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Abstract

The accelerating pace of globalisation, digital disruption, and post-pandemic workforce
restructuring has placed employee retention at the centre of strategic HR discourse in India.
Despite India's emergence as one of the world's fastest-growing economies, organisations
across sectors continue to grapple with high attrition rates, skill-gap mismatches, and
evolving employee expectations. This study employs a phenomenological qualitative
research design to investigate the lived experiences of HR leaders and examine the interplay
between organisational culture, leadership behaviour, and employee retention outcomes in
Indian corporations. In-depth semi-structured interviews were conducted with eight senior
HR professionals drawn from diverse sectors including Information Technology, Banking,
Financial Services & Insurance (BFSI), Manufacturing, and E-Commerce across major
Indian metros. Thematic analysis, guided by Braun and Clarke's six-phase framework,
revealed four dominant themes: (1) the primacy of psychological safety and belonging, (2)
leadership empathy as a retention catalyst, (3) the misalignment between formal HR policy
and lived workplace experience, and (4) the emerging significance of career architecture and
growth visibility. The findings contribute original theoretical insights to the existing
literature on talent management in emerging economies and offer actionable
recommendations for HR practitioners seeking to build resilient, engagement-focused
organisations in the Indian context.
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I. INTRODUCTION

India stands at an inflection point in its economic trajectory. With a workforce of over 500 million and a rapidly
expanding services sector, the country has cemented its position as a global hub for talent. Yet paradoxically,
organisations operating in this talent-rich environment consistently report attrition as one of their most pressing strategic
challenges. According to data compiled by the National HRD Network (2023), the average annual attrition rate across
Indian industries hovered between 20% and 35% in the post-pandemic period a figure considerably higher than
comparable economies in Southeast Asia and Latin America.

The conventional response to attrition salary revision, bonuses, and perquisites while necessary, has proven
insufficient in addressing the deeper structural and cultural drivers of disengagement. Scholars and practitioners alike
have begun to recognise that retention is fundamentally an organisational culture problem as much as a compensation
problem (Hom et al., 2017; Thite, 2021). This shift in perspective demands a richer, more nuanced investigation of the
organisational dynamics that shape an employee's decision to remain with or leave an employer.
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Qualitative inquiry, with its emphasis on depth, context, and lived experience, offers an appropriate
methodological lens for this purpose. While quantitative studies have mapped the statistical correlates of turnover
intention in India (Mishra & Mohanty, 2020; Sharma, 2019), far less attention has been paid to the subjective experiences
of HR leaders who architect and implement retention ecosystems on a daily basis. Their perspectives shaped by years of
navigating the complex intersections of policy, people, and organisational politics constitute a rich and underexplored
source of theoretical insight.

This study addresses this gap by asking: How do senior HR professionals in Indian organisations understand,
experience, and respond to the challenge of employee retention? Through phenomenological interviews with eight
experienced practitioners, we seek to illuminate the cultural, relational, and structural forces that shape retention outcomes
in the Indian context, and to derive grounded theoretical propositions of value to both scholars and managers.

1.1. Objectives of the Study

e To explore the perceptions and lived experiences of senior HR professionals regarding employee retention in
Indian organisations.

e To identify the cultural and leadership-related factors that HR practitioners associate with successful retention
outcomes.

e To examine the gap between formal HR policy frameworks and the actual employee experience.

e To develop grounded conceptual insights that advance the theoretical understanding of retention in emerging
economy contexts.

Il. REVIEW OF LITERATURE

2.1. Employee Retention: Theoretical Foundations

Employee retention broadly defined as an organisation's ability to prevent voluntary turnover has been theorised
through multiple lenses. Mobley's (1977) seminal Turnover Process Model identified job dissatisfaction as the primary
antecedent of the cognitive withdrawal process that culminates in resignation. Subsequent work by Price and Mueller
(1981) introduced the concept of structural determinants of turnover, including routinisation of work, centralisation of
authority, and distributive justice. These early models, however, were largely reductionist and failed to account for the
cultural embeddedness of employment relationships.

Mitchell et al.'s (2001) concept of 'job embeddedness' marked a pivotal shift, arguing that retention is shaped not
merely by job satisfaction but by the complex web of links, fit, and sacrifice that tether an individual to an organisation
and its community. This multi-dimensional conceptualisation has proven particularly relevant in the Indian context, where
collectivist cultural values, familial obligations, and community networks substantially influence career decisions
(Budhwar & Bhatnagar, 2009).

2.2. Organisational Culture and Retention

Organisational culture the shared values, norms, and assumptions that guide organisational behaviour has emerged
as a critical determinant of employee retention (O'Reilly & Chatman, 1996). A culture characterised by psychological
safety (Edmondson, 1999), inclusion, and growth orientation is consistently associated with higher retention rates.
Conversely, toxic cultures marked by fear, favouritism, and opaque advancement pathways drive talented employees to
seek alternatives, irrespective of compensation levels (Sull et al., 2022).

In the Indian context, research by Rao (2017) and Thite (2021) has highlighted the distinctive challenge of
navigating hierarchical cultural norms while simultaneously building the flatter, more collaborative structures demanded
by knowledge-economy employees. The tension between paternalistic management traditions and the aspirations of a
young, mobile, digitally empowered workforce creates a unique cultural negotiation that HR practitioners must manage
continuously.

2.3. Leadership and Talent Retention

The adage 'employees don't leave jobs, they leave managers' has found substantial empirical support in the HR
literature (Gallup, 2019). Transformational leadership, characterised by intellectual stimulation, individualised
consideration, and inspirational motivation (Bass & Avolio, 1994), has been positively linked to affective commitment
and reduced turnover intention across multiple international studies. In the Indian context, where power distance is high
and authority is significantly personalised, the specific relational style of the immediate manager carries disproportionate
weight in an employee's retention calculus (Kumar & Krishnan, 2020).

2.4. The Indian Context: Unique Challenges

India presents a set of contextual variables that complicate direct application of Western retention models. These
include:

¢ A demographically young workforce with distinct generational expectations (Millennials and Gen Z collectively
constituting over 60% of the organised sector workforce);

e Extreme sectoral heterogeneity (IT sector attrition differs fundamentally from manufacturing sector dynamics);

e A persistent rural-urban mobility that continuously reshapes talent supply chains.
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Furthermore, the rapid formalisation of the gig economy has introduced new competitive pressure on traditional
employment relationships (Niti Aayog, 2022).

Despite a growing body of quantitative survey-based research on turnover intention in India, there remains a
significant dearth of qualitative studies that capture the experiential and interpretive dimensions of HR practice. This
study seeks to address that gap.

I1l. RESEARCH METHODOLOGY
3.1. Research Design

This study adopts a phenomenological qualitative research design, consistent with the epistemological stance that
social phenomena are best understood through the subjective experiences and interpretations of those who inhabit them
(Creswell & Poth, 2018). Phenomenology is particularly well-suited to the exploration of complex, lived experiences
such as the day-to-day practice of HR leadership that resist operationalisation into quantifiable variables. The study is
situated within an interpretivist paradigm and draws on constructivist grounded theory principles to build conceptual
understanding from the data.

3.2. Participant Selection and Profile

Purposive sampling was employed to identify participants with deep, relevant experience in HR leadership roles
within Indian organisations. Eight participants (n=8) were selected based on the following criteria: a minimum of eight
years of experience in HR management, current or recent employment in a senior HR role (HR Manager and above),
employment in an organisation with more than 500 employees, and willingness to participate in an in-depth interview.
The participant profile is presented in Table 1 below.

Table 1: Participant Profile

Code Designation Industry Experience Location
P1 Senior HR Manager IT & Software 14 Years Bengaluru
P2 Head of Talent Acquisition BFSI 11 Years Mumbai
P3 Organizational Dev. Lead Manufacturing 9 Years Pune
P4 Chief People Officer E-Commerce 17 Years Delhi NCR
P5 HR Business Partner Pharmaceuticals 8 Years Hyderabad
P6 Learning & Dev. Manager Telecom 12 Years Chennai
P7 Deputy HR Director Retail 10 Years Ahmedabad
P8 Workforce Planning Manager IT & Software 15 Years Bengaluru

Theoretical saturation was approached by the seventh interview and confirmed following the eighth, at which point
no new thematic categories emerged from the data.

3.3. Data Collection

Data were collected through semi-structured, in-depth interviews conducted between March and June 2024. Each
interview lasted between 60 and 90 minutes and was conducted via video conferencing (Microsoft Teams or Google
Meet) to accommodate participants located across multiple cities. A flexible interview guide was developed, anchored by
five broad thematic areas:

Perceptions of organisational culture and its impact on employee experience
The role of leadership in shaping retention

The effectiveness of existing HR policies

Understanding of employee expectations particularly among younger cohorts
Strategic approaches and innovations in talent retention.

All interviews were audio-recorded with participant consent and subsequently transcribed verbatim.
3.4. Data Analysis
Thematic analysis was conducted following the six-phase framework proposed by Braun and Clarke (2006):

Familiarisation with data,
Generation of initial codes,
Searching for themes,

Reviewing themes,

Defining and naming themes, and
Producing the report.

NVivo 14 software was employed to facilitate systematic coding and theme management. Initial open coding
yielded 187 discrete codes, which were subsequently condensed through axial coding into 22 sub-categories and
ultimately organised into four overarching themes.

To ensure rigour, the study employed multiple trustworthiness strategies including member checking (participants
reviewed and confirmed the accuracy of transcripts), peer debriefing (a second researcher independently reviewed a 30%
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subsample of coded data), and reflexive journaling by the lead researcher to document and manage potential researcher
bias.

IV. FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION

Thematic analysis identified four primary themes from the interview data. These themes are presented below,
accompanied by illustrative participant quotations and contextualised discussion.

4.1. Theme 1: Psychological Safety and Belonging as the Bedrock of Retention

All eight participants identified the presence or absence of psychological safety the belief that one can speak up,
take risks, and be authentic without fear of punishment — as the single most important cultural determinant of retention.
Participants consistently described how organisations that invested heavily in compensation packages but neglected to
build psychologically safe environments still suffered high attrition, particularly among high performers.

We increased our compensation benchmarks to the 75th percentile. Attrition didn't drop. Then we started
listening sessions real ones, not performative and in six months, voluntary exits fell by 40%. People don't
leave for 10% more salary. They leave when they stop feeling seen. (P4, Chief People Officer, E-
Commerce)

Participants also emphasised the role of inclusivity and belonging, noting that employees from Tier-2 and Tier-3
city backgrounds often experienced cultural alienation in large metropolitan organisations despite formal inclusion
policies. This finding resonates with Kahn's (1990) seminal work on psychological conditions of engagement and extends
it to the culturally specific dynamics of social stratification in Indian workplaces.

4.2. Theme 2: Leadership Empathy as a Retention Catalyst

The second major theme centred on the transformative impact of empathetic leadership behaviours on employee
retention. Participants drew a sharp distinction between transactional management focused on deliverables, targets, and
performance metrics and relational leadership that acknowledged employees as whole human beings with lives,
aspirations, and vulnerabilities extending beyond their job descriptions.

In the Indian corporate setting, your manager is almost a parental figure. If that relationship breaks down if
the manager is dismissive, politically motivated, or simply unavailable no HR intervention can repair that
damage quickly enough. We've lost exceptional people because their managers were tactically brilliant but
emotionally unavailable. (P1, Senior HR Manager, IT Sector)

Participants also noted that empathetic leadership was particularly critical during periods of organisational change,
restructuring, and uncertainty conditions that have become increasingly frequent in the post-pandemic operating
environment. Leaders who communicated transparently, acknowledged employee anxieties, and took proactive steps to
address insecurity were associated with measurably higher retention. This finding aligns with the emerging literature on
compassionate leadership (Ramarajan & Reid, 2013) and enriches it with context-specific Indian data.

4.3. Theme 3: The Gap Between HR Policy and Lived Experience

A striking and recurring theme across interviews was the significant disconnect between the formal HR policies
espoused by organisations and the actual, day-to-day experiences of employees. Participants described this as the 'policy-
practice gap' a phenomenon wherein progressive, well-intentioned HR policies (flexible working, mental health support,
learning & development entitlements) existed on paper but were systematically undermined by middle management
behaviours, inadequate implementation budgets, or cultural norms that stigmatised their use.

We had a mental health day policy, which was quite progressive for the sector. But if an employee actually
took a mental health day, their manager would give them a look you know, that look. The policy existed
but the culture said something different. Employees noticed. (P6, L&D Manager, Telecom)

This finding extends Legge's (1995) distinction between espoused theory and theory-in-use to the specific domain
of HR policy in Indian organisations, and suggests that the integrity gap between formal policy and cultural reality may
be a uniquely powerful driver of disengagement and attrition. Several participants recommended a systematic 'culture
audit’ approach analogous to a financial audit to identify and remediate these gaps before they manifest as turnover.

4.4. Theme 4: Career Architecture and the Visibility of Growth

The fourth theme addressed the increasing importance of clear, transparent, and personalised career pathways as
a retention mechanism. Participants noted a fundamental shift in employee expectations particularly among Millennials
and Gen Z away from loyalty to a single employer and towards ownership of career development. Employees who could
clearly see how their skills would evolve, how promotion decisions were made, and what lateral opportunities existed
within the organisation demonstrated significantly higher retention propensity.

The conversation has fundamentally changed. Five years ago, people asked 'Is this a stable company?"
Today they ask 'Will | be a better professional in two years by staying here?' If we can't answer that
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convincingly, we lose them. Career architecture is no longer a nice-to-have it's a retention imperative. (P8,
Workforce Planning Manager, 1T)

Participants also highlighted the importance of making career frameworks visible not merely having internal
documentation, but actively communicating growth pathways through regular career conversations, mentoring structures,
and transparent promotion criteria. Organisations that invested in individual development plans tied to business outcomes
were reported to show markedly lower attrition, even when their total compensation was not market-leading.

V. PROPOSED CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK

Drawing on the four emergent themes, we propose a conceptual framework the Cultural Anchors of Retention
(CAR) Model which posits that sustainable employee retention in Indian organisations is a function of four interconnected
cultural anchors: Psychological Safety, Relational Leadership, Policy-Practice Integrity, and Career Visibility. These
anchors are not independent; they are mutually reinforcing and operate within the broader contextual envelope of India's
socio-economic and demographic dynamics.

The CAR Model advances existing retention theory in three significant ways. First, it foregrounds culture as the
mediating variable between HR practice and retention outcomes a relationship that has been theorised but rarely subjected
to rich qualitative scrutiny in the Indian context. Second, it introduces Policy-Practice Integrity as a distinct construct,
distinguishing between the mere existence of HR policies and their actual cultural enactment. Third, it reframes career
architecture not as a tactical HR tool but as a strategic cultural signal that communicates an organisation's respect for
employee agency and aspiration.

VI. CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS

6.1. Conclusion

This study set out to explore, through the experiential lens of senior HR practitioners, the cultural and relational
dynamics that underpin employee retention in Indian organisations. The findings reveal a compelling picture: retention
is, at its heart, a cultural challenge one that demands sustained, visible, and authentic commitment from leadership at all
levels of the organisation. Compensation remains a necessary baseline, but it is the quality of the human experience the
feeling of being seen, trusted, supported, and invested in that ultimately determines whether talented individuals choose
to stay or leave.

The four themes identified psychological safety, leadership empathy, policy-practice integrity, and career visibility
collectively constitute a robust framework for understanding retention in the Indian context and offer a meaningful
contribution to the global literature on talent management in emerging economies. Future research employing multi-site
case studies and longitudinal designs would further strengthen these findings.

6.2. Implications for Practice

e HR leaders should conduct annual culture audits to identify and remediate gaps between formal HR policy and
lived employee experience, particularly in the areas of mental health, work-life balance, and inclusivity.

o Leadership development programmes must explicitly incorporate empathy and relational communication as core
competencies, with accountability mechanisms tied to team-level retention metrics.

e Organisations should invest in transparent career architecture frameworks that go beyond job titles to articulate
skill development pathways, lateral mobility options, and mentoring access.

e Building psychological safety should be treated as a strategic organisational priority, with senior leaders modelling
vulnerability and transparency and structuring regular feedback mechanisms that are truly responsive.

6.3. Limitations of the Study

The study is limited by its sample size (n=8), which, while appropriate for phenomenological inquiry, limits
generalisability to the broader population of Indian HR professionals. The focus on senior HR perspectives, while yielding
rich strategic insights, does not capture the direct experiences of employees themselves a limitation that future research
should address. Additionally, the virtual interview format, while enabling cross-city participation, may have reduced the
depth of interpersonal rapport compared to in-person settings.

REFERENCES

Bass, Bernard M., & Avolio, Bruce J.. (1994). Improving organizational effectiveness through transformational leadership. Sage
Publications.

Braun, Virginia, & Clarke, Victoria. (2006). Using thematic analysis in psychology. Qualitative Research in Psychology, 3(2), 77-101.

Budhwar, Pawan S., & Bhatnagar, Jyotsna. (2009). The changing face of people management in India. Routledge.

Creswell, John W., & Poth, Cheryl N.. (2018). Qualitative inquiry and research design: Choosing among five approaches (4th ed.).
Sage Publications.

Edmondson, Amy. (1999). Psychological safety and learning behavior in work teams. Administrative Science Quarterly, 44(2), 350—
383.

Gallup. (2019). State of the American workplace report. Gallup Inc.

Hom, Peter W., Lee, Thomas W., Shaw, Jason D., & Hausknecht, John P.. (2017). One hundred years of employee turnover theory and
research. Journal of Applied Psychology, 102(3), 530-545.

Volume: 1 | Issue: 2 | May — 2026 | www.peerreviewjournal.in/index.php/prjcm |

RESEARCH PUELICATIONS


http://www.peerreviewjournal.in/index.php/prjcm

Kahn, William A.. (1990). Psychological conditions of personal engagement and disengagement at work. Academy of Management
Journal, 33(4), 692-724.

Kumar, R., & Krishnan, S. K.. (2020). Leadership styles and employee retention: Evidence from Indian IT firms. South Asian Journal
of Human Resource Management, 7(1), 33-55.

Legge, Karen. (1995). Human resource management: Rhetorics and realities. Macmillan Business.

Mishra, M., & Mohanty, M.. (2020). Determinants of turnover intention among IT professionals in India: A structural equation
modelling approach. Decision, 47(4), 387-402.

Mitchell, Terence R., Holtom, Brooks C., Lee, Thomas W., Sablynski, Chris J., & Erez, Miriam. (2001). Why people stay: Using job
embeddedness to predict voluntary turnover. Academy of Management Journal, 44(6), 1102-1121.

Mobley, William H.. (1977). Intermediate linkages in the relationship between job satisfaction and employee turnover. Journal of
Applied Psychology, 62(2), 237-240.

National HRD Network. (2023). India attrition outlook report 2023. NHRDN Publications.

NITI Aayog. (2022). India's booming gig and platform economy. Government of India.

O'Reilly, Charles A., & Chatman, Jennifer A.. (1996). Culture as social control: Corporations, cults, and commitment. Research in
Organizational Behavior, 18, 157-200.

Price, James L., & Mueller, Charles W.. (1981). A causal model of turnover for nurses. Academy of Management Journal, 24(3), 543—
565.

Ramarajan, Lakshmi, & Reid, Erin. (2013). Shattering the myth of separate worlds. Academy of Management Review, 38(4), 621-644.

Rao, T. V.. (2017). HRD audit: Evaluating the human resource function for business improvement (2nd ed.). Sage India.

Sharma, A.. (2019). Work engagement and its antecedents in the Indian corporate sector. Vikalpa: The Journal for Decision Makers,
44(3), 136-149.

Sull, Donald, Sull, Charles, & Zweig, Ben. (2022). Toxic culture is driving the great resignation. MIT Sloan Management Review,
63(2), 1-9.

Thite, Mohan (Ed.). (2021). e-HRM: Digital approaches, directions & applications. Routledge.

Volume: 1 | Issue: 2 | May — 2026 | www.peerreviewjournal.in/index.php/prjcm |

RESEARCH PUELICATIONS


http://www.peerreviewjournal.in/index.php/prjcm

