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Introduction 

What were you doing in 2007?  

The world was a different place back then. Terms like Downturn, Brexit and Fundraising 
Regulator were yet to enter our vocabulary. And charities were darlings of the national press. 
Another world. 

But were charity people happier in 2007? How were they feeling about their jobs and the 
charities they worked for back then? And how does that compare with 2016? 

To celebrate our tenth Charity Pulse survey, we have taken a look beyond the ups and 
downs of the annual surveys, to identify some longer-term trends in voluntary sector staff 
engagement and satisfaction.  

We asked charity leaders what they thought has changed – for better or worse since 2007. 
And we took a more critical look at organisational performance. What difference does a 
leadership focus on organisational development make to staff morale? Can a long-term 
commitment to improving the way a charity works make a significant difference to staff 
retention? 

To throw some light on these questions, Birdsong has pulled together a new benchmark, 
drawn from charities that are making organisational development a priority. This  
Top Performers benchmark shows what can be achieved. 

About this report 
This report is set out in the following sections: 

§ The headlines 

§ The ten year view from charity leaders 

§ The ten year view from charity staff 

§ Where the sector could be 

§ Where your charity could be – A message for charity leaders 

§ About Charity Pulse 

In the charts that follow the percentage figures refer to the sum of the Agree and Strongly 
agree responses to each survey question, unless otherwise indicated. 
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The headlines 

In the ten years we have been running the Charity Pulse survey, there has never been 
such a seismic event between the time the survey took place and the publication of the 
results - namely the UK’s vote to leave the EU. The data in this report is all pre-Brexit.   

Unfortunately, however, the picture pre-Brexit was not looking too sunny. The UK 
economy may have been recovering from the downturn in Spring 2016, but UK charities 
were clearly not. Two major external events: the recession and the media scrutiny of 
charities had had a significant impact. And this had filtered through to how people were 
feeling about their charities and their jobs. 

Reviewing the annual Charity Pulse survey results since 2007, the trend in staff satisfaction 
is a downward one. For some areas, such as job security, 2012 saw satisfaction at its lowest 
ebb and, since then, there has been a partial recovery. But could this recovery have been 
greater and quicker? We believe that it could. 

Comparison of the Charity Pulse 2016 survey results with Birdsong’s Top Performers 
benchmark shows what is possible. Across the survey, the Top Performers achieved an 
average satisfaction rating per question of 75%. This compares with 57% for the Charity 
Pulse survey.  

Creating a healthy organisation is a bit like looking after your body. You can’t go to the gym 
once and expect to stay fit all year. Leading a healthy organisation requires an 
understanding of what it takes to bring your people with you – and a long-term 
commitment to doing just that.  

The view from charity leaders 
As part of our retrospective, we asked charity leaders for their perceptions of what has 
changed in the sector since 2007. The world they describe is one of:  

§ Increased professionalism 

§ Greater collaboration across the sector 

§ Greater scrutiny, uncertainty and risk aversion 

§ Continuing pressure on funding 

The view from charity staff 
As far as charity staff are concerned, the survey results reveal that the ten year picture is not 
a positive one: 

§ It shows charity staff satisfaction in long term decline since 2007 

§ Thirteen areas of the survey score significantly worse than in 2007, including satisfaction 
with workloads, training, pay and propensity to recommend employer 

§ 2012 was a particular low point 

§ No areas of the survey score more positively than ten years ago 
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Where the sector could be 
Comparing the Charity Pulse 2016 survey results with Birdsong’s Top Performers 
benchmark reveals that people working for charities that are committed to improving staff 
satisfaction are 25% more likely to recommend their charity as an employer and 31% more 
likely to be planning to be working for their charity in a year’s time. 

Where your charity could be – A message for charity leaders 
If you are a charity leader and this report inspires you to take your organisation to the next 
level, then take a look at Birdsong’s Four-step Organisational Development process.  
(See page 16.)  
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The ten year view from charity leaders 

Before we opened the Charity Pulse 2016 survey, we asked charity leaders for their 
perceptions of what has changed in the sector since 2007.  

Their responses describe increasing professionalism and greater collaboration across the 
sector, but also much greater scrutiny, uncertainty and risk aversion, along with the 
continuing pressure on funding. 

 

 
 

There’s a lot less money in the sector now than there was in 2007 and as a result almost 
everyone knows someone in the sector who has faced a degree of job uncertainty, 
restructures, redundancies or their roles expanding /evolving to cover more and more 
work  (but without an equivalent rise in pay). 

Less money means organisations are less likely to spend money on anything at all besides 
the actual service they’re delivering. So things like investment in staff skills and learning 
will have fallen by the wayside for a lot of organisations in the sector. It often feels when 
speaking to other charities that their staff are doing more with less, and struggling to 
meet demand.  We identified it as a ‘capacity crunch’ in the sector in our CFG/NCVO 
research into the financial position of the sector. 

Pre 2007 there was more room to take risks and learn from failures - a luxury most 
people working in charities can’t afford any longer. Charities are having to make the 
absolute most of their funds – there’s a strong need to think innovatively and collaborate 
in new ways in order to survive and to keep serving beneficiaries. 

A reliance on contracts means there’s so little money for things like IT systems, robust 
financial operations – ‘overhead’ type things. If you’re working in a charity making sure 
these things work makes it easier to do your job. 

Caron Bradshaw 
Chief Executive, Charity Finance Group 

The last ten years has seen a lot of change for charities, and this trend is accelerating. 
Charities increasingly need clarity in their mission and how they demonstrate impact, 
and stronger relationships with their supporters. We know we will need to adapt even 
more over the next ten years, but by taking this approach we seem to be engaging new 
audiences and growing support for our cause. 

Despite challenging times, people care more than ever and the RSPB's current 
membership is at an all time high.  For the RSPB it's key to engage families, and our 
growing youth membership shows that our messages are also resonating with the next 
generation. 

By working together, charities can demonstrate wider relevance for the long-term public 
good, at time when the State is contracting. The recent State of Nature partnership, of 26 
conservation charities combining to highlight the plight of wildlife in the UK, showed 
that collaboration can have a huge impact for common cause. 

Mike Clarke, 
Chief Executive, RSPB 
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Charities have become increasingly professional and business-like, seeking to achieve the 
very best results for beneficiaries with the donations given. But public perceptions have 
not kept pace. While the commonly held misconception is that charities are run by 
volunteers operating on a shoestring budget, the reality is usually a professional staff - 
people who have chosen to work in the sector as a career. As a result charity employees 
find themselves misunderstood, their motivations questioned, working in a sector under 
fire. 

Today, like never before, the resilience and determination of charity people is being put 
to the test. Although we face a hostile media and a sometimes cynical public, what I do 
see is the charity sector coming together like never before to support and encourage one 
another. 

Zoë Bunter 
Head of Mission Development, The Leprosy Mission (Eng. & Wales) 

I think one of the biggest differences is the external scrutiny. Work of charity employees 
are a lot more scrutinised by the external environment now. 

Semra O’Reilly 
Head of HR, Girlguiding 

What I would say has changed and is having a dramatic impact, particularly for a smaller 
charity with very limited unrestricted reserves, is that most donors are now funding in 
arrears, usually quarterly.  This means that we have to pay salaries and activity costs in 
advance to receiving the grant and this puts a real strain on cash flow.  It also often 
means that we are unable to use smaller, local companies/contractors, as they are less 
likely to be able to wait until we receive our funding for us to pay them.  I appreciate that 
donors do this to minimise their risk but I think there could be a half way meeting point, 
and donors could pay staff salaries either upfront or as they are incurred and this would 
help somewhat.  Currently about 90% of our donors are funding in arrears. 

Kathy Wormald 
Chief Executive Officer, Froglife 

I think there is a genuine understanding now that talent is in the NFP sector and our 
people are now easily transferred into the commercial world. Charities are seen more as 
comparable to commercial organisations. However that brings its own challenges on how 
the sector is perceived and not all representations are accurate, that is then a challenge 
for the emotion and wellbeing of staff, the recruitment and on boarding challenges and, 
of course, donor perception. 

Working with volunteers is also more challenging. Keeping and engaging them in a 
heavily safeguarded environment. 

Caroline Bendelow 
People and Performance Director, Age UK 
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Responding to the economic downturn and government cuts has led to charities working 
more collaboratively together to make the most of their combined efforts and voices. 
Social media has also burst onto the scene and given us access to much wider audiences. 

Julia Hanmer 
Joint Chief Executive, Bat Conservation Trust 

I would say the biggest change for me is one of the most recent – the scrutiny that 
charities fundraising is now under in the media, and consequently more cynicism 
directed towards charities. 

Martin Bishop 
Director of Fundraising and Communications, Dementia UK 

There is a growing need for charities to ensure their income streams are as diverse as 
possible, and that traditional funding opportunities from CCGs and local authorities are 
much thinner on the ground. There has also been the knock-on impact of this on at-
times over reliance on volunteers and less skilled, generic support workers to carry out 
what can be complex ‘front line’ work. 

Niall Larkin 
Director of Operations, Dementia UK 



Birdsong Charity Consulting 8 July 2016 

The ten year view from charity staff 

As 2016 is our tenth survey, we looked beyond the ups and downs of the fluctuations of the 
annual Charity Pulse surveys, to identify some longer-term trends in voluntary sector staff 
engagement and satisfaction.  

The ten-year picture is not a positive one: 

§ It shows charity staff satisfaction in long term decline since 2007 

§ Thirteen areas of the survey score significantly worse than in 2007, including satisfaction 
with workloads, training, pay and propensity to recommend employer 

§ 2012 was a particular low point 

§ No areas of the survey score more positively than ten years ago 

Workload 

Charity people are now far less likely to feel that the workload in their job is reasonable. 
Only 48% do – on a par with the previous low figure seen in 2012.  

Expectations of what staff can deliver have risen to the point that only 54% of staff feel that 
they are realistic. This proportion is now lower than in 2012. 

Understandably these trends have had an impact on the proportion of staff who tell us that 
they enjoy their jobs. Although 80% is not a low figure - the trend is still downwards.  
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People management 

Looking at how staff feel about the feedback they receive from their managers and the 
flexible working practices available to them, the patterns are more erratic. They do, 
nonetheless, show more downward trends. 

 

Development and Reward 

The yellow line showing how satisfied staff are with their training and development shows a 
partial recovery from a low point around 2102 and 2013, but is still significantly behind 
where it was in 2007. 

We see a similar pattern when it comes to staff satisfaction with pay and how it is handled 
within the charity. 
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Working practices 

There have been no improvements in charity staff opinions of working practices at their 
charities – and two areas have declined significantly over the period.  

Only 36% of charity people now believe that their charity’s processes and procedures help 
them to do their job effectively, and just 31% feel that their charity is doing everything it can 
to reduce its impact on the environment. Resources for improving these important areas 
appear to have lost out to other priorities. 

 

Job security 

Although we don’t have a pre-downturn figure to compare it to, it is good to see that staff 
confidence in their job security is now back to its 2009 level. We will need to await the 2017 
survey results to see what impact Brexit will have on this critical area.  
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Overall 

Disappointingly, but not surprisingly, the downward trends represented in the previous 
charts are reflected in how proud people feel about working for their charity.  

They have also affected staff intentions to be working for their charity in a year’s time - and 
how likely they would be to recommend their organisation as an employer. 
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Where the sector could be 

Charity Pulse is an open survey, so anyone working for a UK charity can take part in it. 
Some of the charities represented by the Charity Pulse survey respondents will be 
committed to making their charities great places to work – while others will not consider 
that to be a priority. The reasons for this will differ. Some may feel that such a commitment 
would take time and resources that they do not have. Others may believe that they do not 
have the knowledge or experience to make a difference. 

Through Birdsong’s work with charities over the past twelve years, we have seen, time and 
again, the virtuous circle that is created when leaders and staff work together to improve 
their organisational culture. So what could be possible for the sector as a whole? How much 
happier might charity staff be if they all of their organisations put their job satisfaction and 
well-being high on their priority lists? What difference would that make to staff motivation, 
retention and, ultimately, delivery for the cause? 

To that end we have mined a different data set: the 175 staff surveys that Birdsong has run 
for UK charities over the past three years. We have then taken the results of the Top 40 
performing organisations to produce a Top Performers benchmark. 

Who these organisations are is confidential - and is not the point of the analysis. This is not 
intended to be a representative sample. The point of the exercise is to illustrate the levels of 
satisfaction that can be achieved where there is consistent attention paid to organisational 
development. And to explore, once again, whether improved staff satisfaction has any 
significant impact on staff retention. 

The Top Performers organisations are not working on a different planet from other 
charities, where funding falls from the sky and different departments always see eye-
to-eye. They do not have more hours in the day than the rest of us or unlimited HR 
budgets. They are simply charities where the leaders understand the importance of 
genuinely working with their staff if they want to make the world a better place.  
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The differences 
The charts that follow compare the differences between this year’s Charity Pulse survey and 
Birdsong’s Top Performers. Some of the differences are substantial and point the way to 
what all charities could achieve. 

Across the survey questions, Top Performers achieved an average response level per 
question of 75%. This compares with 57% for the Charity Pulse survey.  

Areas of greatest variance 

 
 

The biggest variance revealed here is in employee satisfaction with their charity’s process 
and procedures. This aligns with findings from Charity Pulse survey reports in previous 
years (Most notably: Charity Pulse 2012 – Poles Apart report). Here we uncovered how 
much a charity’s efficiency or inefficiency impacts on staff satisfaction and retention. 
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The other comparisons show how workloads, expectations of results and stress levels are 
managed much more effectively in our Top Performers, showing what is possible. 

Most importantly, this comparison reveals that people working for the Top Performers are 
25% more likely to recommend their charity as an employer and a massive 31% more likely 
to be planning to be working for their charity in a year’s time. 

Problem areas 

Other significant variances reveal themselves when the Disagree responses are compared. 
(Disagree survey responses are helpful in identifying areas where staff dissatisfaction is 
having the biggest impact.) 

 
 

By dealing with areas of poor performance within the charity, the Top Performers are clearly 
removing a significant cause of dissatisfaction among their people.  

The Top Performers focus on improving job satisfaction within their charities means that 
just 5% of their employees are actively looking to leave their jobs, compared to a figure of 
31% across the sector as whole. 
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Areas of least variance 

At the other end of the scale, responses to some of the Charity Pulse survey questions reveal 
much smaller differences between average and top performing charities.  

 
 

Most charity staff believe in the aims of their organisation and understand what it is setting 
out to achieve. Individuals working in the Top Performers only rate these areas slightly 
higher than the sector average. 

Internal communication is not hugely better in the Top Performers – and managers are not 
much better at handing out praise than the average. So these areas remain a challenge even 
for the Top Performers. 

Most interestingly, this comparison supports the accepted wisdom that pay is not a key 
determinant of charity staff satisfaction. 56% of Top Performers employees think that their 
pay is competitive, a very similar level to the average sector-wide figure of 50%. 
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Where your charity could be – A message for charity leaders 

With limited time, resources what can a charity leader do to make a meaningful difference 
to their organisation quickly? 

We’ve devised a Four-step Organisational Development process that you can start 
tomorrow. 

Birdsong’s Four-step Organisational Development process 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

And remember 
Organisational development is a team sport. Gather a good team around you to help deliver 
change. Banish silo mentality.  

Make sure you’re available and approachable. The communication channels need to be 
open. 

1. 
Ask for feedback from your 

people about the organisation 

2. 
Ask for feedback from your 

people about yourself 

3. 
Prioritise, communicate and take 

action from the feedback you 
receive  

4. 
Repeat 

Ask: 
Thinking about the way we work as an 

organisation: 
• What would you keep? 
• What would you lose? 
• What would you add? 

Ask: 
• How could I be a better leader? 

• What could I do to make your job easier?  

Steps: 
• Prioritise what needs to change 
• Choose two or three areas for 

immediate action 
• Tell everyone what can and 

can’t be done (yet) 
• Take action 
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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 2016. This is the tenth 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. 413 people took the survey, 
representing over 170 different UK charities.  

Look out for Charity Pulse 2017!  
The next survey will open in March 2017 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: www.birdsong.co.uk 

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

 


