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ABSTRACT. This study examined the key factors influencing the retention of administrative staff in Kazakhstani higher educa-
tion institutions (HEls), a workforce whose turnover has received little dedicated research attention despite its cost to institutional
stability and service quality. Methodology — A qualitative research design was adopted, using semi-structured interviews with ten
administrative staff (seven women, three men; 1-13 years of experience) purposively sampled from one private and one auton-
omous university in Astana and Almaty. Data were analysed using inductive thematic analysis, guided by Herzberg's two-factor
theory. Originality/value — Administrative staff retention in Kazakhstan remains an under-researched area; the study contributes
context-specific, practice-oriented evidence to a thin regional literature base and tests the applicability of Herzberg's framework
in a non-Western higher education setting. Findings — Retention was shaped by salary, workload, career opportunities, corporate
culture, leadership style, team relationships, benefits, professional development, and job stability. Career growth emerged as the
strongest driver, consistent with Herzberg's motivators, while salary functioned as both a hygiene factor and, at times, a direct
motivator — a nuance not fully captured by the original theory. Younger staff prioritised pay and career growth; more experienced
staff prioritised comfort and stability. The autonomous university offered stronger formal benefits but a more bureaucratic culture;
the private university offered flexibility and informal relationships but weaker structured support. The findings suggest that re-
tention strategies in Kazakhstani HEIs should be tailored by career stage and institution type, with HR departments taking a more
continuous, proactive role across the employee lifecycle rather than engaging mainly at recruitment and exit.
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KasakcraHHbIH, )XOFfapbl OKY OpblHAAPbIHAA¥Fb] 9KiMLUINIK NepcoHanAbl caKTan Kany
Maceneci

TypcbiHbaes T.B.*'
TAkKkpedummey xaHe pelimuHemiH mayesciz azeHmmizi, AcmaHa, Kasakcmax

AHAATIA. 3epTtTeyaiH MakcaTbl — KasakcTaHHbIH, KOfapbl OKy opbiHAapbiHAaFbl (PKOO) akiMLinik nepcoHansbl caktan kanyfa acep eTeTiH
Herisri dakTopnapAbl aHbiKTay 60nAbl; Oy NEPCOHaN CaHaTbiHbIH, Kajp aybICbIMAbIIbIFbI OHbIH, MHCTUTYLIMOHANAbIK, TYPaKTbIIbIK MNEH Kbi3MeT ca-
nacblHa TUri3eTiH MaHbI3blHa KapaMacTaH OCbl yakbITKa AeRiH XeTKiNiKTi 3epTTenmereH. SicHamachl — cananblk 3epTTey AU3aiHbl KOAAAHbIAAbI
AcTaHa MeH AnmaTblgafbl 6ip >keke xaHe 6ip aBTOHOMAbI YHUBEPCUTETTEH MaKCaTTbl ipikTey aiciMeH TaHAasFaH OH SKIMLLINIK Kbl3MeTKepMeH
(>xeTi aren, yw ep agam; XXyMbIC oTiai 1-13 Xbln) XapTblnai KypblabiMaanfaH cyxbat xxyprisingi. Jepekrep XepubeprriH eki GakTop/bl TEOPUACbIHA
CyVieHe OTbIpbIN, MHAYKTVBTI TaKbIPbINTbIK Tangay a4iciMeH eHaensi. 3epTreyaiH, 6iperenniri/KyHAblnbiFbl — KaszakcTaHaaFbl SKiMLLINIK NepCoHanzbl
cakTan Kany Takblpblbbl d/1i Ae XeTKiNiKTi 3epTTesMereH; 3epTTey aliMakTblk 94ebueTke KOHTEKCTKe cald, NpakTukaFra bafblTTanfaH AepekTep Koca-
Abl, COHAaN-aK XepLobepr TeoprACbIHbIH, 6aTbICTbIK eMeC Xofapbl 6iliM 6epy KOHTEKCTIHAE KONAaHbIY MYMKIHAIMH TeKcepeai. 3epTTey HaTuxKenepi
— KbI3MeTKepaiepsi cakTan KanayFa xanakbl, XXYMbIC XXYKTEMECi, MaHCaNTblK, MYMKiHAIKTEP, KOPNOPaTUBTIK MaAEHWET, BacLubliblK CTUAI, Y>KbIMAAFbI
KapbIM-KaTbIHAC, XXEHINAIKTEP, KACIBM AaMy XIHE XYMbIC TyPaKTblIbIfbl 9cep eTTi. EH MaHbi3abl GakTop peTiHAe MaHCcanTblK ©cy aHblKTanzbl, Oyn
XepubeprTiH, MoTVBaTOpAap Typasbl TY>KbIPbIMbIMEH COMKEC Kenegi, an Xanakbl Kerbip xafgannapaa rurveHansik Gaktop 4a, Tikenen MoOTUBa-
TOp Za KbI3MeTiH aTkapAbl, Oy HacTankpl Teopusfa TOAbIK CbiiMalibl. Xac Kbi3MeTKepaep Xanakbl MeH MaHcanTblk ecyre 6acbiMablK bepce,
ToXipnbeni KbiameTkepaep >Xannblablk NeH TypakTblabikka 6acbiMablK 6epai. ABTOHOMZb! YHUBEPCUTET HEFYP/IbIM AaMblfaH PEeCMU XXeRinZikTep
NaKkeTiH YCbIHFaHbIMeH, BLOPOKPATUANBIK MaJEHWNETKE e BONAbI; XKEKE YHUBEPCUTET MKEMAINIK NeH 6enpecMn KapbiM-KaTbiHACTbl YCbIHFAHbIMEH,
KYPbINBIMABIK Kongaybl anci3 6onabl. Hatvxenep Kasakcran XKOO-napbiHAaFbl NepcoHansbl caktan Kany ctpaternsnapbl KbiaMeTKepAiH MaHcan-
ThIK K€3eHi MEH OKY OPHbIHbIH, TYPiH eckepyi KaXKeT eKeHiH, an nepcoHanabl 6ackapy Kpi3meTi Tek kabbligay MeH XXymbicTaH bocaTy keseHaepimeH
LekTenmMeln, eHbek KaTbiHaCTapblHbIH 6apiblk Ke3eHiHAe TypaKTbl 9pi NPOaKTUBTI pes aTkapybl TUIC eKeHiH KepceTeai.

TYWIH CO3AEP: okimLinik nepcoHan; nepcoHanabl caktan Kany; Kaap aybiCbIMAbIIbIFbl; XXOFapbl 0Ky opbiHAapbl; KasakcraH; XepubeprTiH, exi
baKTop/Ibl TEOPUACHI; Canablk 3epTTey

Yp,ep)l(al-me AAMVWHUCTPATUBHOIO NepcoHasia B BbICLWWUX yHEGHbIX 3aBegeHnax KasaxcrtaHa

TypcbiH6aes T.5.*'

"Heszasucumoe azeHmcmeo akkpedumayuu u petimuHea, Acmana, Kasaxcma

AHHOTALMA. Uenb nccnesosarmna — BbiABUTb KatoUYeBble GakToOpbl, BAVAIOLLME Ha yAep>XaHWe agMUHUCTPATMBHOMO NepcoHasna B BbICLIMX
yuebHbIx 3aBefeHusx (By3ax) KasaxctaHa — KaTeropum nepcoHana, TeKyyecTb KOTOPOM A0 HaCTOALLEro BPEMEHW MpakTUyecku He u3yyanach,
HecMoTpA Ha eé 3HaueHue ANA WHCTUTYLMOHANbHOM CTabWbHOCTM M KadecTBa ycnyr. MeTogonorns — MpuMeHEH KaueCTBeHHbIN An3aiH
nccnesoBaHNA: NPoBeAeHbl MNONYCTPYKTYPUPOBaHHbIE UHTEPBLIO C AeCATLIO NPeACTaBUTENAMU aJMUHUCTPATUBHOTO NepcoHana (CeMb XeHLLMH,
Tpoe MyXuuH; ctax oT 1 o 13 neT), oTo6paHHbLIMW METOAOM LieNeBON BbIGOPKM B OAHOM YacTHOM U OJHOM aBTOHOMHOM YHUBepcCuTETE
AcTaHbl 1 Anmartbl. [laHHble MPOaHaAN3MPOBaHbl METOAOM WHAYKTUBHOrO TEMaTMYeCKOoro aHaiau3a C Ornopoi Ha ABYX()aKTOPHYIO Teopwito
Xepubepra. OpuriHanbHOCTb/LIEHHOCTb MCCNeA0BaHNA — YAep>KaHe aAMUHMUCTPATVBHOIO nepcoHana B KasaxcTaHe ocTaércs mManousyyeHHOM
TEMOW; WCCNejoBaHMe BHOCWT BK/Iaj B HEMHOTOUWC/IEHHYIO PErvoHasbHYtO auTepatypy, NpeAnaras KOHTEKCTHO-CreLudUUHble, MPakTUKO-
OpUeHTMPOBaHHbIE JaHHble, a TakKe NpoBepAeT NPUMEHUMOCTL Teopun XepLbepra B He3anagHOM KOHTEKCTe BbicLlero obpasoBaHus. PesyabTatsl
MCCNeAoBaHMA — Ha yaepXKaHue nepcoHana BAnanu 3apaboTHas nnata, pabouas Harpyska, kapbepHble BO3MOXHOCTY, KOpropaTuBHas KyabTypa,
CTWb PYKOBO/CTBA, OTHOLLEHUA B KONNEKTUBE, IbrOTbl, NPOPECCMOHaNbHOE Pa3BUTHE U CTabUAbHOCTb 3aHATOCTU. Hanbonee 3HauMMbIM pakToOpoMm
oKa3ascs KapbepHbIil POCT, UTO cornacyeTcs C TPakTOBKOW MOTUBATOPOB y XepLbepra, Toraa kak 3apaboTHas naata BbiCTyrnana O4HOBPEMEHHO 1
rUrreHnyecknm GpakTopom, U — B pAge ClyYaeB — NPAMbIM MOTUBATOPOM, UTO He B MOJIHON Mepe yKaajblBaeTcs B MCXOAHYO Teoputo. Monogble
COTPYAHWUKM B MEPBYIO OYepesb OPUEHTMPOBAHbI Ha OMaTy TpyAa U KapbepHbI POCT, Torja Kak 60/1ee orbiTHble — Ha KOMGOPT 1 CTabUABHOCT.
ABTOHOMHbIN YHUBEpCUTET npegnaran 6onee pa3BuTbIi GOpMasbHbIN NakeT NbroT, HO Hosiee BIOPOKPATUUHYIO KyAbTYPY; YaCTHBIN YHUBEpPCUTET
— rMbKOCTb 1 HepopMasibHble OTHOLUEHWS, HO MeHee CTPYKTYPVPOBaHHYIO MOAAEP>XKY. Pe3ynbTaTbl MOKa3blBatoOT, YTO CTpaTerumn yAepxaHus
nepcoHana B By3zax KasaxcraHa AO/KHbI YUYMTbIBaTb 3Tan Kapbepbl COTPyAHMKA WU TUM y4ebHOro 3aBeAeHns, a cnyxba yrnpaBaeHus nepcoHanom
JOJKHa UrpaTh 6osiee NOCTOAHHYO U MPOAKTUBHYHO POJib Ha BCEX 3Tanax TPYAOBbIX OTHOLLEHUI, @ He OrpaHMUMBaTLCS HAMOM W YBOJIbHEHUEM.
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K/TFOYEBbBIE C/TOBA: afMVUHUCTPaTVBHbIV NMEPCOHaN; yAep KaHe NepcoHana; TeKyyecTb KajpoB; BbicluMe yyebHble 3aBeseHus; Kasaxcrah;

AByxdakTopHas Teopus Xepubepra; kauecTBEHHOE UCCeA0BaHe

INTRODUCTION. Higher education institutions (HEIs)
rely on administrative staff to function, yet high turno-
ver among this group has become common practice in
many organisations, disrupting operations and raising
costs (Figueroa, 2015). In Kazakhstan, HEIs have modern-
ised significantly since independence, but progress has
been constrained by regulatory limits, restricted institu-
tional autonomy, and bureaucratic practices. Staff turno-
ver generates high direct and indirect financial costs, re-
duced productivity and service quality, loss of institutional
knowledge, disrupted informal communication channels,
and lower morale among remaining staff (Ng'ethe, 2013;
Pienaar & Bester, 2008).

Administrative staff turnover in Kazakhstani HEls has
received little dedicated research attention, despite be-
ing linked in adjacent studies to poor working conditions
and delayed wages (Moreira & Machado, 2022), rigid,
hierarchical organisational culture (Zharkeshova et al.,
2017), and pressure from poorly supported key perfor-
mance indicators (Mukasheva, 2022). Heckert and Farabee
(2006) similarly identified salary as an important predictor
of turnover intentions in higher education generally. Be-
cause staff turnover threatens the stability and quality of
education at Kazakhstani HEls, this study aimed to fill a
gap in the literature by generating context-specific evi-
dence and practical recommendations for staff retention.

Staff retention has been defined as aligning an institu-
tion's needs with employees' needs for professional and
personal growth (Todorovski & Atanasoska, 2013), while
recognising administrative staff as valued internal cli-
ents — rather than purely support functions — supports
well-being and motivation (Pitman, 2000; Koonkongsa-
tian, 2017). Job satisfaction is consistently linked to turno-
ver intentions: Heckert and Farabee (2006) found that sat-
isfaction with pay, the job itself, and workload collectively
explained 26% of variance in turnover intentions, while
Akosile and Ekemen (2022) showed that core self-evalu-
ations mediate the relationship between job satisfaction
and turnover intention through both intrinsic and extrin-
sic motivation. Guyo (2023), drawing on Herzberg and an
analogy with Maslow's hierarchy, argued that salary alone
cannot raise satisfaction because it addresses a basic need,
but a competitive salary can prevent dissatisfaction, while
recognition and achievement raise satisfaction further; Liu
et al. (2012) demonstrated that job satisfaction tends to
decline over time absent intervention, and Ng'ethe (2013)
showed that leadership style, staff training, career growth,
and reward shaped faculty retention in Kenyan public uni-
versities.

Poor working conditions and insufficient organisational
support are recurrent themes in the retention literature.
The OECD's (2018) TALIS report linked higher job satisfac-
tion to autonomy in decision-making, professional devel-
opment opportunities, and structured induction; Ohunak-
in (2015) found that the top drivers of voluntary turnover
among administrative staff were poor remuneration, poor
fringe benefits, and inconsistent promotion; and Bala and
Jayavardhini (2021) identified career growth as the most
influential retention factor in Indian HEls, a finding echoed
by Tnay et al. (2013). Zamri (2023) identified inadequate
management support as a key driver of dissatisfaction,
and Erasmus et al. (2015) found that a quarter of staff in-
tending to leave at a South African HEI cited leadership or
management relationships as the reason. Research spe-
cific to Kazakhstan remains scarce, limiting practical, con-
text-sensitive guidance for HEI leaders.

This study used Herzberg's (1966) two-factor theory as
its theoretical basis. The theory distinguishes hygiene fac-

tors (e.g., salary, working conditions) that prevent dissat-
isfaction from motivators (e.g., recognition, growth) that
build genuine satisfaction and long-term commitment
(Herzberg, 1966; Wall & Stephenson, 1970); because it is
not tied to a specific national context, it is well suited to
this study, and Sachau (2007) and Mitsakis and Galanakis
(2022) confirm its continued relevance across diverse or-
ganisational settings. The theory is not without critique:
Bassett-Jones and Lloyd (2005) questioned whether mo-
tivators and hygiene factors are as cleanly separable in
practice as Herzberg proposed, noting that factors such
as salary can function as both. Guided by this framework,
the study explored the key factors influencing adminis-
trative staff retention in Kazakhstani HEIs by examining
stakeholders' experiences, addressing two research ques-
tions: (1) How do working conditions influence turnover
patterns among administrative staff in HEls in Kazakh-
stan? and (2) What key challenges contribute to turno-
ver among administrative staff in Kazakhstani HEIs? Staff
turnover carries substantial costs — Figueroa (2015) esti-
mated turnover-related costs at US$68 million across US
universities in a single year — and disrupts institutional
knowledge, service quality, and student experience. Find-
ings are intended to benefit university leaders and HR
departments seeking evidence-based retention strategies
(Moreira & Machado, 2022), students who depend on
consistent administrative support (Verma & Kaur, 2024),
and policymakers addressing workforce development,
contributing context-specific evidence to a thin literature
base (Zharkeshova et al., 2017).

MATERIAL AND METHODS OF RESEARCH. This study
adopted a qualitative research design (Creswell, 2007) to
explore, in depth, the experiences and perceptions of ad-
ministrative staff regarding retention in Kazakhstani HEls.
A qualitative approach was chosen because understand-
ing the nature and detail of a complex, context-depend-
ent problem required giving participants the opportunity
to speak in their own words — insight that quantitative
methods alone could not easily capture. Semi-structured
interviews were selected as the primary data collection
tool for their flexibility in surfacing new topics as they
emerged.

Ten participants — seven women and three men, with
between 1 and 13 years of administrative experience —
were recruited using purposive sampling (Creswell, 2007;
Campbell et al., 2020) from two Kazakhstani universities,
one private and one autonomous (five participants from
each), based in Astana and Almaty. Purposive sampling
was chosen to improve the fit between the sample and
the study's aims, strengthening rigour and trustworthi-
ness (Campbell et al,, 2020). Eligibility required at least
one year in an administrative role in Kazakhstan and pri-
or experience at another educational institution, allow-
ing participants to draw comparisons across workplaces.
Guest et al. (2005) found that around twelve interviews are
typically sufficient to reach data saturation in qualitative
research (92% of codes identified within the first twelve
interviews), supporting the adequacy of a ten-participant
sample, consistent with the emphasis Liu et al. (2012)
placed on capturing varied job-satisfaction trajectories
through participants with different tenures. Selecting one
private and one autonomous university across two cities
was intended to capture the representational diversity All-
mark (2004) considers important in qualitative research,
consistent with Creswell's (2007) view that qualitative par-
ticipants may be drawn from one or several sites provided
they share the phenomenon under study.

Data were collected through semi-structured inter-
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views (Kallio et al., 2016; Gill et al., 2008; Harris, n.d.) cov-
ering job satisfaction, working conditions, corporate cul-
ture, relationships with management, salary, wellbeing,
and work-life balance, using a guide developed from the
literature review. With consent, interviews were audio-re-
corded and transcribed verbatim; where recording was
declined, notes wre taken instead.

Data were analysed using inductive thematic analysis
(Nowell et al., 2017), a method well suited to identifying,
organising, and presenting patterns across qualitative da-
tasets, and previously used in similar retention research
(King et al.,, 2018). Transcripts were reviewed and reread
before coding began; coding was inductive, without pre-
defined categories, and codes were subsequently grouped
into themes and related back to the research questions.
NVivo software supported coding and workflow organ-
isation throughout, generating two overarching themes
— working conditions of administrative staff, and chal-
lenges faced by administrative staff — each with several
sub-themes.

Ethical approval was obtained from the NUGSE Ethics
Committee prior to data collection (Misra & Tyagi, 2019;
Arifin, 2018). All participants received a consent form de-
scribing the study's purpose, procedures, and any risks or
benefits, and were informed of their right to withdraw at
any time. Confidentiality and anonymity were maintained
throughout: names, positions, and institution names were
coded, data were stored in a password-protected folder
accessible only to the researcher (Lin, 2009), and inter-
views were conducted in informal or online settings (e.g.,
Zoom, Google Meet) at participants' convenience. Be-
cause discussing job dissatisfaction and workplace prob-
lems carried some risk of discomfort or concern about job
security (Butler et al., 2017), participants could decline any
question, and findings were reported in ways designed
not to compromise participants' job security or institu-
tional reputation.

RESULTS AND THEIR DISCUSSION. Ten participants
— assigned pseudonyms Aisana, Baibek, Kamilla, Zarina,
Aslan, Kanat, Lana, Aigul, Diana, and Gaziza — took part,
with experience ranging from 1.5 to 13 years across five
private-university and five autonomous-university roles
(Table 1). Thematic analysis generated two overarching
themes — working conditions of administrative staff, and
challenges faced by administrative staff — discussed be-
low alongside relevant literature.

Table 1 — Participant characteristics

Pseudonym | Gender | Experience (years) | University type
Aisana X/F 9 Private
Baibek M/ M 4 Private
Kamilla X/F 6 Autonomous
Zarina X/F 2 Private
Aslan M/M 1.5 Autonomous
Kanat M/M 5 Autonomous

Lana X/F 13 Autonomous
Aigul X/F 3 Private
Diana X/F 7 Private
Gaziza X/F 4 Autonomous

Working conditions, benefits, and leadership. Partici-
pants described varied administrative roles — from stu-
dent support, dormitory allocation, and event organisa-
tion, to HR recruitment and library management — and
were generally drawn to their roles by the academic en-
vironment, opportunities for personal growth, or institu-
tional reputation. Working conditions were viewed pos-

itively overall: Aisana praised salary transparency (“The
grading system is very good”), and autonomous-univer-
sity participants praised health insurance and premiums
(“the company offers a lot of different opportunities for
their workers” — Kamilla) alongside convenient sched-
ules (Gaziza). Several participants described favourable
team relationships (“the atmosphere within the team is
important ... we are all friendly, all respectful” — Diana),
though views on decision-making autonomy were mixed,
with Kanat and Lana describing considerable independ-
ence and Aisana and Aigul noting that decisions typically
required approval from multiple management levels.

Leadership style and corporate culture strongly affect-
ed retention, consistent with Ng'ethe (2013): supportive,
feedback-driven leadership increased satisfaction (Kanat:
“the local leadership is kind and supportive ... gives me
a sense of my importance”), while overly critical or au-
thoritarian management increased stress (Aigul: “it leads
to excessive stress at work”), consistent with Samakao
and Mulenga's (2023) findings on micromanagement.
Formal recognition was inconsistently applied — Aisana
and Baibek both described an absence of open praise (“if
you do your job well, everyone stays silent” — Baibek)
— partly aligning with Heckert and Farabee (2006): lack
of recognition was noted by half the sample but rarely
drove intent to leave when other job aspects were satis-
factory, suggesting it operates more as a hygiene factor
than a primary motivator in this context. Private-universi-
ty staff frequently cited informal, trust-based culture and
team-building investment (Lana: “we have money allocat-
ed to team building”), while autonomous-university staff
described more formal, bureaucratic communication that
could slow the resolution of urgent issues (Zarina), echo-
ing the trade-off Erasmus et al. (2015) identified between
formal structure and flexibility.

Career growth and Herzberg's theory. Career growth
emerged as the most influential factor in staying or leav-
ing, aligning with Tnay et al. (2013) and Bala and Jayavar-
dhini (2021) and consistent with Herzberg's framing of
career advancement as a motivator: even where salaries
were competitive, the absence of growth opportunities
left employees dissatisfied. This pattern was strongest
among younger participants, several of whom indicated
they would leave if promotion prospects stalled, echoing
Said et al.'s (2018) finding that excessive workload without
career progression drives turnover intentions. However,
findings diverged from Herzberg's theory in one respect:
salary functioned for some participants as both a hygiene
factor and a direct motivator. Zarina and Gaziza both cited
salary as a top-of-mind factor, and Gaziza stressed that
“salary is more important than workload,” while Aisana,
more experienced, was willing to accept lower pay for re-
duced stress ("l lost in salary when | joined a private uni-
versity, but | got comfort and less stress”) — a distinction
that tracked broadly with career stage and is not fully cap-
tured by Herzberg's original dichotomy, though consist-
ent with more recent applications of the theory (Mitsakis
& Galanakis, 2022). Kamilla noted that working at a pres-
tigious university “gives you both perspectives” despite
some perceived bias among colleagues, illustrating that
institutional prestige itself can function as a non-mone-
tary motivator.

Work challenges, turnover factors, and conflict resolu-
tion. Commute time (Aisana: “it takes us an average of
three hours a day to get to work”), unclear task owner-
ship between departments (Baibek), monotonous re-
petitive student queries (Zarina), and unclear or unpaid
additional KPI-linked projects (Gaziza) were common-
ly raised. Notably, uncertainty in the KPI system did not
translate into dissatisfaction, in contrast to Mukasheva's
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(2022) mining-sector findings that unclear KPIs increase
stress; administrative staff in this study appeared motivat-
ed primarily by potential rewards rather than burdened
by unclear expectations, possibly because failure to meet
KPIs carried no direct negative consequence. The abrupt
cancellation of a KPI-linked bonus scheme described by
Gaziza ("Weekly 10") illustrates how quickly a well-inten-
tioned incentive system can undermine trust if changed
without explanation, suggesting that transparency about
why a system changes may matter as much as its design,
consistent with Wagner's (2006) emphasis on ongoing en-
gagement over one-off satisfaction measurement.

The two institutions differed sharply in how they de-
tected and responded to dissatisfaction. The autonomous
university used satisfaction surveys and structured exit in-
terviews to identify recurring reasons for leaving — chief-
ly salary, then personal circumstances and career change
(Lana) — while the private university's management took
a more hands-off approach (Baibek: “the university is ex-
plicitly and openly saying that if you don't like it, get out
of here”). Where dissatisfaction was addressed directly,
outcomes could still be positive: Aigul was reassigned
to a different department after raising concerns and was
promoted a year later, and Lana described a case in which
an unsatisfied employee was retained after receiving ad-
ditional responsibilities and a salary increase. Conversely,
Aisana recounted a case in which a qualified employee's
request for a modest salary increase to cover rent was re-
fused under the private university's uniform salary policy,
and the employee left; she concluded that “private uni-
versity does not practice a retention policy ... they make it
very easy for employees to quit.” Several participants also
described emotional strain rather than purely financial
motives for considering departure: Lana, an HR director,
noted that “working as the human resource department
director involves a lot of responsibility. | often burn out
and wonder why | keep doing this,” while Baibek de-
scribed declining higher-paying offers elsewhere because
“the emotional burden was heavier.”

Practical implications. Taken together, these findings
suggest that a single, uniform retention policy is unlike-
ly to work well across institution types or career stages.
Benefit disparities between institution types mirrored
Ohunakin's (2015) finding that inadequate benefits and
inconsistent promotion are top drivers of voluntary turn-
over, with the private university's limited social package
and the autonomous university's more bureaucratic cul-
ture representing two distinct, institution-specific reten-
tion risks. For HR practice, career development conversa-
tions and structured promotion pathways matter most for
retaining younger staff, while preserving a comfortable,
low-conflict working environment and offering mean-
ingful, non-monetary support matters most for retaining
experienced staff. Although this study did not set out to
examine gender specifically, the predominantly female
sample (seven of ten participants) is consistent with Jo's
(2008) observation that women are heavily represent-
ed in university administrative roles, and future Kazakh-
stan-specific research could usefully examine whether
retention drivers differ by gender within this workforce.
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CONCLUSION. This study examined factors influenc-
ing administrative staff retention in two Kazakhstani HEls
through ten semi-structured interviews and thematic
analysis. Retention was shaped by salary, workload, ca-
reer opportunities, corporate culture, leadership, team re-
lationships, benefits, professional development, and job
stability. While working conditions were broadly satisfac-
tory at both institutions, insufficient career growth and, at
the private university, limited benefits were the clearest
sources of dissatisfaction. The autonomous university of-
fered stronger benefits but a more bureaucratic culture;
the private university offered flexibility and informal,
trust-based relationships but weaker structured support
and retention effort. Younger staff prioritised growth and
pay; experienced staff prioritised comfort and stability,
indicating that retention strategies should be tailored by
career stage as well as by institution type.

The decision to stay or leave was ultimately person-
al, shaped by individual circumstances layered on top of
common institutional factors. Notably, comprehensive
bonus and insurance packages at the autonomous univer-
sity were not, on their own, sufficient to offset dissatisfac-
tion linked to limited career growth and a comparatively
passive HR function that tended to react only after an em-
ployee had already decided to leave, underscoring that
sustained engagement across the employee lifecycle —
recruitment, evaluation, development planning, and exit
— is likely more effective than benefits alone at building
trust and preventing premature departures.

Institutions should develop individualised career devel-
opment plans, including annual performance reviews and
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