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Introduction 

There is growing momentum behind the concept of well-being at work. The media is 
increasingly reporting the impact that a lack of well-being is having on the physical, mental 
and spiritual health of employees - and the fact that this is costing the UK economy millions 
of pounds in working days lost. 

But what exactly does well-being at work mean? The Chartered Institute of Personnel and 
Development (CIPD) provides this useful definition: 

Creating an environment to promote a state of contentment which allows an 
employee to flourish and achieve their full potential for the benefit of themselves 

and their organisation. 

So how does the voluntary sector perform in this area? As organisations set up to do good in 
the world, charities should be looking after their people well. Shouldn’t they? Or at the very 
least a philosophy of First, do no harm should apply. Shouldn’t it? 

Well, life is never that simple… The commitment of many charity employees to deliver for 
good causes goes way beyond what their job descriptions or contracts call for. The stresses 
and strains of working for a charity can be the most challenging of all – those imposed by 
the passion and commitment of the individuals themselves. 

So what role do charities have in looking after their staff well-being? What are 21st Century 
voluntary sector staff looking for from their employers? What matters more to them:  
a comfy chair or a boss that cares? Time for a glass of wine with colleagues after work or 
time for reflection and renewal? 

Most importantly, what impact is working for a charity having on the well-being of charity 
people? Ultimately, is working for a charity good for your health? 

About this report 
Each year, in conjunction with Third Sector magazine, Birdsong run the Charity Pulse 
survey. The Charity Pulse questionnaire asks charity people how they feel about their 
organisation and, each year, in addition to the regular questions we focus on a new theme. 
This year we asked people about how they felt about well-being at work and how well their 
charity performs in this area. 

This report is divided into the following sections: 

§ Summary 

§ Do charities have a role to play in staff well-being? 

§ How well are charities performing?  

§ What impact is working for a charity having on staff? 

§ Comparing positively and negatively impacting charities  

§ Gauging your charity’s impact on staff well-being 

§ How can your charity improve the well-being of its staff? 

§ Further information on well-being at work 
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Summary 

Well-being matters 
Charity staff are looking to their employers to support their well-being.  

95% of those who took part in this year’s Charity Pulse survey believe that their charity 
employer has a role to play in their well-being.  

A mixed picture 
All of the well-being areas included in the research are important to charity staff. The most 
important area, however, is the presence of a supportive organisational culture. The least 
important area is mindfulness. 

Charities are only meeting staff expectations on well-being in one area: physical comfort at 
work. Charities are under-performing in all other areas – particularly supporting physical 
health and mindfulness. 

Overall, staff give charities 2.8 stars out of a possible five for how well-being is managed in 
their organisations. 

The good news is that 51% of charity people think that working for a charity has a positive 
impact on their lives. However, 29% feel that it has a negative impact on them. 

Positively and negatively impacting charities 
The biggest difference between the positively and negatively impacting charities is the 
presence of a supportive organisational culture. This is in place in 83% of positively 
impacting charities, compared with only 12% of negatively impacting charities. 

Perhaps surprisingly, when looking at the positively impacting charities, they still fall short 
of staff expectation in all areas of well-being except for physical comfort. Unsurprisingly, 
these shortfalls are much greater with the negatively impacting charities. 

A way forward 
Charity people are not looking for – or expecting – perfection from their employers. Charity 
people want to make a difference in the world and they want their charities to support them. 
Charity people believe that charities could and should be setting an example on well-being 
that other organisations can follow. 

So staff are saying: Charity begins at home. 

Every charity is different and must respond to its own staff priorities, but as a sector we 
could take a big step forward on well-being at work by exploring these four questions within 
our organisations: 

§ Attitude: Is there genuine care and consideration for people at the heart of this charity? 

§ Supportive culture: Do we have a culture where people can be themselves? 

§ Physical health: How can we support our people to stay healthy?  

§ Staff aspirations: How can we provide more space and opportunity for our people to 
flourish? 
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No 
1% 

Neutral 
4% 

Yes 
95% 

Do you think that a charity employer has a role to play in  
staff well-being? 

Do charities have a role to play in staff well-being? 

Overall 
Virtually all charity staff who took part in this year’s Charity Pulse survey believe that their 
charity employer has a role to play in their well-being. 95% in fact. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Why does it matter? 
We asked respondents to tell us why they thought this was important. The comments made 
were noticeable for their clarity and understanding of the importance of well-being at work. 
Here are some examples of what respondents said. 
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The link between employee well-being and organisational well-being 

It is enlightened self-interest 
for an employer, as staff with 

high well-being perform 
better, take fewer sick days 

etc. 

 

We spend so much of our 
lives at work that an 

employer must take an 
interest in well-being. Happy 

and healthy staff are more 
productive, stay with an 

organisation & invest more 
in return. 

The link to delivering for the cause 

Simple. Happy, healthy staff 
make happy, healthy and 
therefore effective workers 
and subsequently happy 

customers/clients. Also, as 
caring organisations surely 

charities have a moral role to 
support staff in this way. If 

they can't, who can? 

If we want to make the world 
a better place then keeping 

staff happier, and more 
effective in their jobs, is a 

good place to start. 

Charities should lead the way 

Every employer has a role in 
this, but particularly 

charities as they are meant 
to embody something good.  
I work for a human rights 
charity so it is particularly 

hypocritical when staff 
morale is not prioritised. 

Working for a health charity 
I think it's exceptionally 

important that we practice 
what we preach. We do not. 
We offer corporate clients 
free blood pressure checks 
and health and wellbeing 

training yet there is nothing 
offered internally. 

Particular support for charity staff 

People choose to work for 
charity for reasons other 

than money or status. 
Personal conviction and 
belief in the cause can be 

easily eroded if the working 
environment does not 

support the individual in 
their well-being. 

 Any employer must take an 
active role in ensuring the 
well-being of its staff but 

more so in a charity 
environment (particularly a 

charity which deals with 
serious illness and death) to 
make sure that staff are not 
negatively impacted by their 

role. 
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How well are charities performing? 

The elements of well-being 
We asked charity people which elements of their well-being are currently being supported 
by their employers, exploring nine areas covering physical, emotional and spiritual well-
being. We also asked them which of these areas are important to them. 

 

(For more detailed descriptions of the categories above see Appendix – Well-being area 
descriptions.) 

Each of these areas matter to a significant proportion of respondents, with a supportive 
culture being seen as most important factor. However, even the less tangible areas like 
mindfulness are seen as valuable contributors to well-being by over two-thirds of 
respondents. 

The physical comfort of staff is the only area of well-being where employer provision is 
meeting employee aspiration. 

Charities are doing least well at supporting employees when it comes to physical health and 
mindfulness. 
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68% 

56% 

46% 

34% 
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How is well-being embedded in the way charities work? 
We asked charity people to tell us how well-being is practiced within their organisation. 
We were interested in whether charities have well-being policies and guidelines in place and, 
more importantly, we wanted to find out whether these policies are embedded in the way 
charities work and whether staff feel genuinely cared about by their organisations. 

We asked five questions about well-being practices. We asked where they thought their 
charity is now and where they would like it to be. Each of the questions could be rated from 
one to five stars. 

 
 

Charity Pulse survey respondents provided an overall average star rating of 2.8 for how well 
they think that their charity supports well-being, compared to an aspirational rating of 4.5. 

This gap is reflected in all the individual areas of well-being practice. Charities are doing 
best when it comes to genuinely caring for their staff and least well at embedding well-being 
initiatives in the way they work. 
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There is genuine care 
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staff at the heart of 
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There are well-being 
policies and guidelines 

in place here 

Well-being initiatives 
are embedded in the 
way my charity works 

My charity is 
responsive to the 

changing well-being 
needs of staff 

My overall view of how 
well my charity 

supports well-being 
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Negative 
29% 

Neutral 
20% 

Positive 
51% 

What impact does working for your charity have on your 
overall well-being?  

What impact is working for a charity having on staff? 

Setting aside the detailed questions about different aspects of well-being and the associated 
working practices, we asked charity staff the fundamental question – does working for your 
charity have a positive or negative impact on your well-being? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

It’s great to see that 51% of respondents feel that the impact is positive - that their lives are 
enhanced by working for a charity. But, worryingly, 29% feel that working for a charity has 
negative impact on them. 22% feel that it has no impact one way or the other. 

In the next section we take a look at the positive and negative groups - and see how the well-
being practices supported by the charities that these two groups work for compare. 
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Comparing positively and negatively impacting charities 

The chart below compares the elements of well-being supported by charities having a 
positive impact on their staff (the 51% highlighted in the previous chart) - and those having 
a negative impact (the 29% highlighted in the previous chart). The elements are listed in the 
order that they matter most to staff, starting with the most important. 

 

There are significant differences in the well-being elements that are supported in the two 
groups of charities. The charities having a positive impact on their staff are providing more 
support across all well-being categories. 

Perhaps the most striking difference between the two groups is in the provision of a 
supportive organisational culture. This is the aspect of well-being that is most important to 
staff, yet only 12% of individuals working in negatively impacting charities feel that this is 
present in their workplace, compared to 83% in the positively impacting ones. 

Charities that are having a negative impact on staff well-being still do reasonably well when 
it comes to looking after their staff’s physical comfort.  

In the next section we take a look at the variances between what staff would like to see in 
place in their charity and what they are getting - in each of the two groups.  
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Positively impacting charities 
Positively impacting charities perform best in providing a physically comfortable workplace 
for staff, but less well when it comes to supporting staff physical health and mindfulness. 
These less well supported areas are lower down the ‘wish-list’ of staff requirements, so 
should these be seen as urgent areas for improvement? 

The chart below attempts to answer that question by looking at the variances between what 
staff are looking for and what the positively impacting charities are providing. 

 
 

 

From this analysis, we can see that the biggest satisfaction deficits are in the areas of support 
for physical health, mindfulness and staff aspirations. 
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Negatively impacting charities 
The negatively impacting charities are under-performing in all areas. The chart below shows 
this in detail. 

 
 

 

From this analysis, we can see that the biggest satisfaction deficits are in the areas of having 
a supportive culture and support for staff aspirations. 
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Gauging your charity’s impact on staff well-being 

As a charity leader how do you gauge the impact that your organisation is having on staff 
well-being? Clearly the most important thing to do is to ask your people what matters to 
them. Find out where you are doing well – and where you could be doing better. However, 
this analysis provides some helpful pointers on which questions to ask. 

The graph below illustrates the relationship between the responses to key Charity Pulse staff 
satisfaction questions and the impact that the charities are having on staff well-being.  
The green and blue lines show staff responses to two staff satisfaction questions that relate 
to the organisation and its aims. The red and yellow lines show the staff responses to two 
more personal questions. 

 
 

What this graph shows is that to understand whether your charity is having a positive or 
negative impact on staff well-being, you need to consider the personal questions rather than 
organisational ones – the personal questions have a more direct link with well-being. 

The graph also reveals there are staff with a good understanding of what their charity wants 
to achieve, and high levels of belief in their cause, working for organisations that are having 
a negative impact on their well-being. 
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Further information on well-being at work 

There are excellent resources available to help organisations contribute to their staff  
well-being from these sources: 

 

§ CIPD 

Recent reports: 

– Focus on employee well-being:  
www.cipd.co.uk/hr-resources/survey-reports/employee-outlook-focus-well-
being.aspx 
 

– What’s happening with Well-being at Work? 
www.cipd.co.uk/NR/rdonlyres/DCCE94D7-781A-485A-A702-
6DAAB5EA7B27/0/whthapwbwrk.pdf 
 

– Developing managers to manage sustainable employee engagement, health and well-
being: www.cipd.co.uk/hr-resources/research/developing-managers.aspx 

 

§ Mind 

Useful guidance and a Wellness Action Plan template: 
www.mind.org.uk/media/1593680/guide-to-waps.pdf 

 

§ Mindful Employer 

The organisation behind the charter for employers who are positive about mental 
health: www.mindfulemployer.net 

 

§ The Work Foundation 

Information on the Health at Work policy unit: 

www.theworkfoundation.com/Research/Workforce-Effectiveness/Health-
Wellbeing/Health-at-work-policy-unit 

 

§ HR Magazine 

Feature: Why isn’t wellbeing a boardroom issue? 

www.hrmagazine.co.uk/hr/features/1144806/june-cover-story 
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Appendix – Well-being area descriptions 

Set out below are descriptions of the nine well-being areas that were included in the Charity 
Pulse survey questionnaire. They were organised into three sections: 

Physical well-being 
My physical comfort (e.g. desks and chairs, light and air) 

My physical health (e.g. exercise, nutrition) 

My work location (e.g. convenience, access to amenities) 

Emotional well-being 
My mental well-being (access to appropriate emotional support) 

A supportive culture (a work environment where I feel I can be myself) 

Social interaction (activities that help create a sense of community) 

Spiritual well-being 
My aspirations (space and opportunities to flourish) 

Mindfulness (appropriate space and time for reflection and renewal) 

Purpose and meaning (my personal values and beliefs are respected) 
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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 2015. This is the ninth 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. 

Many thanks to everyone who took Charity Pulse this year. 428 people took the survey, 
representing over 180 different UK charities.  

Look out for Charity Pulse 2016!  
The next survey will open in March 2016 with Third Sector magazine. The more charity 
people who take part, the more impact and relevance the results will have - so please join in! 

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. 

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 

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

 


