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Introduction 

This report sets out the key findings from this year’s Charity Pulse survey.  

In addition to the usual year-on-year trend reporting of staff satisfaction, this year’s special 
focus is on staff well-being. We asked charity people what they expect from their employer 
and how well their charities are delivering what they need. 

For more in-depth analysis of the well-being part of the survey, see our special report:  
Charity begins at home, available as a free download from the resources section our website: 
birdsong.co.uk/resources. 

About this report 
This report is divided into the following sections: 

§ This year’s Charity Pulse findings at a glance 

§ Overall trends 

§ Comparing managers and non-managers  

§ What could charities do better? 

§ Well-being: What matters to charity staff? 

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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This year’s Charity Pulse findings at a glance 

Twelve months ago, this Charity Pulse annual report was celebrating an uplift in charity 
staff morale and a return to levels of job satisfaction not seen since before the downturn. 
Unfortunately the story in 2015 is rather different, making last year’s optimism look 
somewhat premature. 

There has been a drop in staff satisfaction across many areas of the survey this year, typically 
wiping out the gains we saw in 2014 and taking us into a ‘double dip’ in staff morale. 

We could surmise that the cause of this second downturn is continuing financial pressure in 
the external world but, when we ask charity people about their priorities for change, there 
are strong, common internal themes. The two areas are undoubtedly connected. As we have 
seen in previous surveys, organisational health can easily slip down a charity’s agenda when 
leaders are under pressure. 

There are no improvements in staff satisfaction across the Charity Pulse survey this year. 
The typical long-term trend reveals a double dip pattern, returning staff satisfaction levels to 
the low point reached in 2012.  

Headlines 
The most significant changes over the past twelve months are: 

§ Charity staff morale - down 12% 

§ Recommending my charity as an employer - down 12% 

§ Job satisfaction - down 10% 

§ Pride in working for my charity - down 9% 

§ Planning to be working for my charity in a year’s time - down 8%  

What’s behind the drop in satisfaction? 
The downward shifts in staff satisfaction this year are being driven by: 

§ Fewer staff feeling well-informed about what’s going on in their organisation 

§ Fewer staff feeling that they are listened to and valued 

§ Less confidence in senior management 

§ Satisfaction with the support received being at a low ebb 

§ Non-managers feeling less connected than managers  

What charity people are looking for? 
When we ask charity people what they would change at their charity to make it a better 
place to work, they said: 

§ Better leadership and management 

§ Improved communication and empowerment 

§ Improved trust and communication between departments 

§ More respect for staff 
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Well-being at work 
The headlines from this year’s special focus on well-being are: 

§ 95% of respondents believe their charity employer has a role to play in their well-being. 

§ Respondents see the most important aspect of well-being at work as a supportive culture. 

§ 51% of people feel that working for a charity has a positive impact on them.  

§ 29% feel that working for a charity has a negative impact on them.  
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Overall trends 

There are no increases in staff satisfaction across the whole of the Charity Pulse survey this 
year. Respondents scored 25 of the 46 opinion questions worse than they did in 2014. 
Responses to the other 21 questions were on a par with last year (within 5% variance). 

 

Staff redundancies  
There is one positive longer-term trend. 

48% of survey respondents reported that there have been staff redundancies at their charity 
during the past year. This figure continues the downward trend in the prevalence of 
redundancies across the sector since we first started monitoring this area in 2010. 

 

Worse 
54% 

Same 
46% 

62% 62% 62% 
55% 

49% 48% 

0% 

20% 

40% 

60% 

80% 

100% 

2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 

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



Birdsong Charity Consulting 6 July 2015 

Morale and job satisfaction 
The key indicators of staff satisfaction in the 2015 survey are showing a double dip pattern. 
The indicators included in the graph below are: the state of charity morale - down 12%, the 
proportion of staff who are proud to work for their charity - down 9%, and the number of 
people who would recommend their charity as an employer - down 12%. 

 

 
 

Additionally, when it comes to overall job satisfaction, the double dip pattern is repeated. In 
this case, 59% say that they are happy with their job in 2015, down 10% on last year.  

By looking at staff responses across the survey, we can see that the downward shifts in these 
key indicators are being driven by staff feeling less connected with their organisations - and 
less well supported by them. 
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Connection with the organisation 
This year’s survey results paint a picture of charity staff feeling less connected with their 
organisations than they were 12 months ago. 

 

 
 

Staff feel less well-informed about what’s going on in their organisation. 62% say that they 
feel well informed, down from 73% in 2014. 

57% of respondents say that they are feeling listened to and valued by their charity this year 
- 11% down on the 2014 figure. Similarly, 54% say they have confidence in their senior 
management team - down 9% on 2014. 

This disconnection is likely to be an important factor in the increased proportion of staff 
thinking of changing jobs this year. The percentage of staff who say that they are planning to 
still be working for their charity in a year’s time is just 45%, down 8% from 2014. This is the 
lowest percentage we have seen since we first asked the question in 2008. 
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Trust and support 
The survey results also point to charity staff feeling less trusted and supported by their 
organisations. 

 

 
 

66% of respondents tell us that they feel empowered to take decisions in their daily work, 
down 8% on last year. On the other hand, just 49% feel that they get the support they need 
to do their job well. This is down 9% on 2014 - and the lowest figure we have seen over the 
past nine years.  

The notoriously difficult area of communications between different teams and departments 
has also dropped back this year - to just 32%. This is down 8% on 2014 could be contributing 
to feelings of a lack of support - and connection. 
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Comparing managers and non-managers 

To explore what else might be driving the drops in staff satisfaction this year, we compared 
manager and non-manager responses to the survey. Here we compare responses to the nine 
questions featured in the report so far: 

 

 
 

From this comparison it is clear that non-managerial staff are significantly less satisfied with 
their jobs in 2015 than managers - with the exception of feeling supported. Non-managers 
are feeling less connected and less valued, and are less likely to recommend their charity as 
an employer.  
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It is also apparent that the downward shifts in satisfaction since 2014 are mainly being 
driven by reduced satisfaction among non-managerial staff. 

 

 
 

This average change comparison is calculated from the year-on-year changes in opinions of 
the nine satisfaction areas featured in the chart on the previous page. 

 

On average the drop in non-manager satisfaction is nearly twice the level of managers. 
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What could charities do better? 

So, taking everything into account, we asked charity staff to leave a comment, to tell us what 
they would like to see changed at their charity to make it a better place to work.  

 

 

Respondents’ comments contained a number of common themes. They told us that they are 
looking for: 

§ Better leadership and management 

§ Improved communication and empowerment 

§ Improved trust and communication between departments 

§ More respect for staff 

Overleaf, we have included some of the comments made by survey participants. 
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Better leadership and management 

This organisation needs 
stronger leadership and 
direction, which is then 

communicated openly and in 
a timely manner. 

Better people management – 
non-hierarchical approach – 
less of the old style, old boys' 

club mentality – holding 
senior management 
accountable for their 

performance and lack of 
thereof. 

Improved communication and empowerment 

Clearer communication 
between SMT and rest of 
staff. Still perceived as a  

two-tier system. I receive a 
lot of information 2nd hand 

as gossip! 

Empowering managers - less 
decision making centralised 

with the senior management. 

Improved trust and communication between departments 

More communication within 
and between departments, so 
we all know what people are 

working towards and how 
that will benefit the 

organisation. 

More effective 
communication between 

different teams to enable us 
to integrate our efforts, learn 

from one another, and 
support one another's work. 

More respect for staff 

I'd like senior management 
to remember that employees 
are people! People who have 

mortgages, children, lives 
outside of work. We've had a 
restructure in our directorate 
and communication about it 

was poor and often 
amateurish, and didn't give 
the impression that senior 

staff recognised what was at 
stake for the 'resource' that 
was being moved around. 

They need to value staff at 
all levels and respect the 
need for individuals to 

develop and grow in their 
roles. When staff leave there 

should be a much greater 
emphasis on internal 

promotion. 
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staff well-being? 

Well-being: What matters to charity staff? 

Our special focus for the survey this year is well-being. 

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. 

So how does the voluntary sector perform in this area?  

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. 
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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. 

 
 

 

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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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? 
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. 

 

Want to find out more? 
To provide more details on these well-being findings, we have produced a second report:  
Charity begins at home which is available for free download from the resources section our 
website: birdsong.co.uk/resources. 
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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: www.birdsong.co.uk 

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

 


