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Introduction 

As charity people were responding to the Charity Pulse 2017 survey this spring, Article 50 
was triggered and Britain took a step closer to life beyond the EU. 

So, with this year’s survey we decided to take the opportunity to explore how charity people 
are responding to Brexit - their personal reactions to it and what, if any, impacts they are 
seeing within their organisations. 

The survey results: Headlines 

Overview 
Brexit is having a big impact on UK charities. It is striking at the heart of the sector’s values - 
and charity people are deeply affected by it.  

However, despite the heartfelt views expressed by respondents to this survey, we are not 
seeing a drop in staff satisfaction levels. In fact, there are significant increases in some key 
areas of the survey this year. 

It appears that from yet further adversity (as perceived by the majority), a kind of ‘Blitz spirit’ 
of endurance and defiance is emerging across our sector. After almost a decade of 
uncertainty and turmoil, the sector is showing its mettle - and its resilience. 

The uncertainty created by Brexit, is adding to the squeeze being already being felt by 
charities and this pressure is having an impact on the way charities are working. Staff are 
reporting increased workloads - with little let up in the results expected of them. Charity 
leaders need to respond more effectively to this situation, rather than expecting the same 
outcomes from reduced resources. 

Brexit impact 
§ 76% of charity people feel negatively or very negatively about Brexit. 

§ Emotions are running high - with sadness and anxiety being the most commonly 
reported feelings - closely followed by fear, anger and demoralisation. 

§ Despite these feelings, 80% say that Brexit is not affecting their motivation at work. 

§ 47% of respondents tell us that they are already seeing specific impacts of Brexit on their 
charity. 

§ A further third are not aware of any impacts yet, but are concerned about the future. 

Blitz spirit 
§ Charity staff satisfaction is on the up. Of the 46 Charity Pulse survey questions, 

responses to 16 questions showed improvement on 2016, 29 showed no change, and 
only one fared worse than last year. 

§ Morale is up. 47% of charity people feel that morale in their organisation is high - the 
highest level recorded since 2008. 

§ 70% believe that their manager is a good person to work for, compared to only 57% in 
2012. 

§ 51% feel secure in their jobs, the highest proportion we have seen over the past ten years. 
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Pressure building 
§ Increased workloads are having an impact. 28% of respondents tell us that working for 

their charity impacts negatively on their health and well-being. 

§ Charities do not appear to adapting their ways of working sufficiently in response to 
changing circumstances. Only 35% of charity people think their organisation’s processes 
and procedures help them to do their job well, down from 48% in 2010.  

§ Training and development provision continues to suffer. Only 47% think that they 
receive sufficient training and devlopment to help them do their job well, compared to 
62% in 2007. 
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I feel very positive 
3% 

I feel positive 
6% 

I feel no different 
7% 

I feel negative 
23% 

I feel very negative 
53% 

I feel a mix of positive 
and negative emotions 

8% 

What is your overall attitude towards Brexit? 

Brexit impact 

Attitude to Brexit 
Overall, 76% of Charity Pulse survey respondents feel negatively or very negatively about 
Brexit. Just 9% feel positive or very positive. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Emotions expressed 
Emotions are running high - with sadness and anxiety being closely followed and fear, anger 
and demoralisation. 
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In their own words… 
The majority of comments made mirrored the highly charged emotions expressed: 

 
I feel the campaign for Remain was terrible. People have voted for something that they don’t 

understand the potential consequences of. It has given bigots & racists a voice & caused fear & 
future uncertainty for many. Many feel they don't have a voice. 

 
I think its utter madness and I can’t believe we are going through with it. Brexit and the 

associated racism and blaming of immigrants for all our problems make me feel ashamed to 
be British and fearful of a rise of fascism. 

 
Some days I feel so helpless about and overwhelmed by the various political changes going on 
around the world (not only Brexit - Trump, Wilders, Le Pen, the refugee crisis etc.) that I feel 

almost paralysed and unable to work. 
 

Whatever the challenges posed to our charity by Britain exiting the EU, I think those of the 
UK breaking up would be as great or greater. 

 
I would like to move to work and live overseas in the next few years as a result. 

 
It is going to be a disaster for our sector as inflation goes up and jobs are lost, there will be less 
to give to charities. It is ideologically driven suicide. I have absolutely nothing positive to say 

about it. 
 

In general terms, as a nation, I believe we are stronger with in the European Union. 
Specifically, in my charity sector, our charity is very reliant on European funding. 

 

 

There were other voices too: 
 

Change is needed and this provides an opportunity. 
 

Glad that we will be able to have immigration from India, China, Africa, etc rather than just 
the "white only" immigration from Europe. Brexit will make the UK much more open to the 
world as we get away from the closed walls of Europe. hence excited about the openness and 

opportunity it gives the UK in a multi cultured world away from Europe. 
 

I am happy with the way the vote came but I am still nervous as to what will happen. Over 
time, I believe it will be the best thing to happy to our country. I just hope Scotland stays part 

of the UK to enjoy it. 
 

I am worried about saying to my work colleagues that I voted to leave the EU. The attitude 
towards people who voted to leave the EU was one of contempt - 'reckless', 'thoughtless', 

'stupid', 'racist', 'xenophobic', 'dickheads'. 
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I feel much more motivated 1% 

I feel more motivated 6% 

It has not affected my 
motivation 80% 

I feel less motivated 5% 

I feel much less motivated 4% 

My motivation has been all 
over the place! 4% 

Has Brexit affected your motivation at work? 

People seem more motivated 
3% 

Motivation has not been 
affected 

67% 

People seem less motivated 
9% 

People seem much less 
motivated 

4% 

It varies across the charity 
18% 

Have you noticed any change in your colleague’s motivation? 

Motivation at work 
Despite the personal emotions charity people are feeling towards Brexit, motivations at 
work are largely unaffected. 80% feel that their motivation has not been affected, with the 
remaining 20% reporting a mix of impacts. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

When asked about how they think others are feeling across the charity, 67% say that there 
has been no impact on motivation, 13% report that people seem less motivated, 18% that it 
varies across the charity and just 3% feel that people seem more motivated. 
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Yes (now or in the future) 
47% 

I am not aware of any 
specific impacts, but I'm 
concerned about what 

might happen 
32% 

No 
13% 

I don’t know 
9% 

Are there any specific impacts of Brexit?  

Staffing 
23% 

Funding 
38% 

Expenditure 
costs 
22% 

Projects /  
Work-plans 

32% 

Partnerships / 
collaborations 

33% 

Organisational impacts 
47% of respondents tell us that they are already seeing specific impacts of Brexit on their 
charity. 

These impacts are being felt in staffing levels, funding, expenditure costs, projects and work-
planning, and partnerships and collaborations. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Although there is not enough data to allow further quantitative analysis of each of these five 
impact areas, some common themes have emerged. 

Funding, predictably, is the area of greatest concern, with reduced or delayed funding 
expected either now or in the future. 

In the area of partnerships and collaborations, charities report that collaborations with EU 
and other partners are under threat. By contrast, a small proportion of respondents believe 
that new partnership opportunities will emerge. A similar response pattern emerges in 
respect of work-plans and projects. 

The reported impacts of Brexit on staffing levels include job losses, recruitment freezes, 
difficulty attracting and retaining the right skills, reduced career opportunities and pay cuts. 
A small proportion said they are expecting new job and career opportunities.  

The majority view on the impact on expenditure costs is that they are increasing - and will 
increase further in the future. 
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Other impacts on our charity 
When asked about other impacts of Brexit on their organisation, there were no positive 
contributions: 

 
EU legislation is a cornerstone of the work my charity tries to achieve and EU funding pays for 

a lot of our work. I'm worried that the legislation and funding will now disappear. 
 

Costs have markedly increased, fundraising is more difficult, public and some supporters 
attitudes have retrenched, this is problematic for an international aid agency. 

 
We work in a sector that is very sensitive to changes in the exchange rate. The Pound has 

already lost 20% of its value due to this disaster and it will only get worse. 
 

It will affect my staff, some of whom are European or have European partners. It will affect 
scientists carrying out research in my charity's area. It will affect funding for research in my 

charity's area. It will affect NHS staff, who care for our beneficiaries. It will affect the 
economy, and as a result, donations. Etc. 

 
The UK Government - and to a lesser extent devolved administrations are focused on Brexit 

to the exclusion of almost any other legislative area rendering policy work pointless - or at 
least largely ineffective. 

 
The main one is uncertainty. This impacts on the confidence with which plans can be made, 

and the likely effectiveness of those plans. 
 

I have detected some tension between staff who voted to leave and staff who voted to remain. I 
think most people assume we're all like-minded remainers, and the minority who voted leave 

might feel awkward and 'got at' because of some office conversations. 
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29% 

2012 

47% 

2017 

Blitz spirit  

Uncertainty, it seems, is becoming a key feature of this decade - whether inside and outside 
the sector. So how are charity people responding to these uncertainties?  

Keep calm and carry on seems to be the order of the day. Of the 46 Charity Pulse survey 
questions, the responses to 16 questions showed improvement on 2016, 29 showed no 
change, and only one fared worse. 

 
Note: Response levels are considered ‘Same’ if they are within 5% of the 2016 figures. 

Morale 
Charity staff are pulling together - and morale is on the up. 47% of charity people feel that 
morale in their organisation is high - the highest level since 2008. The sector reached a low 
ebb of morale of just 29% in 2012. 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

Better 16 

Same 29 

Worse 1 

Charity Pulse 2017 total agree comparison with Charity Pulse 2016 
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People management 
A key factor behind the uplift in morale this year is the improving quality of people 
management in the sector. 70% of survey respondents believe that their manager is a good 
person to work for, compared with only 57% in 2012. 

This increase is mirrored by a long-term upward trend in praise being received by charity 
staff. 

 

 

 

Job security 
Significantly, there is also a continuing downward trend in the proportion of charity people 
reporting redundancies in their organisations in the last twelve months (see over).  

This is resulting in increased feelings of job security - in spite of the vagaries of the external 
environment. 51% now say they feel secure in their jobs, the highest proportion we have 
seen over the past nine years. (The question was first asked in 2009.) 

It is also good to see the proportion of respondents who plan to be working for their charity 
in a year’s time moving up - to 57% this year. 
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70% 

40% 
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80% 

2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 

I have recently received praise for my work 

My line manager is a good person to work for 
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Not under 
pressure to 
work long 

hours 

+11% 

Happy with 
flexible 
working 
policies 

+9% 

Feeling 
appreciated 

+7% 

Views listened 
to and valued 

+8% 

Not been 
bullied in last 

12 months 

+7% 

 

Well-being 
There are no discernable long-term trends to report in staff well-being. However, there are a 
number of positive movements this year when compared with 2016. 
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I plan to be working for this charity in a year’s time 

I am not concerned about my job security 

Staff who have seen redundancies at their charity in the last 12 months 
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Pressure building 

Results expected 
While it is good to see the positive staff views regarding people management and well-being 
at work this year, the responses to other Charity Pulse questions suggest that many charities 
are not easing up on their staff when it comes to workload. The long-term trends are clearly 
downward. 

 

 
 

This data suggests that a significant proportion of charities are not taking sufficient action 
to adjust workloads - to curtail projects or, simply, to stop doing some things. Staff are being 
put under greater pressure in the hope that the organisation will be able to ‘muddle through’.  

The reduced effectiveness of organisational processes and procedures will not be helping 
the situation. Only 35% of charity people think their organisation’s processes and 
procedures help them to do their job well, down from 48% in 2010.  

Impact on staff 
It is good to see the start of a possible reversal in the downward trend in the results expected 
of staff, because heavy workloads are having an impact. In response to an over-arching 
question this year, 28% of respondents tell us that working for their charity is impacting 
negatively on their health and well-being. 
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The results expected of me are realistic 

The workload in my role is reasonable 

This charity’s processes and procedures help me to carry out my role effectively 
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Training and development 
Continuing financial pressures and renewed caution about the future are resulting in no 
sign of an uplift in the level of support staff receive via training and development. T&D 
budgets are, unsurprisingly, still under pressure.  

With only 36% of survey respondents agreeing that they are happy with the personal 
development opportunities available to them this year, this is the single Charity Pulse 
question that showed a significant decrease in satisfaction when compared with 2016. 

 

 
 

While these long-term declines in training and development provision will certainly be 
affecting the career aspirations of charity staff, they may also be impacting on their capacity 
to deliver in their current roles. If this is the case, it will only be adding the pressure staff are 
under. 
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I receive the training / development I need to enable me to do my work well 

I am happy with the personal development opportunities here 
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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 2017. This is the eleventh 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 well-being 

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

Many thanks to everyone who took Charity Pulse this year. 245 people took the survey, 
representing over 110 different UK charities.  

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. 

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: birdsong.co.uk 

If you would like to find out more about running a benchmarked Charity Pulse staff 
satisfaction survey for your charity at any time of year, visit: birdsong.co.uk or contact 
Frances Hurst or Sam Attenborough at info@birdsong.co.uk. 

For innovative thinking on HR, leadership, management and organisational development 
follow us on Twitter: @birdsongtweets 

 


