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Abstract: 

Talent retention is a critical concern for tertiary institutions seeking to maintain academic excellence, 

institutional stability, and sustainable growth. Amidst increasing competition for skilled academic and 

administrative staff, the institution has implemented a range of initiatives aimed at enhancing employee 

satisfaction, engagement, and long-term commitment.  This research report investigated talent retention 

strategies employed at a tertiary institution in South Africa. Tertiary institutions in South Africa are 

required to be competitive in order to achieve their strategic goals for them to be relevant in the sector. 

Using a qualitative research approach, data were collected through semi-structured interviews. A 

convenient sample size of (10) was utilised in the execution of this research. The sample was drawn 

from both administrative, academic and senior management staff of the institution. Data were collected 

with the aid of an in-depth semi-structured interview. Thematic analysis was used to the analyse data. 

Obtained data shows that the tertiary institution under study employs financial, non-financial rewards 

and counteroffer to retain its staff. The study recommended that management of tertiary institution in 

South Africa should put talent retention as a priority to ensure the competitive advantage of tertiary 

institution in the education sector. 
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Introduction 

Retaining talent within the university sector is a major problem, particularly in light of the competitive 

and ever-changing nature of the educational landscape (Leontes, 2024, Musakuro, 2022, Van Zyl, 

Mathefena & Ras, 2017). Universities and other tertiary institutions in South Africa are in charge of 

recruiting, training, and keeping qualified academic and administrative personnel in addition to providing 

high-quality education. Maintaining competitive advantage, encouraging academic achievement, and 

guaranteeing institutional stability all depend on effective personnel retention strategies (Kwon & Ryu, 

2020).  

Rapid urbanisation, the rising need for qualified workers, and unstable economic conditions provide 

particular difficulties for tertiary institutions in retaining talent (Van der Westhuizen et al., 2017). Attracting 

and keeping talented employees becomes more difficult in this situation. Institutions must create all-

encompassing plans that address the social, cultural, and personal dimensions of their workforce in 

addition to their employees' career goals (Leontes, 2024, Schwab, 2018). 

In order to overcome these obstacles, a number of strategies have been developed, with a particular 

emphasis on work-life balance efforts, career development programs, competitive compensation 

packages, and creating an inclusive workplace atmosphere. Providing chances for professional 

development, acknowledging accomplishments, and fostering an atmosphere that promotes both 

professional and personal well-being are important strategies. Additionally, Universities are realising 

more and more how important collaborative leadership and employee engagement are to long-term 

loyalty and work satisfaction (Smith & Brown, 2019). 

This study explored the talent retention strategies employed at a tertiary institution, focusing on the 

effectiveness of these strategies in sustaining a highly skilled workforce. The study also examined how 

these strategies align with global best practices and address the specific challenges of the South African 

context. The goal is to provide insights into how tertiary institutions can enhance their ability to retain 

talented staff in an increasingly competitive environment (Leontes, 2024). In light of the above, the study 

was guided by the following objective: 

• To determine the talent retention strategies employed at a tertiary institution in the Gauteng 

province of South Africa. 

Literature Review 

Higher education institutions around the world continue to have serious concerns about talent retention, 

especially in South Africa where there is fierce competition for qualified professionals. The many talent 

retention strategies used in South African tertiary institutions in the Gauteng Province are examined in 
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this review of the literature. With an emphasis on strategies that improve employee satisfaction and 

lower turnover (Makondo, 2014). 

Maintaining institutional knowledge, improving service delivery, and making sure universities achieve 

their strategic goals all depend on retaining talent at tertiary institutions (Mihail, 2018). The problem is 

made worse in South Africa by the need to address socioeconomic gaps, which encourage talented 

workers to look for work in the private sector or overseas (Nkomo & Kriekemans, 2019). According to 

research by Mulaudzi (2020), in order for higher education institutions to prosper, they must create long-

term talent retention plans that take into account the changing demands of their workforce. 

One of the most important elements affecting talent retention has been found to be employee 

engagement. Employees who are emotionally and mentally invested in their organisation are more likely 

to remain in their positions over the long run, according to research by Meyer and Allen (2020). 

Institutions of higher learning have come to understand the value of cultivating a strong sense of 

participation. These organisations have put in place a number of programs to encourage participation, 

including possibilities for professional advancement, recognition schemes, and frequent feedback 

systems (Meyer & Allen, 2020). In the South Africa context, the University of Johannesburg, for example, 

regularly conducts programs such as "Employee Engagement Surveys" to gauge staff satisfaction and 

concerns (University of Johannesburg, 2022). 

Factors Affecting Talent Retention 

Professional Development and Career Growth 

One of the main factors of retention strategy is professional development. Career growth possibilities 

are crucial for retention in South Africa, as the higher education system is highly dependent on qualified 

faculty staff (Cloete, 2018; Makondo, 2014). To support staff members' professional development, 

numerous tertiary institutions provide a range of training courses, sabbaticals, and postgraduate grants 

(Smit & De Jager, 2021). Institutions are more likely to keep their best faculty members when they 

encourage career development and make sure they have chances for academic and research 

advancement (Johnson and Meyer, 2017). To foster the next generation of academic leaders, the 

University of Pretoria in South Africa, for instance, has implemented leadership development programs 

and mentorship programs (University of Pretoria, 2021). 

Work-Life Balance 

Another important factor of staff retention at tertiary institutions is work-life balance. Universities in South 

Africa are putting more effort into developing workplaces that let staff members manage their personal 

and professional life. Strategies including flexible work schedules, parental leave, and counselling 

services are becoming more and more common in South Africa (Mbatha & Nkosi, 2020). According to 
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research by Clarke and Kelliher (2020), workers are more likely to stay in their positions for longer if 

they believe their organisations support their work-life balance. Literature shows that the University of 

the Witwatersrand implemented flexible work practices which improves job satisfaction amongst staff 

members (Wits University, 2021). 

Compensation and Benefits 

Another essential factor of retaining talent is compensation. Offering competitive pay that satisfy the 

demands of qualified professionals seem to be difficult among many institutions of higher learning in 

South Africa, (Mabizela & Brown, 2020; Shakeel & But, 2015). Literature shows that many universities 

make an effort to offer competitive wages, health benefits, and pension plans in spite of financial 

limitations. Furthermore, faculty retention is greatly aided by non-cash incentives including praise for 

community service and academic accomplishments (Grootboom & Mahabeer, 2022). In order to make 

sure that employees feel appreciated beyond their pay, the University of Cape Town's "Recognition and 

Reward" system has been crucial (University of Cape Town, 2020). 

Organizational Culture and Leadership 

An institution's organisational culture has a big influence on how long its employees stay there. Talent 

retention is higher in organisations with a supportive, inclusive, and upbeat culture (Nkosi & Tshanduko, 

2020). Organisational culture is greatly influenced by leadership, and studies show that transformational 

leadership approaches improve employee retention and satisfaction (Kgosana & Buitendach, 2021). 

The goal of the University of Johannesburg's leadership development initiatives is to foster a culture of 

leadership that prioritises cooperation, openness, and worker welfare in order to foster a supportive 

atmosphere that encourages retention (University of Johannesburg, 2022). Additionally, it has been 

demonstrated that leadership dedication to diversity and inclusion programs increases employee job 

satisfaction and organisational loyalty (Cloete & Wessels, 2021). 

Methods and Data 

The study was aimed at identifying the talent retention strategies used at a South African tertiary 

institution in the Gauteng Province. Thus, a qualitative research methodology was used in this study. A 

purposive sample size of 10 participants were used to collect data. Semi-structured interviews were 

used to collect data as part of the selected research methodology. The goal of semi-structured interviews 

is to investigate individual experiences, viewpoints, emotions, and perceptions. (Leedy & Ormrod, 2014). 

The management of the tertiary institution was notified of the study's purpose prior to data collection. 

The tertiary institution quickly gave permission to undertake the study because of the potential benefits 

that could result from the findings. The participants were selected from various areas within the 
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university's administration. Participants included representatives from the university's permanent 

academic, support, and administrative staff as this made it possible to collect a range of viewpoints and 

thoughts on the subject. The semi-structured interviews took place in various locations that were 

convenient for the participants and agreed upon. 

English language interviews were conducted with a sample of participants who discussed their 

experiences with the main talent retention tactics used at a South African higher education institution.  

The decision to use English language was made since all participants felt at ease answering questions 

in that language. 

Each interview session lasted roughly 45 minutes, although for participants who had a lot to say, it could 

take up to an hour. All of the semi-structured interviews were recorded using a digital recorder. Given 

the qualitative nature of the study, the interview questions centered on the participants' opinions and 

feelings in relation to the research questions. 

Results 

The table 1 below summarise the biographical information of the participants. 

Variable  Frequency Percentage 

Gender Male 7 70% 

Female 3 30% 

Age 31-40 Years 2 20% 

41-50 years 3 30% 

50 years and 
above 

5 50% 

Race Black African 7 70% 

White 3 30% 

Marital 
Status 

Divorced 3 30% 

Married 5 50% 

Single 2 20% 

Work 
Designation 

Dean 3 30% 

Director 4 40% 

Lecturer 1 10% 

Administrator 1 10% 

General Worker 1 10% 

Table 1: Biographical information of the participants 
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The table 1 above summarize the demographic information of the participants of the study. The 

presentation below shows a summary of the key findings of the study. 

The higher education institution under study uses a variety of tactics to retain talent. At the university 

under investigation, financial and non-financial incentives as well as counteroffer are the main strategies 

employed for talent retention.  

Theme Sub Theme 

1. Financial rewards • Basic salary and attractive package 

• Performance bonus 

2. Non-Financial Rewards • Generous Leave 

• Study assistance 

• Professional Development 

• Work life balance 

• Effective Leadership and organisational 

culture 

3. Counter Offer 
 

Table 2: Summary of the key findings of the study 

The major themes that came out of the study are presented below: 

Theme 1: Financial Rewards 

According to some respondents, the higher education institution under study uses financial incentives 

to retain talented employees. Offering appealing compensation has been viewed as a desirable strategy 

for keeping important employees who can advance an organization's strategic goals. 

Sub-theme: Basic Salary and attractive total guaranteed package 

According to several participants, one of the most crucial strategies for drawing top personnel to the 

tertiary institution under investigation is the utilisation of compensation and an attractive total guaranteed 

package. One respondent said the following in response to a question concerning tertiary institutions' 

talent retention strategies: 

“We have an attractive total guaranteed package that is commensurate with a lot of position but 

obviously in terms of our compensation structure, it is very competitive in the labour market”. (P5) 
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In order to draw in top employees who can propel the organisation forward, many organisations in the 

twenty-first century deploy an attractive compensation package. In support of the above statement, one 

of the study participants stated that: 

“…we have a basic salary that is competitive”. (P3) 

In light of the opinions stated above, paying key employees a high salary and offering an attractive total 

guaranteed package is a frequent strategy for keeping them on board. The aforementioned claims are 

reasonable given that the majority of individuals work to support themselves; therefore, a high pay will 

enable them to reach their greatest potential. 

Sub-theme: Performance Bonus 

Some respondents stated that the university uses performance bonuses as a way of retaining talent in 

the organisation. One of the respondents said: 

“There is a performance bonus if an employee, for instance, exceeds the expectation of his or her role”. 

(P3). 

In light of the aforementioned viewpoint, workers should be rewarded for their hard work. Employees 

who perform exceptionally well are frequently awarded performance bonuses. A performance bonus is 

viewed as a thank you for employees for their exceptional job because they will always want to work 

hard so that management would reward them in the future.  

Theme 2: Non-Financial Rewards 

In addition to offering monetary incentives, respondents believed that money couldn't be the sole driver 

of employee retention. In other words, the company cannot retain talented individuals by the use of cash 

benefits alone. According to several responders, the university employs non-monetary incentives to 

keep talented employees. 

Sub-theme: Generous leave 

Some respondents felt that the provision of generous leave makes the tertiary institution able to attract 

and retain top talent. One of the respondents stated that: 

“We get quite a lot of leave which most of the people in the corporate environment wouldn’t get”. (P2). 

The view on the use of generous leave to retain key personnel has been shared by another respondent. 

In support of the view of generous leave, one of the research respondents stated that: 

“We have generous leave” (P3). 
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According to the Basic Conditions of Employment Act Number 75 of 1997, one of the most important 

requirements for employers is to give their workers leave. Employees will have time at home and spend 

time with their family. Employees appreciate leave the most as a means of keeping important members 

of the organization. 

Sub-theme: Study Assistance 

One of respondents stated that the university uses study assistance as a way of retaining talent in the 

organisation. The respondents stated that study assistance is often considered as they have this to say: 

“Yes, benefits are there, for instance, those who got kids in school (I mean University), their kids get a 

certain percentage paid for them”. (P4). 

Some respondents viewed study assistance as one of the tools for retaining key personnel. In support 

of the idea mentioned above regarding study assistance, one of the respondents noted that: 

“We also have study assistance for a staff member or for his or her dependent and that is also a non-

financial benefit that we ensure that we are trying as much as possible”. (P3). 

The university in question reduce the burden of employees by paying for their dependents’ study fees. 

Employees at the university are offered study assistance to their dependents and as such this may 

ensure the retention of staff as they were anticipating this benefit.  

Sub-theme: Professional Development 

The university under study provide professional development and career growth opportunities for staff 

with the aim of talent retention. When asked about the strategies used by the university to ensure talent 

retention, one of the participants had this to say: 

“the university provide professional development and career growth opportunities through sponsoring 

their education aspiration” (P3). 

Sub-theme: Work life balance 

The university under study provide work life balance for staff with the aim of talent retention. When asked 

about the strategies used by the university to ensure talent retention, one of the participants had this to 

say: 

“the employer offers its employees the opportunity to balance their family demands as well as their work” 

(P7). 
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Sub-theme: Effective Leadership and organizational culture 

The university under study provide effective leadership and an inclusive organizational culture for staff 

with the aim of talent retention. When asked about the strategies used by the university to ensure talent 

retention, one of the participants had this to say: 

the university has effective leadership as well as an inclusive organizational culture where employees’ 

views are valued” (P2). 

Literature shows that employees value an organization where the leadership style is one that respect 

the employees as well as an inclusive environment where the views of the employees are valued. 

Theme 3: Counteroffer 

One of respondents stated that the university uses financial rewards if they want to retain talent in the 

organisation. When asked about the talent retention strategies used at the tertiary institution under study, 

The participant stated that counteroffer is often considered as they have this to say: 

“So far, normally when people get offers from other institutions, the university actually makes a 

counteroffer to retain the expertise. (P6) 

The view expressed above shows that the use of a counteroffer as a strategic tool for retaining key 

personnel if they show signs of quitting the university. 

Discussion 

Compensation packages is one of the best ways of retention strategy. Results from the study shows 

that the University in question use compensation as a way of retaining highly qualified faculty members. 

Literature shows that financial limitations frequently restrict the ability of South African institutions to 

provide salaries comparable to those in the private sector (Mothata, 2020). Despite these limitations, 

many organisations try to make sure that faculty members feel appreciated by offering non-cash 

advantages including healthcare, housing subsidies, and flexible work schedules. 

The study also shows that the use of performance bonus is another way of retaining staff within the 

university context. Offering performance-based incentives, such as research grants and prizes for 

outstanding teaching and community service, is another element of compensation systems that have 

been used. This encourages employees to make greater contributions to the institution's objectives and 

strengthens the link between effort and compensation (Bhana, 2021). 

The study further demonstrates that the use of professional development and career growth 

opportunities is another way of retaining staff within the university environment. The emphasis on career 

growth and professional development is one of the most well-known methods for retaining talent in South 
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African higher education institutions. Literature shows that the South Africa education system 

understand the value of their academic members' ongoing education and development. Opportunities 

for extra training, mentorship programs, research cooperation, and access to international conferences 

are frequently seen as means of promoting career advancement (Nkosi, 2020). These initiatives not 

only improve employees' abilities but also offer them long-term career opportunities and a sense of job 

satisfaction, both of which have a big impact on retention (Ngubane-Mokiwa, 2021). 

The study further demonstrates that leadership development and mentoring programs have been crucial 

in preparing junior academics for senior positions. For example, to assist early-career academics in their 

professional endeavours. This finding of the study is consistent with the mentorship program offered at 

the University of Johannesburg (Van der Walt, 2022). By encouraging employees to anticipate long-term 

careers within the organisation, this proactive investment in career development lowers turnover rates. 

The organisational culture and work environment have a big impact on keeping talented employees. A 

culture that is upbeat, welcoming, and encouraging is encouraged at higher education institutions in 

South Africa in order to foster a feeling of loyalty and belonging among staff members. Joubert (2021) 

asserts that maintaining faculty members in the extremely demanding academic setting requires 

cultivating a positive academic atmosphere that prioritises work-life balance. This is especially important 

in light of the increasing demand for flexibility, particularly in the wake of the COVID-19 pandemic, when 

remote and hybrid work arrangements have grown in popularity. 

It is also critical to establish a culture of respect and acknowledgement at work. Initiatives for recognition, 

whether in the form of prizes, acknowledgement in official communications, or unofficial compliments, 

help to improve employee retention and job satisfaction. Establishing a work culture where employees' 

contributions are valued and rewarded has been a top priority for organisations like the University of the 

Witwatersrand (Mkhize, 2023). 

Work-life balance programs are becoming more and more common in South African universities as part 

of their larger retention goals. The prevalence of telecommuting choices, flexible work schedules, and 

family support initiatives (such childcare and parental leave) is rising (Hassan & Jansen, 2020). These 

programs assist reduce stress and burnout, which improves job satisfaction and retention. They are 

especially appealing to younger faculty and staff members who might have family obligations. 

Kalula and Dube (2022) underscored the importance of attending to academic staff members' mental 

and emotional well. Organisations that provide stress management classes, counselling services, and 

wellness initiatives show that they care about the overall health of their employees, which increases 

employee retention. 
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Establishing an atmosphere where employees feel appreciated and inspired to stay with the organisation 

requires strong leadership and open governance. Academic staff are actively involved in governance 

decisions made by senior leadership teams in higher education institutions, especially when it comes to 

budgeting, institutional policies, and strategic planning. Employee loyalty and a sense of ownership are 

fostered by their involvement in decision-making processes, and this can greatly aid in retention 

(Ngcobo, 2022). 

Additionally, leadership initiatives that cultivate the institution's future leaders contribute to the continuity 

and expansion of the leadership ranks. In major institutions, where faculty members may hope to 

advance into leadership roles in the future, these programs are especially crucial (Makina, 2021). 

Conclusion 

In conclusion, maintaining academic excellence, institutional stability, and long-term growth at a tertiary 

institution in South Africa depends heavily on the efficacy of talent retention strategies. The results of 

the study shows that the institution use a mix of non-financial and financial retention strategies, such as 

competitive pay, professional development opportunities, recognition initiatives, encouraging leadership, 

and clear career progression routes. In order to manage high staff turnover rates and guarantee the 

retention of qualified academic and administrative staff, several techniques are crucial. Retaining talent 

at tertiary education institutions requires a strategy that incorporates work-life balance programs, 

competitive pay, professional development, and a healthy corporate culture. These strategies address 

the particular difficulties South African universities face, like budgetary limitations and a fiercely 

competitive labour market, while also being in line with international best practices. Institutions may 

retain top personnel and raise academic standards and institutional performance by continuing to invest 

in their employees and creating a positive, fulfilling work environment. 
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