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Introduction 

Impact of the downturn 
Over the past six years, the annual Charity Pulse surveys have revealed many interesting 
changes in job satisfaction across the voluntary sector. But these changes have been minor 
compared to the impact we have seen this year. 2012 may be a year of national celebration 
and excitement, but unfortunately the same cannot be said of the mood in the voluntary 
sector. It is not a happy place to work at the moment and, as far as charity staff are 
concerned, 2012 is proving to be the toughest year since the downturn began.  

The percentage of employees who think morale in their charity is high is just 29%, down 
from 43% in 2011, and the number who would recommend their organisation as an 
employer is down to 56%, from 70% last year.  

On thing that has remained constant, however, is the level of redundancies in the sector. 
62% of respondents have experienced redundancies at their charity in the past twelve 
months - the same level as in 2011 and 2010. Unsurprisingly then, only 47% of respondents 
say that they are planning to be working for their current charity in a year’s time. 

The good are getting better – and the bad are getting worse 
We suspected that charities might be coping differently with the challenges they are facing, 
so this year we asked some additional questions - about how charities are responding to the 
downturn - and we got some surprising results. We focussed in on efficiency, ways of 
working and how well charities are utilising the skills and experience of their people. This 
report explores those results and finds that there is a dramatic polarisation in the way that 
charities are behaving. In short, the more efficient organisations, with good working 
practices, are stepping up, while those that are less efficient are getting worse. So as well as 
providing our usual annual update on staff morale, this report shines a spotlight on this 
organisational divergence.  

How is your charity doing? 
We were also keen to find out if adversity has been the mother of invention, so we asked 
charity people to tell us about any specific, positive changes that their organisation has made 
in response to the economic climate. The examples of positive changes provided by 
respondents ranged from small changes to organisation-wide initiatives. So if some practical 
ideas would be helpful to your charity at this time, then take a look at page 10. 

Who’s got the best boss? 
Finally this year, we have investigated an old chestnut - the impact that line managers have 
on their team members - and answer the question “Who’s got the best boss?” 
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Impact of the downturn 

The voluntary sector is not a happy place to work in 2012. As far as charity staff are 
concerned, this is the toughest year since the downturn began. Just 57% are satisfied with 
their jobs, down from 68% in 2011. 

So what’s behind the headlines? 

Morale at an all time low 
The percentage of employees who think morale in their charity is high is down from 43% in 
2011 to 29% this year. This is by far the biggest drop in morale since the survey began in 
2007. 

 

Employer of choice? 
The state of morale is affecting individuals’ opinions of their organisations. Only 56% of 
survey respondents would recommend their charity as an employer, down from 70% last 
year. Again, this a big drop compared with any of the previous five years. 
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Leading from the front? 
In times of crisis, staff look to their leaders for support and, well, leadership. In 2012 the 
view is not a pretty one. 

A significant proportion of senior teams are losing the respect of their people: 30% of 
respondents told us that they do not think their senior management team is up to the job, 
up from 19% in 2011.  

There has been a similar increase in the proportion of people who feel that it is not safe to 
challenge their leaders - up to 34% from 23% last year - and 38% of respondents now think 
their leaders are out of touch - up from 30%. 

In this area, larger charities seem to have more to worry about than their smaller 
counterparts. The charts below indicate that the leaders of smaller charities have more 
support from their staff - and that they are providing them with a more inclusive working 
environment.  

 
Note: For the Charity Pulse survey, small charities employ fewer than 50 people, medium-sized charities between 
50 – 200, and large charities over 200. 

Another significant factor here, however, is the impact of redundancies. Overall, 62% of 
respondents have experienced redundancies at their charity in the past twelve months – the 
same level as in 2011 and 2010. But, of the respondents working in the large and medium-
sized charities, the proportions affected by redundancies were 76% and 78% respectively. 
The comparable figure for those working in small charities was only 44%. 

Anywhere but here? 
The Charity Pulse survey results also show that more charity staff are currently prepared to 
face an uncertain job market than at any time since the downturn began. Just 43% of 
respondents say that they are planning to be working for their current charity in a year’s 
time. The graph overleaf shows that this is another significant drop in satisfaction, when 
compared with the data from previous years. 
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A thank you goes a long way 
Exploring some of the less tangible areas of staff satisfaction, it is clear that some of the 
biggest drops this year are around how appreciated and respected staff feel. For example, 
55% of respondents say that they feel appreciated at work, compared to 64% last year.  

Again, smaller charities are doing significantly better at capturing the hearts and minds of 
their people than the larger organisations. The charts below show that this extends to them 
feeling fairly treated and respected - as well as feeling appreciated for a job well done. 

 
 

Overall, 69% of staff who feel appreciated at work say that they are planning to be working 
for their charity in a year’s time, compared to just 13% of those that don’t. 
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The good are getting better - and the bad are getting worse  

This year most, if not all, charities are under pressure, but while some are floundering and 
struggling to bring their people with them, this survey reveals that others are stepping up 
and working with their staff to emerge fitter and stronger, and ready for the challenges 
ahead. 

As the environment has got tougher, it is exposing weaknesses in charity management. For 
some, the accumulated stress has reached a critical point. 

In short, the good are getting better - and the bad are getting worse.  

The following bar charts illustrate the dramatic polarisation that is going on in the sector. 

The first chart looks at efficiency. This shows that of the people who think that their charity 
is inefficient (the left hand column), only 6% believe that there has been an improvement in 
efficiency since the downturn began. Conversely, of staff who consider their charity to be 
efficient (the right hand column), 45% believe that efficiency has improved since the 
downturn began. In other words, efficient charities are getting even more efficient. 

On the other hand, of the people who think that their charity is inefficient (the left hand 
column), some 35% think it has got even less efficient since the down turn began. But of 
staff who consider their charity to be efficient (the right hand column), only 6% believe that 
efficiency has got worse. 

 
 

A similar picture emerges when respondents were asked about their charity’s ways of 
working and utilisation of staff talent. 
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58% of charities that encourage better ways of working (the right hand column) have put 
more emphasis on this in recent years, compared to just 9% of charities that never have this 
topic on the agenda. 

 
Here (in green), 45% of charities that are considered to make good use of staff talent are 
stepping up and looking to do even better, whereas just 1% of charities that don’t tend to do 
this well have improved.  
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Who’s most efficient? 
Overall, 46% of the Charity Pulse survey respondents believe that their charity operates 
efficiently. When asked whether they think efficiency has improved since the downturn 
began, however, only 28% felt that their charities had stepped up and improved the 
efficiency of their organisation. The data shows that these charities are more likely to have 
over 100 staff and be located outside London. 

Comparing the charity staff responses to other areas of the survey, it is clear that 
improvements in efficiency are having a very positive impact on staff morale and satisfaction. 
The following graph provides three such examples.  

 
 

Who’s making best use of their talent? 
37% of respondents feel that their charity makes good use of its people’s talents. However, 
just 19% believe that their organisation has made better use of their skills and experience 
since the downturn began. When it comes to making better use of talent, that data shows 
that charities with fewer than 25 staff are performing best. 

When people feel their talents and expertise are recognised, it also makes a huge difference 
to the way they feel about their organisation and their job. Respondents who felt that their 
charity was making better use of staff talent were more positive in every area. Specifically, 
87% would recommend their charity as an employer, compared to just 26% of those who felt 
that their organisation was making worse use of their expertise. And 95% say that they enjoy 
their work, compared to 69%. 
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How is your charity doing? 

Is your charity coping well through the downturn? Or are organisational challenges holding 
it back? 

If there ever was a good time to address organisational culture issues within a charity - then 
this is it! The results of this survey show that an open, appreciative and inclusive working 
environment can significantly boost staff satisfaction and retention. 

And what about your charity’s efficiency and effectiveness? How would your staff rate it?  

Whatever your answer, if some practical ideas for improvement would be helpful at this 
time, then this section of the report is for you. We asked respondents to the Charity Pulse 
survey to tell us about any specific, positive changes that their charity had made in response 
to the economic climate. The examples given ranged from small changes to organisation-
wide initiatives. They are all making a real difference to their charities’ effectiveness, but 
they are also lifting the morale and motivation of the people who work there. Here are some 
of the initiatives that were put forward by respondents. It’s probably not a coincidence that 
the word ‘we’ crops up quite a lot … 

Examples of positive changes 

Better use of peoples’ skills 

“Re-organisation of management structure so all workers can take ownership of various 
projects according to their specific skills and interests.” 

“Secondments to different departments to utilise skills to the best of an employee’s ability.” 

“We're being creative about replacing people and are merging some leavers' roles to create 
fewer, more interesting and possibly more senior posts. Better value for less money.” 

“Staff have been encouraged to take part in team talk which allows teams to share concerns 
and opinions throughout the whole organisation. Also for the purpose of retention of staff, 
staff have been encouraged to take their personal development plans seriously and to book in 
for courses necessary to become better at our jobs.” 

“We have found new ways to engage volunteers and give them greater responsibility.” 

Internal process improvement 

“We are actively engaging in revamping our process management and looking at how we 
currently do things to see if there is a better way to proceed.” 

“Improved management and performance reporting for fundraising leading to quicker 
decision-making and more agile response to changes in the market place.” 

“The organisation is actively seeking to break down the silos into which teams have retreated 
and to bring people together, integrating our offer and thus making more effective use of our 
resources and increasing organisational capacity. This process has been inclusive and non-
hierarchical (we are that kind of organisation anyway) and will be owned by the whole 
organisation, not just management.” 

“Supporting home working when it isn't necessary for people to travel to the office; excellent 
level of access to systems for remote workers.”  
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Cost saving initiatives 

“At every team meeting money saving ideas are invited and discussed.” 

“The charity has implemented an award payment scheme that encourages all staff to make 
recommendations on how to save money. Any implemented practices mean a financial 
reward of £100. This is encouraging people to think outside of their areas, as financial awards 
will only be considered if the change affects the way another team or area of the business 
operates. Making positive changes in your own areas/role is expected as the norm.” 

“Pooling stationery procurement across the organisation to get discounts on bulk purchases.” 

“Where possible we email thank you letters rather than use the postal services.” 

“Video conferencing and e-learning opportunities rather than travel where appropriate.” 

Improved prioritisation of work 

“Questioning what we are doing at a fundamental level, reviewing strategic priorities from the 
ground up.” 

“We have been much stricter and clearer about not doing work for which we are not funded.” 

Organisation review and reorganisation 

“As a charity we restructured departments in 2009 making us leaner and more efficient. This 
led to us turning the charity around and meaning that we have been able to tackle the 
economic climate better. Also, our fundraising and shops can now be invested in more 
(because we made savings after the restructure) which is leading to growth.” 

New fundraising initiatives 

“More emphasis on making big changes to our fundraising approaches. More encouragement 
to be inventive, try new things and daring to leap.” 

“We have significantly diversified our income streams and developed new engagement 
products for corporate partners and high net worth individuals.” 

“We have looked at developing new products and services that will go towards us earning our 
own income.” 

“Installation of large quantity of solar panels to attract feed-in-tariff and save energy costs. 
Largely funded through voluntary support.” 

Increased partnership work 

“We are seeking partnerships with other voluntary sector organisations, not to grow but to 
work together.” 

“We are looking to merge with 11 other VCS organisations and feel this is a positive step and 
one that will make us all more sustainable.  It will also see a best practice standard of 
delivery of services across the county, rather than patchy cover we have now.” 
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And finally…  Who’s got the best boss? 

Whenever we ask individuals who are thinking of leaving their charity about their reasons 
for wanting to move on, line managers tend to get their fair share of the blame. Indeed this 
year, 21% of respondents cited their boss as one of the main reasons they are looking for a 
new job, so we thought that we would delve into this area a little more deeply… 

We found that 57% of charity people would recommend their line manager as a boss, 17% 
were ambivalent on the subject and 26% definitely wouldn’t.  

Does this matter? Well, you be the judge…  

61% of charity people who are happy with their boss are planning to be working for their 
charity in a year’s time. The comparable figure for those who are unhappy with their boss is 
19%. 

So who’s got the best boss – and who’s got the worst?   

 

Happiest with their boss 
Men in their 20s 

Working in conservation or social welfare charities 

In London 

At a charity with more than 25 employees 

In HR or the CEO’s office 

 

 

 

Unhappiest with their boss 

Women in their 30s 

Working in health or disability charities 

In England, outside London 

At a charity with fewer than 25 employees 

In Communications or Campaigning 

 

 
 
 

Although we have seen that small charities are providing some of the best working 
environments for their people this year, when it comes to being a good boss, it looks like 
some of their managers still have room for improvement. 
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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 2012. This is the sixth 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. 

We had an excellent response to Charity Pulse 2012, with 579 people taking part, 
representing over 170 different UK charities.  

Look out for Charity Pulse 2013!  
The next survey will open in March 2013 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, visit www.bird-song.co.uk or contact Frances Hurst 
or Sam Attenborough at info@bird-song.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. 

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 

 


