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ABSTRACT 

The study set out to investigate the factors influencing turnover among professional staff 

in some selected NGOs in Malawi. Using qualitative and participatory methods, the study 

used the levels of complexity model to analyse the factors leading to the problem of staff 

turnover in the selected NGOs.  

 

The main findings were that: 

• Professional staff turnover was 50% within a period of 18 months across all the 

NGOs interviewed. 

• For the professional staff, the main factors contributing to staff turnover were: 

ineffective organisational policies, systems and procedures; poor relationships 

and communication; and poor organisational values and culture. 

• In addressing the problem, NGO leaders tend to concentrate on efforts to improve 

salaries and other monetary benefits; and training opportunities. 

 

In order to more comprehensively address the problem of staff turnover among the 

professional staff however, NGO leaders must adopt a process or an Organisation 

Development (OD) approach.  

 

 

 

 



 iii 

 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

 
Acknowledgements……………………………………………………………….. i 

Abstract…………………………………………………………………………….ii 

List of Tables………………………………………………………………………vii 

List of Acronyms………………………………………………………………….viii 
 

CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION………………………………………………….1 

1.1 Background to the Country…………………………………………………….1 

1.1.1 Malawian Socio-economic Status………………………………………………….1 

1.2 Non-Governmental Organisations (NGOs)……………………………………2 

1.2.1 The Role of NGOs in Development…………………………………………………2 

1.2.2 The NGO Sector in Malawi………………………………………………………….4 

1.3 Problem Statement………………………………………………………………6 

1.4 Study Objectives…………………………………………………………………10 

1.5 Research Questions………………………………………………………………10 

1.6 Research Process…………………………………………………………………11 

1.6.1 Sampling………………………………………………………………………………..14 

1.6.2 Triangulation………………………………………………………………………….15 

1.6.3 Analysis………………………………………………………………………………..16 

1.7 Presentation of the Thesis………………………………………………………18 

 

 



 iv 

CHAPTER 2:  LITERATURE REVIEW…………………………………………….19 

2.1 Theories of Motivation……………………………………………………………..19 

2.1.1 Content Theories of Motivation…………………………………………………………..19 

2.1.2 Process Theories of Motivation…………………………………………………………21 

2.1.3 Integrating the Motivation Theories into the Levels of Complexity Model……….21 

2.1.4 The Levels of Complexity Model…………………………………………………….…22 

2.2 Environmental Factors…………………………………………………………....25 

2.3 Organisational Vision and Mission………………………………………………27 

2.4 Organisational Values and Culture……………………………………………...28 

2.5 Relationships and Communication………………………………………………34 

2.6 Policies, systems and procedures………………………………………………...35 

2.7 Opportunities for Growth………………………………………………………...36 

2.8 Compensation and other benefits………………………………………………...36 

2.9 Staff Turnover and Organisation Development (OD)…………………………..38 

2.10 Conclusion of Literature Review………………………………………………..41 

 

CHAPTER 3: STUDY FINDINGS…………………………………………………..42 

3.1 Prevalence of Professional Staff Turnover………………………………………42 

3.2 Reasons for Professional Staff Turnover………………………………………...47 

3.3 Ways of Preventing Staff Turnover……………………………………………...49 

3.4 Conclusion on Prevalence, Reasons and Solutions of Staff Turnover…………50 

 

 
 



 v 

CHAPTER 4: CASE STUDIES……………………………………………………..54 

4.1 Case Studies………………………………………………………………………55 

4.2 Conclusions on the Case Studies………………………………………………...65 

CHAPTER 5: DISCUSSION OF STUDY FINDINGS…………...……………….67 

5.1 Salaries…………………………………………………………………………….67 

5.2 Training……………………………………………………………………………70 

5.3 Rules and Regulations……………………………………………………………72 

5.4 Relationships and Communication in the Organisation………………………..75 

5.5 Values and Culture in the Organisation…………………………………………80 

5.6 Vision and Mission in the Organisation………………………………………….83 

5.7 Government and Donor Politics………………………………………………….88 

5.8 Conclusion…………………………………………………………………………90 

 

CHAPTER 6: CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS………………….93 

OBJECTIVE ONE: Extent of Professional Staff Turnover  ……………………...94 

OBJECTIVE TWO: Reasons for Professional Staff Turnover……..………….....94 

OBJECTIVE THREE: Addressing Professional Staff Turnover..……………….98 

6.1 Conclusion………………………………………………………………………..101 

 

Bibliography…………………………………………………………………………..103 

Appendix 1: Directors’ checklist……………………………………………………..112 

Appendix 2: Professional Staff Questionnaire………………………………………113 

 



 vi 

LIST OF TABLES 

Table 1: Registered NGOs by sector…………………………………………………6 

Table 2: The Levels of Complexity Model…………………………………………..17 

Table 3: Management and Leadership………………………………………………28 

Table 4: Staff Turnover Prevalence………………………………………………….42 

Table 5: Length of Tenure before Staff Left their Organisations…………………..44 

Table 6: Movement of Staff……………………………………....……………………45 

Table 7: Numbers of Staff Made Redundant because of Project Termination…….46 

Table 8: Reasons for Turnover...……………………………………………………...47 

Table 9: Reasons for Staff Turnover among Professional Staff by Gender……......48 

Table 10: Ways of Preventing Staff Turnover…………………………………...…..49 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 vii

LIST OF ACRONYMS 

CARER                           Centre for Advocacy, Rights Education and Research 

COMPASS                     Community Partnerships for Sustainable Resource Management 

CONGOMA                   Council for Non-Governmental Organisations in Malawi 
 
DBU                                Development Broadcasting Unit 
 
DfID                               Department for Internationa l Development 
 

IEF                                  International Eye Foundation 
                          
MACRO                         Malawi AIDS Counseling Research Organisation 
 
MHRRC                         Malawi Human Rights Resource Centre 
 
NGO                               Non-Governmental Organisation 
 

OD                                 Organisation Development 

WLSM                           Wild Life Society of Malawi 
 
YONECO                      Youth Net and Counseling Organisation 
 
 
 


