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Background 

The NPSRCH commissioned this polling to inform the 2022 rewrite of NHS England’s pastoral, spiritual & 

religious (PSR) care guidelines; specifically seeking to explore the following overarching questions: 

● What do the general population think PSR care is? 

● What do the general population think PSR care should be? 

● Are the terms spiritual and religious meaningful to the general population as ways of describing 

themselves?  

This work was undertaken to explore whether currently NHS Trusts and services communicate well what 

PSR care is, and to explore what terminology is inclusive for the general population. 

Analysis and discussion 

Have you ever had support from a chaplaincy / spiritual care service in any of the healthcare services you 
personally have ever used? 

Only 6% of respondents had accessed PSR support within a healthcare setting. Given that in the year to 

May 2021 (the most recent data available1) there were more than 25 million admissions to hospital there is 

a vast proportion of the population who are not accessing support. This could be for reasons explored in 

the following questions – that they don’t understand what the service offers, or that they feel excluded on 

the basis of terminology and branding. 

This low percentage of people accessing support poses a challenge to both NHS England and local Trusts: 

patients, staff, and visitors are complex, multifaceted beings with support needs spanning the physical, 

emotional, and existential – so why are so few accessing PSR support? One very clear probability suggested 

by the results of this polling is that people don’t understand what PSR care is, and further, that the 

terminology used to name departments and services alienates many of those who might benefit from 

support.  

                                                           
1
 https://www.england.nhs.uk/statistics/statistical-work-areas/hospital-activity/monthly-hospital-activity/mar-data/  

https://www.england.nhs.uk/statistics/statistical-work-areas/hospital-activity/monthly-hospital-activity/mar-data/
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Which, if any, of the following services do you think a chaplaincy/ spiritual care service provides? 

 

These options were chosen by members of the NPSRCH as representative of the various functions of PSR 

care services and all are ‘correct’ for the majority of services across NHS Trusts. Results, however, show 

that general understanding of what is on offer is not good, and is skewed towards end of life and religious 

provision. In particular, fewer than half of respondents knew that these services provide general, open 

support for all – something which almost all NHS Trust chaplaincy/spiritual care services say they provide 

and which many chaplaincy bodies state is the core of their support services, and fits with how the role is 

described on the NHS Careers website2. 

It is clear from this that there is a way to go in order for the public – and therefore potential PSR care 

service users – to know what support they can access. In particular, it is vital to increase understanding that 

these services are not just for the end of life, and do not just focus on religious rituals. 

                                                           
2
 https://www.healthcareers.nhs.uk/explore-roles/wider-healthcare-team/roles-wider-healthcare-team/corporate-

services/chaplain   

https://www.healthcareers.nhs.uk/explore-roles/wider-healthcare-team/roles-wider-healthcare-team/corporate-services/chaplain
https://www.healthcareers.nhs.uk/explore-roles/wider-healthcare-team/roles-wider-healthcare-team/corporate-services/chaplain
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Which, if any, of the following services do you think a chaplaincy/ spiritual care service should provide? 

 

These results are not significantly different from the previous question.  However, open-access general 

support was placed higher than provision of religious services and rituals, indicating that people value the 

holistic aspect of support which is not tied to a particular religion or belief. In addition to this, the two most 

common themes in the qualitative answers were the opinion that chaplaincy/spiritual care should not be 

provided by the NHS and suggestions of generic support unrelated to religion and belief, suggesting that 

explicit non-religious support is something which would be welcomed by the public.  Respondents value 

inclusivity and equality in publicly-funded services.  

There is clear support in these responses for more inclusive services, spanning religions and beliefs, and for 

non-religious provision to be explicitly included in PSR care services. There is also clear support for having 

specific provision for religious needs. 
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Which, if any, of the following statements best describes you? 

This question is a replication of a question posed in the Westminster Faith Debates3 by the University of 
Lancaster in 2013.  We asked whether particular terminology is meaningful in describing individuals’ values 
and beliefs. 
 
This question was included specifically as NHS England have been using ‘chaplaincy/spiritual care’ as 
placeholder terminology for the drafting of new guidelines. While the term ‘chaplaincy’ has long been 
defined as having clear religious connotations4, the term ‘spiritual’ has been argued to be more inclusive of 
those with non-religious and/or non-Christian beliefs. This polling concludes that it is not an inclusive term 
and should not be used in this manner. 
 
Almost half of respondents would not recognise themselves as either religious or spiritual, meaning that 
services promoted in these terms would not be inclusive for them. With a further 14% of respondents not 
actively defining themselves as spiritual, religious, or both, this means that 61% of individuals would not 
see that a service described in these terms would be inclusive of them.  
 
As shown in the table below, our results do not vary substantially from those found by the University of 
Lancaster, and suggest that this is likely to be reasonably stable. 
 

Which, if any, of the following best describes 
you? 

University 
of Lancaster 
Jan 2013 

University of 
Lancaster 
June 2013 

NPSRCH 
March 2022 

A spiritual person 15% 11% 19% 

A religious person 8% 10% 9% 

Both spiritual and religious 10% 10% 10% 

I would not describe myself, or my values and 
beliefs, as spiritual or religious 

48% 51% 47% 

None of these 13% 13% 9% 

Don't know 6% 5% 5% 

 

  

                                                           
3
 http://faithdebates.org.uk/research/  

4
 https://humanists.uk/wp-content/uploads/Humanists-UK-polling-on-pastoral-care-in-the-UK.pdf  

http://faithdebates.org.uk/research/
https://humanists.uk/wp-content/uploads/Humanists-UK-polling-on-pastoral-care-in-the-UK.pdf
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Conclusions 

This polling strongly suggests that in order for PSR care services to be understood as accessible and 

inclusive by the public NHS England must ensure that local Trusts are designing, naming, branding, and 

promoting their services with inclusive language – and specifically instructing Trusts that the terms 

chaplaincy and/or spiritual care are not inclusive unless always used in conjunction with more inclusive 

terms, such as pastoral care. In particular, the recent adoption of the term “spiritual” by some services has 

been considered by many to be inclusive.  However, this polling shows that this term is only meaningful for 

29% of the population, and that broader language must be adopted in order for services to be accessible. It 

is vital that in delivering person-centred care the lead is taken from service-users as to what is meaningful 

for them.  If up to 61% of individuals see the current language of PSR care services as excluding them then 

it is extremely important that NHS England and local Trusts take note of this.  

 

These results show us that while the public don’t have a strong understanding of the current support 

offered by PSR care services – something which Trusts must remedy with clear marketing messages – they 

do want services which are broad, inclusive, and meet both religious and non-religious needs, including 

open-access services where they can receive unconditional support.  

 

This polling provides unambiguous data which providers must use to ensure that PSR care services develop 

to meet the needs of the population. PSR care, like all services provided by the NHS, should be person-

centred and led by the needs of service users, including both their support needs and their need to feel and 

be welcomed into PSR care service, whatever their religion or belief and whatever the needs which arise 

from those beliefs.  
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Appendix: The Full results 

The initial sample size was 2194 adults and weighted to be representative of all GB adults, who were then 

screened with the question “Have you used any NHS services either in a hospital, in the form of community 

support, or mental health services in the last 10 years (i.e. since March 2012)?”, taking forward 1286 

individuals to the full survey. 

Have you ever had support from a chaplaincy/spiritual care service in any of the healthcare services you 
personally have ever used? 
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Which, if any, of the following services do you think a chaplaincy/ spiritual care service provides? 
 

 
 
Of the 31 ‘other’ free text responses there included: 

● 8 anti-religion responses 
● 1 response stating these services are only for religious individuals 
● 6 responses around providing specific religious rituals or spiritual healing, including blessings for 

stillborn children 
● 1 response stating if you are religious then your own community should meet any needs you have 
● 2 responses around providing religious texts, specific religious food or drink, or religious items 
● 9 responses around general support, including: 

o Comfort and encouragement of the sick and their families 
o To express any need you have 
o Social support in hospital 
o Pastoral support 
o Someone to just be there 

● 1 response stating it includes online support 
● 2 responses saying “I don’t know” and “Not heard of it before” 
● 1 response saying “Not enough Humanist care service providers. Not everyone believes in 

supernatural "spirit" stuff.” 
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Which, if any, of the following services do you think a chaplaincy/ spiritual care service should provide? 

 
 
Of the 40 ‘other’ free text responses there included (some included in more than one category): 

● 2 anti-religion responses 
● 13 responses saying these services shouldn’t be provided by the NHS / this service should exist / 

should be provided by religious communities external to healthcare 
● 2 responses saying it should be religious support for religious people 
● 2 responses saying there should be support for atheists, or support not tied to any religion 
● 3 responses saying it should be entirely secular or non-religious 
● 8 responses suggesting generic support, such as: 

o space to discuss faith & thoughts 
o for anyone needing help from a bad situation at home 
o social support and ‘being there’ 

● 1 response including provision of celebrations 
● 3 responses about proving religious texts, food, or items. 
● 1 response saying it should provide end of life support 
● 1 response saying it should provide blessings for stillborn children 
● 1 response saying it should provide pastoral support for staff 
● 2 responses saying it should provide practical support or communication such as informing 

relatives & friends, arranging care of pets etc 
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Which, if any, of the following statements best describes you? 

 
 

 


