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This was a problem that until then, naively, 
we at The Saltways hadn’t realised was an 
issue. So we started to dig deeper, speaking 
to charities about their AI image use and 
reading research. We also started to notice 
more and more charities using it, many of 
which hadn’t labelled their use as being AI 
generated.

We quickly realised that there was a 
significant gap in knowledge across 
the sector. Many organisations lacked 

understanding of how AI images are 
generated, what the legal requirements are, 
and what the potential risks are to their 
reputation and communities. Charities are 
filled with good people, with good intentions, 
doing good work and trying to do it ethically. 
They didn’t need judgement, they needed 
guidance.

So we decided to put together research-led 
guidelines, shaped and informed by the 
sector for the sector.

In October 2025, The Guardian published its investigation into 
“poverty porn 2.0”, revealing that major NGOs were experimenting 
with synthetic images in their comms and fundraising. Aid agencies 
and charities were increasingly using AI-generated images of extreme 
poverty, children, and sexual violence survivors in their fundraising 
campaigns and social media.

In a piece published in The Lancet Global Health, Alenichev and 
co-authors argued these images represent a troubling evolution from 
traditional poverty porn.

These images reproduce the visual grammar of poverty, 
children with empty plates, cracked earth, stereotypical 
appearances. They are so racialised and gendered.

They should never even let those be published because it’s 
like the worst stereotypes about the Majority World.
— Arsenii Alenichev
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 Why This
Research 
Matters

AI cannot be ignored

Our research identified four reasons why every 
charity, regardless of size or whether they 
currently use AI, needs to address this issue.

AI tools are embedded in existing software 
subscriptions like Microsoft Co-Pilot, Adobe, 
and Canva. Individual staff members may 
be using AI tools without organisational 
knowledge or approval. Non-profit images 
posted on social media are being scraped to 
train AI models. Most critically, in December 
2025, Google’s Nano Banana Pro was found 
generating charity logos on AI-created 
poverty imagery, meaning any organisation’s 
reputation could be at stake even if they 
never actually use AI. All charities have a 
responsibility to have a stance on AI.

AI-generated image depicting a volunteer 
reading to children; used here to illustrate 

the ethical debate around synthetic imagery 
in charity communications.
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When I see all AI content, I 
question the organisation’s 
authenticity.
— Charity communications professional

The EU AI Act requires transparency and 
disclosure for AI-generated content. Whilst 
UK specific charity regulation remains 
unclear, charities processing EU data must 
comply. Our survey found nearly half of 
charity professionals were completely 
unaware of these legal requirements.

AI-generated imagery may also violate 
existing anti-discrimination provisions in 
media regulation. The EU Audiovisual Media 
Services Directive prohibits incitement to 
hatred based on protected characteristics 
including race, sex, and religion. Similarly, 
the UK Ofcom Broadcasting Code (Rules 2.3 
and 3.3) requires discriminatory or derogatory 
treatment of groups to be contextually 
justified. Imagery perpetuating harmful 
stereotypes about vulnerable groups could 
constitute discriminatory treatment under 
these frameworks.

Legal requirements are already here

Reputation risk is real

Trust is the foundation of charity fundraising, 
and once eroded it’s extremely difficult 
to rebuild. One charity’s misuse becomes 
the sector’s problem, as media coverage 
rarely distinguishes between individual 
organisations. Most of the charities that 
we spoke to were concerned about their 
supporter reactions to AI image use.

 Why This
Research 
Matters
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Safeguarding confusion

Our research found “protecting privacy/
dignity of beneficiaries” was the number one 
reason charities cited for using AI images. 
This reveals a potential misunderstanding 
that fabrication could be a safeguarding 
solution.

As Fair Picture’s research emphasises, 
consent is “a practice of participation and 
accountability, not a bureaucratic signature.” 
Replacing real people with stereotyped 
synthetic images removes agency whilst still 
claiming documentary authority, misleading 
donors and communities alike. There is also 
the additional concern that the images being 
used in learning language models haven’t 
got consent for those images to be used in 
this way.

 Why This
Research 
Matters

Authenticity is everything 
- at least stock photos are 
real people who consented.
— Charity communications professional

AI-generated image for the prompt ‘homeless 
man walking away down the street’
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56% 
 of organisations using AI 
 don’t consistently label 

AI-generated content

Methodology
For this research, we took on a mixed-methods approach combining 
qualitative interviews, quantitative survey data, and analysis of 
existing sector guidance. Between November 2025 and January 2026, 
we conducted 11 in-depth interviews with charity sector professionals 
and surveyed 116 UK charity communications and fundraising 
professionals.

The interviews included a mix of organisation 
sizes from micro charities with 1-10 staff to 
large international NGOs, covering diverse 
sectors including animal welfare, child 
welfare, disability rights, health, domestic 
abuse, criminal justice, maternal health, 
and international development. The survey 

was distributed via LinkedIn, third sector 
networks, and direct outreach, with strong 
representation from small and medium 
charities. Responses were anonymous 
to encourage honesty about potentially 
controversial practices.

76% 
 of survey respondents 
 agreed that authentic 

 content helps charities 
stand out and build trust

yet 

16.4% 
 are using AI images 

anyway
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Key
findings
Current AI Usage

Whilst just over half of survey respondents (55.2%) said they have 
no plans to use AI images, 19 organisations are actively using them, 
16 occasionally and 3 regularly, with 10 more considering adoption. 
Perhaps most telling, 18 organisations tried AI-generated images and 
then stopped, suggesting they encountered problems that outweighed 
the benefits.

When analysed by organisation 
size, micro charities with 
1-10 staff showed the highest 
regular use rate at 9.1%, 
whilst zero medium or large 
charities reported regular use. 
However, the survey data likely 
underrepresents actual AI usage. 

We’ve observed numerous 
unlabeled AI-generated images 
from charities on social 
media, particularly from large 
international organisations. The 
survey may be skewed toward 
organisations willing to be 
transparent about their AI use.

Question: Does your organisation currently use AI-generated images in any of your 
communications, campagins, or materials? 

Sample base: 116

No, and we have no plans to

No, but we’re considering it

Yes, occasionally

Yes, regularly

Not sure/Don’t know

We have experimented with it but don’t use it currently
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Only one in three respondents had a strong 
technical understanding of how AI generates 
images. Just over half admitted having only 
basic understanding, knowing it’s computer-
generated but not the technical details. 
This technical knowledge gap is particularly 
concerning because many people don’t 
know that AI training datasets are built by 
scraping billions of images from the internet. 
Charity websites, photo archives, and 
campaign materials are not exempt. Images 
of real beneficiaries, including children 
and vulnerable adults, may already be 
incorporated into the datasets used to train 
widely available AI tools without consent 
having been given for this use.

More concerning, 94% of charity 
professionals were either unaware or unclear 
about legal disclosure requirements under 
the EU AI Act, despite many organisations 
processing EU citizen data.

The Knowledge Gap

Key
findings

Familiarity with research showing AI 
reinforces harmful stereotypes was similarly 
limited. Whilst the majority had heard about 
these concerns, only about one in five had 
actually read research on the topic.

94%
 of charity professionals

 were either unaware
 or unclear about legal
disclosure requirements
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Key
findings
Why Charities Turn to AI

When asked why they use AI-generated images, protecting privacy and 
dignity of beneficiaries was mentioned most frequently, followed by 
speed and efficiency, cost savings, lack of suitable existing imagery, 
inability to travel to locations to photograph, and creative flexibility.

One large international NGO 
working with institutionalised 
children tested AI for acquisition 
campaigns, using real stories 
paired with AI-generated faces. 
The result was interesting: 
human storytelling performed 

better than AI. Moreover, the 
public questioned authenticity 
through comments like “Is this 
real? Is this AI?” This created 
tension with their brand values 
around being “deeply human.”

You have to publish images, video, optimised 
for every platform - constantly feeding 
the beast.
— International Development Sector
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The Image Enhancement Problem

Beyond creating entirely synthetic images, 
a pattern emerged around using AI to 
enhance or alter existing photographs. 
Several organisations reported using AI 
tools to expand image boundaries or change 
backgrounds, remove unwanted elements 
like logos or watermarks, adjust lighting, 
colours, or composition, and “clean up” or 
“improve” photographs.

However, very few organisations that enhance 
images with AI label them as AI-altered. 
There’s a perception that “it’s still the original 
photo, just improved,” without recognising 
that any AI alteration raises questions about 
authenticity and potentially violates consent.

More concerning, organisations rarely 
considered what happens to images uploaded 
to AI platforms for enhancement. If an 
image hasn’t been properly consented for AI 
training, or if the person depicted hasn’t been 
informed their image might be used this way, 
uploading it to free AI tools means it could 
enter training datasets. Even images that 
were ethically obtained with full consent for 
traditional use may not have been consented 
for AI training purposes.

One organisation using Adobe’s generative 
AI tools to expand photos for social media 
formats hadn’t considered whether their 
platform agreement allowed Adobe to train 
on uploaded images. Another used ChatGPT 
to enhance photographs and only afterwards 
questioned where those enhanced images 
might end up.

Key
findings
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The Transparency Problem

Among organisations using AI-generated 
images, 56% don’t consistently label 
AI-generated content, either having no 
policy or labelling only rarely or never. 
This represents a significant transparency 
problem and raises serious questions about 
compliance with the EU AI Act’s disclosure 
requirements.

79% of survey respondents agreed that 
authentic content helps charities stand out 
and build trust, with half strongly agreeing. 
Yet 16.4% are using AI images anyway. This 
suggests external pressures relating to budget, 
time, and perceived safeguarding requirements 
are overriding better judgement.

Key
findings

15%

7%

4%

56%

7%

11%

Yes, always - 15%

Yes, most of the time - 7%

Sometimes - 4%

No consistent policy - 56%

Never - 11%

Rarely - 7%

Question: If your company uses AI-generated images do you 
identify/label them as AI-generated to your audience? 

Sample base: 27
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This is welcomed guidance for charities navigating what  
AI use means in practice, helping them to develop their  
own principles for using tools responsibly. Being ethical,  
transparent and authentic must be central to how charities  
communicate, to maintain the trust of audiences. 
— Adeela Warley, CEO of CharityComms

Our Guidelines
Based on our research findings and sector input, we’ve developed practical guidance for  
charities navigating AI-generated imagery. We’ve tried to keep these guidelines as simple and  
accessible as possible, recognising that charities have limited time and resources. We also  
acknowledge that this is a rapidly evolving field, and these guidelines will need regular review  
to reflect changes in AI technology and regulation. 

Our guidelines cover five essential areas:

Full detailed guidance is available in AI-Generated Imagery: Guidelines for Charities (PDF).

What AI-generated images are and how they work 
Understanding the technology and why it reproduces biases and stereotypes from  
training data.

The risks of using AI Images 
Clear red lines including depicting people in poverty, crisis or trauma, imitating  
documentary photography, or representing beneficiaries.

When AI might be acceptable 
Limited safer uses like abstract illustrations, data visualisations, or obviously fantastical  
scenarios, but only with transparency requirements.

Practical implementation 
Platform recommendations, responsible prompting techniques, and disclosure  
requirements under the EU AI Act.

Safety considerations 
Key questions to ask before using AI imagery, consent issues, and data protection when  
uploading images to AI platforms.
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After three months of research, 11 interviews, 
and 116 survey responses, I believe that the 
charity sector has the opportunity to lead the 
way in ethical AI use.

The charity sector has always stood for 
dignity, transparency, and putting people 
first. AI-generated images depicting poverty, 
crisis, or vulnerable people contradict these 
core values. Our research found that when 
organisations tested AI against authentic 
storytelling, real stories performed better 
every time. Donors recognise authenticity, 
they value truth, and they trust organisations 
that respect both.

Final
Thoughts

Emma 
Bracegirdle

We have the power to shape what comes 
next. We can question learning platforms 
that use our images without consent. We 
can proactively remove harmful stereotypical 
imagery from our databases and social media. 
We can be intentional about what we create 
and share, knowing it may train the next 
generation of AI. We’re in a unique position to 
be the sector that stands out, that continues 
to lead the way in ethical content creation.
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 Resources and 
Further Reading 
This research builds on important existing work. For organisations wanting  
deeper technical understanding, platform policies, or comprehensive governance 
frameworks, these resources provide excellent foundations.

Key resources

Charity Comms. AI Hub 

Fair Picture. White paper  

AI Playbook for Charities. Playbook 

Charity Excellence. Framework AI Governance and Ethics 

Charity Digital. AI Hub 

Alenichev et al. (2025). The Lancet Global Health 

The Guardian (20 October 2025). AI-generated ‘poverty porn’ fake images being used by 
aid agencies 

The Guardian (4 December 2025). Google’s AI Nano Banana Pro accused of generating 
racialised ‘white saviour’ visuals

Researcher  
Emma Bracegirdle 

Organisation  
The Saltways 

Contact  
hello@thesaltways.com

About this research End notes 

1. Down, Aisha. "AI-generated 'poverty porn' fake images being used by
aid agencies." The Guardian, 20 October 2025.

2. "Google AI Nano Banana Pro creates racialised 'white saviour'
images." The Guardian, 4 December 2025.

3. Alenichev, Arsenii, et al. "The ethics of global health communication
in the artificial intelligence era: avoiding poverty porn 2.0." The Lancet
Global Health

4. Fair Picture and Kate Kardol. 'Poverty porn' in the era of generative
AI: Practical guidance for NGOs. 2025.

This project has been supported by Charity Comms
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The Saltways is a UK-based video production company helping charities create 

ethical and authentic films that matter through collaborative projects and training. 

Founded by Emma Bracegirdle after 15 years in the charity sector, we specialise in 

trauma-informed, dignity-centred storytelling that puts people with lived experience 

at the heart of every film.

We’re specialists in charity films that matter—because we know charities. Having 

worked with or for charities throughout our careers, we understand the unique 

challenges of charity filmmaking, recognise your audiences, and know which 

messages need to shine through. We understand fundraising, brand messaging, and 

the people you support.

Our approach is built on co-creation rather than extraction, working with 

organisations including RAF Benevolent Fund, MS Society, CoppaFeel, Target Ovarian 

Cancer, and UNICEF UK to create films that open minds and hearts without resorting 

to exploitative narratives or “poverty porn.” Our films meet the brief while providing 

versatile content for re-use across different contexts, delivering authentic, engaging 

content with the best possible value.

Beyond filmmaking, we empower the sector through Community Studio, our training 

programme teaching charities to create compelling smartphone video content, 

alongside free monthly workshops and bespoke training. We’re committed to raising 

standards across charity communications, championing approaches that respect 

human dignity while delivering real results for the charities that we work with.

thesaltways.com
hello@thesaltways.com

https://www.linkedin.com/company/the-saltways
https://vimeo.com/user211685060
https://www.instagram.com/thesaltways/
http://thesaltways.com
mailto:hello%40thesaltways.com?subject=
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