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An online survey was carried out by OnePoll.com, an independent 
market research company, in January �008 with a representative sample 
of 1538 employees in organisations with 500 or more staff. The split 
of respondents was: private 43%, public 4�%, charity 15%.

Report methodology

“This report puts its finger on one of the deep instincts of the 21st century world of work – the 

need for our work to matter to us, and for us to be true to ourselves in our work. The kinds of nuts 

and bolts issues of rights, terms and conditions are still important, but alongside them has grown 

a much more subjective, introspective concern with finding work that is compatible with who we 

are. Younger workers have demands of work that would seem hopelessly ambitious to workers of 

previous generations.” 

 

Will Hutton, 

Chief Executive, The Work Foundation

“CHA’s research shows that many employees, especially at the younger end of the workforce, 

want to make a noticeable impact on the big things in society - such as climate change and 

community improvement. It is vital that organisations listen to employees, take their views 

seriously, act on good ideas and involve employees in planning and delivering what needs to be 

done. Donations to charity are laudable but do not foster a sense of satisfaction or involvement. 

Giving employees the autonomy to get actively involved in worthwhile activities will pay dividends 

in terms of motivation, enthusiasm, team building, pride and positive employee advocacy.” 

 

Dilys Robinson, 

Principal Research Fellow, Institute for Employment Studies

“The CHA examination of ‘Worthwhile Work’ clearly highlights that the younger generation will 

no longer tolerate work for its own sake without it having meaning and broader benefit.  The 

fact that both the private and public sectors face demanding cost disciplines in order to meet 

stringent financial targets emphasises more than ever the need for inspired leadership so as 

to create organisational circumstances that stimulate and excite people.  People want to feel 

that they are not only helping themselves but are providing benefit to our broader community.

Well done CHA - we need more studies like this.”

Andrew Kakabadse, 

Professor of International Management Development, Cranfield School of Management
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Foreword
It has long been viewed almost as a truism that you work in the private sector 
to make money, that you work in the public sector to benefit wider society and 
that you polish your halo working in the charity sector. On the flip side, it is also 
commonly thought that you can get on faster in the private sector, while in the 
other two you can find yourself trapped by the twin disappointments of too much 
red tape and too little salary. These simplistic caricatures take hold and have a 
damaging impact on organisations’ ability to recruit and retain the best talent.

As this report shows, the consequences are employee restlessness 
and a growing inclination to consider migration from one sector to 
another—the most common move being out of the private sector.

With 40% of younger workers considering a move into the ‘more 
worthwhile’ public and charity sectors, private sector employers face an 
important challenge in communicating the value of the work they do in 
order to attract and retain valuable employees. Poor understanding of the 
private sector’s contribution to wider society may explain why for many 
‘worthwhile work’ appears easier to find in the public and charity sectors.

Yet private sector companies are responsible for, among other things, developing 
medicines, building houses, supplying food, ensuring a consistent supply of fuel 
and water, dreaming up our wonderful holidays and keeping us in touch with 
each other. In �007 the private sector contributed £1.5 trillion to the UK’s gross 
domestic product (GDP). It paid £130 billion in tax in the last financial year. To 
that figure you could arguably add the tax and national insurance contributions 
of employees and charitable donations by the companies or their employees. 

In effect, the private sector delivers real value itself, and also funds the public 
and charity sectors. Yet, when the latter point was put to our respondents, 
almost 40% thought it was “rubbish” and only 5% thought it was true. For 
many, especially the young, understanding how corporation tax funds the state 
sector would help make them feel that the private sector was more worthwhile.

It is time for the private sector to communicate its purpose proudly and clearly. 
Organisations that deliver goods and services we require, that do so ethically, that 
have genuine corporate responsibility (CR) policies, and that help their employees 
to develop their talents, have a great deal to be proud of; they should trumpet 
their achievements with confidence to win and keep talent. 
 
Colette Hill  
Chief Executive, CHA
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Executive summary
What’s the point?

Over three quarters of working 
people in the UK are concerned 
that the job they do should 
be worthwhile and almost 
half hanker after a job that is 
more worthwhile than the one 
they have at the moment.

Younger people are the most 
restless: half of 26–35 year olds say 
they would like more purposeful 
work, rising to over 60% of 18–25 
year olds. The figure drops to 46% 
for 36–45 year olds and down 
to 33% for workers over 45.

Those working in the private sector 
are twice as likely to be restless 
than those in the charity sector.

The trend is nationwide although 
Londoners are most likely to yearn 
for more worthwhile work; workers 
in the South West are most settled.

“I want to feel like I make a 
difference, that someone 
will remember me for this.”

Defining worthwhile

UK workers are clear that for work 
to be worthwhile it has to do two 
things: contribute to society (in the 
widest sense) and make the most of 
their talents. Contributing to society 
is particularly important for 26–45 
year olds. The top three definitions 
of worthwhile work offered by 
respondents are: 

1: contributing to society
�: a job I can do well 
3: a job I can be proud of

The two first are of virtually 
equal importance. For younger 
respondents, salary is a bigger 
priority, coming third. They are also 
more preoccupied with having a 

job where they can make a visible 
difference to the organisation 
than their older colleagues.

“It’s a job that makes a 
great difference to peoples’ 
lives and to society.”

Given these findings, it is 
disappointing to observe that while 
many companies invest in and talk 
about their CR programmes, few 
communicate about the positive 
impact their goods and services 
have on society or about their 
economic contribution. Exceptions 
are organisations like Microsoft 
which “connects people to build 
prosperity”; E.ON which “develops 
the energy solutions of the future”; 
AstraZeneca which “saves patients’ 
lives”: or Yahoo! which “harnesses 
the global thirst for knowledge”.

“It’s a job where my qualifications 
are useful and recognised.”

“With staff working in government services, highways and utilities, our employees are quite literally 

helping to keep the country running. They gain a real sense of achievement seeing the difference 

their work makes, whether it be keeping traffic running, making sure water supplies flow or 

supporting urban regeneration projects.” 

Ruth Mundy, HR Director, Mouchel

18—25 A job I can 
be proud of

Contributing 
to society

Earning a 
good salary

A job I can 
do well

A job that 
makes the most of 

my skills

Contributing 
to society

Contributing 
to society

Contributing 
to society

A job I can 
be proud of

A job I can 
be proud of

A job I can 
be proud of

Earning a 
good salary

Earning a 
good salary

Earning a 
good salary

A job that 
makes the most of 

my skills

A job that 
makes the most of 

my skills

A job where I can 
make a difference 
to the organisation

A job I can 
do well

A job I can 
do well

A job I can 
do well

1

Priorities today

2 3 4 5Age band

26—35

36—45

45+

Table 1: defining worthwhile work now
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“In our experience, employees have a real sense of how worthwhile their work is when they see 

that it is directly linked to what the business wants to achieve. It’s invaluable for them to see how 

their contribution to the organisation grows as they grow themselves.” 

Peter Turgoose, Director, 

Royal Mail Group Academy

It is also important that corporate 
responsibility is understood in 
its widest sense and not just 
as a PR bolt–on. Says Sam 
Mercer, workplace director, 
Business in the Community:

“Ethical procurement programmes, 
environmental responsibility and 
volunteering in the community 
come unstuck if an organisation’s 
people polices aren’t central to their 
CR agenda. Employee diversity, 
skills and health programmes 
can make a direct and positive 
impact on society and without 
a clear strategy in these areas 
no company can claim to be a 
truly ‘responsible’ business.”

“I needed to pay the rent.”

Employees say their priorities have 
changed significantly since they 
started working, when their main 
aims were to earn a good salary 

and do well for themselves. At 
that time, they would have listed 
their top three priorities as:

1: earning a really good salary
�: a job I can do well 
3: developing my skills

Respondents were focused on 
making money and having fun.

Over half of 18-�5 year olds put 
salary at the top of the list as did 
45% of �6-35 year olds. Indeed, 
both age categories shared five top 
priorities when they started work.

“My priority was having 
fun at work.”

Comparing Table 1 and Table �, 
it emerges that as people settle 
into their working lives, their 
concern about earning a good 
salary recedes and their focus 
turns to the importance of their 

contribution to society – and this 
is true of every age group. Being in 
a role they can do well has always 
been important and remains so.

Sector exodus

People are concerned to find 
a job they can be proud of and 
in this regard the charity sector 
has a clear advantage over the 
public and private sectors.

“I want to leave the rat race.” 
—Private sector respondent

Almost 60% of workers say they 
would be especially proud to 
work in the charity sector. The 
figure drops to 44% for the 
public sector and drops again 
to 40% for the private sector.

As a consequence, almost a third 
of workers in the private sector will 

18—25

1

Priorities then

2 3 4 5Age band

26—35

36—45

45+

A job I can 
be proud of

Contributing 
to society

Earning a 
good salary

A job I can 
do well

Developing 
my skills

Earning a 
good salary

Earning a 
good salary

Earning a 
good salary

A job I can 
do well

A job I can 
do well

A job I can 
do well

Developing 
my skills

Developing 
my skills

Developing 
my skills

Contributing 
to society

Contributing 
to society

Contributing 
to society

A job I can 
be proud of

A job I can 
be proud of

A job I can 
be proud of

Table 2: defining worthwhile work at start of career

»
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be considering making a move 
into the charity or public sectors 
– over half of these in the next five 
years. The younger the worker, the 
more likely they are to say they 
will make the move. Over 40% of 
18-�5 year olds and 38% of �6-35 
year olds say they are considering 
a move. The figures drop to 25% 
for 36-45 year olds and 18% for 
those over 45. Younger workers 
are also more likely to act soon.

“I was stuck in a salary trap.” 
—Public sector respondent

But it is not all one-way traffic. 
Frustration with low pay and red 
tape mean that nearly �4% of 
public sector and charity workers 
are thinking about a move into the 
private sector. Again the younger 
workers are the most restless.

“…too much red tape.” 
—Public sector respondent

This echoes Roffey Park’s 
Management Agenda �008 which 
reports that state-paid managers 
bemoan many aspects of their 
working lives, from cynicism about 
values and the calibre of their 
leaders to the daily discomforts 
of bullying and bureaucracy.

Shout about it!

Effective communication is key 
to the private sector’s appeal 
as a worthwhile place to work. 
Employees cite two main factors 
that would make a job in a private 
company feel more worthwhile: 
understanding its ultimate purpose 
(that a drug company protects our 
health, that a food business feeds 
us, that a telephone company 
keeps us all in touch) and knowing 
that it does a lot of good work 
for the community. Younger 
respondents, the 18-�5 year olds, 
are most concerned to understand 
the ultimate purpose of the 
organisation for which they work.

For over 70% of respondents, 
private companies’ efforts on 
corporate responsibility help their 
reputation. In ranking initiatives, 
local community support and 
reducing their impact on climate 
change are the clear front 
runners, chosen by 40% and 
30% respectively. Younger people 
are most likely to want some 
involvement in volunteering as well. 
Initiatives like sponsorship of major 
sports events score poorly on the 
corporate responsibility scale.

“E.ON employees are not just helping provide energy to customers and businesses, they are integral to us leading the way in developing the energy 

solutions of the future. It is an exciting and fulfilling time to be working in the energy sector with new job opportunities emerging for people who wish to 

play a part in combating climate change. Over 78 % of our employees tell us they are proud to work for E.ON and a company that is changing the way 

society uses and generates electricity. With climate change in the headlines every day, this is important work for everyone.” 

Kristen Herde, Head of Employee Engagement, E.ON UK

Conclusion
According to the latest figures 
from the Association of Graduate 
Recruiters, vacancies for graduates 
will increase by 16.4% in �008. 
Almost 70% of private sector 
organisations expect to struggle to 
fill their vacancies partly because 
of the quality of candidates 
and partly because of graduate 
perceptions of the business sector.

This report offers two clear priorities 
for all recruitment communication: 

Demonstrate the positive impact 
your organisation makes to the 
greater good through its goods 
and services and its contribution to 
our financial prosperity as much as 
through its CR programme. 

Celebrate the career opportunities 
and support that your new 
employees will receive 
throughout their time with you.

•

•

»
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Case studies
Every little helps

Tesco works with the local community 
in East Hackney, in London, in a project 
that develops the skills of its employees 
while supporting local residents.

Nine of Tesco’s in-house legal team 
have dedicated part of their working 
week to assist East Hackney LAW, 
a legal advice centre that helps 
residents of the Kingsmead estate. It 
is one of the most deprived parts 
of London and many residents do 
not have access to legal advice. 

In their day job, Tesco’s lawyers deal 
with business challenges from celebrity 
contracts to intellectual copyright. So 
the team required further training 
to address the topics residents of 
East Hackney would need help 
with, such as debt, family law and 
housing. Tesco funds the retraining 
programme and works with Freshfields 
Bruckhaus Deringer to provide East 
Hackney LAW with free assistance.

Says Reena Rupareella, a lawyer in the 
Legal Services team at Tesco: “The 
scheme has improved team dynamics in 
the legal department and the team are 
proud of contributing to the community. 
The work allows our employees to 
give something back. It’s also an 
opportunity to apply their skills and 
knowledge in a different environment. 
The new skills learnt are transferable, 
having a business benefit as well.”

Sharing expertise

DSGi, the PC World and Currys.digital 
parent company, encourages stores 
and staff to get involved in local 
community programmes. Switched 
on Communities started in July �006; 
DSGi teamed up with local charities 
in projects that range from providing 
technology for people with a disability 
to coaching homeless young people. 
Staff volunteering is actively encouraged 
and DSGi recognises and rewards 
its most outstanding volunteers 
at an annual Chairman’s lunch.

Says Clare Brine, corporate 
responsibility manager: “Worthwhile 
work starts at the heart of good 
business. Given the scale and scope of 
our electrical retail business, DSGi has 
adopted a ‘design to disposal’ approach 
to corporate responsibility. Employee 
involvement is integral to this. We want 
employees to be proud of what DSGi 
is doing which in turn has a positive 
impact on the environment, communities 
and ultimately our business.”

Young spirits

O2 works with Weston Spirit, a 
youth charity that creates personal 
development programmes to tackle the 
issues faced by young people. At the 
heart of the partnership is an innovative 
three-tier mentoring programme whereby 
O� people support sixth formers who 
in turn support other younger people.

Known as JAM—Just Ask Me—a 
name created by the young people 
themselves, the programme provides 
young people with the training and skills 
to become peer mentors, supporting 
younger pupils in their school. In turn, 
O� people support the peer mentors. 
Since the programme began, 3�5 
O� employees have been recruited 
and trained to support over 3�5 sixth 
formers, who in turn have supported 
over 1000 vulnerable younger students.

With clear benefits for young people, 
the programme has also helped O� 
people discover new talents and 
acquire or improve interpersonal skills. 
Michael Moulsley in O�’s technology 
department says: “Being a project 
manager in O� gives me the opportunity 
to coach and support a variety of 
people. Working with Weston Spirit 
took everything I knew and changed my 
whole perspective on coaching.” And 
Duncan Ward, in O� supply chain, says: 

“I’ve found mentoring to be insightful, 
challenging and very rewarding. It 
has really opened my eyes to the 
issues facing today’s young people.”



About CHA

CHA works with the HR, marketing 
and communications teams of 
major employers to help them 
explain their purpose, energise and 
motivate their staff and build their 
reputations as great places to work.

We also work with the specialist 
consultancies that support 
them and the campaigning 
organisations that influence them.

For further information about this 
report, please contact Colette 
Hill on 0�0 76�� 8�5� or email 
colette.hill@chapr.co.uk

For copies of CHA’s earlier reports, 
A Little More Conversation, Business 
Behaving Badly, Straight Talking 
and Talking In The Dark, please visit 
our website, www.chapr.co.uk

CHA 
Polygon House 
18-�0 Bromell’s Road 
London SW4 0BG

Telephone 
0�0 76�� 8�5� 
Fax 
0�0 76�� 8�53 
Email 
cha@chapr.co.uk 
Website 
www.chapr.co.uk
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