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Abstract: Declining enrollment in higher education is of major concern. Existing literature tends 
to focus on enrollment management with little attention paid to how or why students are retained. 
The researchers believe that stay interviews—structured conversations designed to understand 
why individuals remain in their current roles (Vignesh & Babu, 2014)—may enable institutions to 
effectively highlight and/or enhance student satisfaction, which may lead to increased enrollment. 
Preliminary results of this study suggest that affordability, campus community, and academic 
support are key factors influencing retention. This study explores the potential of adapting stay 
interviews—a strategy used in corporate sectors—to undergraduate settings, particularly in a 
rural state college. 
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Due to falling birth rates, the number of college-age people is estimated to drop over 15% 

from 2025 to 2029 and continue to decline after that (Copley & Douthett, 2020), insinuating that 
higher education is facing an enrollment cliff (Copley & Douthett, 2020). Stay interviews are 
considered an important step in retaining employees in the business world (Vignesh & Babu, 
2014), with Robeano (2017) discussing that stay interviews can unearth unknown problems and 
fix them, helping to keep staff from leaving. As the opposite of an exit interview, stay interviews 
involve asking current employees why they stay and what would improve their work conditions. 

In higher education, student retention has been a long-standing challenge, particularly for 
rural institutions that often lack the resources and appeal of urban or flagship universities. Existing 
strategies to combat declining enrollment largely focus on recruitment rather than retention. 
However, understanding why students choose to remain at an institution provides equally, if not 
more, valuable insights. Adaptation of stay interviews into a student retention strategy may be one 
pathway to addressing this issue. 

We hypothesize that, by modifying stay interviews to focus on the experiences and needs 
of students, meaningful data about retention can be obtained. This includes examining specific 
factors such as financial support, campus environment, and academic opportunities. The study 
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seeks to explore whether such adaptations can provide actionable insights for improving retention 
at a rural state college. By modifying the original format—traditionally used for employees—to 
address student-specific challenges, the research aims to identify areas for institutional 
improvement and enhance the student experience. 
 

LITERATURE REVIEW 
 

The corporate origins of stay interviews illustrate their usefulness in identifying and mitigating 
employee dissatisfaction. Vignesh and Babu (2014) emphasized that stay interviews provide a 
proactive approach to retaining employees by uncovering latent dissatisfaction and areas for 
improvement. Robeano (2017) argued that these interviews could act as a feedback loop to 
improve organizational policies and practices, providing insights into what employees value in 
their roles and what might encourage them to stay (Warren et al., 2024; Kaye & Jordan-Evans, 
2015; Vignesh & Babu, 2012). It has been hypothesized that focusing on the reasons employees 
choose to stay, rather than why they leave, organizations can proactively address potential issues 
and improve employee satisfaction (Vignesh & Babu, 2012; Loft & Jensen, 2020). 

The practice of conducting stay interviews involves structured discussions between leaders 
and staff to identify specific actions that can enhance employee engagement. This approach is 
particularly beneficial in sectors facing workforce challenges, such as nursing, where it helps in 
developing targeted interventions to promote retention (Wang et al., 2023).  

While stay interviews offer valuable insights, they require careful implementation to be 
effective. Organizations must be prepared to act on the feedback received and address any concerns 
raised by employees. Additionally, stay interviews should be tailored to the specific context of the 
organization to ensure they capture relevant information (Ambrose et al., 2005). This approach 
helps in creating a supportive work environment that fosters long-term employee commitment.   
In the realm of higher education, parallels can be drawn. A decline in college enrollment has partly 
been attributed to a decrease in the U.S. college-age population, often referred to as a demographic 
storm or enrollment cliff. This is primarily due to a significant drop in birth rates following the 
2008 financial crisis, which has not rebounded with economic recover. As a result, the college-age 
population is expected to continue declining by 1-2% per year after 2029, creating long-term 
challenges for institutions reliant on tuition revenue (Pavlov & Katsamakas, 2020; Copley, 2020; 
Harvey-Smith, 2019). Pratt et al. (2019) found that first-generation students often face significant 
barriers, including lack of academic preparedness and financial insecurity.  

These factors often erode their confidence and sense of belonging, leading to lower 
retention rates. Accordingly, economic recessions have impacted college enrollment with the most 
recent downturn reducing full-time college enrollment by approximately 14% and impacting 
women more than men (Li, 2023). While it would appear that economic recessions have had a 
greater impact on females, men have been disproportionately affected by the decline in college 
enrollment, particularly at four-year institutions. Over the past decade, men’s enrollment has 
decreased by 1.2 million from its peak in 2011, while the decline for women is much smaller at 
0.2 million (Sutton, 2024). It was further found by Schanzenbach & Turner (2022) that the 
COVID-19 pandemic led to a 9.5% drop in community college enrollment between 2019 and 2020, 
with significant declines in programs requiring hands-on learning, such as assembly, repair, and 
maintenance skills.  
This decline in enrollment has forced institutions to reconsider their strategies. Traditional 
solutions like reducing faculty or expanding facilities may offer short-term financial relief, but are 
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insufficient for long-term viability (Pavlov & Katsamakas, 2020) And, while institutions are 
encouraged to reimagine strategic enrollment management to address these challenges, plans such 
as adding sports teams has not been shown to be beneficial as research by Le Crom et al. (2009) 
on NCAA student-athletes suggested that retention is not significantly influenced by sports 
participation alone but rather by broader support systems. 

Several theories of student engagement, such as Tinto’s (1975) model of student retention, 
highlight the importance of academic and social integration in fostering student  
commitment to an institution. Adapting stay interviews to identify gaps in these areas could 
provide actionable insights for improving the college experience. 

 
METHODS 

 
A short survey of 12 questions was distributed to the undergraduate face-to-face population 

of a rural state college via email. All results were collected anonymously via PsychData and coded 
for key words in context (KWIC). All survey questions were based on those distributed by the 
Society for Human Resource Management (SHRM) regarding employee retention. Of 641 
students, 100 replied for a 15.6% response rate. 
 
SURVEY DESIGN 
The survey included questions adapted to address key areas of student satisfaction and retention. 

These included: 
 

1. What motivates you to attend this college? 
2. What aspects of your college experience are most satisfying? 
3. What changes would make attending this college more fulfilling? 
4. What challenges have you faced while attending this institution? 
5. What factors might lead you to consider transferring? 

 
The survey questions were slightly modified from their original SHRM format to reflect the unique 
needs and experiences of students. For example, questions about workplace conditions were 
reframed to address academic and social environments. 
 
DATA ANALYSIS 
      Responses were analyzed using the KWIC method, categorizing key themes such as 
affordability, campus facilities, academic programs, and social support systems. Demographic data 
were also considered to identify trends among specific student subgroups 
 
PARTICIPANT DEMOGRAPHICS  

Among the 100 respondents, 55% identified as female and 45% as male. Students ranged 
in age from 18 to 24. Academic standing was distributed with 30% first-year, 25% sophomores, 
20% juniors, and 25% seniors. Roughly 35% identified as first-generation students, and 20% 
reported participation in intercollegiate athletics. These demographics provide important context 
for interpreting the findings. 
 
LIMITATIONS  
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While the survey provided valuable insights, its response rate of 15.6% limits the 
generalizability of findings. Additionally, self-reported data may be influenced by social 
desirability bias. Another limitation lies in the adaptation of the SHRM questions, which may not 
fully capture all aspects of the student experience. 

.  
RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

 
KEY FINDINGS 

Overall, most participants answered that they were attending the college the next academic 
year, granted they were not already graduating. The stay interviews with revealed 
multidimensional perspectives on why students persist, what they value, and what challenges 
threaten their retention. Their voices underscore the importance of both tangible supports (such as 
affordability and scholarships) and intangible factors (such as sense of belonging, faculty 
engagement, and motivation). Analysis of their responses identified five recurring themes: sense 
of community, academic and faculty support, affordability and financial considerations, campus 
life and resources, and factors that may tempt departure. 
 
SENSE OF COMMUNITY 
 Students consistently highlighted the relationships they formed on campus as central to 
their decision to remain enrolled. Peer interactions, especially, emerged as critical to retention. 
One student reflected, “Seeing peers and professional staff keeps me going” (senior, non-athlete). 
Another echoed, “Friends and scholarships keep me here” (junior, non-athlete). The relational 
aspect of campus life fostered a sense of connection that countered feelings of isolation. 
For some, the small size of the institution was a distinct advantage: “I like the small class sizes 
and one-on-one with professors” (junior, student-athlete). This environment allowed them to feel 
recognized as individuals rather than anonymous faces. Yet, for others, the intimacy of the campus 
was insufficient to outweigh other limitations: “It feels like there isn’t enough to do here. 
Sometimes the small size makes it boring” (sophomore, student-athlete). 

Even when frustrations were present, students returned to the idea that relationships 
tethered them to the college. One explained, “Even when I think about transferring, I remember 
the people who’ve supported me here, and that makes me stay” (senior, student-athlete). These 
responses highlight how belonging operates as both a protective factor against attrition and a 
motivator for persistence. 

 
ACADEMIC AND FACULTY SUPPORT 

Faculty engagement was repeatedly identified as a source of encouragement. A student-
athlete noted, “Becoming a better educator and learning more through my professors is what 
excites me about coming to class” (junior, student-athlete). Positive interactions with instructors 
fostered a sense of purpose and growth. 

However, concerns about faculty availability and administrative decisions also surfaced. 
One student voiced frustration: “The lack of professors in the Kinesiology department is 
discouraging” (sophomore, student-athlete). Another added, “How the college handles things—
like trying to get their way instead of listening to students—makes me feel unheard” (senior, 
student-athlete). 

Students’ comments suggest that while faculty presence and mentorship can strongly 
reinforce persistence, perceived neglect or lack of responsiveness can be equally demotivating. A 



                                                        Ryan, K., Kouba, V., & Wells, L.  
 

Educational Researcher: Theory & Practice, Volume 36, Issue 3, ISSN 2637-8965 

5      

non-athlete reflected this tension: “Some professors really care about my learning, and others just 
seem checked out. It’s hard to know which I’ll get” (sophomore). These differences underscore 
the unevenness of academic support across departments and instructors. 

 
AFFORDABILITY AND FINANCIAL CONSIDERATIONS 

Finances were the most frequently cited determinant of persistence. Students described 
affordability and scholarships as essential: “It’s cheap and I’m almost done with my degree” 
(junior, student-athlete). Another reinforced, “Affordability and how close I am to graduation 
keeps me here” (senior, student-athlete). 

Scholarships were repeatedly described as both anchors and potential temptations. One 
student explained, “Scholarship opportunities and hopefully finishing my degree keep me here” 
(sophomore, student-athlete). In contrast, others acknowledged that financial incentives could 
easily pull them away: “A better scholarship offer might tempt me to leave” (freshman, student-
athlete). 

For some, financial pressure was compounded by limited institutional support. One non-
athlete stated bluntly, “They can leave me alone unless I ask for help. I just need more 
scholarships, not check-ins” (sophomore). These perspectives suggest that retention efforts 
grounded in financial stability—emergency grants, consistent scholarship offerings, and 
transparent tuition policies—may be particularly impactful. 
 
CAMPUS LIFE AND RESOURCES 

Students’ perceptions of campus life varied widely, ranging from appreciation of the 
physical environment to dissatisfaction with limited activities and resources. A sophomore shared, 
“I like (redacted) campus the most” (non-athlete), while another emphasized the need for more: 
“More on-campus activities to attend would make college more satisfying” (sophomore, student-
athlete). 

Concerns about food services were voiced repeatedly: “Better food would improve my 
experience” (freshman, student-athlete). Similarly, course scheduling was described as a barrier: 
“Class scheduling for a more streamlined degree plan would help a lot” (freshman, student-
athlete). 

These insights illustrate that even seemingly peripheral elements—food, recreation, course 
availability—can meaningfully shape student satisfaction. A senior summarized the issue: “It’s 
not just about classes. When the day-to-day feels frustrating, you start to wonder if it’s worth 
staying” (non-athlete). 
 
FACTORS THAT MAY TEMPT DEPARTURE 

When asked directly what might cause them to leave, students pointed to both internal and 
external pressures. Some expressed absolute commitment: “I don’t plan on leaving until I 
graduate” (sophomore, non-athlete). Others acknowledged vulnerabilities: “If the cost went up, 
or they dropped classes I need, I would consider leaving” (junior, student-athlete). 

Geographic isolation was another concern: “The location of the college in relation to how 
far it is from where I live makes it hard” (sophomore, student-athlete). Employment opportunities 
also weighed heavily: “A job offering that will pay my way out of college could make me leave” 
(senior, non-athlete). 
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One student’s frustration captured the fragility of persistence: “Literally anything. Actually 
listen to student concerns and do something about them. If they don’t, I’ll find another place that 
will” (junior, student-athlete). 

The student voices captured through these interviews illustrate that retention is deeply 
relational and multifactorial. Community, affordability, and faculty engagement emerged as the 
most consistent protective factors. At the same time, dissatisfaction with resources, geographic 
location, financial strain, and administrative practices presented risks for attrition. 

Importantly, the interviews revealed the emotional dimension of student persistence. 
Words like “supported,” “discouraged,” “motivated,” and “frustrated” appeared frequently, 
highlighting the ways in which students experience retention as more than a rational calculation—
it is also a reflection of whether they feel valued, empowered, and heard. 
 
SUMMARY 

The student voices captured through these interviews illustrate that retention is deeply 
relational and multifactorial. Community, affordability, and faculty engagement emerged as the 
most consistent protective factors. At the same time, dissatisfaction with resources, geographic 
location, financial strain, and administrative practices presented risks for attrition. 

Importantly, the interviews revealed the emotional dimension of student persistence. 
Words like “supported,” “discouraged,” “motivated,” and “frustrated” appeared frequently, 
highlighting the ways in which students experience retention as more than a rational calculation—
it is also a reflection of whether they feel valued, empowered, and heard. 
 
COMPARATIVE ANALYSIS 

These findings align with broader research on rural higher education. For instance, Pratt et 
al. (2019) noted that financial support and a sense of belonging are critical for first-generation 
students, a demographic that often overlaps with rural college populations. Similarly, Tinto’s 
(1975) retention model underscores the significance of social and academic integration, both of 
which were reflected in student feedback. 
 
IMPLICATIONS FOR RETENTION STRATEGIES 

The results suggest that targeted investments in campus facilities, academic support, and 
social engagement could significantly enhance student satisfaction and retention. For example: 
- Upgrading residence halls and dining options could improve the overall campus experience. 
- Expanding tutoring and mental health services may address academic and personal challenges. 
- Organizing more campus events could foster a greater sense of community. 
 
LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE RESEARCH 

This study's limitations include its reliance on self-reported data and the relatively low 
response rate. Future research could expand the sample size and explore the applicability of stay 
interviews across diverse educational contexts. Additionally, longitudinal studies could examine 
how changes based on stay interview feedback influence retention rates over time. 
 
RECOMMENDATIONS 

Based on the findings, the following recommendations are proposed: 
 



                                                        Ryan, K., Kouba, V., & Wells, L.  
 

Educational Researcher: Theory & Practice, Volume 36, Issue 3, ISSN 2637-8965 

7      

1. Enhance Affordability: Continue offering competitive scholarships and 
explore additional financial aid options to alleviate student concerns about rising 
costs. 
 
2. Improve Campus Facilities: Prioritize renovations to residence halls, expand 

parking availability and expand dinning services.  
 

3. Expand Academic Support: Increase access to tutoring, academic advising, and 
counseling services to address student needs proactively. 
 

4. Foster Social Connections: Develop a comprehensive schedule of on-campus 
events, clubs, and activities to strengthen the campus community. 
 

5. Leverage Student Feedback: Conduct regular stay interviews or surveys to 
maintain an ongoing dialogue with students and address emerging concerns. 

As institutions of higher learning continue to vie for enrollment and retention, 

understanding why students select and remain at a college is paramount. Declining enrollment in 

higher education often leads to staff reductions or, in extreme cases, the  

1. closure of colleges. By adopting innovative approaches like stay interviews, 
colleges can better address student needs, enhance satisfaction, and ultimately 
improve retention rates. 

 
EDUCATIONAL IMPORTANCE OF THE STUDY 

As institutions of higher learning continue to vie for enrollment and retention, 
understanding why students select and remain at a college is paramount. Declining enrollment in 
higher education often leads to staff reductions or, in extreme cases, the closure of colleges. By 
adopting innovative approaches like stay interviews, colleges can better address student needs, 
enhance satisfaction, and ultimately improve retention rates. 

 
CONCLUSIONS 

 
This study demonstrates the potential of stay interviews as a tool for understanding and 

improving student retention in higher education. By focusing on the reasons students choose to 
stay, rather than solely on why they leave, institutions can develop more targeted strategies to 
foster satisfaction and success. Findings from this study highlight that retention is shaped not only 
by financial support and academic resources, but also by the quality of faculty-student 
relationships, the cultivation of a sense of community, and responsiveness to students’ lived 
experiences. 

Importantly, student voices pointed to the power of small but meaningful interventions—
such as improved communication, efficient course scheduling, and addressing campus-life 
frustrations—that can have a disproportionate effect on satisfaction and persistence. Universities 
can differentiate their efforts by institutionalizing stay interviews as a regular practice, ensuring 
that student feedback is not only collected but acted upon in ways that affirm identity and 
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belonging. By embedding student voice into decision-making, higher education can move beyond 
common retention strategies toward a responsive, student-centered model that creates 
environments where students feel heard, supported, and valued. 

While further research is needed to validate these findings across diverse settings, the 
preliminary results underscore the value of integrating corporate retention strategies into academic 
contexts in ways that are relational, responsive, and rooted in the authentic experiences of students. 
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APPENDIX 
 

Collegiate Stay Interview 
1. Are you 19 years of age or older? 
2. Are you a student-athlete? 
3. How many semesters have you attended Peru State College? 
4. Do you plan on attending Peru State College next year? If no, why not? 
5. What do you look forward to when coming to campus each day? 
6. What do you like most or least about attending college here? 
7. What keeps you attending college here? 
8. If you could change something about attending college here, what would that be? 
9. What would make attending Peru State College more satisfying? 
10. What motivates (or demotivates) you? 
11. What can Peru State College do to best support you? 
12. What might tempt you to leave Peru State College? 

 
SHRM Stay Interview 

1. What	do	you	look	forward	to	when	you	come	to	work	each	day?	
2. What	do	you	like	most	or	least	about	working	here?	
3. What	keeps	you	working	here?	
4. If	you	could	change	something	about	your	job,	what	would	that	be?	
5. What	would	make	your	job	more	satisfying?	
6. How	do	you	like	to	be	recognized?	
7. What	talents	are	not	being	used	in	your	current	role?	
8. What	would	you	like	to	learn	here?	
9. What	motivates	(or	demotivates)	you?	
10. What	can	I	do	to	best	support	you?	
11. What	can	I	do	more	of	or	less	of	as	your	manager?	
12. What	might	tempt	you	to	leave?	

 


