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Overview
Academic Impressions is the only organization that conducts in-depth studies of professional development specific to 
the higher-education sector. Our third such study was conducted in December 2017, collecting survey data from 2,577 
participants from hundreds of non-profit institutions of higher education—including faculty, frontline staff, and academic 
and administrative leaders. 46% of participants have management or supervisory roles. 33.5% were baby boomers (over age 
50), 39% were Gen X (ages 36-50), and 27.5% were millennials (age 35 or younger).

Three key findings have emerged from the data:

1. Professional development has a significant impact on turnover. 71% of higher-ed professionals report that more 
access to professional development would increase their likelihood of staying at their current institution.

2. Quality of supervisory support for professional development is highly predictive of job satisfaction, perceived 
opportunities for growth at the institution, and whether staff report that their department has a culture supportive of 
professional development and growth.

3. A departmental culture that is supportive of learning and professional development is closely tied to job 
satisfaction, retention, and perceived opportunity for career advancement.

Yet, while most study participants (88%) concur on the importance of professional development, we also found that many 
departments and units do not have processes, structures, and support in place to be planful about their training investments 
or optimize the return on professional development. Frequently, there aren’t clear incentives or accountability for pursuing 
professional development.

We believe, based on these data, that in higher education, many institutions have both room for improvement in investing in 
professional development more planfully—and much to gain by doing so. Institutions that act on these findings may realize 
opportunities to build staff capacity, improve employees’ job satisfaction, and limit turnover

We share these key findings in the pages that follow.



4

1. The Impact of Professional 
Development on Turnover and 
Staff Retention

Across all demographics and institution types, higher-ed professionals confirm the importance of access to new learning 
and professional development opportunities—with 88% of all respondents saying this access is either “extremely” or “very” 
important to them as employees, and less than 3% saying that it is “slightly” or “not at all” important.

This mirrors findings from research conducted across other sectors. For example, in their 2016 Employee Job Satisfaction and 
Engagement report, the Society for Human Resources Management (SHRM) found that 86% of employees rate professional 
development as either “important” or “very important” to their job satisfaction. While all generations of employees report that 
professional development is important, this was found to be especially emphatic among younger employees (millennials and 
Gen X), and the proportion who selected “very important” increased by 9 percentage points between 2005 and 2015.

In our study, we also asked:

88% 9%

3%

0%

How important is access to new learning and professional 
development opportunities to you as an employee?

If you had more access to professional 
development and learning opportunities, 
would this increase your likelihood of staying 
at the institution?

Extremely or Very

Moderately

Slightly

Not at all

Not at all

17%

Slightly

12% Yes

71%
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71%...
struck us as a very telling statistic. We saw slight differences across generations of employees, with 76% of millennials (staff 
aged 35 or under) saying improved access to professional development would increase their likely retention, compared to 
65% of boomers (staff over age 50). In fact, fully 47%—nearly half—of millennials say that increased access to professional 
development opportunities would be “extremely” or “very” likely to increase their retention. While younger and mid-career 
professionals attach more importance to processional development than older professionals, nearly 2 out of 3 baby boomers 
still report that increased access to professional development would positively impact their retention.

If you had more access to professional development and 
learning opportunities, would this increase your likelihood 
of staying at the institution?

Extremely or Very

Note: Percentages may not add up to exactly 100% due to rounding.
Responses were provided on a Likert scale, with 1 = “not at all,” 5 = extremely.

Millennials (76%) X’ers (73%) Boomers (65%)

Moderately

Slightly or not at all

Similarly, in the corporate sector, Better Buys’ 2016 survey The Impact of Professional Development, which divided respondents 
into two cohorts—those with access to many professional development opportunities, and those who reported having 
limited access and found that 75% of employees with more PD access say they are likely to stay with their organization for 5 
more years, compared to only 56% of employees with fewer PD opportunities.

This consistency across sectors suggests that there may be lessons that institutions of higher education can be learn from 
successful corporate-sector efforts to provide staff with more professional development planning and with increased learning 
and development opportunities. Our findings also suggest that higher-ed units, departments, and institutions that are facing 
high staff turnover may want to assess whether they are providing sufficient access to and support for their employees’ 
professional development.

24% 27% 35%47% 42% 34%

30% 31% 31%
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2. The Importance of Supervisory 
Support for Professional 
Development

Gallup’s report State of the American Manager: Analytics and Advice for Leaders found that only one third of American employees 
are engaged in their jobs, and that the quality of supervisory support, communication, and management accounts for 70% 
of the variance in employee engagement. Polling more than 1 million employed U.S. workers, Gallup concluded that 75% of 
workers who voluntarily left their jobs did so because of their bosses and not because of the position itself—“employees don’t 
leave companies, they leave managers.”

Similarly, our survey of higher-ed employees finds that supervisory support is critical to employee job satisfaction, advancement, 
and retention. Even as 71% of higher-ed staff say that increased access to professional development opportunities would 
increase their likelihood of staying at the institution, supervisory support for professional development was the single 
most predictive indicator of whether employees feel supported in learning, satisfied with their jobs, and able to grow 
and advance at their institution.

Yet, less than 1 in 3 employees report that their unit leaders engage them frequently in conversation about their professional 
development and growth:

Supervisor Support

Statistically, these three items were also highly correlated with each other. And when we averaged these three variables 
into a single leadership support score, we found that this score was highly predictive of whether employees consider their 
organization to have a learning culture (r = 0.59), whether they are satisfied with their jobs (r = 0.51), and whether they see a 
clear path for growth at their institution (r = 0.45).

% who say their supervisors always or frequently 
model investment in their own PD.

% who say their supervisors frequently engage them 
in conversation about PD and growth.

% who say their supervisors provide ongoing support 
to follow through on what they have learned.

47%

30%

32%
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While this is true across all employees, we found that it was even more pronounced for millennial staff (age 35 or under). 
Millennials whose supervisors “frequently” or “always” engage them in regular conversation about their professional 
development and growth are:

• 20 percentage points more likely to see a clear path for growth at their institution.

• 25 percentage points more likely to be satisfied with their job.

• 21 percentage points less likely to say that they are “extremely or very” likely to leave.

29%

3%

69%
44%

18%

38%

13%

48% 37%

47%
27%

38%

35%

18%

35%

34%

29%
39%

Snapshot: Importance of Supervisory Support for PD, for Millennials

Extremely or Very

Slightly or not at all

Agree/Strongly Agree

How likely are you to look for another job outside of this institution?

How satisfied are you with your job?

To what extent do you agree with the statement: “I have a clear path for growth at this institution.”

Moderately

Moderately

Neutral

Slightly or not at all

Extremely or Very

Disagree/Strongly Disagree

When Supervisors DO engage in 
regular dialogue about PD

When Supervisors DON’T engage in 
regular dialogue about PD

Due to rounding, totals may not add up to 100%.
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3. The Difference that Fostering 
a Culture of Professional 
Development Makes

We asked survey participants, “Would you describe your department or unit as having a culture that is devoted to professional 
development and growth?” and we offered examples of what might illustrate such a culture: “e.g., seeking out new ideas, 
learning from other units/institutions, and not getting trapped by how we have always done things.”

The good news for higher-ed institutions is that 2 out of 3 employees (67%) would describe their department as having such 
a culture. The bad news, conversely, is that 1 in 3 (33%) would not. This is important, because responses to this question were 
strongly predictive of whether employees also said they were satisfied with their jobs, likely to stay at the institution, and 
whether they saw a clear path for growth at their institution.

In fact:

• Staff whose departments do have a learning culture are three times as likely to report job satisfaction, with 66% saying 
they are “extremely” or “very” satisfied with their job, compared to only 22% of staff whose departments do not have 
a learning culture. Similarly, staff at departments with a learning culture are six times less likely to report extreme job 
dissatisfaction, with only 5% saying they are “slightly” or “not at all” satisfied with their job, compared to 30% of those 
whose departments do not have a learning culture.

• Staff whose departments do have a learning culture are more than three times as likely to report that they have a 
clear path for growth at their institution, with 45% of these staff agreeing or strongly agreeing with this statement, 
compared to only 13% of their peers whose departments do not have a learning culture. And at departments with a 
learning culture, only 21% would disagree that they have a path for growth at their institution, compared with 57% at 
departments that lack a learning culture.

• Staff whose departments do have a learning culture are two times less likely to report that they will probably leave their 
institution, with only 18% saying that they are “extremely” or “very” likely to leave, compared to 40% at departments that 
lack a learning culture.

Similarly, the Society for Human Resources Management’s 2016 study of employee engagement and satisfaction across all 
sectors found that desiring better opportunities for career advancement was the third most prevalent reason for employees 
to leave their organization (after compensation and benefits). It is likely that similar holds true in higher education. Our study 
illustrates that when staff believe that their department has a culture supportive of learning and professional development, 
job satisfaction is higher, they are more likely to see a path for growth, and turnover is significantly less likely.
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Participants who said their 
dept./ unit did NOT have 
a culture of professional 
development & growth:

Participants who said their 
dept./unit DID have a culture 
of professional development 
& growth:

18%

27%55%
40%

31%

29%

66%
29%

5%

22%

48%

30%

45%

34%

21%

30%57%

13%

The Anatomy of a Learning Culture

Departments that operate as healthy, thriving learning organizations demonstrate shared characteristics:

1. Supervisors work with staff to develop written and intentional learning plans.

2. Supervisors provide consistent support for professional development, building the capacity of their people and ensuring 
that their teams learn and grow.

Extremely or Very

Extremely or Very

Agree/Strongly Agree

How satisfied are you with your job?

How Likely are you to look for another job outside this institution?

To what extent do you agree with this statement: “I have a clear path for growth at this institution.”

Moderately

Moderately

Neutral

Slightly or not at all

Slightly or not at all

Disagree/Strongly Disagree
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3. Expectations around PD are embedded in the onboarding process.

4. Employees are encouraged and supported in sharing what they learn, and what they learn during professional 
development activities becomes integrated into the culture and processes of the organization.

5. There are clear incentives and accountability for professional development.

We asked a number of questions to determine the extent to which these five characteristics of learning organizations are in 
place at post-secondary institutions. We found that across all institutions—even those whose employees say that professional 
development is made available and encouraged by their department leaders or supervisors—there is limited follow-
through on professional development, professional development isn’t accounted for in performance appraisal, professional 
development plans are rarely formalized or written down, and departments are taking steps to ensure that they see the return 
on investment on professional development activities that they could be.

Some stark findings:

% with formal and well-defined written plans with clear 
objectives & criteria for meeting objectives.

% who say leadership in their dept./unit “always” or “frequently” 
models investment in their own PD.

% who say leadership “always” or “frequently” engages them in 
conversation about PD and professional growth.

% who say they receive ongoing support from leadership to 
follow through on what they’ve learned.

% who say PD has NO impact on performance appraisal.

% who say there would be NO reaction from a supervisor if they 
didn’t pursue any PD all year.

14%

47%

30%

32%

58%

68%

What follows is a closer look at how employees in higher education report that their departments measure up under each of 
the five areas listed above.

1. Defined Learning Plans

Only 12% of faculty and staff report that their departments create formal and well-defined written plans, and over 30% report 
that there are no structured discussions about professional development at all.
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We create formal and well-defined written plans with 
clear objectives and criteria for meeting those objectives.

We document a training plan but without a lot of details 
or action steps.

We have discussions about professional development, 
but nothing is written down.

There are no structured discussions about professional 
development.

Other 40 
Responses

Total: 1,288

391 
Responses

342 
Responses

267 
Responses

158 
Responses12.3%

20.7%

33.5%

30.4%

3.1%

Even when there is a plan, that plan is rarely carried out or supported. Among those who do have professional development 
plans, only 3% report “excellent follow-up” on these plans, and 44% report little or no follow-up on their professional 
development plans.

2. Supervisory support

See page 4 above for a discussion of the importance of supervisory support for professional development. We will add here 
that supervisors and department chairs in higher education tend to believe that they are offering more support than faculty 
and staff report receiving.

For example, when asked whether their department supports a culture of professional development and growth, we see stark 
differences in the responses offered by department leaders versus staff:

Yes

No

Department leaders said: Staff said

22%

78%

42%
58%
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Department leaders said:

Department leaders said:

Department leaders said:

Staff said

Staff said

Staff said

Always/Frequently

Always/Frequently

Always/Frequently

Occasionally

Occasionally

Occasionally

Never/Rarely

Never/Rarely

Never/Rarely

When asked if department leaders model investment in their own professional development:

When asked if department leaders engage employees in conversation about their professional development and growth: 

When asked if department leaders provide ongoing support for members of their unit to apply what they are learning in their 
work:

4%

6%

7%

63%
47%

65%

61%

32%

36%

32%
32%

32% 30%

40%

31%

37%

16%

31%

Due to rounding, totals may not add up to 100%.



13

We also invited participants to assign a letter grade to how well their unit or department helps them build their capacity and 
expertise. 25% of all participants gave their units failing grades, with only 13% assigning their unit an A.

Among those who assigned a failing grade to their unit’s support for professional development, 35% were dissatisfied with 
their job, 73% said they had no clear path for growth at their institution, and 47% said they were very or extremely likely to 
seek a job outside the institution.

3. Onboarding new faculty and staff

The Chronicle’s Great Colleges to Work For 2017 survey found that barely half of higher-ed employees feel that new employee 
orientation prepares new faculty, staff, and administration to be effective (53% at small colleges, 55% at mid-sized colleges, 
58% at large universities, and 54% at community colleges report orientation effectiveness), and barely 6 in 10 employees 
report that they are provided the resources needed to be effective at their job (59% at small and mid-sized colleges, 63% at 
large institutions, and a slightly more positive 68% at community colleges).

Academic Impressions’ study of professional development in higher ed provides additional nuance to help us understand 
where onboarding processes are failing to prepare new employees adequately for their work. While 71% of new employees 
report that after onboarding, they know how to access professional development, only half have specific expectations set for 
professional development during their first year.

Setting expectations during onboarding True

Employees know the 
steps to take to get 

access to professional 
development.

Specific expectations are 
set for participation in 

professional development 
during the first year.

New employees are 
introduced to an intranet 

or digital learning platform 
with training resources.

False

29%
52%

48%
46%

71%
54%

This was true both for professional staff and for part-time and adjunct faculty. Faculty, however, were 10 percentage points 
more likely than staff to be introduced to an intranet or digital learning platform with training resources during onboarding.

In short, while employees are nearly unanimous in finding professional development to be important to their job, there is 
rarely a written professional development plan, many department leaders provide only limited support for pursuing and 
getting optimal return on professional development, and expectations for ongoing professional development are not always 
discussed when onboarding and training new employees.
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Opportunities to share learnings after professional development Staff

Faculty

I write a report on the program I attend.

I provide a presentation for our office/dept.

I share resources gathered at the event 
with my colleagues.

I apply what I have learned in doing my 
own work/teaching.

I use what I learned to mentor others in 
our office/dept.

My department doesn’t request any follow up.

9%

13%

21%

20%

57%

42%

36%

36%

34%

43%

68%

66%

4. Fostering a learning culture

Professional development activities are only useful if employees are empowered and supported to use and implement what 
they have learned—so we asked the question, “After participating in professional development, what opportunities do you 
have to share or apply what you have learned?”
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Yes

No

Department leaders said: Staff said

78%

22%

58%
42%

This gap might close if more departments requested structured follow-up after professional development activities, and if 
department leaders encouraged more than an average 57% of staff and 42% of faculty to share resources gathered at these 
activities with their colleagues.

5. Incentives and accountability

We asked three questions to help determine how consistently professional development is incentivized, and whether there is 
formal accountability for undertaking professional development.

Strikingly, over one third of staff and just over 43% of faculty say their department doesn’t request any follow-up after 
professional development. This parallels the finding that 1/3 of participants would not describe their unit as having a culture 
that is devoted to professional development and growth.

Two thirds of both faculty and staff work to apply what they learn in doing their own work or teaching. This is good news, as it 
indicates that supervisors and department chairs have strong opportunity to tap into their team members’ desire to apply and 
share what they have learned. This is especially the case with millennial staff, who are more likely to share resources gathered 
with their colleagues (62%) and to apply what they are learning to their work (72%). 

Notably, department members are far less likely than department leaders to believe their units have a culture supportive of 
learning and professional growth:

Does the department support learning and growth?
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68.3%

24.7%

7%
No Reaction

Disapproval but no actual 
consequences

It would adversely affect the 
employee’s performance 
appraisal

Not at all.

We discuss it, but it has NO impact on decisions 
regarding promotion or compensation.

It has SOME impact on decisions regarding promotion 
or compensation.

It is a KEY consideration for decisions regarding 
promotion or compensation.

I don’t know. 134 
Responses

Total: 1,185

74 Responses

287 
Responses

438 
Responses

251 
Responses21.2%

37%

24.2

6.3%

11.3%

Performance appraisal

Does participation in professional development factor into performance appraisal? 21% say not at all, and 11% don’t know 
whether it impacts their performance evaluation or not. And less than one third report that professional development activity 
is a factor in decisions related to promotion and compensation.

Reaction if no professional development is undertaken

We asked higher-ed employees what reaction they would anticipate from their department or unit leadership if they 
were to pursue no professional development in a given year:
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Departmental recognition

Third, we asked:

Does your unit or department offer any 
awards or public recognition for participation 
in professional development or significant 
strides made in a unit member’s learning and 
development?

No

86%

Yes

14%

In most units, although employees and department leaders alike say that professional development is important, there is little 
planning around investments in professional development and little formal accountability or recognition for pursuing it. Until 
professional development objectives and plans are formally discussed, followed up on, and accounted for in performance 
appraisal, and until department leaders support the implementation of professional development plans at each step, it is 
unlikely that higher-ed institutions are going to realize full return on their investments in the professional development of 
their staff.
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Conclusion
Professional development matters. Staff who are employed at institutions of higher learning want their institutions to invest 
in their own ongoing learning and professional development—and that investment is closely correlated with employees’ job 
satisfaction, perception of a clear path forward at their institution, and self-reported likelihood of retention. 88% of all higher-
ed employees report that professional development is crucial to their job satisfaction.

Yet many units and departments at higher-ed institutions lack the structures and processes to support their members’ 
professional development planfully and effectively. To establish departmental cultures that are supportive of their members’ 
learning and development—and that see less turnover, these elements are needed:

• Supervisors and department leaders need to engage their team members in regular, frequent, ongoing dialogue about 
their professional development objectives and steps.

• Department leaders need to work with staff to document these objectives and steps in a written professional 
development plan or written learning plan for each team member.

• Professional development planning should begin as a part of the onboarding for new team or department members.

• Staff need to be encouraged to share what they learn from professional development opportunities with their colleagues. 
There needs to be both time and processes in place to ensure that professional development isn’t treated as a “one and 
done” activity, but instead contributes meaningfully to the future effectiveness of both the individual and their team or 
department. This philosophy needs to drive selection of professional development activities, preparation for them, and 
follow-up.

• There need to be incentives and accountability in place for professional development. Actions taken to build the capacity 
of an individual or of the department need to be accounted for in performance appraisal.

While supervisory dialogue about professional development is key, we know from our conversations with hundreds of 
managers and department heads at post-secondary institutions that taking on a supervisory or leadership role at a college or 
university rarely comes with formal training on how to be an effective supervisor and how to lead a team, unit, or department.

This lack of training has an impact. In this study, you can see that impact in the percentage of staff who do not feel supported 
or engaged in their professional development—and in the wide gap between the support that department heads report 
providing and the support that staff report receiving. We recommend not only that departments develop more planful 
and measured professional development and learning initiatives, but that they also seek ongoing training for those 
in leadership and management roles.

The Academic Impressions Experience
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How We Can Help

The Academic Impressions Experience

Intimate, workshop-
style trainings with 
personalized attention

Trainings are practical 
and action oriented so 
you can hit the ground 
running

Carefully-vetted expert 
instructors who are also 
practitioners in the field

Learner-centric and 
designed for interaction 
and collaboration

Highly recommended: 
9 out of 10 participants 
recommend our 
trainings to colleagues

Contact us to talk about a training and professional 
development plan for your department or college:
www.academicimpressions.com/contact-us/

About Academic Impressions

Academic Impressions serves colleges and universities through conferences, webcasts, publications, and our annual 
memberships. Each year we conduct thousands of hours of research and network with hundreds of experts to uncover the 
most innovative and impactful practices in areas like student enrollment and learning, faculty support and engagement, 
alumni and donor support, and increasing organizational productivity. Our highly-focused and practical training sessions 
prepare and empower higher education administrators and faculty to effect meaningful change at their institutions.

Read our featured case studies to learn how college and universities are putting our trainings into action and positively 
impacting higher education.

https://www.academicimpressions.com/contact-us/
https://www.academicimpressions.com/trainings/?fwp_product_categories=conference
https://www.academicimpressions.com/trainings/?fwp_product_categories=live-webcast
https://www.academicimpressions.com/trainings/?fwp_product_categories=article
https://www.academicimpressions.com/membership-2/
https://www.academicimpressions.com/membership-2/
https://www.academicimpressions.com/case-studies/

