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Introduction 

About Charity Pulse 
Charity Pulse is an annual voluntary sector-wide staff satisfaction survey conducted by 
Birdsong Charity Consulting and Third Sector magazine. This year’s survey ran during 
March and April 2011. This is the fifth year that we have run the survey. 

Charity Pulse is a unique approach to measuring staff satisfaction in the sector, because it 
enables individuals working for any UK charity to take part. The aim of the research is to 
build up a picture of working life in charities and help to raise the standard of people 
management in the sector.  

The survey asks charity workers 46 questions about working life at their charity exploring:  

 the effectiveness of their management  

 the quality of internal communications in their organisation 

 their views on development, reward and loyalty  

 their morale and work/life balance  

It also provides the opportunity for charities to receive cost-effective benchmarked staff 
satisfaction data, by promoting the survey to their staff. 

About this report 
We had an excellent response to Charity Pulse 2011, with 724 people taking part, 
representing over 150 different UK charities.  

This year we were particularly interested to explore the causes of stress for people working 
in charities - as well as continue to track the impact of the recession on morale and 
work/life balance in the voluntary sector. 

This sector-wide report explores the key five-year trends and highlights significant variances 
in opinion between different staff groups. 
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The headlines 

With the pressure on charity resources continuing to increase this year, the need for charity 
leaders to motivate, engage and retain their employees is all the more vital. Understanding 
what staff are thinking and how they are feeling has moved from being a ‘nice to have’ to an 
essential in maximising charity effectiveness. 

So what are charity employees telling us in 2011: 

 Workloads are getting heavier. Only 55% of respondents think that the workload in 
their job is reasonable compared to 60% in 2007. 

 Work/life balance has slipped. 65% tell us that they have a good work/life balance - 
down from 71% in 2007. 

 Satisfaction with pay competitiveness continues to decline. Just 49% feel that their 
pay is competitive - compared to 62% in 2007. 

 Redundancies are still commonplace. 60% of respondents have experienced 
redundancies at their organisation over the past year – the same level as in 2010. 

 Stress levels are highest in smaller charities. 44% of staff working for small charities 
are experiencing workplace stress, compared to 38% in larger charities. 

 The quality of people management is improving. Compared to 2010, more staff are 
feeling empowered and are receiving better feedback. 

 But middle managers are still the group feeling the most strain. 50% tell us they get 
good support in their roles – compared to 60% of non-managers and 66% of senior 
managers. 
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Work/life balance 

Voluntary sector workloads are getting heavier, with 55% of charity employees saying that 
their workload is reasonable compared to 60% in 2007. 

 

This is inevitably affecting the work/life balance of charity workers, with 65% of respondents 
telling us that they have a good work/life balance this year – down from 71% in 2007.  

 

A comparable UK wide survey of 5,000 working adults, carried out by ICM for The 
Guardian in May 2011, also found that 65% of respondents claim to be happy with their 
work/life balance. This included people working in the private, public and voluntary sectors. 

60% 

56% 
58% 58% 

55% 

40% 

60% 

80% 

2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 

Proportion of charity staff who think that their workload is reasonable 

71% 

64% 64% 
67% 

65% 

40% 

60% 

80% 

2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 

Proportion of charity staff who have a good work/life balance 



Birdsong Charity Consulting 5 July 2011 

Motivations 

Pay 
In April, a survey by the Charity Finance Directors’ Group (CFDG) reported that only half 
of all charities gave their staff a pay rise in 2010 - and more than half said that they would 
not be giving one in 2011. So, unsurprisingly, one of the main areas of dissatisfaction among 
charity staff this year is with pay. 

The Charity Pulse 2011 survey results show the effect that pay freezes are having:  

 

Making a difference 
Of course, pay has never been the main motivator for people working in the voluntary 
sector - and this is still the case. When asked what motivates them most in their work this 
year, pay came in 9th place. The top four responses - each named by over 70% of 
respondents - were: 

 Making a difference 
 Interesting work 
 Doing a good job 
 A sense of achievement 

Size matters 
Beyond the ‘top four’, there are some interesting variances in the priorities of people 
working in charities of different sizes. Individuals working for small charities (under 50 staff) 
are more likely to cite responsibility as a motivator, whereas staff working for medium-sized 
charities (50 - 200 staff) are more interested in personal development. Those working for big 
charities (over 200 staff) are more likely to mention pay and recognition as important 
factors. 
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Job security and charity size 

Staff redundancies in the sector are still having a big impact on staff satisfaction and morale. 
Over 60% of respondents told us that there have been redundancies at their charity during 
the past twelve months - the same proportion as in 2010. As in 2010, there are considerable 
differences in the impact that redundancies are having on charities of different sizes. 

 
Small charities continue to be the safest places to be as far as job security is concerned. 
However, there have been sizeable increases in the proportion of staff working in the small 
and medium-sized charities who have been affected by redundancy this year. 

Correspondingly, we are seeing that more small charity employees are worried about their 
job security than they were in 2010, while fewer individuals working for big charities are 
concerned. 
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Stress 

Stress levels continue to be high across charities of all sizes - with employees of small 
charities feeling under the most pressure. 

 

Whatever the size of the charity, some staff groups are feeling more exposed than others. As 
we have found in previous years’ surveys, middle managers are under the most pressure of 
all - and feel that they get the least support.  

 

Middle managers are also the most likely to tell us that they have been subject to workplace 
bullying in the last twelve months - 14%. This compares with 10% of senior managers and 
11% of non-managers. 
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Causes of stress 
This year we asked charity staff to tell us more about what causes them stress at work.  
The three main causes they identified were: 

 Pressure of work 
 Organisational politics  
 Conflicting or unclear priorities  

When we explored the responses further, comparing different staff groups, this again 
produced some interesting variances.  

People working for big charities are more likely to cite their immediate boss, unclear 
priorities and bureaucracy as causes of stress. Whereas individuals working for small 
charities are more worried about funding cuts and job insecurity. 

Senior managers and directors are losing most sleep over the financial pressures their 
organisations are facing, whereas non-managers are more getting frustrated by office 
politics and a lack of empowerment. Middle managers are disproportionately troubled by 
conflicting priorities and poor working relationships. 

What other researchers have found 
The Health & Safety Executive has reported that 13.5m working days are lost each year in 
the UK due to work-related stress, depression and anxiety. It’s research points to the most 
common causes of stress being: excessive workload, individual’s lack of control over their 
work, a poor relationship with the boss, poor work/life balance and a management emphasis 
on fault-finding rather than encouragement.  

In another study, undertaken at Lancaster University, researchers found the biggest single 
cause of workplace stress to be managers who were incompetent, poorly trained and 
inappropriately promoted.  

So what exactly is stress? 
We all experience pressure in our lives from time to time. It’s part of being human - and we 
know what that feels like. But when pressure becomes excessive or continues over a 
prolonged period of time, then problems with stress can arise. To clarify the terminology, 
only when an individual becomes unable to cope does pressure become stress. 

 

Relax! You’re not over-stressed if… 
 Work leaves you feeling tired but satisfied with your progress 
 You only feel stressed when outside your comfort zone 
 You’re able to get over stress quickly with no lasting effects 
 You don’t constantly feel constantly under pressure and have time to relax 
 You feel as if you have some control over the situation you are in 
 You have confidence in your ability to cope 
 You’re a high achiever who seeks out challenges 

Courtesy of The Guardian 
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The Three T’s of management 

The Chartered Management Institute believes that employees work best when they are 
motivated, supported, included and appreciated - recipients of what they calls the Three T’s 
of management: Talk, Trust and Thanks. 

The CMI champions good management practice, so I am sure they would be delighted to 
see some encouraging uplifts in staff views of these aspects of management in the sector this 
year. 
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Could do better? 
While these positive trends are to be welcomed, it is clear that too many sector employees 
are still enduring unproductive, or downright unhealthy management practices. Such 
practices are continuing to decrease job satisfaction, and increase levels of stress and staff 
turnover.  

A Chartered Institute of Personnel and Development poll in May 2011 found that voluntary 
sector staff were more likely to be looking for new jobs than those in other sectors of the 
economy. 23% of charity staff were reported to searching for a new employer, compared to 
19% in the private sector and 17% in the public sector. This voluntary sector total tallies 
with our own findings this year. 24% of Charity Pulse respondents told us that they do not 
plan to be working for their current charity in a year’s time. 
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Finally… In their own words 

We asked charity staff what they would like to change about their charity. Here are some of 
their comments:  

More prioritisation and delegation. Decide what’s important and give people 
more scope to get on with it 

Some senior managers are inspiring and excellent, however the bad ones 
remain in post and it affects the work and morale of managers beneath them 

and ultimately our beneficiaries 

Senior managers often don’t seem to agree about strategic issues. 
Disagreements and poor communication lead to staff feeling uninformed and 

disempowered 

People to be held to account for poor performance and something done about it 

I would improve collaboration and communication across teams and use in-
house resources to their full potential 

I feel there is a blame culture that needs to be addressed 

Trustees to have a stronger presence on the ground. No one outside of senior 
management knows who they are or what they do 

There needs to be much more respect and trust of employees from senior 
management. Employees need to be allowed to take on responsibility to enjoy 

and excel in their roles 
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Useful information sources on workplace stress 

MIND - Their website provides useful information on reducing stress levels - for employers 
and individuals. 

CIPD - Chartered Institute of Personnel and Development. Their website provides a free 
factsheet: Stress and mental health at work. Their report: Managing organisational stress 
contains an excellent checklist to help uncover potential organisational causes of stress. 

HSE - The Health & Safety Executive provides research reports and recommendations for 
dealing with workplace stress. 

ISMA - International Stress Management Association. Their website provides a list of top 
ten stress-busting tips. 

The Guardian - Work:Life UK website. This includes the results of ICM poll of 5,000 
working adults in the UK (May 2011). 

Birdsong Charity Consulting 

People work best when they feel good about themselves - when they are enjoying their work, 
feeling motivated and appreciated. They don’t work best when they feel over-stressed, over-
worked and over-looked. 

Healthy people create healthy organisations and Birdsong exists to help charities work more 
effectively with their people. We help charities to become thriving, vibrant organisations 
where people love to work.  

To find out more about Birdsong’s work or to download Charity Pulse survey reports from 
previous years visit: www.bird-song.co.uk 

Charity Pulse 2012 

Look out for Charity Pulse 2012!  

The next survey will open in March 2012 with Third Sector magazine and the more charity 
people who take part, the more useful the results will be – so please take part! 

If you would like to find out more about running a benchmarked Charity Pulse staff 
satisfaction survey for your charity, visit: www.bird-song.co.uk or contact: Frances Hurst 
or Sam Attenborough at info@bird-song.co.uk. 

 


