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Executive Summary: 
 

Wellbeing in the workplace is a topical issue across all sectors, however only limited 

research has been done in regards to the wellbeing of Chief Executives working in the 

charity sector.1 

This report is therefore intended to provide an analysis of the wellbeing of Chief Executives 

working in the charity sector, with the aim of evaluating their current wellbeing, examining 

the types of support they have access to both internally and externally and producing some 

practical recommendations that could be implemented. The purpose of this report is to 

provide Macc and its partners with a starting document about Chief Executive wellbeing, 

from which further discussions can begin. 

A range of different resources were used to write this report. To begin with, an extensive 

literature review was carried out in order to gain a greater understanding of the topic, 

including to find out what research had already been carried out. Following this, a survey 

was created and sent out to the sector, to which 125 different Chief Executives responded. 

Then, three semi-structured interviews were carried out with current Chief Executives 

working in the charity sector. Finally, a workshop was held for 13 professionals working in 

the charity sector in Manchester, including 2 Chief Executives, to discuss the feasibility of 

the recommendations proposed in this presentation. 

The report demonstrates that Chief Executives working in the charity sector are 

experiencing high levels of stress, with 72% of respondents stating they feel either quite 

stressed or very stressed in their role at present. However, it also demonstrates that despite 

the high levels of stress experienced by CEOs in the charity sector, 48% of respondents do 

not have a health and wellbeing policy or any other document that addresses stress in place 

in their organisation. Furthermore, the report demonstrates that 87% of Chief Executives 

are currently experiencing at least one symptom or more of burnout and that 15% of CEOs 

have taken time off work whilst in the role due to work-related stress.  

In regards to the support available internally to Chief Executives working in the charity 

sector, this report highlights that there is only limited support available. For example, only 

14% of respondents said they received more than one appraisal per year. On a more 

positive note, 86% of respondents said they had regular contact with their Board of 

Trustees. However a key theme that emerged from both the survey responses and the semi-

structured interviews conducted, was that CEOs were often the ones who had to specifically 

request support and trustees did not take a proactive approach to supporting the CEO. 

Additionally, despite 86% of respondents saying they had regular contact with their Board, 

62% of respondents reported not receiving the type of support that they wanted to receive. 

This suggests that regular contact with the Board alone is not sufficient enough support for 

Chief Executives in the charity sector.  

                                                                 
1 The term Chief Executive is used in this report to define the most senior member of the staff team. 
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In regards to the support available externally to Chief Executives working in the charity 

sector, this report demonstrates that 49% do not consider themselves to receive any 

external support such as mentoring or coaching. Only 17% of respondents said they had 

access to coaching and 19% said they had access to mentoring. This report also 

demonstrates that 68% of Chief Executives think that there are additional forms of support 

they would like access to that they think would improve their wellbeing. 

Based on this analysis, this report proposes 3 recommendations. Firstly, it is recommended 

that all organisations should implement a health and wellbeing policy that addresses stress. 

Secondly, it is recommended that Chief Executives have bi-yearly supervisions that focus on 

the CEOs own personal development with the chair of trustees. Finally, it is recommended 

that informal networks of CEOs are established across the country, possibly by local sector 

support organisations that could promote and help them to grow.   
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About the project: 
 

This project is a component of the Charityworks Graduate Scheme. The aim of the research 

is to examine the wellbeing of Chief Executives in the charity sector, including the levels of 

support they have available both internally within their organisations and externally.2 I 

would like to thank everyone who took the time to respond to the survey and participate in 

interviews. I would also like to thank my colleagues at Macc for their support with this 

research. Overall, 125 people responded to the online survey and 3 informal interviews 

were held with Chief Executives over the telephone. This research is intended to be a 

starting point from which further conversations about the topic of Chief Executive wellbeing 

in the charity sector can begin.  

 

Methodology: 
 

In order to acquire a greater insight into the topic, literature surrounding the wellbeing of 

staff across sectors was consulted to begin with, with a particular focus on staff in the 

charity sector. This ranged from newspaper articles to existing survey responses conducted 

by other organisations such as the ACEVO Pay and Equalities survey 2019. 

Additionally, an anonymous survey was used to collect primary data using a sample of 125 

Chief Executives all working in the non-profit sector, along with a series of semi-structured 

informal interviews with 3 current Chief Executives. 

A workshop was then used for 13 professionals working in the charity sector in Manchester, 

including 2 Chief Executives, to discuss the feasibility of the recommendations proposed in 

this presentation.  

Context: 
 

Wellbeing in the workplace is a topical issue across all sectors. Studies have shown that 

mental health is one of the key contributors to productivity and that employers should do 

more to ensure the mental well-being of their staff, (Mental Health Foundation, 2019). 

In regards to the wellbeing of workers specifically in the charity sector, a recent survey by 

Unite found that 80% of people working in the sector have experienced workplace stress in 

the past 12 months (Unite, 2019). This is as to be expected given that the non-profit sector 

has faced and will continue to face great challenges, such as the increasing pressures to 

deliver services at a time when funding is being cut. Some studies even suggest that 

voluntary sector workers are more susceptible to issues such as burnout than workers in 

                                                                 
2 It is recognised that it would be advantageous to examine the wellbeing of all staff members as well as the 
wellbeing of the most senior staff member. However, due to limited capacity this was not possible during this 
piece of research.  
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other sectors, as they are more emotionally engaged with their jobs, (Third Sector, 2011).3 

However, whilst there is literature surrounding general staff wellbeing in the charity sector, 

there is only limited research into the wellbeing of Chief Executives and how increasing 

pressures have affected them.  

Being the Chief Executive of a charity is a unique position to be in. As ACEVO, the 

Association of Chief Executives of Voluntary Organisations, describes it, ‘with pressure and 

expectation from all sides, being a CEO can sometimes be a lonely and difficult experience, 

(ACEVO, 2019). The CEO of a charity faces all the aforementioned pressures that other 

charity sector staff face, as well as the additional pressure of being the leader of the 

organisation. Therefore, it is necessary to examine the wellbeing of Chief Executives as a 

separate issue to general staff wellbeing. 

 

Who responded to the survey? 
 

Overall, 125 people responded to the survey. Only limited demographic information about 
the respondents and their organisations was collected in order to limit the number of 
questions that respondents had to answer and due to the limited capacity available to 
analyse the responses. It is recognised that further demographic information should have 
been collected in order to get a more complete picture of who responded to the survey and 
if any future surveys are carried out, this will be done.  
 
 

About the organisations:  
The 125 Chief Executives that responded to the survey shared the following information 

about their organisations.  

Organisation size 

Organisation size was measured by annual income. Respondents from medium sized 

organisations with an annual income of between £100k and £1million comprise over half 

(56%) of the sample. Respondents from large organisations with an annual income above 

£1million make up 27% of the sample and respondents from small organisations with an 

annual income between £10k and £100k make up 16%. Only 1% of respondents come from 

an organisation with an annual income of less than £10k. 

 

Annual Income  Percentage  

Micro: Under £10k 1% 

Small: £10k-£100k 16% 

                                                                 
3 Burnout is a particular type of work-related stress and can be defined as ‘a state of physical 
or emotional exhaustion that also involves a sense of reduced accomplishment and loss of 
personal identity’ (Mayoclinic, 2018). 
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Medium: £100k-£1m 56% 

Large: Above £1m 27% 

 

As shown in the graph below, over half of the respondents (57%) came from organisations 

with less than 20 paid employees in their organisations. Only 5% of respondents came from 

organisations with more than 100 paid employees.  

 

 

 

About the individuals:  
68% of respondents are currently in the role of Chief Executive for the first time whereas 

32% of respondents are not in their first Chief Executive position. 

Over half of respondents (51%) reported having been in their current role for between 0 – 5 

years. 22% of respondents said they have been in their current role between 6 and 10 years 

and 27% have been in their current role for over 10 years.  

The vast majority (92%) of CEOs who responded to the survey come from a White/White 

British background, with only 1% coming from an Asian/British Asian background, 2% 

coming from a Black/Black British background, 2% coming from a mixed background and 3% 

coming from any other background.  

Ethnic background Percentage  

Asian/British Asian 1% 

Black/Black British 2% 

White/White British 92% 

Mixed background 2% 

Any other background 3% 
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When asked how they would describe themselves, 68% of respondents identified as women 

and 32% identified as men.  

57% of respondents would describe themselves as coming from a working class background, 

whereas 43% said middle class. None of the respondents said they would describe 

themselves as coming from an upper class background. Respondents were then asked which 

group they would consider themselves to belong to now and 27% selected working class, 

73% selected middle class and 1% selected upper class. 

Finally, respondents were asked about their highest level of schooling. Their responses can 

be seen in the table below. 

Highest level of schooling Percentage 

No schooling 0% 

Primary 0% 

GCSE/ O-level or equivalent / Post-14 
apprenticeship 

4% 

A level or equivalent / Post- 16 
apprenticeship 

10% 

Degree level or equivalent 42% 

Postgraduate degree level or equivalent 43% 

Other  1% 

 

Survey results: 

Part one: Examining the current wellbeing of Chief Executives 
 

The survey results demonstrate that Chief Executives working in the charity sector are 

experiencing high levels of stress. 72% of Chief Executives reported feeling stressed in their 

role at present, with 18% of respondents saying they felt ‘very stressed’ and 54% saying they 

felt ‘quite stressed’. There was no correlation found between levels of stress and length of 

time that a Chief Executive had been in their current role. Similarly, 87% of respondents 

reported experiencing one or more symptoms of burnout. The most commonly experienced 

symptoms selected were either difficulty concentrating or suffering from insomnia, with 

64% of respondents reporting suffering from these symptoms. A further 61% of respondents 

reported they were suffering from anxiety and 55% said they were experiencing reduced 

performance. Studies have demonstrated that individuals experiencing burnout reduce their 

job involvement and organizational commitment (Lee and Ashforth, 1996), which can 

negatively affect performance (Maslach et al., 2001). Consequently, CEO burnout is not only 

detrimental to the CEO’s wellbeing, but can also adversely affect the performance of the 

organisation. Further research would need to be done to ascertain the effect that CEO stress 

and burnout has on an organisation on the whole, however as one interviewee described it, 

‘if the CEO of an organisation is in a bad place, then the organisation is bound to suffer too’.  

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0024630118300116#bib88
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0024630118300116#bib99
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Interestingly, despite these high levels of stress reported amongst Chief Executives, almost 

half of respondents (48%) said they didn’t have a health and wellbeing policy or any other 

document that addresses stress in place in their organisation. This is unsurprising given that 

the CIPD absence management survey 2016 highlighted that the ‘non-profit’ sector is less 

likely than either the public or private sector to have strategies in place to deal with stress 

(CIPD, 2016).Whilst it is positive that 52% of organisations did have a policy in place, there 

did not appear to be any link between having one and having lower levels of CEO stress. This 

could be due to a number of reasons. The policy may not take the Chief Executive into 

consideration or although a policy may exist, there might not be anyone in the organisation 

responsible for ensuring that it is adhered to. Having a policy is crucial as it acknowledges 

the prevalence of stress in the charity sector and sends a signal to all employees that the 

workplace prioritizes wellbeing. It also could encourage staff to be more open about their 

mental wellbeing and whether or not they are experiencing stress. One Chief Executive that 

I interviewed reported having to take time off work due to work-related stress, however did 

not record the absence as being due to stress. Clearly this highlights there is still a stigma 

attached to stress and implementing a health and wellbeing policy could encourage staff to 

be more open about their mental wellbeing.  

In total, 15% of CEOs who responded to my survey said they had taken time off work whilst 

in the role of Chief Executive due to work-related stress. However, sadly this is not a 

surprising figure given that Mind estimates that 19% of people have taken time off work due 

to work related stress (Mind, 2013). 

Part two: Internal support available to Chief Executives  
 

Existing research demonstrated that only limited internal support is available for Chief 

Executives in the charity sector. For example, the ACEVO Pay and Equalities survey 2019 

showed that 35% of CEOs don’t have any regular appraisals, (ACEVO, 2019). Only 14% of 

respondents to my survey reported having more than one appraisal per year. 39% of 

respondents said they receive an annual appraisal and 7% said they don’t receive any form 

of management support. On a positive note, 86% of respondents said they had regular 

contact with their Board of Trustees. Similarly, 93% said that informal support was available 

to them from within their organisation, however a key theme that seemed to emerge when 

respondents were asked to elaborate, was that it was usually the Chief Executive who had 

to request the support and this was never initiated by the board. In other words, the Board 

of Trustees were reactive rather than proactive. Despite 86% of respondents saying they 

had regular contact with their board, 62% of respondents reported not receiving the type of 

support that they wanted to receive. This could suggest that regular contact with the board 

is not sufficient enough support for Chief Executives in the charity sector.  

When asked why they did not receive the type of support they wanted, over 39% of 

respondents cited a lack of time as the reason. 21% stated it was due to a lack of financial 

support, 15% cited a lack of resources other than financial and 8% said they did not know 

where to access the support. 17% of respondents chose ‘other’ and these responses ranged 
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from answers such as ‘my trustees don’t understand the issues’ to ‘lack of proper systems in 

place’. 

A key theme that emerged about the internal support available to Chief Executives, was that 

when supervisions or appraisals took place, they were almost always focused on the 

performance of the organisation and not about the personal development or wellbeing of 

the CEO. Example responses relating to this are ‘Previous Board members did provide ad 

hoc support to me on different issues i.e. HR and finance, but very little support on my 

personal development’ and ‘most support is not practical help or reducing my own 

workload’. It therefore seems that even in the more positive cases of support being 

available to CEOs, often it is the CEO who needs to ask for the support instead of it being 

automatically given. Even then, it is clear that the support given relates more to 

organisational needs rather than to the personal needs of the CEO. 

 

Part three: External support available to Chief Executives 
 

The importance of leaders having access to external support such as mentoring or coaching 

is becoming increasingly recognised across all sectors, in particular the private sector due to 

the benefits that this type of support provides. Forbes lists receiving feedback, challenging 

yourself and reducing stress as just some of the benefits of mentoring, (Forbes, 2017). 

However, 49% of Chief Executives working in the charity sector do not consider themselves 

to receive any external support from outside of their organisation, such as mentoring or 

coaching. This is a striking example of the lack of investment in workforce development in 

the charity sector. Those who answered ‘yes’ to receiving support outside of their 

organisation were asked to provide details of the type of support and how beneficial it was 

to them. As it was an open-ended question, responses varied however the 3 main forms of 

support that emerged were coaching, mentoring and peer support.  17% of respondents 

said they had access to coaching, 19% said they had access to mentoring and 33% said they 

had peer support from other CEOs. The other 31% can be categorized as other and some 

examples included ‘Small Charities Coalition Mentor’ and ‘formal counselling sessions’. 

Clearly, peer support is the most common form of external support currently available to 

Chief Executives and many respondents said this was an invaluable method of support for 

them. This also emerged during the interviews, with one respondent saying that their local 

network of CEOs was invaluable to them both in a social context and professional.  

When respondents were asked if there was any type of support that they would access to 

that would improve their overall wellbeing, 68% answered yes. Of those who answered yes, 

31% said that they wanted more support from other Chief Executives or made reference to 

wanting informal support networks. 
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Recommendations: 
 

Based on these findings, 3 preliminary recommendations have been made. The feasibility of 

these recommendations has been discussed with both members of staff at Macc and 13 

other professionals working in the charity sector in Manchester. The findings of these 

discussions are reflected in the final recommendations made here.  

Recommendation One: All organisations should implement a Wellbeing policy 
that addresses stress  
 

As only 48% of respondents to the survey reported having one, all organisations should 

implement a Health and Wellbeing policy that addresses stress, provides guidance on the 

symptoms of burnout and promotes general wellbeing. The policy should cover all staff 

members including the Chief Executive and it should be the responsibility of a named 

trustee to ensure it is adhered to. 

 

Feasibility of this recommendation:  

Although it would take some initial time to write a policy, there are multiple templates that 

can be found online to help organisations produce their own. It would therefore be 

relatively simple for organisations to have their own policy. The difficulty however, could be 

in ensuring that the policy is applicable to each organisation and that it is not just used for 

tick boxing and that the recommendations it lays out are actually followed. Having a named 

trustee who ensures the policy is adhered to would increase the chances of the policy being 

successful. Macc has agreed to update our own wellbeing policy and make it available as a 

shared resource for the sector in the hope that organisations that want to have one who 

may not have time to create one, can still have access to one.  

Recommendation Two: CEOs should have bi-yearly supervisions with their Chair 
of Trustees 
 
As it emerged that a large number of Chief Executives do not have regular supervisions that 
focus on their development, it is recommended that all CEOs should have at least 2 
supervisions per year with the Chair of Trustees, which focuses on the development and 
wellbeing of the Chief Executive as opposed to organisational issues. The board should be 
responsible for ensuring this happens.  
 

Feasibility of this recommendation: 

 As CEOs would only be required to meet with the chair twice per year, this would be quite 

feasible in theory to implement. However, many CEOs are overstretched as it stands and 

may think they do not have the time to be able to do this. However, as personal 

development is extremely important for leaders, it is imperative that both the CEO and the 

Chair ensure that these supervisions are scheduled in as early as possible and as a matter of 
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priority. As demonstrated previously, a high proportion of CEOs are experiencing symptoms 

of burnout and this can have a detrimental effect on organisations on the whole. These 

supervisions should therefore be considered as an organisational priority, even though they 

would be more focused on the Chief Executive than the organisation as a whole.  

 

Recommendation three: Informal networks of CEOs should be established in 

various areas to provide support to CEOs if and when it is needed.  

The respondents that mentioned already having access to a network of CEOs, stressed their 
value, therefore informal networks of local CEOs that focus on CEO wellbeing and personal 
development should be established. Sector support organisations could be responsible for 
establishing and promoting these networks.  A large number of respondents emphasized 
their desire to be able to discuss problems and share ideas with other CEOs in the same 
position as them. These networks could meet quarterly and also be available online to 
ensure that CEOs in rural and perhaps isolated locations could be reached too.  
 

Feasibility of the recommendation: 
 
 Establishing networks in different areas could be difficult for different sector support 
organisations to establish, depending on the size of the area, and the capacity the 
infrastructure organisation has. However, as these networks are intended to be informal 
rather than formal, it could be possible that once one ‘official’ meeting has been organised, 
that CEOs would be able to organise further meet ups between themselves. As a large 
number of CEOs indicated in their survey responses that they would like to have more 
access to peer support opportunities and to socialize more with other CEOs, it is likely that 
these would be well attended however it is possible that due to competition for funding in 
certain areas, that CEOs may not feel comfortable about opening up to others. One possible 
way to address this, could be to establish an anonymous online network, where CEOs could 
discuss their issues without identifying themselves. However, further research would need 
to be done to find out what type of network CEOs would benefit most from before this 
could be implemented. 

Final thoughts: 
As demonstrated throughout this report, Chief Executives in the charity sector are 

experiencing high levels of stress, symptoms of burnout and often do not receive the type of 

support internally or externally that they feel supports them in their role. A number of 

recommendations that could help to improve the situation have been suggested in this 

report, however it is recognised that there are multiple further changes that need to be 

made to reduce stress levels and improve the wellbeing of Chief Executives working in the 

charity sector. It is hoped that this piece of research will lead to further discussion about the 

ways in which Chief Executives can be supported in their role and that further research on 

the issue will be conducted.  
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Appendix:  
 

The full survey can be viewed here:  https://www.surveymonkey.com/r/XTWLPFP  
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