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Overview
When Helping Hurts: How to Alleviate Poverty Without Hurting the Poor . . . and Yourself is a
foundational text that challenges conventional approaches to poverty alleviation, particularly
within Christian contexts. Authored by Steve Corbett and Brian Fikkert, the book argues that
many well-intentioned efforts to help the poor often do more harm than good by fostering
dependency, undermining dignity, and failing to address the root causes of poverty. It redefines
poverty not merely as a lack of material resources, but as a complex web of broken
relationships—with God, self, others, and creation.

The authors propose a holistic, biblically-informed framework for effective poverty alleviation
that prioritizes the dignity and empowerment of the poor. They introduce a 'relief, rehabilitation,
and development' continuum, advocating for context-specific strategies that move beyond
immediate material aid to long-term, sustainable solutions. The core message emphasizes a shift
from 'doing for' the poor to 'doing with' them, recognizing their inherent assets and involving
them as active participants in their own transformation. The book provides practical principles
and case studies for individuals, churches, and organizations seeking to engage in genuinely
helpful and transformative ministry.

Key Takeaways
• Recognize that poverty is fundamentally a brokenness in four key relationships: with God,
self, others, and creation, not just a lack of material resources.

• Always prioritize the dignity and empowerment of the poor, ensuring that helping efforts do
not inadvertently foster dependency or shame.

• Understand the critical distinction between relief, rehabilitation, and development, applying
the appropriate strategy based on the specific context and needs.

• Adopt a 'learner' posture when engaging with the poor, listening to their perspectives and
identifying their existing assets rather than assuming what they need.

• Shift from 'doing for' the poor to 'doing with' them, fostering mutual participation and
recognizing their capacity to contribute to their own solutions.

• Implement asset-based community development, focusing on leveraging the strengths and
resources already present within a community.
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• Ensure that all helping efforts are holistic, addressing spiritual, social, psychological, and
physical dimensions of poverty.

• Evaluate the long-term impact of aid, striving for sustainable solutions that build capacity
and self-sufficiency rather than creating ongoing reliance.

Chapter Summaries
Part 1: The Foundation

This section lays the groundwork by redefining poverty. It argues that poverty is not just a lack of
material things, but a complex condition rooted in broken relationships—with God, self, others,
and creation. The authors critique common, often well-intentioned, approaches to helping that
frequently harm the poor by fostering dependency, undermining dignity, and failing to address
the relational aspects of poverty. They emphasize the importance of understanding the poor's
perspective and the inherent dignity God has bestowed upon all people.

Part 2: The Principles

Building on the foundation, this part outlines key principles for effective poverty alleviation. It
introduces the 'relief, rehabilitation, and development' continuum, stressing that different
situations require different types of interventions. The authors advocate for a 'do no harm'
approach, emphasizing listening to the poor, identifying their assets, and avoiding interventions
that create dependency. They highlight the necessity of holistic ministry that addresses spiritual,
social, psychological, and physical needs, always with an eye towards empowering the poor.

Part 3: The Practice

This final section provides practical applications of the principles in various contexts. It offers
guidance on how to engage in short-term missions, microfinance, business as mission, and local
church ministries in ways that are genuinely helpful and sustainable. The authors stress the
importance of empowering the poor to be agents of their own change, fostering mutual
transformation for both the helper and the helped. It encourages a long-term commitment to
building relationships and supporting local initiatives.

Themes
• Poverty alleviation

• Dignity of the poor

• Dependency vs. empowerment

• Holistic development

• Relational poverty
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Notable Quotes
• "Poverty is not merely a lack of material things but a condition rooted in broken
relationships: with God, self, others, and creation." — Defining poverty as a holistic, relational
issue rather than just a material one, which is central to the book's thesis.

• "We have been created to worship God, to steward creation, to love our neighbors as
ourselves, and to have a healthy sense of self-worth." — Explaining the four foundational
relationships that, when broken, contribute to poverty.

• "The materially poor are often wounded in their souls, and the materially non-poor are often
wounded in their souls." — Highlighting that both the poor and the non-poor need spiritual
transformation and that poverty alleviation is a two-way street.

• "Good intentions are not enough. We must also understand the complexities of poverty and
how to help without hurting." — Emphasizing the need for informed, strategic approaches to
aid beyond mere goodwill.

• "The materially poor are not objects of our pity, but rather fellow image-bearers of God, full
of dignity and potential." — Underscoring the importance of respecting the inherent dignity
of those living in poverty.

Frequently Asked Questions
What is when helping hurts about?

When Helping Hurts critiques traditional approaches to poverty alleviation, arguing that many
well-intentioned efforts inadvertently harm the poor. It redefines poverty as a relational
issue—brokenness in relationships with God, self, others, and creation—and provides a
biblically-based framework for effective, dignified, and sustainable helping that empowers the
poor rather than creating dependency.

Is when helping hurts worth reading?

Yes, When Helping Hurts is highly recommended for anyone involved in poverty alleviation,
missions, or social justice, especially within Christian contexts. It offers a paradigm-shifting
perspective that challenges assumptions and provides practical, actionable principles for more
effective and ethical engagement with the poor, fostering genuine transformation for all
involved.

How does when helping hurts end?

Spoiler: The book concludes by offering practical guidance for applying its principles in various
real-world scenarios, including short-term missions, microfinance, and local church ministries. It
emphasizes the importance of long-term commitment, asset-based community development,
and fostering mutual relationships where both the helper and the helped are transformed,
ultimately aiming for sustainable, dignified solutions to poverty.
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Who should read when helping hurts?

This book is essential reading for church leaders, missionaries, non-profit staff, volunteers, and
anyone interested in engaging with poverty alleviation in a thoughtful and effective manner. It's
particularly valuable for those who have experienced frustration with traditional aid models or
who seek a deeper, more biblically-informed understanding of helping the poor.

How long does it take to read when helping hurts?

Given its length of approximately 250 pages, most readers can expect to complete When Helping
Hurts in about 5 to 7 hours, depending on their reading speed and how much time they spend
reflecting on its concepts and case studies.


