful expense. Our collective lack of empathy makes it possible for pupils in the US to have their arms stamped when their parents are unable to pay for school lunches, for a high-skilled unemployed Australian worker to be asked to remove work experience from her CV and then find herself accused of fraud for doing so, and for poor villagers in Zambia to be presented with their own excrement when unable to build their own toilets. It’s time to change the script. It’s time for an empathy fix.


In this book, I propose a radical rethink of the way in which we understand poverty, what it means and how to break the cycle. It takes empathy as the starting point, breaking it down into three components – what I refer to as the three Rs – to ensure a meaningful approach to tackling poverty, and one we can all be part of.


First, we need to relate to the crisis that poverty constitutes, and understand its devastating consequences. Second, we must realise the reasons why anti-poverty interventions are often ineffective at best and detrimental at worst. Third, we need to respond in ways that respect the dignity, agency and voice of those at the receiving end of such interventions. Rather than treating poverty as a technical problem that can be solved through clever engineering, or considering it the result of a character flaw that requires a cracking of the whip, empathy allows us to see it as the human experience it is and to find humane solutions to tackle it.


Sceptics might argue that empathy is too fuzzy, or too soft, to offer a meaningful foundation for tackling a problem as large and intractable as poverty. This couldn’t be further from the truth. Engaging empathy to address deprivation and disadvantage isn’t simply about being kind. It demands meaningful involvement, a shift beyond virtue signalling or tokenistic conversations. It requires a willingness to be open to lived-experience experts’ views and insights, even – or especially – if they’re not in accordance with our own. Preconceived ideas, assumptions and judgements need to be left at the door. Empathy calls for deep and genuine listening, and truly hearing what people have to say. It demands being still and taking in, a far cry from the general tendency to voice opinion and make ourselves heard. And it involves action, a response to the injustice that is staring us in the face.


More than that, an empathetic response to poverty also demands self-reflection. It requires every one of us to look in the mirror and ask ourselves hard questions about our own role in perpetuating hardship and suffering. What attitudes do we hold about people in poverty? How do we speak about welfare recipients, and what do we do when passing someone sleeping rough on the streets? Where do we shop, and do they pay their workers a decent wage? How much tax are we willing to pay, and what policies do we support through our vote? If we’re serious about creating a more equal world for all, and doing so from a place of empathy, we can’t shy away from asking these questions and acting in accordance with our values.


The good news is, empathy is in our genes, and part of how we are wired. We all have the capacity to take perspective and create an understanding of how others experience the world. Many of us will engage our compassion and sympathy every single day in connecting with our nearest and dearest. There’s no reason we can’t do the same in relation to poverty. We’re all able to feel the injustice suffered by those less privileged, and to find out why it persists.


Poverty isn’t a problem out there, in someone else’s world. It’s a crisis within our own societies and communities. It exists and is condoned within the web of interconnected lives we’re all part of. Every one of us is implicated in poverty’s existence. Yet being part of the problem means we can also be part of the solution. Empathy can help us get there; we only have to tap into it.
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GETTING TO GRIPS WITH EMPATHY


‘Come with me. I’ll lead the way.’


Shakil turns around and starts walking. He waves his hand to indicate I should follow him. He moves quickly, turning left and right, disappearing into hidden openings I never would have known were there. I pick up the pace to make sure I don’t lose him. Looking back, I see my colleagues are close behind.


We make our way through narrow alleyways and in between ramshackle houses. Shakil effortlessly avoids children chasing each other, rickshaws speeding down the street and old women carefully crossing the road. I’m clearly less adept at navigating this urban maze, apologising every time I bump into someone. Fortunately, Shakil regularly checks to see whether I’m still following him.


We zigzag some more until he suddenly stops in front of the entrance to a large building. ‘We’re here.’ I look inside, but struggle to see much. It’s dark, and all I can make out is a long corridor with doors on either side. I’m hit by a pungent smell, something chemical. It might be glue or paint. The fumes make their way to my lungs, and I can feel a coughing fit coming on. ‘Let’s go inside,’ Shakil announces as he walks through the door. I hold my breath as best I can.


I’m in Dhaka, the capital of Bangladesh. With an estimated population of 24 million,1 almost 1.5 times as many people as live in the entirety of my home country, the Netherlands, it’s one of the most densely populated cities in the world. Once you find yourself in Dhaka, however, you don’t need statistics to realise how crowded it is. One car journey across this city, invariably spent stationary in large volumes of loud traffic, is enough to understand that vast numbers of people reside here. It’s no surprise I struggled to steer clear of Dhaka’s residents as I tried navigating its streets.


The building we’re about to enter is in one of the city’s poorest neighbourhoods. Close to the majestic Buriganga river and part of Dhaka’s historic Old Town, this used to be an industrial hub for leather production. Many of the large factories have now relocated to an area outside Dhaka, but the leather sector is still very much alive here. Small-scale tanneries and workshops keep churning out sturdy shoes, gloves and bags. Yet unlike previously, when most products were exported and sold in shops across Europe and the US, these businesses mostly serve the Bangladeshi market.


The absence of international scrutiny means that pay is low and working conditions are harsh. Producing leather goods has many steps, from washing and dehairing to dyeing and cutting, often involving chemicals and heavy machinery. Protective gear is usually unavailable, making the work dangerous and harmful. The way in which the fumes triggered my lungs after a single inhale is a sign of their toxicity. Still, a job in the leather industry is an important source of income for many of the area’s residents, including children.


I follow Shakil and step into the corridor ahead. My eyes quickly adjust to the low light, making it easier to avoid pieces of leather strewn across the floor or knocking over waste baskets positioned outside doorways. Taking quick glances left and right as we walk down the passageway, I realise the rooms on either side serve as family homes or workshops, or sometimes both at the same time. Large beds, tightly packed wardrobes, mountains of leather offcuts, heavy shears and sewing machines are all crammed into the tiny spaces, often no more than a few square metres in size. A woman standing in one of the doorways smiles at me and nods by way of welcome. She’s an exception. Most of those in the building go about their businesses without taking much notice of their visitors. They have more important things to do.


Shakil turns left into a smaller hallway and then comes to a halt in front of an open door. ‘Here it is,’ he says as he points into the room. His face is filled with pride. He has just guided us to one of the families he’s been supporting over the past year.


I put my head around the door frame to look inside. A woman stands next to a bed that fills most of the tiny room. ‘This is Raisa,’ says Shakil. I smile and say hello, hoping she’ll forgive me my lack of Bangla language skills. She returns my smile and gestures for us to enter her home. ‘You can go in. She would like you to go in,’ Shakil translates. I take off my sandals, leaving them by the door, and step into the small space.


The room isn’t much more than a rectangular concrete box. Next to the bed is a cupboard filled with crockery and clothing. Large pots and pans are stacked on top of each other on a shelf overhead. Blankets and sheets are neatly folded in a pile next to the cupboard. There aren’t any windows to let in natural light, and a single bulb lights the room. It’s stiflingly hot and humid in Dhaka at this time of year, and the room feels stuffy. A ceiling fan is whirring loudly, but it does little to cool the air. I can feel the sweat trickling down my back.


‘Sit down, please, sit down,’ says Shakil as Raisa points to the bed. It doesn’t feel right to take a seat where the family sleep, but there isn’t anywhere else to go. As I carefully perch on the edge of the bed, I feel stirring behind me. A young boy appears from underneath the brightly coloured covers. He lifts his head to have a look at what’s going on before laying it back down and closing his eyes again. ‘This is Raisa’s son, her youngest child. He’s not well,’ explains Shakil.


My colleagues have now also entered the room and sit down next to me. A chair is brought in from elsewhere for Raisa to take a seat opposite us. Shakil remains standing, taking up position next to Raisa.


‘Thank you for inviting us into your home,’ I say to Raisa. ‘We really appreciate it.’


I’m not sure she understands, but she gives me another smile and nods.


‘Can you tell us a little about the support you’ve received from Shakil?’ I ask. ‘We’re really interested in how you’ve been working together.’


One of my Bangladeshi colleagues translates the question. Raisa’s face lights up, and she’s quick to offer a response.


‘Shakil has been coming to visit me regularly in the past months. At first, he came to ask me lots of questions about my family and how we live. I wasn’t sure why he was asking all these questions. But then he kept returning to check how we were doing, and to offer help or advice. I’m happy he came into our lives,’ she says.


Beaming with pride, Shakil chimes in. ‘Raisa has a tough life. Her husband was sent to prison, and she had to take out a large loan to get him released. This was a few years ago, but she’s still struggling to pay off this debt. Her husband hasn’t been helpful in bringing in money. He drinks a lot and he’s aggressive. He hits Raisa, and their teenage daughter.’


As Shakil tells us about Raisa’s marital distress, I see her slump in her chair. She bows her head and dabs her eyes with her scarf. Shakil notices it too, and falls silent.


‘It’s hard,’ says Raisa quietly. ‘I don’t care how my husband chooses to live his life, but I feel for my children. One time when he became violent, my daughter fled into the corridor to escape. But he ran after her and began hitting her in front of everyone else. No one dared intervene.’ She is choking up. Tears are trickling down her cheeks.


‘My daughter was so ashamed,’ Raisa continues. ‘She didn’t want others to see her like that. Now, whenever her father starts hitting her, she just stays inside and endures it. The blows to her head have hurt her ears, she can no longer hear very well. It’s a bad situation. But what can we do?’


I can feel my eyes welling up. I’m not alone. My colleagues look equally affected by Raisa’s story. Although Shakil is familiar with Raisa’s situation, he’s also emotional.


‘I try speaking to Raisa’s husband,’ he says, ‘but there’s a delicate balance to strike. I would like him to understand the hurt he’s causing, but I don’t want to trigger his violence even further. I can’t address his aggression directly. I have to tread carefully.’ He shakes his head in frustration. When he looks up again, though, the spark has returned to his eyes.


‘What I can do, however, is talk with Raisa. I come here and listen to her concerns. I try to offer her hope and give practical advice whenever I can. About how she can pay off her loan, or where to get affordable treatment for her son.’ Upon hearing the mention of his name, I feel the boy behind me stir once more.


‘I’m really glad Shakil is here,’ says Raisa. ‘He may not be able to change the situation with my husband, but he listens. He lets me share my worries. He pays attention. It’s unlike anyone else or any other organisation that has come into this community before. It makes me feel like I’m not crazy. He helps me see it might be possible for my daughter and my son to have a better future.’


Raisa is about to say more but is cut short by a neighbour poking her head through the door. She whispers something to Raisa and Shakil. ‘Sorry, we need to go,’ says Shakil. ‘Raisa’s husband is on his way home and it’s not good if he finds out we’re here.’ We rise to our feet and are ushered out of the room in a hurry. I nod my thanks to Raisa, put my sandals on and walk back down the corridor.


It isn’t until later in the day, back in the jarring comfort of my hotel room, that I realise the significance of the encounter with Shakil and Raisa. Shakil is part of a project I have been co-leading with colleagues in the UK and Bangladesh, trying to find a more respectful and dignified way to address issues of poverty.2 In contrast to so many other anti-poverty interventions, we didn’t want to come in with preconceived notions of the problems that are most pressing to community members, or standard solutions for how to solve them. By placing committed and compassionate community workers at the service of the area’s residents and combining this with economic support, we’re testing a radical new model for improving families’ quality of life.


Shakil is one of 20 community mobilisers working with neighbourhood residents like Raisa to understand and find solutions to their most urgent needs. They take time to sit down with the residents, understand their concerns and work together to find ways to address them. For some, this means developing new initiatives to generate income, or find alternative jobs for their children so they no longer have to work with toxic chemicals or dangerous equipment. For others, like Raisa, domestic abuse, debt and medical expenses are at the top of the list of issues to resolve.


Working with families and individuals using this more open-ended and organic approach to problem-solving takes time. It comes with many unknowns. Plans need to be shaped and reshaped along the way. Trust, in oneself and one another, is key. But as I lie on my bed reflecting on the day’s events, it dawns on me that Shakil displayed the most important aspect of all, the thing that makes his work and that of his fellow team members so powerful. Empathy.


The rise and rise of empathy


The phenomenon of empathy has occupied minds and been the subject of study and debate for hundreds of years. As far back as the eighteenth century, philosophers argued that humans have an ability to recognise and share someone else’s thoughts and emotions. In 1739, in his book A Treatise of Human Nature, philosopher David Hume wrote that ‘the minds of men are mirrors to one another’.3 Two decades later, in The Theory of Moral Sentiments, Adam Smith – best known for his foundational influences on economic theory – suggested that we all have an innate capacity to take perspective, imagine what others are experiencing and share those feelings.


Psychologists and neuroscientists took up the baton in the twentieth century, extending the exploration of empathy’s social and emotional implications. In fact, it was a psychologist – Edward Titchener – who translated the German ‘Einfühlung’, or ‘feeling into’, and introduced the word ‘empathy’ to the English language in 1909.4 Scientific understanding quickly advanced, with psychologists studying the role of empathy in our emotional development and our relationships with others. More recently, neuroscientists have started investigating what happens in our brains and nervous systems when we experience empathy.


But empathy’s influences can be traced back to well before reason and science sought to grapple with it. Many religious traditions are predicated on values central to our current understanding of empathy. Think about the notion of compassion and kindness in Buddhism, the principle of non-violence – ahimsa – in Hinduism, or the Golden Rule that cuts across religions, suggesting we should treat others as we would like to be treated ourselves.


Despite this long and rich history, the concept of empathy was the preserve of clergy, scholarly thinkers and scientists for most of that time. While empathy may have been core to many spiritual teachings and practices for generations past, considerations about its relevance and use in everyday life didn’t extend to the common person. How this has changed.


Today, empathy is everywhere. We all recognise and speak of it as a crucial aspect of human connection and social interaction. The word has become an integral part of popular parlance. When I look up how many times ‘empathy’ has been used as a search term in Google, I’m not surprised to be presented with a diagram displaying a large upward trend. The frequency with which it was entered in the search engine increased fourfold in the last two decades.5 A quick browse of the shelves in my local bookshop equally reveals the wide appeal of empathy. The word appears on the covers of books that promise everything from boosting leadership skills and providing parenting advice to offering psychological insight and self-help support.


Empathy has also made its way onto the political stage. Often avoided for its connotations of being wishy-washy, or because it might be construed as a weakness or vulnerability, empathy is increasingly considered a desirable characteristic. When Jacinda Ardern was New Zealand’s prime minister between 2017 and 2023, she had no qualms about advocating the positives of empathetic qualities in a leader. She suggested that it was a trait politicians needed more of, not less. ‘We need our leaders to be able to empathise with the circumstances of others; to empathise with the next generation that we’re making decisions on behalf of. And if we focus only on being seen to be the strongest, most powerful person in the room, then I think we lose what we’re meant to be here for.’6


Empathy may have taken a long and winding road to where we are today, but now that it’s here, it’s here to stay. With its important role in everyday life scientifically tested and its moral, social and psychological merits widely recognised, it appeals to all corners of society. Whether you’re a manager aiming to lead your team to higher ground, a nurse seeking to deliver the best care to your patients or a conscientious citizen trying to do good by your friends and family, empathy has become an indispensable attribute. Regardless of who we are, empathy has become integral to the way we think about how to connect and relate to others – both individually and the world at large.


Human mirrors


‘That way, that way!’ yells my two-and-a-half-year-old nephew Vigo at his younger brother, pointing to the opposite end of the room. It’s to no avail. Daan stays the course and – with some speed – shoves his baby walker up against the bookshelf. He’s stuck, and frustration quickly builds.


Vigo doesn’t hesitate to get up from where he’s playing with his toy cars, and runs over to Daan to free him from his awkward position. ‘Like this, there,’ he says as he gently coaxes his brother backwards and then sideways. Daan pulls the walker away from the shelf and starts pushing it to the right. Free from obstacles, he squeals with delight, and off he goes.


Many definitions of empathy go something like this: empathy is our ability to identify what someone else is thinking or feeling, and to respond to their thoughts and feelings with an appropriate emotion and action.7


Children illustrate this beautifully. The ability to empathise roughly develops in our second and third years of life, constituting a significant marker in our capacity to relate with and respond to others. Those first ventures into empathetic behaviour also make for endearing scenes. Whether we’re parents or not, no doubt we’ll all have observed a toddler taking a friend’s hand to offer reassurance when they’re scared of doing something new, or reaching out to their mum or dad when they see sadness in their parents’ eyes.


Vigo’s ability to put himself in his little brother’s shoes is referred to as ‘cognitive empathy’. It’s the ability to take perspective and to imagine what someone else might be feeling.8 When Vigo watched Daan get stuck, he had a clear understanding of what his sibling wanted to achieve, and of what was needed to help him on his way again. In the same vein, the comfort-offering toddler will have recognised their friend’s fear, and holding their hand might just be the encouragement they need.


Now imagine that little Daan hadn’t pushed his sturdy wooden walker up against a shelf. Instead, he rushed it towards his mum and crashed it into her ankle. Hard.


Did you flinch when you read this? Picturing the scene in your head, did you silently exclaim ‘Ouch!’? There’s every chance you will have done.


This mirroring or ‘catching’ of emotions is called ‘affective empathy’.9 When you see or even imagine someone else in pain, you yourself experience pain.10 It’s a type of emotional contagion, with the other person’s feelings rubbing off on you. Common examples of this include your face lighting up with a smile as you witness someone else’s joy. Or, in the case of negative experiences, becoming sad when you see your friend cry, or getting scared when watching someone else in fear.


In a ground-breaking experiment, neuroscientists from the UK recruited 16 couples to test how we process someone else’s suffering.11 The female partners were put in MRI head scanners before being administered painful electric shocks to their hands. The scans showed that all areas of the brain associated with pain lit up as they underwent the shocks. Still in the scanners, they were then told that their loved ones, who were in the same room, had had the same shocks administered. Despite the absence of anything physical happening to them, many of the pain-sensitive areas of the women’s brains were activated. They didn’t simply imagine their partners’ pain; they felt it. The experiment provided proof that ‘I feel your pain’ isn’t just a figure of speech.


But empathy doesn’t stop at being able to understand or feel with the other person. It’s also about action. After all, what’s the point of being empathetic if it doesn’t motivate change? Especially when it comes to injustice and suffering.


In his book Zero Degrees of Empathy, empathy scientist Simon Baron-Cohen uses the example of witnessing a fellow traveller struggle with a heavy suitcase. You might cognitively recognise their predicament and affectively feel their frustration, but if your only response is to continue watching them fight with their luggage, it’s not empathy at all.12 Shakil, by contrast, gained an understanding of Raisa’s concerns, felt her pain and sought options to alleviate her suffering. Empathy encapsulates taking perspective, sharing in someone else’s feelings and – in the case of negative emotions – acting to lessen their pain.


Empathy’s ability to acknowledge others’ misfortune and incentivise us to address it gives it the power to be truly transformative. What’s more, empathy doesn’t merely motivate us to reach out to those around us, but can inspire us to reshape the societies we live in. For this reason, philosopher Roman Krznaric sees it as nothing less than a radical power, arguing that it’s a ‘collective force that can shift the contours of the social and political landscape’.13 Empathy serves as a moral code, guiding our actions well beyond the realm of our private lives. It compels us to stand up against social injustice, demand change and contribute to a fairer world for all.


It’s in our genes


A blue bucket hangs off the mesh wall inside a large cage. It’s filled with 30 red and green tokens, 15 of each. Behind the bucket sits a chimpanzee, ready for the task he’ll soon be asked to perform. Another chimp sits in the adjoining cage, looking at his neighbour and waiting to see what happens.


A member of the research team, dressed in black protective clothing, including gloves and visor, holds out their hand in front of the bucket. The chimp instinctively knows what to do. He grabs a red token and pushes it through the mesh towards the researcher. The researcher takes the token and places it on a table in view of both cages. Already on the table are two treats. The researcher picks up both treats, and gives one of them to the chimp who just handed them the token. The other treat is put away, out of sight. The chimp in the adjoining cage is left empty-handed. He looks a bit forlorn, as if robbed of something he’s entitled to.


In the next round, the chimp picks a green token and hands it over. Again the token is placed on the table in front of both cages and the researcher picks up two treats. But this time both animals receive a treat. The chimps, especially the one without the bucket, appear much more content with this outcome.


Multiple repetitions of this task, performed by this chimp and others, show that they consistently prefer the green token to the red. There’s no obvious advantage to this choice. The treat they receive is the same regardless of the colour of the token, nor do the partner chimps in adjoining cages attempt any bribery or other tactics to motivate selection of the green token. What is happening here, conclude the researchers, is chimpanzees displaying prosocial behaviour.14 Or, put differently, empathy.15


We humans share almost 99 per cent of our genetic make-up with chimpanzees.16 This means that research about chimps and other primates tells us a lot about the extent to which some of our behaviour is innate. Primatologist Frans de Waal has dedicated much of his career to studying exactly this, and his work has been highly influential in shaping how we understand primates’ social behaviour and, by extension, our own.


Penny, an older female chimp, was the centre of attention in one of de Waal’s studies.17 Her age led to her being increasingly frail and she was having trouble moving around. De Waal and colleagues kept a close eye.


What they observed was not what they expected. Penny wasn’t left on the fringes of the ape community. Instead, the researchers noticed there was no shortage of helping hands to assist her in going about her monkey business. Younger females turned out to be incredibly helpful. They would suck up water from the tap and bring it over to Penny, spitting it into her mouth so she didn’t have to make her way to the water point herself. Or they would help her up on the climbing frame, pushing her from below, so she could participate in the grooming ritual.


The young chimps’ gestures can be interpreted as simple acts of kindness, especially as Penny wasn’t able to reciprocate due to her frailty. Across the many years of his research, de Waal has found that apes show immense care for their companions. Communities are built around principles of collaboration, reciprocity and fairness rather than competition or aggression. Given humans’ close genetic resemblance to primates, it has led him to conclude that we’re a much more caring and collaborative species than we’re often made to believe.


Psychological scientist Jamil Zaki would undoubtedly agree. In his book The War for Kindness, he rates the claim that evolution favours empathy as one that is extremely well documented and evidenced.18 Empathy has evolved through our ancestors. We survive by building bonds and working together, not through warfare and aggression. It’s in our genes. In her TEDx talk, psychiatry scholar Helen Riess summarises this very aptly. ‘We all are here more because of mutual aid and cooperation than because of survival of the fittest. If we were only wired for survival of the fittest, we’d be wired to dominate others and to only look out for ourselves, but that’s not how we’re made.’19


Empathy deficit


If empathy is part of who we are, and given the popularity that the discourse around it currently enjoys, why do we see such little evidence of it? If the ability to understand the world from another’s point of view and our desire to respond to someone else’s needs is innate, how is it possible that we’re living through a time of intense inequality and animosity? Empathy’s promise and popularity stands in stark contrast to the reality of the world around us.


The diagnosis that we’re suffering an empathy deficit isn’t new. When Barack Obama was on the campaign trail in 2008 to become the next president of the US, he attributed a wide range of social concerns to a prevailing lack of empathy. Issues he identified at the time – unemployment, homelessness, child poverty – are arguably even more urgent now. Yet as I write this in the lead-up to the 2024 elections, Americans’ willingness to take perspective and meaningfully engage with those on different steps of the socioeconomic ladder or at opposite ends of the political spectrum seems lower than ever.


The US isn’t alone in this. Societies across the world experience deep divisions. According to a global survey on societal trust, more than half of respondents said their countries are more divided now than they were in the past. Argentina holds the dubious top position of being most divided, and those divisions being most entrenched. Other severely polarised countries include Colombia, South Africa, Spain and Sweden, with Brazil, France, the UK, Japan and others at risk of similar division.


Even in my home country, the Netherlands, widely perceived as tolerant, open-minded and progressive, widening gaps in socioeconomic opportunities have left their mark. Reflecting on her political departure following the 2023 elections, former finance minister Sigrid Kaag voiced her disappointment at how political and social debates had hardened. ‘I never expected, in a country like the Netherlands, that demonisation and dehumanisation are everyday realities in our politics.’20


A study with college students in the US provides further evidence for societies’ hardening. Analysis of students’ willingness to see someone else’s point of view or listen to their arguments showed that empathy levels almost halved between 1979 and 2009.21 Even more worrying is that large numbers of people think it won’t be possible to see past their differences.22


So why does this happen? What causes this ‘empathy erosion’, as Baron-Cohen puts it?23


One explanation is a malfunction of the brain’s empathy circuit. Such cross-wiring leads to someone simply being unable to feel with other people, or to imagine their experiences. It’s what allows psychopaths to commit acts of cruelty, or narcissists to prioritise their own needs at the expense of others. But this is a lazy explanation. It attributes lack of empathy to a freak of nature, and one that conveniently places the responsibility outside ourselves. Most importantly, such physiological defects are very rare indeed. The vast majority of us have ample capacity to empathise. A few exceptions to the rule can’t explain the collective lack of empathy underpinning the world’s socioeconomic divisions.


There are two much more plausible reasons for the empathy paradox.


The first is ignorance. Those with higher disposable income simply don’t know how much harder it is to make ends meet on a tight budget. If you’re fortunate enough never to have to worry about how to pay next month’s rent or choose between buying food and turning up the heating, how would you know what it’s like? Without direct experience, trying to gain an understanding of the experience of poverty takes effort. If you have a comfortable life, seeing how living on little creates hurdles and puts up barriers requires being observant and paying attention. The world operates differently for those with and those without money. Yet if you have money, that’s easy to ignore.


The second explanation for our disengagement is that we have far too much on our plates. To avoid the distress of feeling another person’s suffering, many of us opt to distance ourselves from the pain experienced by others. When asked about the reasons for the decline in empathy among the US college students she studied, social psychologist Sara Konrath suggests it’s not because young people have become less kind. Instead, she argues, the current generation of young people have more concerns of their own. Pressures on and expectations from, in this case, students have gone up tremendously in the past few decades. It’s their need to focus on themselves that crowds out their ability to empathise with others.24


But it’s not just college students who have had pressures and expectations piled on them in recent decades. Looking at job opportunities, earnings and home ownership, American millennials across all walks of life are worse off than the generations before them.25 Secure employment with proper benefits is a thing of the past for most. More recently, the cost of living crisis has meant great anxiety about higher bills and being able to afford the rent or mortgage. And if you’re a middle-ager caring for young children or elderly relatives or both, lack of affordable care services brings further costs and pressures. The resultant stress reduces headspace, including for empathy.


Back to Jamil Zaki, who describes the process underpinning how much empathy we feel as a tug-of-war. On one end of the rope there are forces pulling you into the pro-empathy corner. Think about the warm feelings when you’re connecting with others, whether it be friends or strangers. Or the positive vibe that comes from ‘doing the right thing’. Helping an older person cross a busy road or picking up the sock that slipped off a baby’s foot without their parents noticing. These actions make us look good to others and help us feel good about ourselves.


At the other end of the rope, forces pull you towards the ‘I couldn’t care less’ corner. These are the things that weigh on your mind or soul and compete for your head and heart space. It could be something as mundane as trying to work out what to cook for dinner, especially when there are fussy eaters joining the kitchen table. But it might also be something all-consuming, such as worrying about a friend’s cancer treatment or experiencing burnout due to a stressful job or caring for an ill parent.


Failing to empathise isn’t due to our inability to feel with others, or to lack of care. Instead, it’s often the result of concerns and stress demanding so much of our attention that it leaves us sapped of energy and short of bandwidth that we might wish to dedicate to others. Empathy comes at a cost, demanding time and energy. If such costs outweigh the benefits of empathy, people will avoid it.26 Most of us live busy, fast-paced and stressful lives in which preoccupation, overwhelm and worry become all-consuming. They pull us into a corner where introspection and selfishness trump consideration of others. Someone else’s hardship and pain might be staring us in the face, but instead of tapping into our innate compassion, we turn the other way.


Dark side of empathy


Imagine yourself in a football stadium. It’s full and rowdy. You’re in the stand of the club you’ve been supporting since you were little, among fans who share the same passion as you do. The atmosphere is tense, heavy with expectation from two teams that are considered each other’s greatest rival. The game is on a knife edge, both teams are giving it all they’ve got. The ball moves from one end of the field to the other in rapid succession.


Then, a kick. The ball flies through the air. It moves towards the upper left corner of the goal. The goalie jumps up, reaches across, touches the ball with their fingertips, but … GOAL!! A roar erupts. Everyone around you is yelling at the top of their lungs. So are you, jumping up and down as you celebrate. You can feel yourself getting hoarser every second. It was the striker of your team who scored, and you couldn’t be happier.


But looking across to the other side of the stadium, you see sad faces. Expressions filled with disillusionment and frustration. You understand what it feels like, of course you do. In all those years supporting the club, you’ve been there yourself as well. But instead of feeling empathy, you take pleasure in your rivals’ misery. You delight in their loss. It’s what the Germans call ‘Schadenfreude’, and in Dutch it’s referred to as ‘leedvermaak’.


This very intuitive example was scientifically tested.27 Male fans of two local football teams were recruited for an experiment during which they had to endure and witness electric shocks being administered to fans of their own team and fans of the rival team. As expected, research participants were uncomfortable watching a fellow fan from their own team suffering pain. They felt with them. But the opposite happened when seeing a fan from the rival team endure a shock, especially if the observer already had a negative perception of them. Seeing someone from the ‘outgroup’ wince with pain didn’t elicit emphatic feelings; instead it gave a degree of pleasure.


This is the dark side of empathy. Football fanhood is an example of a type of tribalism that cuts across all lines of difference. From the music we like and the cars we drive to more socially pertinent ones such as class, race and political affiliation, difference is a key reason for empathy breakdown.28 It underpins some of the massive schisms in our societies today, not least because politicians tap into our fears and anxieties by playing up difference rather than trying to overcome it.


When Russia invaded Ukraine in early 2022, the world looked on in shock. Within weeks, millions of Ukrainians had fled the war and sought refuge all over Europe. There was outrage at the aggressor and compassion for its victims. Ukraine hadn’t done anything to provoke this attack, and its people were innocent.


But it was more than the Ukrainians’ innocence that evoked such an empathetic response to the flow of refugees. A French journalist reportedly said, ‘We’re not talking here about Syrians fleeing the bombing of the Syrian regime backed by Putin; we’re talking about Europeans leaving in cars that look like ours to save their lives.’29 Similar observations were broadcast on other news channels, pointing out that these refugees were ‘European people with blue eyes and blonde hair being killed’.30


There was widespread outrage at this biased, or racist, reporting on the war.31 It laid bare the West’s hypocrisy in its attitude and response to migrants. It shone a spotlight on the double standards that are applied when considering which refugee is deserving of our sympathy and help and which isn’t.


The fact that we find it easier to put ourselves in the shoes of those who look like us and to feel compelled to help them, as thousands of Europeans have done by welcoming Ukrainians into their homes, is the flipside of empathy. We are far more likely to feel warmly towards those similar to us, or members of our ‘ingroup’ – like Ukrainians escaping Russian bombs. Yet, speaking as a white Westerner, we find it much more difficult, or actively choose not to, consider the situation of others who are in the ‘outgroup’ – such as Syrians fleeing war or Palestinians under siege in Gaza.


It’s this flipside that also underlies lack of empathy for people in poverty. People in poverty are labelled as lazy, feckless and irresponsible. A few years ago, I asked readers of my blog Poverty Unpacked about words used in their country and language to describe people experiencing poverty or receiving income support.32 There was no shortage of response. While some terminology highlights the severity of hardship, most serves to label, typecast and dehumanise.


In the UK, terms such as ‘scroungers’ or ‘benefit broods’ are commonplace to suggest that low-income individuals live off state support or have more children to gain access to further benefits. In German, the literal translation of ‘sozial schwach’ is ‘socially weak’. Despite its neutral appearance, it tends to be used in a derogatory way to suggest that those in poverty carry the blame. In the Philippines, ‘palamunin’ describes someone unable to provide for themselves, relying on the support of others. In Pakistan, the Urdu terms ‘muft khor’ and ‘kaam chor’ serve to refer to freeloaders or those shirking from work.
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