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Employee retention and effective leadership are critical challenges for mission-driven organisations, particularly during periods of financial restructuring. The RSPCA, as the UK’s leading animal welfare charity, faces increasing financial pressures due to rising operational costs, including animal care, energy, and veterinary expenses, alongside a challenging fundraising environment. These pressures have led to the implementation of voluntary severance packages and other cost-control measures, raising concerns about staff morale, retention, and service performance.
This research proposal focuses on understanding how leadership approaches and HR practices can support employee retention and sustain frontline service delivery during financially constrained periods. While retention has been widely studied in corporate contexts, there is limited research on mission-driven charities, where emotional labour, public accountability, and operational continuity are crucial.
The purpose of this study is to investigate the relationship between leadership responses, HR practices, staff retention, and service performance at the RSPCA, providing insights that are both practically and theoretically valuable. The proposal outlines the research aims, objectives, questions, literature review, methodology, business relevance, and a four-month Gantt-style timeline for the methodology phase.
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The RSPCA is facing significant financial pressures, markedly through rising costs of animal care and a difficult fundraising environment. Between 2020 and 2024 the cost of caring for animals rose by £17 million due to increased energy prices, veterinary costs and private boarding needs, prompting the charity to offer voluntary severance packages to manage costs and avoid compulsory redundancies. This decision reflects broader cost-cutting measures in the charity sector where organisations have struggled with rising operational costs, reduced income and workforce restructuring challenges. Such financial restructuring poses major human resource challenges: staff retention, morale, employee engagement and organisational performance may all be negatively impacted. The business issue is therefore how leadership and HR practices within the RSPCA can respond effectively to restructuring to retain staff and maintain service performance in a high-pressure context. (RSPCA, 2025; People Insight, 2025; CIPD, 2025)

This issue is significant because staff turnover and low morale can raise recruitment and training costs, disrupt service delivery, and potentially harm organisational reputation and stakeholder trust. In the charity sector, almost two-thirds of organisations have cut jobs or services due to financial strain, while leaders report high concern over retention and attraction of talent. The charity sector ranks third across industries in staff retention rates, yet many leaders are still worried about talent scarcity. These patterns indicate retention is a chronic problem for mission-driven organisations operating under resource constraints and financial restructuring. (Standard, 2025; Civil Society, 2024; Civil Society, 2024)

Within management literature there is longstanding debate about the interplay between cost-cutting/restructuring and human resource outcomes often referred to as the “downsizing-morale” effect where staff morale drops after redundancies, leading to increased turnover. Researchers argue that leadership style and HR practices (such as communication, employee voice and flexible working arrangements) may act as buffers to protect morale in times of restructuring. What is less explored is how these dynamics play out in organisations with high emotional labour, frontline responsibilities and public-trust missions, such as animal welfare charities. This gap points to the need for research into how leadership and HR at charities like the RSPCA can mitigate negative effects of financial restructuring on staff retention and service performance. (Artelt & Gregoriades, 2023; CIPD, 2025; People Insight, 2025)
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The aim of this research is to investigate how leadership responses and human resource (HR) practices influence employee retention and service performance during financial restructuring at the RSPCA. This focus is timely because many UK charities, including the RSPCA, are under intense financial pressure due to rising operational costs, a difficult fundraising environment, and increasing service demand, prompting workforce restructuring measures such as voluntary severance packages. The RSPCA’s decision to offer voluntary severance reflects broader financial challenges across the charity sector, where over half of organisations experience recruitment and retention difficulties during periods of financial strain. (RSPCA, 2025; People Insight, 2025; ASU Lodestar, 2023)
The research objectives are fourfold: first, to analyse the recent financial restructuring and cost pressures experienced by the RSPCA and their implications for the workforce; second, to explore how leadership at the RSPCA has responded in terms of HR strategy, communication, employee engagement and retention initiatives; third, to examine the relationship between staff retention/turnover and frontline service performance within the organisation; and fourth, to develop practical recommendations for RSPCA leadership and HR managers, as well as similar charities, to enhance retention without compromising service delivery during restructuring. These objectives respond to sector-wide trends showing that charities face increasing workload pressures, high burnout, and difficulty retaining staff due to non-competitive pay and unstable employment conditions. (ASU Lodestar, 2023; CIPD, 2025; Harle, 2024)


The research questions guiding this study are: 
How have recent cost pressures and restructuring measures at the RSPCA affected staff retention and morale? 
What links exist between staff turnover and frontline service performance (for example, response times and case capacity) at the RSPCA? 
Which HR practices (such as flexible working, communication, or pay frameworks) are perceived by employees as most effective in supporting retention at the RSPCA? 
Finally, what practical recommendations can RSPCA leadership adopt to reduce turnover without harming service delivery during financial restructuring?

 Addressing these questions could provide evidence-based strategies for securing staff retention and organisational resilience in mission-driven environments facing ongoing financial and operational pressures. (ASU Lodestar, 2023; People Insight, 2025; Third Sector data on burnout and retention issues, 2024)
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Research into employee retention highlights several key antecedents including job satisfaction, organisational commitment, perceived organisational support and HR practices such as flexible working arrangements, development opportunities, pay fairness and communication. These factors are consistently linked to higher retention in both private and non-profit settings, reflecting the importance of supportive and fair people management practices (Artelt & Gregoriades, 2023; CIPD, 2025). In the charity sector, retention is further shaped by mission alignment, emotional labour, workload pressures and burnout, making workforce stability especially fragile. Evidence shows that although the UK charity sector ranks third across industries for staff retention, senior leaders remain highly concerned about talent attraction and turnover due to cost pressures and rising demand (Civil Society, 2024; People Insight, 2025).
Research on organisational restructuring shows that cost-cutting, redundancies and major changes often harm morale, reduce engagement and increase turnover when communication is weak, or employees feel insecure about their future. Foundational studies highlight the “downsizing-morale” effect, where employee trust and organisational commitment decline during restructuring, especially when leadership communication lacks transparency (Cameron, 1994; Armstrong-Stassen, 2006). However, literature also suggests that leadership style particularly transformational and participative leadership can mitigate negative restructuring outcomes by promoting clarity, support and involvement. HR practices that emphasise employee voice, fairness and participatory decision-making are associated with stronger resilience during organisational change (Armenakis & Bedeian, 1999; CIPD, 2025).
In the charity sector specifically, research remains limited but is gradually expanding. The RSPCA provides a useful example: after implementing a flexible and hybrid working model, employee engagement scores rose from 61% in 2019 to 80% in 2024, demonstrating how supportive HR practices can enhance engagement and retention even in mission-driven environments with emotionally demanding work (RSPCA, 2024; People Insight, 2025). However, most existing studies examine HR practices under normal operating conditions, leaving a gap in the literature regarding how such practices operate during financial restructuring. Little is known about how leadership and HR strategies influence retention when charities face cost reductions, workforce uncertainty and increased service pressure, which are common challenges in animal welfare and other frontline non-profits (ASU Lodestar, 2023; Harle, 2024).
Another relevant theme in the literature is service performance, as high turnover frequently disrupts service quality in sectors reliant on specialised or frontline staff. Studies across healthcare, education and call-centre operations show that high turnover is associated with reduced service continuity, lower quality and weaker operational performance (Hancock et al., 2015). Yet there is minimal research linking staff turnover to service outcomes in the charity animal-welfare context, despite the importance of timely frontline responses and case management for organisations like the RSPCA. This study therefore contributes to a critical gap by examining how leadership behaviours, HR practices, retention patterns and service performance interact during a period of financial strain.
In summary, the existing literature demonstrates that leadership style and HR practices play a central role in staff retention and organisational resilience, but these relationships remain under-explored in the charity sector during financial restructuring. By focusing on the RSPCA as a mission-driven organisation experiencing cost pressures, this study addresses an important research gap and deepens understanding of how leadership responses and HR strategies can support retention and service performance in challenging financial conditions (People Insight, 2025; Civil Society, 2024).
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Given the nature of the research aim exploring how leadership and HR practices influence employee retention and service performance during financial restructuring this study adopts a mixed-methods design. Mixed methods are appropriate for understanding complex organisational issues because they combine numerical trends with rich, contextual insights, allowing researchers to measure outcomes while also exploring experiences and perceptions. This approach is widely used in organisational research to strengthen validity, reduce bias and integrate perspectives that neither qualitative nor quantitative methods could provide alone (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2018; Bryman, 2006). In this study, quantitative analysis enables the examination of turnover patterns, service performance indicators and staff perceptions across the organisation, while qualitative inquiry offers depth by capturing how employees interpret leadership behaviour, HR practices and restructuring processes (People Insight, 2025).

The quantitative component consists of analysing HR and organisational datasets from the RSPCA, including voluntary and involuntary turnover, vacancy levels, exit reasons, engagement scores and length of service. According to the 2024 RSPCA Trustees’ Report, voluntary turnover for permanent staff reached 9.92%, reflecting increased workforce pressures under rising operational costs (RSPCA, 2024). To assess service performance, metrics such as case volumes, response times, capacity indicators and backlog trends will be examined where available. Additionally, an online staff survey will be distributed to current and former employees using Likert-scale items to assess perceived leadership communication, HR support, job security, morale, intent to remain and perceived impacts on service quality. Surveys are commonly employed in HR research to measure perceptual constructs, particularly during organisational change (CIPD, 2025).

The qualitative component includes semi-structured interviews with frontline staff, managers, HR personnel and where possible recent leavers. These interviews aim to capture emotional and experiential dimensions of restructuring, leadership responses and job satisfaction. Semi-structured interviews are particularly effective for exploring sensitive topics such as morale, psychological safety and organisational trust (King & Horrocks, 2010). Documentary analysis of annual reports, strategic plans and internal communications will complement interview data, especially regarding restructuring and the voluntary severance programme. For instance, recent RSPCA press releases confirm the introduction of severance options as a strategy to manage rising financial pressures (RSPCA, 2025). Focus groups with support staff may be used to explore collective views on hybrid working, communication practices and retention challenges, reflecting the value of group-based qualitative techniques in exploring shared organisational cultures (Morgan, 1997).
Sampling involves a stratified quantitative approach targeting at least 100 survey responses from frontline, support, and managerial staff to ensure representation across roles and regions. The qualitative sample will consist of approximately 20–30 purposively selected participants, allowing detailed exploration of diverse organisational perspectives. Purposive and snowball sampling are widely used for accessing specific groups such as frontline workers or recent leavers who possess relevant contextual knowledge (Etikan et al., 2016). Quantitative data will cover a period of at least 3–5 years (2020–2024) to capture pre- and post-restructuring trends.
Ethical considerations include informed consent, confidentiality, anonymity and secure data storage in compliance with GDPR. These are crucial when researching sensitive employment topics or individuals who may feel vulnerable during organisational change (BERA, 2018). All participants will be informed of their right to withdraw and interview protocols will ensure emotional wellbeing, particularly for those discussing job insecurity or severance.

Data analysis will integrate both strands. Quantitative data will be examined using descriptive statistics to summarise turnover patterns and survey responses, while inferential tests such as regressions or t-tests will be used to explore relationships between HR practices, leadership perceptions, morale and intent to stay. Time-series analysis may be applied to organisational performance data to identify change patterns. Qualitative data will undergo thematic analysis using NVivo to generate themes related to leadership communication, HR effectiveness and service performance impacts. Integrating qualitative and quantitative findings allows triangulation, deepens interpretation and strengthens the overall contributions of the study (Bryman, 2006).

Finally, research limitations include constrained access to internal performance metrics, potential self-report bias in survey and interview data, and limited generalisability due to the single-case design. However, case studies of mission-driven charities yield valuable insights for comparable organisations facing similar cost pressures, supporting broader applicability within the sector (Yin, 2018).
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The findings of this research have strong practical relevance for the RSPCA and similar mission-driven organisations undergoing financial restructuring. By identifying which leadership responses and HR practices are most effective for retaining staff, the organisation can refine its workforce strategy to reduce turnover costs, preserve critical expertise and protect frontline service delivery. This is increasingly important for UK charities facing rising operational costs, workforce shortages and high emotional demands on frontline staff (Civil Society, 2024; People Insight, 2025). The RSPCA has already introduced hybrid and flexible working arrangements for support staff, reporting a rise in employee engagement to 80% in 2024, demonstrating that well-designed HR interventions can improve morale and retention even during periods of uncertainty (RSPCA, 2024).
However, there remains limited understanding of how such HR practices operate specifically during cost constraints and organisational restructuring. This research will therefore help clarify which practices continue to support retention during financial pressure, and whether adjustments are needed for different staff groups such as frontline inspectors, animal-care staff or administrative teams. Linking retention trends with service performance indicators such as response times or case capacity can strengthen the business case for investing in people even when budgets are restricted. Evidence from other sectors shows that high turnover weakens service performance, increases workload strain and harms organisational reliability (Hancock et al., 2015).
The practical recommendations emerging from this research may include improved communication strategies during restructuring, strengthened employee voice mechanisms, targeted retention incentives, and differentiated flexible working policies suited to varied operational roles. Such guidance could influence HR policy, inform board-level decision-making and support long-term workforce planning. Given that 64% of UK charities have recently cut jobs or services because of financial pressures, the findings may offer valuable benchmarking for other organisations seeking sustainable workforce models under economic strain (Standard, 2025). Ultimately, the research contributes to strengthening organisational resilience, staff well-being and service effectiveness in mission-driven environments.





[bookmark: _Toc216133707]4-Month Gantt-Style Timeline (Methodology Stage)

	Stage
	Month 1
	Month 2
	Month 3
	Month 4

	Final methodology design
	████████
	
	
	

	Ethics application & approval
	█████████
	███
	
	

	Survey & interview tool development
	
	████████
	████
	

	Pilot testing of survey/interview tools
	
	
	██████
	

	Revision of tools based on pilot feedback
	
	
	██████
	

	Preparation for data collection (sampling, recruitment materials, access permissions)
	
	
	
	████████
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This research proposal has outlined a study investigating how leadership approaches and HR practices influence employee retention and service performance during financial restructuring at the RSPCA. The organisation faces significant financial pressures and operational challenges, making staff retention a critical priority for maintaining effective service delivery. The study recognises that factors such as leadership communication, employee engagement, flexible working arrangements, and participatory HR practices can play a key role in supporting morale, reducing turnover, and sustaining organisational performance.
The proposed mixed-methods approach combines quantitative analysis of workforce and service data with qualitative insights from staff experiences, providing a comprehensive understanding of both measurable outcomes and the human dimensions of restructuring. This integration allows the research to capture patterns in turnover and service performance while exploring the nuanced perceptions and motivations of employees across different roles.
The anticipated findings are intended to inform practical recommendations for the RSPCA and similar mission-driven organisations, such as enhancing leadership strategies, tailoring HR initiatives to different staff groups, and protecting service capacity during financially constrained periods. Ultimately, the study aims to contribute to organisational resilience, improve workforce well-being, and support the continuity and quality of frontline services, offering evidence-based guidance for charities navigating complex operational and financial pressures.
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