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Introduction 
This report of the CUPA-HR 2025 Higher Education Employee Retention Survey (ERS) provides 
insight into the evolving factors that underlie employee retention in higher education. Now 
in its third administration, the 2025 ERS builds on findings from the 20221 and 20232  
surveys to provide a comprehensive and timely understanding of the current higher ed 
workforce.  

The 2023 ERS results confirmed that retention remained a critical concern across higher 
education post-pandemic, with one in three staff members likely to seek other 
employment. Many employees cited pay as their primary reason for considering a move; 
however, the data revealed that feeling valued and having a sense of belonging (both 
indicators of job satisfaction and well-being) were more important predictors of retention 
than pay. Employees also reported high levels of overwork and limited access to flexible or 
remote work options, highlighting persistent gaps between employee needs and 
institutional practices. 

Since then, CUPA-HR data has shown modest signs of improvement. Full-time voluntary 
turnover in 2024 remained above pre-pandemic levels but declined from the 2022 peak 
and saw a further slight decrease from 2023, suggesting that while some progress has 
been made, concerns about employee retention remain pressing (Figure 1).3 This 
continued recovery, however, is taking place within a broader environment of sustained 
workforce pressures. 

Retention challenges persist as colleges and universities navigate a shifting higher 
education landscape and ongoing instability. Demographic changes, including a projected 
decline in high school graduates, have intensified concerns about long-term enrollment 
stability in some institutions.4 Budget constraints also persist for many institutions, 
prompting difficult decisions about staffing, compensation, and services.5 Additionally, new 
federal and state policy shifts, such as the recent enactment of the One Big Beautiful Bill, 

 
1 Bichsel, J., Fuesting, M., Schneider, J., & Tubbs, D. (2022, July). The CUPA-HR 2022 Employee Retention 
Survey: Initial Results. CUPA-HR. 
2 Bichsel, J., Fuesting, M., Tubbs, D., & Schneider, J. (2023, September). The CUPA-HR 2023 Higher 
Education Employee Retention Survey. CUPA-HR. This report will reference the 2023 ERS report 
throughout; subsequent references will not repeat this citation. 
3 CUPA-HR. (2025). Trends in Voluntary Turnover for Staff and Faculty [Annual Workforce Data graphic]. 
4 Western Interstate Commission for Higher Education. (2024). Knocking at the College Door: 
Projections of High School Graduates. 
5 Kelchen, R. (2025, February 28). How Dire is Higher Ed’s Budget Crunch? The Chronicle of Higher 
Education. 

https://www.cupahr.org/resource/higher-ed-employee-retention-survey-findings-july-2022/
https://www.cupahr.org/resource/higher-ed-employee-retention-survey-findings-july-2022/
https://www.cupahr.org/surveys/research-briefs/higher-ed-employee-retention-survey-findings-september-2023/
https://www.cupahr.org/surveys/research-briefs/higher-ed-employee-retention-survey-findings-september-2023/
https://www.cupahr.org/resource/higher-ed-workforce-turnover/
https://knocking.wiche.edu/
https://knocking.wiche.edu/
https://www.chronicle.com/article/how-dire-is-higher-eds-budget-crunch
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are reshaping expectations for institutional operations broadly,6 with specific implications 
for HR compliance and reporting.7 Public scrutiny of institutional practices has also grown, 
particularly in areas related to governance, transparency, and workforce decisions.8 Finally, 
many higher ed institutions are contending with the rollback of DEI initiatives (and resulting 
reassignments or cuts to that aspect of the workforce) in response to changing laws and 
regulations.9 These challenges, combined with shifting employee expectations around 
flexibility, well-being, and workplace culture, continue to shape the employment 
environment and complicate both institutional operations and employee retention in 
higher education.10 

 

Figure 1. Trends in Voluntary Turnover for Staff 

 
6 Carillo, S., Turner, C., & Nadworny, E. (2025, July 18). What the ‘One Big Beautiful Bill’ Will Change for 
Students, Schools, and Colleges. NPR. 
7 CUPA-HR. (2025, July 10). One Big Beautiful Bill Act Signed Into Law With Several HR Policy Changes. 
8 Irwin, V., Wang, K., Jung, J., Kessler, E., Tezil, T., Alhassani, S., Filbey, A., Dilig, R., and Bullock Mann, F. 
(2024). Report on the Condition of Education 2024 (NCES 2024-144). U.S. Department of Education, 
National Center for Education Statistics. 
9 Gretzinger, E., Hicks, M., Dutton, C., Smith, J., Cutler, S. & Baiocchi, A. (2025, August 18). Tracking 
Higher Ed’s Dismantling of DEI. The Chronicle of Higher Education. 
10 Bichsel et al. (2023). 

https://www.npr.org/2025/07/18/nx-s1-5459784/trump-school-college-student
https://www.npr.org/2025/07/18/nx-s1-5459784/trump-school-college-student
https://www.cupahr.org/resource/obbba-signed-into-into-law-with-with-hr-policy-changes/
https://nces.ed.gov/pubs2024/2024144.pdf
https://www.chronicle.com/article/tracking-higher-eds-dismantling-of-dei?sra=true
https://www.chronicle.com/article/tracking-higher-eds-dismantling-of-dei?sra=true
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Amid these ongoing shifts in higher education, the 2025 ERS report expands beyond the 
pandemic-era concerns of the 2023 report to focus on current actionable insights that can 
guide institutional efforts to retain and support their workforce. The primary goal of this 
report is to help colleges and universities understand why employees stay or consider 
leaving and what can be done to create a more sustainable and satisfying work 
environment.11 This report focuses on all higher ed employees who are not faculty — 
administrators, professionals, and non-exempt staff.12 Notice of the survey was distributed 
through members of CUPA-HR and other professional organizations.13 

The 2025 survey asked questions in the following areas: 

• Likelihood of looking for other employment opportunities in the next year 
• Reasons for looking for other employment 
• Remote work policies and opportunities 
• Work performed beyond normal hours and duties (overwork) 
• Satisfaction with benefits 
• Well-being and satisfaction with the job environment 
• Retention incentives experienced in the past year 
• Challenges for supervisors 
• Demographic questions on gender, race/ethnicity, and age 
• Characteristics of the employee’s position 

This report provides a detailed analysis of responses to each section of the 2025 Employee 
Retention Survey. It explores the higher education employees who are at risk of leaving, the 
reasons driving the consideration of other opportunities, and the workplace demands and 
environment that impact those decisions. The report also presents a predictive model 
identifying the strongest factors associated with employee retention, offering actionable 
insights for campus leaders. Where relevant and supported by sufficient response counts, 
the findings are disaggregated by survey year (2023 and 2025), institutional characteristics, 

 
11 To enhance reach and impact, CUPA-HR partnered with higher ed institutions in the survey 
dissemination process. Institutions with sufficient response rates received custom reports to 
benchmark their own data against national trends and inform their retention strategies. To protect 
respondent anonymity and ensure generalizable results, only institutions with a response rate of at 
least 10% and a minimum of 50 responses were eligible to purchase a custom report. 
12 A separate faculty version of the Employee Retention Survey (ERS) was also administered in April 
2025. Additionally, both the staff and faculty surveys were available in Spanish. 
13 The survey was announced and distributed through individual institutions, CUPA-HR 
communications, the ERS website, CUPA-HR members, and higher education professional 
organizations. We thank the CUPA-HR members and other professional organizations that 
distributed the survey link, as well as the thousands of higher ed employees who took the time to 
complete the survey. The survey was administered online through Alchemer.  

https://www.cupahr.org/research-data/employee-retention-survey/
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employee demographics, and department/area, to highlight meaningful patterns and 
disparities. 

Respondents 
We analyzed data from 3,791 higher ed employees for this report.14 Approximately 41% of 
respondents were supervisors, who had a median of five staff reporting to them. Nearly all 
(96%) respondents worked full-time, and 75% reported they were exempt. The median age 
of all respondents was 45. More than two-thirds (70%) of respondents were female, and 
83% were White (Figure 2).15 This year’s survey was more representative of men than was 
the 2023 survey. Men, and to a lesser extent people of color,16 are underrepresented in the 
ERS compared to what is reported in CUPA-HR’s annual workforce surveys.17   

 
14 A total of 3,924 people completed the survey; however, 133 respondents were excluded for one or 
more of the following reasons: they did not list a college or university when asked to provide the 
name of their employer, they did not list a department/area, or they indicated in a free response 
that they were faculty or instructors. The data collection period for the 2025 survey was April 1 to 
April 30, 2025. 
15 Figure 2 shows data for those who answered questions asking for self-identification of gender 
(96% of respondents) and race/ethnicity (97% of respondents). A nonbinary category was included in 
the gender item of the survey, but the number of nonbinary employees (n = 65) could not be 
meaningfully depicted in this intersectional graphic.  
16 Employees of color include those self-identifying as Asian, Black, Hawaiian or Pacific Islander, 
Hispanic or Latina/o, Native American or Alaskan Native, and those of multiple races. 
17 CUPA-HR. (2025). 2024-25 Administrators, Professionals, and Staff in Higher Education Surveys [Data 
set]. 

https://www.cupahr.org/surveys/cupa-hr-signature-surveys/
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Figure 2. Gender and Race/Ethnicity of Respondents 

 

ERS respondents work in many different departments/areas (Figure 3). The area with 
highest representation in the survey is academic affairs (23%), followed by student affairs 
(18%), human resources (16%), and information technology (12%).18 

 
18 The department/area in which a respondent worked was self-identified from the following 
options: academic affairs (academic operations, curriculum, deans, faculty affairs, president/provost, 
executive assistants); admissions, enrollment, and financial aid; advancement and development (alumni 
and donor relations, fundraising); athletics; equity and inclusion (diversity, access, compliance, 
multicultural affairs, Title IX); external affairs (community relations, communications, marketing, 
media, public relations); facilities, operations, and public safety (maintenance, childcare, custodial, 
events, environmental health and safety, mail/printing, public safety); fiscal and business affairs 
(accounting, budget, contracts, grants, payroll, procurement); food services and dining; health, 
wellness, and counseling; housing and residential services; human resources; information technology; 
institutional research and effectiveness; legal affairs; library or museum; research and sponsored 
programs; and student affairs (advising, career services, activities/programs, orientation, campus 
engagement, tutoring). For reporting purposes, departments/areas with small sample sizes (fewer 
than 100 respondents) were combined or subsumed under larger departments to provide sufficient 
sample sizes for reliable comparative analysis. Specifically, health, wellness, and counseling services; 
athletics; and housing and residential services were all subsumed under student affairs; equity and 
inclusion was subsumed under human resources; food services and dining was subsumed under 
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Figure 3. Respondent Departments/Areas 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
facilities, operations, and public safety; library or museum services was subsumed under academic 
affairs; and both legal affairs and advancement and development were subsumed under external 
affairs. Institutional research and effectiveness was combined with research and sponsored programs. 
To allow direct comparison with 2023 results, departments/areas from the 2023 survey were 
reconfigured using the same structure. 
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Respondents represented 505 institutions spanning all classifications (Table 1).19 

 

Table 1. Institutions Represented in the ERS, by Highest Degree Awarded and Control 

   Public Private  Total 
Highest 
Degree 
Awarded 

Associate’s 178 31 209 
Baccalaureate 26 75 101 
Master's 30 24 54 
Doctorate 37 104 141 
TOTAL 271 234 505 

 

 

Although Likelihood of Leaving Has Declined Since 2023, One 
in Four Employees Is Likely to Look for a New Job Within the 
Next Year 
Respondents were asked how likely they were to seek other employment within the next 
year, using a five-point scale ranging from Very Likely to Very Unlikely (Figure 4). One in four 
higher education employees indicated they were likely or very likely to look for new 
job opportunities in the next year. This is a significant (25%) decrease from the one-third 
of employees who reported the same in 2023.20 

Who is looking for other employment? 
The departments most at risk for staff attrition are research and sponsored 
programs/institutional research (28%), academic affairs (27%), and student affairs (26%), 
where more than one-fourth of employees report being likely or very likely to seek other 
employment. In contrast, external affairs appears to be the most stable area, with nearly 
two-thirds (62%) of employees indicating they are unlikely or very unlikely to look for a new 
job. 

 
19 Carnegie Classifications. (2025). Carnegie Classifications of Institutions of Higher Education (2025). 
American Council on Education. 
20 M = 2.89, SD = 1.39, in 2023; M = 2.55, SD = 1.37, in 2025; t(8,571) = 11.33, p < .001. To aid in 
interpreting the statistics throughout this report, M denotes the mean, SD denotes standard 
deviation, and t denotes the statistical test used to determine whether two means are significantly 
different from one another. 

https://carnegieclassifications.acenet.edu/
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Figure 4. Likelihood of Looking for Other Employment Within the Next Year 

 

All departments saw a decrease in employees’ likelihood of leaving compared to 2023, with 
considerable declines in external affairs; facilities, operations, and public safety; admissions, 
enrollment, and financial aid; and academic affairs (Figure 5). In contrast, there was little 
change from 2023 to 2025 in likelihood of leaving for employees in student affairs and 
human resources. 
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Figure 5. Likelihood of Looking for Other Employment Within the Next Year,  
Two-Year Change 

We compared the mean “likelihood of looking” scores across demographic groups to 
examine differences in retention risk. Age shows a clear pattern — younger employees are 
more likely to consider other employment. As illustrated in Figure 6, the average likelihood 
of seeking new employment declines steadily with age. Employees under age 45 (M = 2.73, 
SD = 1.38) are significantly more likely to look for other employment in the next year 
compared to those who are 45 or older (M = 2.33, SD = 1.33).21 Supervisory status, gender, 
and race/ethnicity are also associated with retention risk. Non-supervisors (M = 2.59, SD = 
1.40), men (M = 2.70, SD = 1.43), and employees of color (M = 2.83, SD = 1.45) are more likely 
to look for employment than are supervisors (M = 2.48, SD = 1.33), women (M = 2.46, SD = 
1.35), and White employees (M = 2.48, SD = 1.35).22 These patterns are consistent with 2023 
findings and highlight the demographic groups at higher risk for turnover. 

 

 
21 t(3,266) = 8.56, p < .001.  
22 Supervisors: t(3,388) = 2.37, p < .01; Race/Ethnicity: t(819) = 5.48, p < .001. Gender: t(1,787) = 4.42, p 
< .001.  
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Figure 6. Likelihood of Looking for New Employment by Age 

 

How serious are employees about leaving? 
Over half (56%) of employees who indicated they are likely or very likely to seek other 
employment in the next year reported having submitted at least one job application in the 
past 12 months, and another 37% said they had explored other opportunities without 
applying. Only 7% indicated they had not been actively searching. These findings suggest 
that most employees considering a job change are taking active steps toward leaving their 
current roles. 

Where are employees looking for other employment? 
Employees who indicated they are likely to seek new employment were also asked where 
they plan to explore opportunities (Figure 7).23 Nearly three-fourths (72%) said they would 
consider roles at another higher education institution, followed by private for-profit 
companies (60%), nonprofit organizations outside of higher education (47%), and roles at 
their current institution (47%). These results suggest that most employees are open to 
staying within the higher education sector, either by moving to a different institution or by 

 
23 Respondents who reported they were either very likely, likely, or somewhat likely to look for new 
work opportunities in the next year were asked to complete this question (n = 1,683). Response 
options for this question allowed participants to select all that applied. 
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seeking a new role at their current one, rather than leaving the sector entirely. This pattern 
closely mirrors findings from 2023. 

  

 

Figure 7. Where Employees Plan to Look for Other Opportunities  

 

One exception to this finding is employees in the department/area of facilities, operations, 
and public safety. In this department/group, 76% indicated interest in working for a private 
for-profit company. By comparison, only 48% of facilities, operations, and public safety 
employees would consider another higher education institution, and just 40% said they 
would consider staying at their current institution in a new role. 

Why are employees looking for other employment? 
Desire for higher pay remains the top reason higher education employees are seeking new 
job opportunities (Figure 8).24 Other frequently cited reasons include the opportunity for a 

 
24 Respondents reporting they were either very likely, likely, or somewhat likely to look for new work 
opportunities in the next year were asked to complete this question about the reasons they were 
seeking new employment opportunities (n = 1,683). Survey respondents were asked to rank the top 
3 reasons, from 9 options, that would impact their decision to look for other employment. 
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promotion, a desire for a different workplace culture, reduced job-related stress, and the 
ability to work remotely.  

More than one-quarter of employees cited job security as a reason they are considering 
leaving, suggesting it is an emerging element in employees’ decisions to seek other 
employment. This concern was particularly pronounced among employees in research and 
sponsored programs/institutional research. In this department/area, more than one-third of 
employees (34%) listed job security among their top three reasons, which is 10 percentage 
points higher than any other department/area. Furthermore, 21% of research employees 
identified job security as their top reason for considering other opportunities, ranking it 
even above a desire for higher pay. This finding underscores the elevated concern about 
job stability among research staff. Given the ongoing instability in research funding and 
shifting institutional priorities, it is not surprising that job security is a heightened concern 
for these employees.25 

One of the most notable shifts from 2023 is the sharp decline in employees citing flexible 
scheduling as a reason for seeking new employment. In 2025, only 17% selected this 
option, down from 32% in the previous survey. This decline may suggest that employees 
are now placing greater emphasis on compensation, career advancement, or job security, 
or that institutions have made meaningful improvements in flexible work options. The 
latter explanation is supported by CUPA-HR’s Benefits, Employee Experience, and Structure 
Survey (BEES Survey), which reported that most institutions offer flexible schedules for 
exempt staff (75%) and non-exempt staff (66%) in 2024-25.26 Taken together, these reasons 
reflect evolving workforce expectations around pay, well-being, and workplace culture, 
alongside a changed experience with flexible scheduling. 

 
25 Lu, A. (2025, May 25). ‘Every Revenue Source Is at Risk’: Under Trump, Research Universities Are 
Cutting Back. The Chronicle of Higher Education.  
26 CUPA-HR. (2025). Benefits, Employee Experience, and Structure Survey, 2024-25 [Data set]. 

https://www.chronicle.com/article/every-revenue-source-is-at-risk-under-trump-research-universities-are-cutting-back
https://www.chronicle.com/article/every-revenue-source-is-at-risk-under-trump-research-universities-are-cutting-back
https://www.cupahr.org/research-data/about-our-surveys/bees-survey/
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Figure 8. Reasons Employees Are Seeking New Opportunities  

 

Remote/Hybrid Work: Gaps Remain Between What Exists and 
What Employees Want 
Despite evolving preferences since the pandemic, many higher education employees 
continue to experience a mismatch between their desired and actual work 
arrangements (Figure 9).  
Only 28% of employees report currently working in either a hybrid (partially on-site and 
partially remote) or fully remote arrangement, yet 61% express a preference to have hybrid 
or remote work.27 This 33-percentage-point gap remains unchanged from 2023, suggesting 

 
27 The survey included a series of questions about remote work preferences and actual work 
arrangements. First, respondents were asked to assess whether their job duties could be 
predominantly conducted remotely, with response options ranging from Strongly Agree to Strongly 
Disagree. Second, employees were asked about their current work arrangement, with possible 
responses including: 1) Completely On-Site, 2) Mostly On-Site, 3) Partially On-Site and Partially Remote, 4) 
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institutions overall have not made progress in aligning work arrangements with employee 
preferences. These findings reflect broader workforce trends,28 with national research 
indicating sustained interest in hybrid and remote work even as actual remote work levels 
have plateaued.29 

In 2025, actual work arrangements have shifted back in the direction of on-site work. 
Nearly three-fourths (72%) of employees now work completely or mostly on-site, up from 
two-thirds (66%) in 2023. Meanwhile, hybrid arrangements have declined from 24% to just 
16%, and fully or mostly remote work remains unchanged at 11%.  

Work preferences have also shifted modestly. In 2025, 39% of employees prefer working 
completely or mostly on-site, up from 31% in 2023. Hybrid work, though still a popular 
choice, is no longer the top preference. Meanwhile, the share of employees preferring fully 
or mostly remote work has declined from 28% to 23%. It should be noted that it is possible 
that, given the high turnover rates in higher education in the years following the 
pandemic,30 many employees may have left their positions for other remote or hybrid work 
opportunities, leaving in place a greater proportion who are satisfied working mostly or 
completely on-site. 

Even as preferences have evolved among the workforce, most employees continue to 
report that their roles are appropriate for remote work. In 2025, 62% agreed that most of 
their duties could be performed remotely, a slight decline from 68% in 2023. This suggests 
that many roles could support more flexible arrangements than employees currently 
experience. Notably, CUPA-HR data show that 82% of institutions offer full-time hybrid 
options and 71% offer full-time remote options to at least some employees, demonstrating 
that policies are already in place at most institutions to support these work 
arrangements.31 

 

 
Mostly Remote, and 5) Completely Remote. Finally, the survey inquired about preferred work 
arrangements, providing them with the same response options as the current work arrangement 
question. 
28 Aksoy, C. G., Barrero, J. M., Bloom, N., Davis, S. J., Dolls, M., & Zarate, P. (2025). Working from Home 
in 2025: Five Key Facts. Stanford Institute for Economic Policy Research. 
29 Gallup. (2025). State of the Hybrid Workplace: Gallup’s 2025 Indicator on Remote-Capable Workers.  
30 CUPA-HR. (2025). Trends in Voluntary Turnover for Staff and Faculty [Annual Workforce Data 
graphic]. 
31 CUPA-HR. (2025). 2024-25 Benefits, Employee Experience, and Structure in Higher Education Surveys 
[Data set]. 

https://siepr.stanford.edu/publications/essay/working-home-2025-five-key-facts
https://siepr.stanford.edu/publications/essay/working-home-2025-five-key-facts
https://www.gallup.com/401384/indicator-hybrid-work.aspx
https://www.cupahr.org/resource/higher-ed-workforce-turnover/
https://www.cupahr.org/surveys/cupa-hr-signature-surveys/
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Figure 9. Current and Preferred Work Arrangements 

 

Hybrid and remote work arrangements vary by department/area.  
Work arrangements differ considerably across departments, with notable gaps between 
what employees experience and what they prefer (Figure 10). Information technology and 
human resources report the highest levels of remote or hybrid work. More than half (54%) 
of information technology employees currently work in either a fully or partially remote 
arrangement, the highest of any department/area. However, that falls short of the more 
than three-fourths (77%) of information technology employees who would prefer such 
arrangements, indicating an opportunity to enhance the retention of these employees. 
Similarly, 41% of human resources employees are working remotely or hybrid, compared to 
the 72% who would prefer such an arrangement. 

By contrast, some departments remain overwhelmingly on-site. It is unsurprising that 
nearly all (96%) facilities, operations, and public safety employees work completely or mostly 
on-site, as the very nature of their work requires it. Facilities, operations, and public safety 



  

© 2025 COLLEGE AND UNIVERSITY PROFESSIONAL ASSOCIATION FOR HUMAN RESOURCES             17 

employees appear to understand this — only 14% report that all or most of their duties 
could be performed remotely, and 76% prefer all or mostly on-site work. In contrast, 
although 85% of student affairs employees work completely or mostly on-site, nearly half 
(47%) state that most or all of their duties could be performed remotely and only 49% 
prefer to work all or mostly on-site. 

White men are most likely to prefer on-site work. 
Demographic patterns indicate that work arrangement preferences are not uniform across 
the workforce. Men are far more likely than women to prefer on-site work (50% vs. 35%), 
and White employees are more likely than employees of color to prefer on-site work (41% 
vs. 27%). These differences become even starker when looking at the intersection of race 
and gender: More than half of White men (52%) prefer on-site work, compared to just one-
fourth (25%) of women of color. Age also plays a role. Forty-three percent of employees 
aged 45 and older prefer on-site work, whereas only 35% of those under 45 do. Variation 
by gender, race, and age reflects broader differences in employee experience and 
workplace expectations, underscoring the complexity of work arrangement preferences 
across demographic groups. 

Overall, the discrepancy between employees’ current and preferred work 
arrangements has slightly decreased, but notable gaps remain. 
To assess the disconnect between employees’ preferred and actual work arrangements, a 
misalignment score was calculated by subtracting each respondent’s current arrangement 
score from their preferred score (on a 5-point scale).32 Higher scores indicate greater 
misalignment between employees’ preferred and actual work arrangements (Figure 10). 

The overall average misalignment score was 0.80, reflecting a slight improvement from 
0.86 in 2023. This still indicates employees are working in arrangements that are less 
flexible than they would prefer. Department-level comparisons reveal meaningful variation 
in this disconnect — misalignment is greatest in fiscal and business affairs (0.97), academic 
affairs (0.90), and student affairs (0.88). In fiscal and business affairs, for example, over three-
fourths (76%) of employees work completely or mostly on-site, yet only one-third (34%) 
prefer this arrangement. Notably, three-fourths of employees in this area also report that 
their duties can be performed remotely.  

On the other end of the spectrum, departments such as facilities, operations, and public 
safety (0.54), information technology (0.61), and research and sponsored programs/institutional 
research (0.69) show the lowest levels of misalignment. This is not entirely surprising for 
facilities, operations, and public safety, where only 14% of employees say their duties can be 
performed remotely. However, the low misalignment scores in information technology and 

 
32 Employee responses were coded on a 5-point scale as follows: Completely On-Site (1), Mostly On-Site 
(2), Partially On-Site and Partially Remote (3), Mostly Remote (4), and Completely Remote (5). 
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research/sponsored programs are more noteworthy, as a large majority of employees in 
these departments (79% and 74% respectively) report that their duties are remote-capable. 
These employees also tend to have more flexible work options, which further reduces the 
likelihood of misalignment. 

These findings point to a persistent disconnect between employees’ work preferences and 
their actual arrangements and are particularly concerning in departments/areas where 
remote work is both feasible and desired.  

 

 

Figure 10. Misalignment Between Preferred and Current Work Arrangement  
by Department/Area 
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More Than Half of Higher Ed Employees Work Additional 
Hours Beyond Full-Time Expectations 
Heavy workloads remain a defining feature of employment in higher education.  
More than half of employees (51%) report working regularly beyond what their institution 
defines as full-time, slightly higher than the 50% who reported the same in 2023. Although 
this indicates a continuing pattern, the majority of those working extra time are doing so 
modestly: The most common range of additional hours was just one to five per week (24%). 
Another 17% reported working six to 10 additional hours and 11% said they work 11 or 
more extra hours each week (Figure 11).  

Most employees report only modest additional hours worked, but some departments have 
far higher proportions working beyond full-time. Human resources is the department/area 
with the highest share of employees working beyond full-time (60%), followed by external 
affairs (58%) and information technology (57%).  

 

 

Figure 11. Distribution of Weekly Additional Hours Worked by Department/Area 
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All departments reported a rise in additional hours except for four: admissions, enrollment, 
and financial aid; facilities, operations and public safety; research and sponsored 
programs/institutional research; and human resources, which either remained flat or 
experienced a decline. 

The biggest increases in additional hours worked between 2023 and 2025 occurred in 
information technology (rising from 43% to 57%) and external affairs (from 50% to 58%). In 
contrast, admissions, enrollment, and financial aid saw the largest decrease, dropping from 
52% to 43% over the same period. 

Although the overall share of employees working beyond full-time expectations has 
increased only slightly since 2023, departmental trends vary. Most departments have seen 
notable increases in the proportion of employees reporting additional hours, whereas a 
few have experienced modest declines. 

Despite some signs of improvement in retention, overwork remains a widespread 
issue across higher education.  
Half of all employees strongly agree or agree that their work often causes them to feel 
anxious or stressed, highlighting the emotional toll of workload pressures.33 A majority 
continue to take on responsibilities beyond their original roles, with 61% strongly agreeing 
or agreeing they have added duties outside their original job descriptions and 53% strongly 
agreeing or agreeing they have taken on additional responsibilities from colleagues who 
have left. These patterns point to a continued reliance on remaining staff to fill workforce 
gaps, which undoubtedly contribute to burnout and dissatisfaction, perpetuating the 
turnover cycle. 

Rising expectations are also fueling overwork.  
More than half of employees (54%) agree that demands or expectations from management 
have increased over the past year, and 43% agree that they need to work beyond their 
scheduled hours to complete all their duties.34 Nearly one in five employees (21%) agree 
that putting in extra hours is important for performance evaluations and promotion 
considerations, and more than one-fourth of employees (28%) agree it is considered 
normal to work on their days off. Added responsibilities are another driver of workload 
strain: 61% of employees agree they have taken on duties outside the scope of their 
original job description, and more than half (53%) agree they have absorbed the 
responsibilities of staff who have left the institution. Although only 14% of employees agree 

 
33 Respondents were asked to rate their agreement with statements related to overwork. Questions 
used a five-point Likert scale of agreement (Strongly Disagree, Disagree, Neither Agree nor Disagree, 
Agree, Strongly Agree). 
34 Agreement percentages in this paragraph reflect the share of employees who selected Agree or 
Strongly Agree. 
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that management explicitly encourages extra hours, nearly one-third (29%) agree they are 
expected to respond to emails and phone calls outside of regular work hours. The 
cumulative effect of these demands is evident, with half of employees (50%) agreeing that 
their work often causes them to feel anxious or stressed, and more than one-fourth (27%) 
agreeing it is difficult to take paid time off for vacations or personal obligations. These 
findings suggest that heavier workloads, shifting job expectations, and blurred boundaries 
between personal and professional life remain significant challenges for many employees. 

Supervisors Have the Heaviest Workloads, Yet They Are Least 
Likely to Leave 
Although overwork is widespread among higher ed employees, it is particularly 
pronounced among supervisors. Nearly three-fourths (72%) of supervisors, defined as 
employees who oversee at least one direct report, strongly agree or agree they work 
additional hours beyond their institution’s full-time expectations, compared to just over 
one-third (36%) of non-supervisors (Figure 12). This gap is even more pronounced among 
those putting in substantial extra time: 21% of supervisors reported working 11 or more 
additional hours per week, whereas only 4% of non-supervisors reported the same. The 
share of supervisors working extra hours has risen slightly from 70% in 2023 to 72% in 
2025. This persistent divide highlights a continued imbalance in workload between 
supervisory and non-supervisory roles. However, despite carrying heavier workloads and 
greater demands, supervisors are less likely than non-supervisors to seek other 
employment, as noted in the previous section. 
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Figure 12. Distribution of Weekly Additional Hours Worked by Supervisors  
and Non-Supervisors  

 

Supervisors report greater workload demands than non-supervisors. 
Supervisors in higher education consistently report greater workload demands than their 
non-supervisory peers, extending well beyond additional hours to include absorbed 
responsibilities, rising expectations, and pressure to remain available outside regular work 
hours. Supervisors are more than twice as likely as non-supervisors to agree that it is 
normal to work on days off and that their job duties require extra time to complete (Figure 
13). 
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Figure 13. Work Demands for Supervisors and Non-Supervisors 

 

 

The results illustrated in Figures 13 and 14 underscore key differences in the day-to-day 
realities of supervisory roles, particularly around time off and workload demands.  
 
Compared to non-supervisors, supervisors are: 

• Nearly twice as likely to report difficulty taking paid time off (38% vs. 20%) 

• Almost twice as likely to say they are not able to take breaks (23% vs. 12%) 

• More likely to have absorbed the responsibilities of other staff who left (61% vs. 
48%) 

• More likely to have experienced an increase in job expectations (64% vs. 49%) 

• More than twice as likely to be expected to respond outside of regular hours (42% 
vs. 19%) 

• More likely to say their job causes them to feel anxious (60% vs. 45%) 

The combination of supervisors’ longer hours, greater expectations, and fewer 
opportunities to disconnect raises ongoing concerns about burnout and the sustainability 
of supervisory roles in higher education.  
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Figure 14. Changes in Work Expectations Over Past Year for Supervisors  

and Non-Supervisors 

 

Supervisors’ top challenge is securing funding.  
Supervisors were asked to rate the level of challenge they experience across various 
aspects of their role (Figure 15).35 Two items introduced in the 2025 survey point to a 
growing focus on fiscal issues. Securing adequate funding emerged as the top challenge, 
with 38% rating it as very challenging, and nearly one-quarter also reported that planning 
and managing the budget is very challenging. 

Although supervisors continue to face staffing-related challenges, several of these 
challenges have eased since 2023. The percentage who found filling vacant positions very 
challenging fell from 52% in 2023 to 34% in 2025 and the share citing staff retention as very 
challenging declined from 31% to just 16%.  

Managing remote staff remains a low-level concern. In 2025, just 7% of supervisors rated it 
as very challenging, whereas two-thirds (67%) said it was not a challenge at all. Given the 
misalignment gap between employees’ preferred and actual hybrid/remote work 
arrangements, expanding these opportunities for qualified staff may help strengthen 
retention by easing recruitment and vacancy challenges, while not adding to supervisors’ 
existing burdens. 

 
35 Respondents were asked to rate each challenge using a three-point scale: Not challenging, 
Somewhat challenging, Very challenging. 
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Figure 15. Supervisor Challenges  

 

Supervisors who have resources and support are less likely to seek other 
employment. 
When supervisors have institutional support, specifically access to resources, decision-
making power, and the ability to advocate for their staff, they are less likely to seek other 
employment. Table 2 presents the results of a multiple regression analysis examining 
whether five variables predict supervisors’ likelihood of seeking other employment in the 
next year: (1) management training; (2) resources and support; and three dimensions of 
power: (3) the power to advocate for their staff, (4) the power to allow flexible schedules, 
and (5) the power to allow remote work.36  

 
36 Respondents were asked to rate their agreement with statements related to their experiences as a 
supervisor. Questions used a five-point Likert scale of agreement (Strongly Disagree, Disagree, Neither 
Agree nor Disagree, Agree, Strongly Agree). 
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Multiple regression analysis allows us to examine whether each variable uniquely predicts 
supervisors’ likelihood of seeking other employment, accounting for the influence of other 
variables in the model. It also identifies which predictors are relatively stronger.37 Table 2 
(column 3) displays the standardized beta coefficients (β), where larger absolute values 
indicate stronger relationships. All coefficients are negative, meaning that higher 
agreement with each variable is associated with a lower likelihood of supervisors seeking 
other employment. For instance, supervisors with more power to advocate for their staff 
are less likely to consider leaving their institution.  

Three of the five variables significantly predict supervisors’ likelihood of leaving: having 
access to resources and support in their supervisory roles, the power to advocate for staff, 
and the power to allow flexible schedules. Of these, resources and support emerged as the 
strongest predictor. The power to allow remote work and the receipt of adequate 
management training did not significantly predict turnover intentions. 

Compared to prior years, notable shifts have occurred in which variables most strongly 
predict supervisors’ likelihood of seeking other employment. In 2023, the power to 
advocate for staff was the strongest predictor of retention, with management training also 
playing a key role. By 2025, however, resources and support emerged as the most 
influential variable, followed by the power to advocate for staff and the power to allow 
flexible schedules. These findings suggest that although advocacy and flexibility remain 
important, supervisors’ access to the resources and support they need to do their jobs 
effectively has become the most critical element in predicting retention for supervisors. 

In summary, current and past results provide consistent evidence that ensuring 
supervisors have adequate resources and support and the power to advocate for their staff 
plays a critical role in reducing their likelihood of seeking other employment. However, 
one-fifth of supervisors report not having these key supports. Only 61% of supervisors 
agree they have the resources and support they need, and just 77% agree they have the 
power to advocate for their staff. 

 

 

 

 
37 The analysis in Table 2 regressed supervisors’ likelihood of looking for other employment onto 
whether they agree they have adequate management training, resources and support in their 
supervisory role, power to advocate for their staff, power to allow flexible schedules for their staff, 
and power to allow their staff to work remotely. The overall model was significant, F(5, 1,288) = 
68.89, p < .001, adjusted R2 = .21. 
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Table 2. Predictors of Supervisors’ Likelihood of Looking for Other Employment 
 

 

 

 

 
 

Note. Negative coefficients indicate that greater agreement with each variable is associated 
with a lower likelihood of supervisors seeking other employment.  
*p < .01. 
**p < .001. 
R2 = .211.  

 

Job Satisfaction Has Improved; Fair Pay Remains an  
Explicit Concern 
Two-thirds (66%) of higher education employees strongly agree or agree that they are 
satisfied with their jobs (Figure 16), representing a 14% increase from 2023, when 58% 
reported agreeing they are satisfied with their jobs.38 Despite this overall improvement, 
satisfaction is not evenly experienced across all groups. Supervisors, women, White 
employees, and those aged 45 and older report being more satisfied than do non-
supervisors, men, employees of color, and those under 45. 

The most positive aspects of the work environment, as reflected in agreement percentages, 
include a good relationship with supervisors (82%), sense of purpose (82%), and 
engagement with one’s work (78%).39 Additionally, more than seven in 10 employees agree 
that their opinions are asked for (72%) and that they have clarity on their job duties (71%). 

However, there are still notable areas of concern. One in four employees (24%) disagree 
that they are recognized for their contributions, and 16% disagree that they are able to 
bring up problems or tough issues at work. One in five (20%) disagree that they are 
comfortable discussing current events with coworkers. Additionally, 17% disagree that they 

 
38 Respondents were asked to rate their agreement with statements related to their work and 
institutional environment. Questions used a five-point Likert scale of agreement (Strongly Disagree, 
Disagree, Neither Agree nor Disagree, Agree, Strongly Agree).  
39 Agreement percentages in this section reflect the share of employees who selected Agree or 
Strongly Agree and disagreement percentages in this section reflect the share of employees who 
selected Disagree or Strongly Disagree. 

Predictor B SE B β 
Resources and support in my supervisory role -.436 .043 -.327** 
Power to advocate for my staff -.195 .045 -.132** 
Power to allow flexible schedules for my staff -.109 .046 -.079* 
Adequate management training -.038 .039 -.029 
Power to allow my staff to work remotely .007 .037 .006 
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feel secure in their positions, and 16% disagree that they have a sense of belonging, 
suggesting that a significant portion of the workforce may be experiencing disconnection 
or uncertainty in the workplace. 

Most strikingly, employees express dissatisfaction with pay. Forty-three percent of 
employees disagree that they are paid fairly, a ten-percentage-point increase from 2023. 
Echoing patterns seen in job satisfaction, employees of color, employees under 45, and 
non-supervisors are significantly less likely to agree they are paid fairly than their 
counterparts — White employees, those aged 45 and older, and supervisors.40 Moreover, 
employees in academic affairs, student affairs, and facilities, operations, and public safety are 
the most likely to disagree that they are paid fairly. 

 

 

Figure 16. Satisfaction With Work Environment 

 
40 There was no significant difference in agreement between men and women on this item. 
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Figure 17 highlights how employees perceive their broader work environment. Over two-
thirds agree they would recommend their department/area (71%) and their institution 
(67%). Employees tend to view their immediate work environment positively; however, 
their views of the broader institution reveal persistent concerns. Nearly half (44%) disagree 
that they have opportunities for advancement, and 17% disagree that their institution 
provides opportunities for professional development. One in three (33%) disagree that 
their institution communicates effectively, and only about half (52%) agree that institutional 
leaders care about their well-being. Just one-fourth (26%) agree that their institution values 
long-term employees. Financial perceptions are also mixed, with only 45% agreeing that 
their institution is financially stable, leaving many uncertain about its future viability. 
Together, these findings point to ongoing challenges in communication, advancement, 
recognition, and financial confidence at the institutional level. One bright spot is safety: Just 
4% of employees report feeling unsafe from violence or crime, down from 11% in 2023. 

 

Figure 17. Satisfaction With Institutional Environment 
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Workplace climate perceptions are less positive among employees of color. 
Employees’ perceptions of their work and institutional environments differ meaningfully by 
race/ethnicity and, to a lesser extent, by gender. 

Employees of color consistently report lower agreement than White employees on nearly 
all items measuring workplace and institutional climate. The most pronounced disparities 
appear in areas related to inclusion and trust. Compared to White employees, employees 
of color are: 

• Less likely to agree that their institution makes efforts to understand and address 
the needs of employees from diverse backgrounds 

• Less likely to see diversity reflected in leadership 

• Less confident that institutional leaders act ethically and responsibly in times  
of crisis 

• Less likely to feel safe from violence or crime at work 

One notable exception relates to institutional financial stability. Although more than half of 
all employees express concern about their institution’s financial health, this concern is 
more common among White employees than among employees of color. 

Differences by gender are less widespread and generally reflect smaller gaps. However, 
women tend to report more positive perceptions than men across several key areas. For 
example, women are more likely to agree that they have clarity in their job role and that 
their personal values align with the institution’s mission. The only area where men report 
higher agreement than women is in feeling safe from violence or crime at work. 

Core Benefits Are Highly Rated; Family Support Benefits  
Are Not 
Employees express high satisfaction with core benefits (Figure 18).41 Satisfaction is highest 
for paid time off (77%), retirement benefits (74%), health insurance benefits (71%), and 
tuition benefits (70%). In contrast, employees are least satisfied with remote work policies, 
with 28% of employees reporting they are very dissatisfied or dissatisfied. Dissatisfaction is 
also evident for family support benefits, with 18% of employees dissatisfied with childcare 
and eldercare benefits and 12% with parental leave policies. However, encouragingly, 

 
41 Questions used a five-point Likert scale of satisfaction (Very Dissatisfied, Dissatisfied, Neither 
Dissatisfied nor Satisfied, Satisfied, Very Satisfied). Satisfaction percentages in this paragraph reflect the 
share of employees who selected Satisfied or Very Satisfied and dissatisfaction percentages in this 
paragraph reflect the share who selected Dissatisfied or Very Dissatisfied. 
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dissatisfaction has declined since 2023, when 28% reported dissatisfaction with childcare 
and eldercare benefits and 17% with parental leave. 

Satisfaction with benefits varies across employee groups and institution types. More 
employees at public institutions reported they were satisfied with certain benefits than 
those at private, not-for-profit institutions in several key areas, including retirement 
benefits, health insurance, parental/family leave, and childcare and eldercare support. 
Differences by race/ethnicity and gender also emerged. White employees reported being 
more satisfied than employees of color with retirement benefits, tuition benefits, and the 
amount of paid time off. Women reported they were more satisfied than men with tuition 
and health insurance benefits, but were less satisfied with schedule flexibility, remote work 
policies, and childcare and eldercare benefits. These disparities suggest that benefit 
experiences are not uniform and highlight the importance of ensuring that benefit policies 
and practices support all employees. 

 

Figure 18. Satisfaction With Benefits 

 
Satisfaction with remote work policies varies by employees’ current work 
arrangements. 
Employees are least satisfied with their institution’s remote work policy. To better 
understand this dissatisfaction, the following analysis focuses only on employees who 
indicated their responsibilities could be performed remotely. Looking at current work 
arrangements, employees who work entirely or mostly on-site are the least satisfied: 35% 
of this group report being very dissatisfied or dissatisfied with their institution’s remote 
work policy (Figure 19). In contrast, dissatisfaction is substantially lower among employees 
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with hybrid (10%) or fully/mostly remote (7%) arrangements. These patterns suggest that 
current remote work policies do not align with the expectations or needs of employees in 
remote-compatible roles. 

  

Figure 19. Current Work Arrangement by Satisfaction With Remote Work Policy 

 

Retention Incentives: Annual Pay Increases Have Declined; 
More Informal Retention Strategies Are Common 
Despite persistent concerns about retention, fewer higher ed employees are receiving 
compensation-based incentives than they were in 2023. Only 43% of employees report 
receiving a salary increase in the past year, a sharp decline of 10 percentage points from 
2023.42 As shown in Figure 20, the most common incentive by far is informal recognition 
for doing good work. However, even that most common incentive, one that does not cost 
anything, is received by only 72% of employees. The next most common incentive is having 
a flexible work environment, reported by 58% of employees. Only about half (52%) of 
employees reported receiving professional or career development opportunities. Other 
forms of strategic incentives were far less common: only 15% received additional time off, 

 
42 Respondents were asked to select which, if any, retention-related incentives they received in the 
past year from a list of options. Multiple responses were allowed. 
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11% received formal recognition, and fewer than 10% received a promotion, stay interview, 
performance bonus, or retention bonus.  

 

 

Figure 20. Retention Incentives Received in the Past Year 

 

  



  

© 2025 COLLEGE AND UNIVERSITY PROFESSIONAL ASSOCIATION FOR HUMAN RESOURCES             34 

The Strongest Predictor of Retention Is Still Job Satisfaction 
and Well-Being 
Throughout this report, we hold the premise that a good proxy for the measurement of 
retention is the likelihood of staff looking for other employment. It is important to engage 
current employees in a regular dialogue about their satisfaction with their work 
environment, pay, and benefits, as outlined in the previous sections of this report. Waiting 
to ask why an employee is leaving during an exit interview is too late to implement 
incentives, and exit interviews provide little indication of the dissatisfaction that exists 
among remaining employees. In this section, we provide a model that shows which 
variables are the strongest predictors of retention. This model can help institutions target 
and craft their own approach to retention efforts, whether it be through stay interviews, 
surveys, incentives, or professional development. 

We start by looking at the correlations between each item of the survey and the likelihood 
of looking for other employment. These correlations are displayed in Table 3 in order of 
strength for 2025 data. Every item was significantly correlated with the likelihood of 
looking for other employment. The strongest correlate of retention is the same as it was 
in 2023 — general job satisfaction. As job satisfaction increases, the likelihood of looking 
for other employment decreases. In fact, the five strongest correlates are unchanged from 
2023. The only difference is that these correlates in 2025 are even stronger than they were 
in 2023. 
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Table 3. Correlations Between Survey Items and the Likelihood of Looking  
for Other Employment 

Survey Item Correlation With 
Likelihood of Looking for 
Other Employment 2023 

2023 
Rank 

Correlation With 
Likelihood of Looking for 
Other Employment 2025 

2025 
Rank 

Job Satisfaction -.572** 1 -.607** 1 
Would Recommend Institution -.494** 2 -.545** 2 
Would Recommend 
Department/Unit 

-.491** 3 -.508** 3 

Sense of Belonging -.435** 4 -.486** 4 
Leaders Care About Well-Being -.433** 5 -.464** 5 
Recognized for Contributions -.412** 8 -.457** 6 
Valued by Others at Work -.402** 11 -.436** 7 
Confidence That Leaders Act 
Ethically and Responsibly 

-.388** 13 -.427** 8 

Institution Values Long-Term 
Employees 

 -- -.420** 9 

Secure in Position -.344** 16 -.416** 10 
Opportunities for 
Advancement 

-.405** 10 -.410** 11 

Engaged With Work -.408** 9 -.409** 12 
Clarity on Priorities/Duties of 
Job 

-.334** 18 -.409** 12 

Able to Bring Up 
Problems/Issues 

-.392** 12 -.407** 14 

Institution Addresses Needs of 
Employees From Different 
Backgrounds 

 -- -.401** 15 

Work Has Purpose -.360** 15 -.401** 15 
Institution Supports Work/Life 
Balance 

 -- -.393** 17 

Institution Provides Clear 
Communication About 
Changes 

 -- -.380** 18 

Good Relationship With 
Supervisor 

-.328** 20 -.366** 19 

Paid Fairly -.422** 7 -.365** 20 
Opportunities for Professional 
Development 

-.425** 6 -.363** 21 

Work Causes Anxiety/Stress .374** 14 .356** 22 
Asked for Opinions on Work 
Projects 

-.327** 21 -.350** 23 

Satisfaction With Schedule 
Flexibility 

-.343** 17 -.332** 24 

Institution’s Mission Aligns 
With Values 

-.302** 23 -.332** 24 

Increased Demands From 
Management 

.331** 19 .313** 26 
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Employees From Different 
Backgrounds Are Represented 
in Leadership 

 -- -.290** 27 

Satisfaction With Remote Work 
Policy 

-.316** 22 -.287** 28 

Additional Responsibilities 
Outside of Scope 

.293** 24 .274** 29 

Management Encouragement 
of Additional Hours 

.275** 25 .268** 30 

Absorption of Other Staff’s 
Responsibilities 

.254** 26 .265** 31 

Safe From Violence/Crime -.215** 29 -.249** 32 
Difficulty of Taking PTO .218** 28 .241** 33 
Working Additional Hours 
Important for Evaluations 

.177** 35 .222** 34 

Tuition Benefits Satisfaction -.169** 36 -.219** 35 
Retirement Benefits 
Satisfaction 

-.179** 34 -.217** 36 

Comfort in Discussing Current 
Events With Coworkers 

 -- -.214** 37 

Age -.238** 27 -.210** 38 
Normality of Work 
Expectations on Days Off 

.166** 37 .209** 39 

Satisfaction With PTO -.201** 32 -.208** 40 
Satisfaction With 
Childcare/Eldercare Benefits 

-.186** 33 -.197** 41 

Remote Work Misalignment 
Score 

.211** 30 .194** 42 

Concern About Institution’s 
Financial Stability 

 -- .190** 43 

Satisfaction With 
Parental/Family Leave 

-.203** 31 -.190** 43 

Health Insurance Satisfaction -.134** 39 -.169** 45 
Working Additional Hours 
Required for Job Duties 

.159** 38 .164** 46 

Expectations of 
Communication Outside of 
Work Hours 

 -- .161** 47 

Ability to Take Breaks During 
Workday 

 -- -.149** 48 

Years in Position -.057** 41 -.094** 49 
Number of Additional Hours 
Worked 

.090** 40 .090** 50 

**p < .001, one-tailed. 

The problem with simply looking at correlations in isolation is that many of the items are 
correlated with one another, making it difficult to discern the independent contribution of 
each item in predicting retention. We therefore performed a factor analysis to see which of 
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the survey variables “hang together” (i.e., highly correlate with one another).43 The analysis 
found a total of seven factors, labeled and summarized in Table 4.44 These factors are Job 
Satisfaction/Well-Being, Overwork, Confidence in Leadership Ethics/Values, Satisfaction 
With Benefits, Increased Demands/Responsibilities, Remote/Flexible Work, and Institutional 
Stability and Safety. This model is very similar to the one generated in our 2023 survey, 
with the exception of the last factor. Institutional Stability and Safety emerged as a new 
factor in 2025, illustrating that perceived stability and safety independently impact an 
employee’s choice to leave or stay in their position. 

The benefit of a factor analysis is that it boils down a large number of items into factors 
that are better understood and are not redundant. Each factor is listed with the items that 
“load” on it in Table 4. The item loading value indicates the strength with which the item 
loads on the factor. For example, Job Satisfaction/Well-Being is the factor with the most 
items underlying it. The strongest item that underlies Job Satisfaction/Well-Being is whether 
an employee feels a sense of belonging, followed closely by feeling valued by others at 
work. In looking at individual item correlations (Table 3), we saw that general job 
satisfaction has the highest correlation with the likelihood of looking for other 
employment. However, the fact that general job satisfaction correlates so strongly with 
many other items obscures a detail that factor analysis uncovers: The most important 
aspects of job satisfaction and well-being are a sense of belonging, feeling valued, being 
engaged, and feeling one’s work has purpose. 

Table 4. Seven Factors Underlying Employee Retention 

Factor and Items That Make Up Each Factor Item Loadings 
JOB SATISFACTION/WELL-BEING 
   Sense of Belonging .780 
   Valued by Others at Work .778 
   Engaged With Work .772 
   Work Has Purpose .750 
   Would Recommend Department/Unit .745 
   Job Satisfaction .738 
   Able to Bring Up Problems/Issues .727 
   Recognized for Contributions .726 
   Asked for Opinions on Work Projects .725 
   Good Relationship With Supervisor .720 
   Clarity on Priorities/Duties of Job .654 
   Secure in Position .610 
   Would Recommend Institution .574 

 
43 Principal components analysis using SPSS with Varimax rotation. 
44 An initial analysis revealed that both age and perception of fair pay did not “hang” well with any of 
the factors and should be considered individually in predictions of retention. In addition, years in 
position and number of additional hours worked were not included because of their relatively low 
correlations with the likelihood of looking for other employment. 
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   Opportunities for Advancement .498 
   Opportunities for Professional Development .455 
   Comfort in Discussing Current Events With Coworkers .432 
OVERWORK 
   Normality of Work Expectations on Days Off .822 
   Additional Hours Required for Job Duties .775 
   Expectations of Communication Outside of Work Hours .773 
   Additional Hours Important for Evaluations .716 
   Management Encouragement of Additional Hours .716 
   Difficulty of Taking Paid Time Off .655 
   Ability to Take Breaks During Workday -.535 
   Anxiety/Stress .530 
   Institution Supports Work/Life Balance -.459 
CONFIDENCE IN LEADERSHIP ETHICS/VALUES 
   Institution Addresses Needs of Employees From Different 
   Backgrounds 

.697 

   Employees From Different Backgrounds Are Represented in 
   Leadership 

.658 

   Confidence in Ethical/Responsible Leadership During Crisis .649 
   Institution Provides Clear Communication About Changes .629 
   Leaders Care About Well-Being .553 
   Alignment of Mission/Policies With Personal Values .503 
   Institution Values Long-Term Employees .493 
SATISFACTION WITH BENEFITS 
   Satisfaction With Parental/Family Leave .673 
   Retirement Benefits Satisfaction .666 
   Health Insurance Satisfaction .653 
   Satisfaction With Childcare/Eldercare Benefits .645 
   Satisfaction With PTO .619 
   Tuition Benefits Satisfaction .588 
INCREASED DEMANDS/RESPONSIBILITIES 
   Additional Responsibilities Outside of Scope -.671 
   Absorption of Other Staff’s Responsibilities -.664 
   Increased Demands From Management -.481 
REMOTE/FLEXIBLE WORK 
   Remote Work Misalignment Score -.778 
   Satisfaction With Remote Work Policy .751 
   Satisfaction With Schedule Flexibility .617 
INSTITUTIONAL STABILITY AND SAFETY 
   Concern About Institution’s Financial Stability -.693 
   Safe From Violence/Crime .481 

 

The next step in the formation of a model is to assess how strongly each of these identified 
factors predict retention (the likelihood of looking for other employment). We do this using 
a multiple regression analysis. As explained in a previous section, multiple regression 
allows us to assess the relative strength of the predictors of retention. We entered each of 
the identified factors into a simultaneous multiple regression, along with age and whether 
employees believe they’re being paid fairly, to see whether and how strongly they predict 
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the likelihood that employees will look for other employment. The results are presented in 
Table 5 in order of their strength of prediction. 

Examining the standardized beta weights (column 3), we see that Job Satisfaction/Well-
Being is the strongest predictor (by far) of retention, as it was in 2023. In other words, as 
job satisfaction increases, the likelihood of looking for other employment decreases. The 
fact that Job Satisfaction/Well-Being remains the strongest predictor — well ahead of any 
other factor — points to the robustness of the model. It also indicates that attending to the 
items that underlie this factor will provide the most return when developing retention 
plans and targeting resources.  

The second largest predictor of retention is Confidence in Leadership Ethics/Values. The 
greater confidence employees have in their leadership to represent and address the needs 
of employees from different backgrounds, as well as to respond ethically in a crisis, the less 
likely they will be to look for other employment. This factor has leapfrogged to second 
place from seventh place two years ago in terms of its strength in predicting retention. 
Also, in looking at the items that underlie the Confidence factor, it is important that leaders 
adequately communicate their decisions to staff, along with the ethics and values that 
ground these decisions. 

Every factor entered into the regression was a statistically significant predictor of retention 
(as indicated by a lower likelihood of looking for other employment). However, some 
factors were relatively weak predictors. For example, although the primary reason 
employees say they are looking for other employment is higher pay (Figure 8), being paid 
fairly is actually the weakest predictor of retention in our analysis. In fact, age is a much 
stronger predictor of retention than is fair pay, with older employees being less likely to 
look for other employment (as illustrated in Figure 6). 

Overwork, defined by the expectation of working additional hours during what is supposed 
to be time off, continues to be a moderately strong negative predictor of retention, and in 
fact has gained in strength since 2023. In other words, the more an employee is expected 
to work outside of normal hours, the greater likelihood they will look for other 
employment. What is interesting, however, is how the factor of Increased 
Demands/Responsibilities has changed in the past two years. In 2023, this factor, like 
Overwork, was a negative predictor of retention. However, it is now a positive predictor of 
retention. In other words, the more additional responsibilities an employee has outside the 
scope of their job description, the more they absorb the responsibilities of other staff, and 
the more they have experienced increased demands from their manager, the less likely 
they are to look for other employment. This could possibly be due to the fact that the 
nature of increased demands has changed since the immediate-post-pandemic era. As 
turnover has abated somewhat, employees may feel as though increased responsibilities 
and demands signify increased confidence from managers, whereas employees in 2023 
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may have felt that increased responsibilities and demands foisted on them by historic 
departures were unwanted and unrewarded. 

Whereas added demands and responsibilities added to the overwhelm staff were 
experiencing in the pandemic’s wake in 2023, they may now be experienced as increased 
trust, reliance, career growth, and recognition, which are all positive correlates of retention. 
This shift means that leaders should be mindful of how additional demands and 
responsibilities are framed, supported, and rewarded. The shift also underscores the 
importance of context: Additional demands and responsibilities are positive when they are 
viewed as opportunities but negative when they are perceived as simply more work with 
little reward. 

 

Table 5. Predictors of Retention (From Strongest to Weakest) 

Predictor B SE B β 
Job Satisfaction/Well-Being -.627 .028 -.458** 
Confidence in Leadership Ethics/Values -.271 .026 -.198** 
Increased Demands/Responsibilities -.270 .030 -.197** 
Overwork .226 .026 .165** 
Age -.018 .002 -.157** 
Remote/Flexible Work -.135 .027 -.099** 
Satisfaction With Benefits -.113 .028 -.083** 
Institutional Stability and Safety -.107 .027 -.078** 
Paid Fairly -.066 .029 -.059** 

**p < .001. 
R2 = .413. 

 

Figure 21 provides a graphical depiction of our retention model. The size of the circles is 
directly proportional to the strength of the prediction of each factor or variable. This model 
is an indicator of where the direction of resources will provide the greatest opportunity to 
increase employee retention. For example, those looking to make sizeable inroads in 
attenuating a retention crisis at their institution would be best served to direct most of 
their resources to improving job satisfaction and well-being, attending to the items that 
underlie it: improving employees’ sense of belonging, making employees feel valued, and 
strengthening engagement, among other actions (Table 5). 
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Figure 21. CUPA-HR Retention Model 

Conclusions 
Fewer employees are actively considering leaving compared to 2023, but retention 
remains a concern. In 2025, one-fourth of higher ed employees reported they were likely 
or very likely to look for other employment in the next year, a drop from one-third in 2023. 
And more than half are at least somewhat likely to leave, indicating that institutions must 
remain focused on strategies to retain their workforce. 

Younger employees, men, employees of color, and non-supervisors are more likely to 
seek other employment. Employees under age 45, men, employees of color, and non-
supervisors all reported a significantly higher likelihood of looking for other opportunities 
than their respective counterparts. These findings reinforce patterns seen in 2023 and 
suggest targeted retention strategies may be needed for these groups. 

Most employees who are considering other employment are taking concrete steps. 
Among employees who said they were very likely, likely or somewhat likely to leave, 56% 
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had submitted at least one application in the past year and another 37% had explored job 
opportunities.  

Employees are still open to staying in higher education. Although 60% of job seekers 
are looking outside higher ed, particularly in the private sector, 70% said they are also 
looking at other higher education institutions, and nearly half are open to exploring other 
roles within their current institution. These results suggest that although retention is a 
concern, many employees would stay in higher ed if given the right opportunities. 

Pay remains the leading reason employees say they are seeking other employment, 
but other reasons are also driving job-seeking. Although the most common reason cited 
for leaving is still to receive a pay increase, employees also report concerns about 
workload, job expectations, limited flexibility, and a desire for stronger recognition and 
connection at work.  

Workload is high, particularly among supervisors. Over half of all employees report 
regularly working more than full-time hours, and this rate is even higher among 
supervisors. Supervisors are also more likely than non-supervisors to absorb extra 
responsibilities, work on weekends, and report rising job expectations. These continued 
workload pressures may contribute to burnout and long-term retention challenges. 

Significant gaps remain between employees’ preferred and actual work 
arrangements. Sixty-one percent of higher education employees prefer hybrid or remote 
work, yet only 28% currently have such arrangements. This misalignment suggests that 
employees who want hybrid or remote options but lack access are more likely to be 
dissatisfied, particularly in remote-compatible roles, creating risks for satisfaction and 
retention. 

Despite the overwork and rising expectations supervisors face, they are less likely to 
seek other employment when they feel supported. Supervisors who can advocate for 
their staff, allow flexible schedules, and receive institutional backing and training are 
significantly less likely to consider leaving. This underscores the importance of empowering 
supervisors not only to support their teams but also to reduce their own turnover risk. 

Overall job satisfaction has improved since 2023, but perceptions of fair pay have 
worsened, making compensation a more prominent concern despite the gains in 
satisfaction. Further, the persistent gaps in both satisfaction and pay perceptions, 
particularly among employees of color, non-supervisors, and those under 45, point to the 
need for strategies that address fair pay alongside broader efforts to improve the work 
environment. 

Institutional climate remains a challenge, particularly for employees of color. 
Concerns about communication, advancement opportunities, leadership support, and 
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financial stability are common, but they are more pronounced among employees of color, 
who consistently report lower agreement than White employees on most measures of 
workplace and institutional climate, but especially in areas related to inclusion, trust, and 
diversity in leadership.  

Pay increases and promotions are not widely experienced. Just over half of employees 
say they’ve received a pay increase in the past year and fewer report receiving other more 
formal incentives like promotions, bonuses or stay interviews. These missed incentives 
could undermine retention efforts and employee engagement. 

Job satisfaction/well-being is the strongest predictor of retention. Employees are far 
less likely to consider leaving when they feel a sense of belonging, feel valued by others at 
work, feel engaged with their work, and feel like their work has purpose. In fact, these 
aspects are stronger predictors of retention than is the perception of fair pay. The CUPA-
HR Retention Model also shows that employee confidence in leadership ethics and values 
is a secondary factor in predicting retention. In addition, having increased demands and 
responsibilities is now a positive rather than a negative predictor of retention. 

Recommendations 
Higher ed leaders should continue to treat employee retention as a strategic priority. 
Overall intent to leave has declined since 2023, yet the risk remains high, especially among 
younger employees, men, employees of color, and non-supervisors. This year’s survey 
highlights the need for a sustained, data-informed strategy to strengthen workforce 
retention. The recommendations below focus on the most actionable areas institutions can 
address now to improve stability and commitment over the long term. 

Center retention efforts around job satisfaction and well-being. Job satisfaction 
remains the strongest predictor of retention, with employees far less likely to look for other 
opportunities when they feel valued, connected, and supported in their roles. A sense of 
belonging is the strongest aspect of satisfaction and well-being, with employees who feel 
included and recognized far more likely to stay. Institutions can strengthen a sense of 
belonging by recognizing contributions, reinforcing the purpose of work, encouraging 
employee voices, and fostering supportive day-to-day relationships, particularly with 
supervisors. These efforts cost relatively little but yield some of the highest returns for 
improving retention. 

Reduce overwork and unrealistic expectations. Overwork continues to be a defining 
challenge, particularly among supervisors. Supervisors are not only working longer hours, 
but they are also absorbing the responsibilities of vacant positions, facing rising 
expectations, and struggling to take time off. Institutions must take meaningful steps to 
prevent burnout by managing workload and expectations. Position additional demands 
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and responsibilities as opportunities for career development and growth and reward them 
as such with promotions and increases in pay. 

Empower supervisors with the authority and resources to lead effectively. Results 
indicate that supervisors who feel supported by their institution through access to 
resources, the ability to advocate for their staff, and flexibility in managing schedules are 
significantly less likely to seek other employment. Institutions should ensure supervisors 
are not only trained but also trusted with decision-making power around flexible work and 
staff support.  

Align flexible work arrangements with employee needs. A persistent disconnect 
remains between employees’ current and preferred work arrangements, particularly 
among those in remote-compatible roles. Institutions should work to close this gap by 
reevaluating rigid on-site policies and expanding remote-work options. Small but strategic 
changes such as hybrid workdays, summer hours, or allowing employees input in setting 
their schedules can improve satisfaction and well-being.45 

Address pay dissatisfaction and fair pay through compensation analyses. Although 
job satisfaction is the strongest predictor of retention, pay remains the most cited reason 
employees consider leaving. Just 43% of employees reported receiving a pay increase in the 
past year, and perceptions of fair pay declined across nearly all groups. Institutions should 
prioritize regular, transparent, and fair pay increases that outpace inflation and reflect 
market conditions, especially for lower-paid staff and those in undervalued roles. To 
strengthen these efforts, institutions should also conduct regular compensation analyses, 
which can uncover inequities by gender and race/ethnicity, support transparency and 
accountability, and guide institutions in setting clear goals for inclusion.46  

Target retention efforts for employees under 45, men, employees of color, and non-
supervisors. These groups report lower job satisfaction, higher rates of overwork, and 
greater intent to leave. Effective retention strategies involve providing targeted support, 
including career advancement opportunities, flexible scheduling, recognition, and inclusive 
practices, to address the specific needs of these populations.  

Invest in institutional culture, trust, and leadership accountability. Employees’ 
confidence in their institution’s values, leadership ethics, and commitment to diverse 
communities are strongly associated with retention. Yet many employees, especially 
employees of color, report low trust in institutional leadership and limited representation 

 
45 Bloom, N., Han, R. & Liang, J. (2024). Hybrid Working From Home Improves Retention Without 
Damaging Performance. Nature, 630, 920–925.  
46 For comprehensive salary information, institutions can use CUPA-HR’s DataOnDemand, which 
enables benchmarking against peer institutions and national standards and can be used to conduct 
internal compensation analyses. 

https://www.nature.com/articles/s41586-024-07500-2
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41586-024-07500-2
https://www.cupahr.org/surveys/dataondemand/


  

© 2025 COLLEGE AND UNIVERSITY PROFESSIONAL ASSOCIATION FOR HUMAN RESOURCES             45 

in decision-making roles. Institutions should regularly assess their climate, increase 
transparency and communication, and ensure that leaders’ responses in times of crisis or 
uncertainty reflect the inclusive and ethical values of the institution. 

Review and refine remote work policies to ensure they are transparent, fair, and 
responsive to the needs of employees in remote-compatible roles. Establish clear, 
consistent guidelines for eligibility and expectations, apply them across roles that are 
remote-compatible, and regularly assess employee feedback. Such practices can reduce 
dissatisfaction, strengthen trust, and support retention. 

 
Ultimately, the 2025 ERS findings emphasize that retention in higher education is not just 
about compensation, but also about creating a workplace where employees feel respected, 
valued, supported, and heard. Institutions that focus their efforts on job satisfaction, 
supervisor support, fair pay, and inclusive practices will be best positioned to weather 
continued workforce challenges in the area of retention. 
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