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Abstract. Retention and turnover are two issues that remain to be in the spotlight of both human 
resource professionals and researchers. The rise of gen-y and gen-z in the workforce could bring 
forth new needs and preferences. This study tends to uncover the factors that underlie the retention 
and turnover of employees in the Malaysian higher learning institution setting and to compare the 
literature for similarities and differences in the subject matter. Respondents were non-academicians 
in a premier education university. The survey uses both quantitative and qualitative approaches. The 
survey was done using a ranking method questionnaire consisting of 10 items for retention factors 
and 10 items for turnover factors. Respondents were asked to rank the items from 1 (most 
determinant) to 10 (least determinant). Descriptive analyses were used to interpret the data. An 
open-ended question was also asked the respondents to understand their choices (to stay or quit). 
Besides the interview method, the study also utilized past literature and reports for analysis. The 
result showed that in the higher learning institution setting, the retention and turnover determinants 
are slightly different from other industries, but in general, the manager’s behavior still is the 
underlying cause of these determinants. 
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INTRODUCTION  

This study was done to explore the factors that affect talent retention among non-academicians in a higher 
education institution setting. Although retention and turnover have been the talk of researchers and 
practitioners for decades, the rapid change of work setting and the entry of younger workers (Y and Z 
generations) into the workforce prompt the need to re-examine the factors that could affect them in the 
workplace. Pandita and Ray (2018) mentioned that retention of a younger workforce is more difficult as 
compared to other demographics. Young and inexperienced employees tend to have a low level of satisfaction 
about jobs and careers, thus have a lower commitment to the organization (Zhang, 2016). 

The 2019 Retention Report (Work Institute, 2019) estimates that the cost to lose a U.S. worker is 
USD15000, and voluntary employee turnover have nearly doubled from USD331 billion from 2010 to USD617 
billion in 2018. Clearly, employee turnover is a costly but still, a survey of 1068 human resource professionals 
from all over the world by CIPD (2017) shows that over half of organizations do not calculate the cost of labor 
turnover and just two-fifths (37%) of organizations undertook specific initiatives to improve staff retention 
in 2016 (private sector more to do so compared to public sector). 

In Malaysia, an AIA Vitality 2019 survey of 17595 employees from 230 organizations shows that 51 
% suffering from at least one dimension of work-related stress (Suresh Ram, 2019). Furthermore, a report 
cited from Astro Awani shows that more than 400,000 or 25% out of 1.6 million government servants are at 
high risk of stress caused by work strains especially those in the health, education and security sectors 
(Sharom Abu Bakar, 2019). Yet, talent management implementation is still far behind in the Malaysian 
education institutions (Adnan, Kareem & Razak, 2019). Barkhuizen,  Mogwere,  and  Schutte (2014) also 
confirms that talent management practices remain problematic in government institutions such as higher 
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education. This phenomenon  will most likely affect the turnover of the education sector workforce or at least 
lower the performance of the employees. Thus, this study sought to understand the underlying causes that 
may retain employees from turnover. 

METHODS 

This study is based on surveying the employees using a questionnaire to the administrators in a public 
university. Interview sessions were also done to get in-depth data on the issues pertaining to the study. In 
this study, both primary and secondary sources were used to gather data. Results from the questionnaire and 
interviews are the primary data source, while various journals and reports were the secondary data source.  

The target population was the administrators in 10 main departments in the university. Random 
sampling was used to select 113 respondents from the 10 departments for this survey which include 
administrators of different gender, ages, level, and working experience. Among the 56 males and 57 females 
surveyed, 18.6% (21) are executives and 81.4% (92) are non-executives. The majority of the respondents 
(64.6%) are from Gen-Y and Gen-Z (20-39 years old), 28.3% are in their 40’s, 6.2% are in their 50’s and just 
0.9% in their 60’s. In terms of working experience in the organization, 46.9% are between 3 to 10 years of 
service. 30.1% have been working for more than 10 years, and 23% under 3 years. The 10 respondents of the 
interview sessions were also among the 113 chosen for the survey. 

The instrument used for quantitative data collection was based on past literature and reports 
regarding retention and turnover factors (Robison, 2008; Zhang, 2016; Kossivi, Xu, & Kalgora, 2016; Pandita 
& Ray, 2018). 10 retention and 10 turnover factors were listed for the respondents to rank in order from the 
most determinant (1) to the least determinant (10) factors. The respondents were also given space to add 
other factors that they might think relevant. Descriptive analysis was used and presented in bar charts. While 
for the qualitative data analysis, an open-ended question was asked to the respondents to explore their 
preferences whether to stay or quit from the current organization if they had the chance to do so and why. 
The data obtained from the interviews act as supporting evidence for the quantitative data. 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

The study has taken ten parameters for the analysis of retention determinant factors and another ten 
parameters for the analysis of turnover determinant factors. 

Retention determinant factors 

The results of the survey can be view in figure 1. 21.2% of the respondents voted ‘working with great people’ 
as the most determinant retention factor in the university. The administrator in a university got the pleasure 
of meeting and working with influential people from academicians, motivators to politicians. A lot of 
programs were initiated by the university such as exhibitions, seminars, symposiums, forums, and 
volunteerism activities. Almost every program will be attended by someone of high status or influence in 
society. Thus, the administrator got to meet and interact with them. One of the respondents said: 

“I enjoyed doing my job. I engaged with a lot of people in this organization.” (Respondent 3) 
‘Competitive pay and benefits’ came up second on the list with 18.5% respondents voting for it. This 

is not surprising since the Resourcing and Talent Planning Survey Report in 2017 noted that 32% of 
respondents considered improving benefits and learning and development opportunities as two of the most 
effective methods to retain staff. Failure to provide sufficient and competitive compensation and benefits 
could well result in a turnover as more than 9 out of 100 employees quit because of compensation and 
benefits (Work Institute, 2019). 

Although public universities do not pay as much as the private universities, the salary and benefits 
offered are standards and regarded as sufficient for most public servants. One of the benefits offered to most 
public university employees is the opportunity to pursue higher education while working in the organization. 
The respondent confessed that this is one of the reasons why he or she decided to stay in the organization: 
“I am able to pursue higher education while working in this organization.” (Respondent 7) 

This finding is in line with the 2018 Workforce Learning Report that shows 93% of employees would 
stay at a company longer if it invested in their career (Linkedin, 2018). The temptation to leave the 
organization is lowered when an employee feels that he or she is presented with the chance to learn and 
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grow. This is backed by findings suggesting that employees' career concerns, goals, and plans are important 
for retaining them (Coetzee & Stoltz, 2015). 

‘Challenging and exciting work’ came in third in the list with 17.7% of the vote. Although non-
academician employees do mostly administration work, the nature of a university allowed them to harness 
and learn much more. Research, publication, teaching, mentoring and consultation are the main activities that 
differentiate a university from other institutions. These activities and more enhance the intellectual capacities 
of the citizens of a higher learning institution. The respondents felt that the unique working environment of a 
university is very meaningful: 

“All the work that I’ve been doing all this while is very meaningful to me.” (Respondent 3) 
“I’m happy working in this organization because I get more experiences from day to day.” 

(Respondent 6) 
Having a sense of meaningfulness to work can increase job satisfaction, thus increasing employee 

retention. Allan, Batz-Barbarich, Sterling, and Tay (2019) found that meaningful work predicting job 
satisfaction, work engagement and commitment, which subsequently predicted withdrawal intentions. The 
positive and significant correlation between the meaningfulness of work and job satisfaction was also 
confirmed by Keleş and Fındıklı (2016). We can say that the respondents in our study found a job-fit that 
suite their interpretation of meaningful work. 
 

 
Figure 1: Dominant retention factors 

Turnover determinant factors 

As indicated in the bar chart in figure 2, the top turnover factor according to the respondents is “bad 
relationship with the boss” (23.9%). Almost a quarter of the employees we surveyed chose this factor. As the 
old saying says, “People don’t quit their job, they quit their bosses.” Retention is a decision that can be 
influenced by the employee's emotions, which can be affected positively or negatively by the actions 
undertaken by employers (Pandita & Ray, 2018). Data from over 250,000 U.S. employees, including 37,061 
employees who quit their jobs in 2018 proves that more than 11 out of 100 quit because of manager or 
supervisor behavior such as poor communication, unprofessionalism, lack of support and lack of manager 
competence (Work Institute, 2019). Superior behavior also has a significant effect on job satisfaction and 
organizational commitment (Zhang, 2016). In this case, the immediate supervisor didn’t give enough 
appreciation and recognition to their subordinates. A respondent mentioned this in the interview session: 

“Lack of appreciation from the superior.” (Respondent 1) 
A recent survey of over 25,000 employees across the world by TINY pulse (2018) shows that 21.5% 

of employees that don’t feel recognized when they do great work have interviewed for a job in the past three 
months. They conclude that employees who have not received recent recognition are two times more likely to 
be job hunting, and employees who don’t feel valued at work are 34% more likely to leave their companies 
within the next year. 

The next biggest factor that affects employee turnover according to the survey is ‘excessive work’. At 
19.5%, this factor is commonly addressed by an employee of higher education institutions. For instance, 
researches done in two public universities found that 22.1% to 23.3% of their academic staff were stress 
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(Noor & Ismail, 2016). Job overload is one of the many stressors that could be the source of pressure in the 
workplace (Mohd Makhbul & Muhamad Hizam Sheikh Khairuddin, 2013) particularly among academicians. 
Another survey shows that more than 8 out of 100 employees quit for well-being (Work Institute, 2019). 
Inevitably, managers play an important role in employee retention. Meta-analysis, polls and exit interviews of 
10,609 business units (U.S. working population) over the past 30 years by Gallup confirmed that at least 75% 
of the reasons for voluntary turnover can be influenced by the managers (Robison, 2008). 

‘Bad relationship with co-workers’ is another factor that employers need to be aware of. In this 
survey, 12.3% of the respondents think that co-worker’s negative behaviors can influence the decision to quit 
their job. This finding is consistent with the TINY pulse (2018) survey. They found that employees who say 
there is a low level of respect between colleagues are 26% more likely to quit their jobs. Although the 
respondents did not elaborate on how the relationship between co-workers affects their preference to leave 
the organization, negative attitudes and communication breakdown may well be the reasons. According to 
Zhang (2106), many factions or small groups within a department or inter-department will complicate the 
relationship between colleagues and they will need to spend a lot of energy to handle the intricacies of the 
relationship. 
 

 
Figure 2 : Dominant retention factors 

 
There is also a consistent and interesting finding from the survey. 14.1% of the respondents agree that career 
growth is an important retaining factor and 9.7% said ‘limited career advancement’ may cause a turnover. 
This finding stressed the importance of career development in an organization. According to Work Institute 
(2019), lack of growth and development opportunity, and no advancement or promotional opportunity is the 
leading cause of employee turnover in the U.S. since 2013 to 2018, recorded an increment by 32%. In another 
survey, employees who feel they are progressing in their careers are 20% more likely to still be working at 
their companies in one year’s time (TINY pulse, 2018).  

Two of the ten interviewees said they wanted to quit if they have the chances to do so contributed 
their intention to these factors: 

Limited warrant for an executive position (limited career advancement). (Respondent 2) 
“I’ve been doing the same job… Does not have a good job rotation system to allow career 

enlargement.” (Respondent 5) 
Aside from career development, another critical factor to consider for retention is the work-life 

balance for employees. Deery and Jago (2015) identified the importance of managing work-life balance to 
retain talented staff. Joāo and Coetzee (2012) also pointed out the ability to balance one's work and life as a 
key factor in retaining professionally skilled staff. 11.5% of the respondents in this study noted that work-life 
balance is important to employee retention and again 8.8% confirmed that no work-life balance will cause a 
turnover. The situation is the same for the workforce in the U.S. where work-life balance is the second most 
cited category for turnover, trended up 20% since 2013. Work-life balance is also cited as more important to 
generation-x and generation-y (Work Institute, 2019). 
 



81 |AHMAD AMRI BIN                                                                            Factors Affecting Talent Retention of Non-Academicians in Malaysia’s Premier 

Education University   

CONCLUSION 

From this research, we conclude that most of the determinants of retention and turnover remain the same for 
the past years, but in the higher education setting, ‘working with great people’ unexpectedly top the table 
compared to factors such as career development, benefits, and work-life balance. According to the Resourcing 
and Talent Planning Survey in 2017 done by CIPD (2017), the most effective methods chosen by 
organizations to address retention are increasing learning and development opportunities, pay and improved 
benefits. This does not seem the case for higher education institutions. It may be due to the unique 
environment in a public university where employees get to engage with many high profile individuals as 
mentioned above. 

The same result can be observed for employee turnover, where career advancement and work-life 
balance did not make it to the top three determinant factors. But overall result complies with previous 
literature, that most factors can be prevented by the manager. According to Work Institute (2019), more than 
3 in 4 employees (76.8%) who quit were preventable and could have been retained by their employers. The 
bad relationship between employer and employee due to lack of engagement techniques can be reduced 
through engagement training and enlightening. The bottom line is, employees need to feel appreciated and 
recognized for their work.   

The practical implication of this study related directly to how an organization manages its talent. As 
talent management practices reported significantly related to intention to quit (Plessis, Barkhuizen, Stanz, & 
Schutte, 2015), it is crucial for an organization to align the practices with hard data. Gandy, Harrison, and 
Gold (2018) suggested a proactive approach to be adopted in the organization’s talent management so that it 
can retain the best talent. Based on the findings, higher education institutions can customize their talent 
management strategies to focus on the determinants of retention and turnover for their talent.  

Meanwhile, the social implication of this study can be related to management behavior. Successful 
employee turnover strategies might significantly lower the cost of talent turnover. Managers need to be 
trained on how to engage their employees properly, listen to their employees and improve work culture. 
Managers also need to understand that employees nowadays will not tolerate unprofessional behavior as the 
talent market is getting smaller and the war for talent is getting more fierce. 
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