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Workshop # 14:

“Material Donations: Pros, Cons, Best Practices”

Stuff or Money?  

What’s the best way to help



The dilemma

Travelers enjoy identifying practical & tangible ways they can 

help.

“I have access to plenty of stuff and these people don’t.  I can 

get some for them.”

The giving of material items such as clothing, books, medical 

items, school supplies, computers - can be a useful way to 

help,                            

OR

it can be totally counterproductive causing major problems for 

the beneficiary communities.



What are some of the traps of misguided 

good intentions?

What are better options or should we only 

collect $$s?

No. 1 we know - never send stuff that 

hasn't been requested!



Books  Considerations:

• Is the shipping cost, customs fees and port taxes etc > 

than value of the books?

• Do you have a person on the ground who can ensure they 

clear customs and reach their destination?  Can they pay for 

the transport?

• Condition of the books? If outdated, damaged or 

irrelevant, they will just add to a waste problem.

• Is the information culturally relevant and useful? 

• Is there a library and a staff member that cares for the 

books? 

• If collecting books to send, make sure you create clear 

and specific guidelines as to what kind of books should be 

donated.

• See if other organizations are sending books to the same 

area and collaborate with them if possible. 



Clothing Considerations

• Only be sent if requested and truly needed.  Find out 

specifics of what they require. When appropriate clothing -

can be helpful, for example warm sweaters, knitted hats and 

gloves in cold climates; or infant clothing and footwear in 

good condition.

• Sending of 2nd hand clothing can undermine local markets, 

local sewing and manufacturing industries or established 2nd 

hand clothing industries.  

• Can the items be purchased affordably locally?

• What type of clothing, gender, sizes and ages are most 

needed? Culturally appropriate.

• Underwear - never send second hand underpants for both 

reasons of hygiene and dignity.  

• Bras - only where requested.  Eg Pacific appeal.

• Emergency situations - it can be useful in context - but only

ever when requested.  



Mongolia

Warm layers to go 

under traditional 

dress is 

appreciated.



18 July, 2011:

Hôtel de la Paix Launches 'Share Your Shirt' Campaign

Siem Reap's Hôtel de la Paix has teamed up with Cambodian non-profit NGO, 

ABOUTAsia Schools, to launch a Share Your Shirt campaign. 

People from around the world are invited to send their unwanted shirts and t-shirts to 

the hotel, to be distributed to the neediest rural communities in Cambodia. 

All donations are welcome, but especially smaller sizes as the need is greatest 

amongst rural children. 

Hôtel de la Paix’s director of sales and marketing, Christian de Boer, said the 

humidity of Cambodia's rainy season makes short work of once-good clothing 

"In our Western world, we often have unwanted or out-of-style T-shirts lying around, 

and I am pleased that Hôtel de la Paix can assist in finding a good and deserving 

home for those clothes. 

The hotel will regularly update its Facebook page (www.facebook.com/hoteldelapaix) 

regarding progress made, and how many people have received new clothes. 

Unwanted shirts can be sent to Hôtel de la Paix, Sivutha Boulevard, Siem Reap, 

Cambodia. 

For further information on ABOUTAsia Schools, visit www.aboutasiaschools.org

ABOUTAsia Travel is a travel company based in Siem Reap specializing in 

Cambodian travel. 

http://www.aboutasiaschools.org/


School supplies considerations

• Lined notebooks, for example, lines may be different 

spacing to what the teachers are familiar with.

• Teaching aids - like atlas, dictionaries, posters etc may be 

helpful but to obtain ones that are language/culturally 

specific.

• Robustness - avoid poor quality - soon broken or 

discarded.

• Packaging - avoid unnecessary packaging that becomes 

litter in the school yard or community.

• How will these be distributed?  Are multiples of one item 

better than a mixed bag of assorted misc stuff?

• Always give to staff in charge for use at their discretion, 

rather than handout to the kids.  Avoid the scene where 

'foreigners come and give us stuff because we're poor'.



Pre-school in Zambia 







Another 

educational 

game 

shared with 

the 

pre-

schoolers.



Computers  considerations

• Do they have access to maintenance / repair services?

• Is electricity reliable?  A voltage protector may be a useful 

adjunct. 

• Protection from weather.

• Does it have suitable software loaded on it? 

• How old is it?  If it is slow and 'tired' in the west, it will be 

just as frustrating for the new users and have a limited life.  

Other communities should not be dumping grounds for 

e-waste.



CASE STUDY  

Peduli Anak Foundation, Indonesia

Shipping container debacle 



CASE STUDY  

Comfort Dolls, South Africa

Connections forged…



Gal sewing the dolls



Preschool class in US that made the tags 

to go with the comfort dolls



Nonceba: abused child choosing her comfort 

doll at the shelter



Giving of hard to come by requested items. 

Sisters of Mary Knoll Clinic in Timor-Leste, South Asia



Giving time & friendship – not stuff!

GSGC members teaching pre-schoolers duck duck goose



Concluding remarks…

• "What are we doing to understand what the 'best for the 

local communities' means?".

• There are no perfect answers.  

• But, we all have a responsibility to be very honest with 

ourselves and the travelers and look very closely at the 

guidance we give travelers.  

• The considerations and examples given here should be 

freely used to help support more effective giving. 

• In many cases it is best advised that travelers give 

money instead of stuff.  

• And if a community specifies specific material needs, see 

if can use funds to purchase items locally near the 

beneficiary communities, and then, as is often said, the 

money has then 'given twice'! 


