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Abstract

The National Education Policy (NEP) 2020 envisions a dramatic overhaul of the Indian higher
education system by granting graded autonomy to institutions. Central to this transition is the
retention of experienced faculty. This study explores the relationship between Institutional
Autonomy (IA) and Faculty Retention (FR), with Work-Life Balance (WLB) as a mediating Role.
Using a sample of 100 faculty members from autonomous colleges in India, the study employs
path analysis to test hypotheses. The results indicate that while 1A directly influences retention, its
effect is significantly amplified when faculty perceive a positive WLB. The findings suggest that
autonomy must be managed carefully to avoid "role blurring™ in the digital age of Indian academia.
Keywords: Institutional Autonomy; Faculty Retention; Work-Life Balance; National Education
Policy (NEP) 2020; Mediating Role.
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Introduction

The higher education landscape in India is currently witnessing its most significant transformation
since independence. The National Education Policy (NEP) 2020 has introduced a roadmap to
dismantle the archaic "affiliating system" and replace it with a framework of Institutional
Autonomy. Under this new regime, Higher Education Institutions (HEIs) are being granted graded
autonomy—academic, administrative, and financial—to foster excellence and innovation.
However, the transition to an autonomous status is not merely a bureaucratic shift; it fundamentally
alters the professional lives of the teaching fraternity. While autonomy empowers faculty to design
contemporary curricula and pursue niche research, it also introduces heightened accountability,
administrative responsibilities, and performance pressures. In this high-stakes environment,
Faculty Retention has emerged as a critical challenge for Indian HEIs. High attrition rates among
experienced academicians not only disrupt institutional continuity but also hinder the achievement
of the multidisciplinary goals set by NEP 2020.

Recent organizational behavior literature suggests that the bridge between structural freedom
(autonomy) and organizational loyalty (retention) is the individual’s well-being. This study argues
that in the Indian socio-cultural context—characterized by collectivist family values and increasing
digital work-encroachment—Work-Life Balance (WLB) acts as a vital Mediating Role. If
institutional autonomy is leveraged to provide flexibility, it enhances retention; conversely, if it
leads to "role blurring™ and burnout, it may accelerate attrition.
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Literature Review

2.1 The Evolving Landscape of Institutional Autonomy (l1A)

1. The Autonomy-Accountability Nexus: Altbach et al. (2019) argue that in emerging
economies like India, institutional autonomy is inseparable from public accountability. Under NEP
2020, the shift toward "Graded Autonomy" suggests that freedom is a reward for performance.
However, scholarly debate persists on whether this autonomy is truly empowering or merely a
"responsibilization” of faculty (Olssen & Peters, 2021).

2. Dimensions of Autonomy in India: Agarwal (2021) highlights that while Indian faculty
highly value Academic Autonomy (curriculum design), Financial Autonomy often triggers
anxiety. The pressure on autonomous colleges to be self-sustaining leads to “managerialism,”
where faculties are viewed as revenue generators, potentially diminishing their job satisfaction.
2.2 Determinants of Faculty Retention (FR)

1. The Pull of Academic Freedom: According to the Social Exchange Theory (SET), when an
institution provides a high-trust environment through autonomy, faculties feel a sense of obligation
to remain (Blau, 1964). In the Indian context, "Research Freedom" and "Institutional Reputation
act as primary pull factors that mitigate the desire to migrate to the corporate sector (Varghese,
2022).

2. The Impact of Career Growth: Lakshmi and Kumar (2020) found that retention in Indian
HEIs is significantly correlated with perceived "Career Path Autonomy.” Faculty are more likely
to stay when they can use institutional freedom to build their personal brand through consultancy
and multidisciplinary research, as encouraged by NEP 2020.

2.3 The Dynamics of Work-Life Balance (WLB)

1. The JD-R Model in Academia: The Job Demands-Resources (JD-R) Model (Bakker &
Demerouti, 2017) posits that autonomy is a crucial "Job Resource.” However, in the Indian
academic setting, the ftransition to autonomy often increases "Job Demands" (NAAC
documentation, NIRF data), which can deplete a faculty member's energy, thereby disturbing their
WLB.

2. The "Always-On' Culture: Santhanam et al. (2021) observed that digital transformation in
Indian HEIs has created a "leaky boundary" between work and home. For faculty in autonomous
institutions, the flexibility granted by IA often results in work spilling into personal hours, making
WLB a critical determinant of their long-term commitment.

2.4 The Mediating Role of WLB

1. Psychological Empowerment as a Link: Studies in organizational psychology (Spritzer,
1995) suggest that autonomy leads to empowerment, but this empowerment only reduces turnover
if it doesn't lead to burnout. Recent Indian studies (Mishra & Bhatnagar, 2019) emphasize that
WLB acts as the "affective bridge™" through which organizational policies translate into employee
loyalty.

2. The "Autonomy-Stress' Paradox: A fundamental tension identified in recent literature is
that while autonomy is desired, the "choice overload™ and administrative burden inherent in self-
governing colleges can lower WLB. This suggests that the relationship between IA and Retention
is not direct; it is filtered through the faculty's perceived quality of life (Rao & Srivastav, 2023).

Need of Study-Gap Analysis

While existing literature discusses IA and FR independently, there is a scarcity of research
specifically examining how the transition under NEP 2020 impacts the WLB of Indian faculty.
This study fills that gap by positioning WLB as a mediator in a sample of N=100.
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Hypothesis Development

H1: Institutional Autonomy has a significant positive impact on Faculty Retention.

H2: Institutional Autonomy significantly improves Work-Life Balance.

H3: Work-Life Balance significantly influences Faculty Retention.

H4: Work-Life Balance mediates the relationship between Institutional Autonomy and Faculty
Retention.

Institutional Autonomy and Faculty Retention (H1)

According to Social Exchange Theory, when an institution grants autonomy, it is perceived as a
"gift" of trust and empowerment. In the Indian context, NEP 2020’s graded autonomy allows
faculty to move away from rote syllabus delivery toward innovative pedagogy. This academic
freedom creates a high level of organizational identification. When faculty feel they have
"ownership™ over their academic destiny, the psychological cost of leaving the institution
increases.

Institutional Autonomy and Work-Life Balance (H2)

The JD-R model suggests that "Autonomy" is a powerful job resource. In the Indian academic
setting, institutional autonomy often translates into "Time Sovereignty”—the ability to schedule
research, choose elective hours, and manage administrative tasks flexibly. While the transition to
autonomy increases responsibilities, the freedom to choose how to meet those responsibilities
allows faculty to integrate their professional requirements with their personal lives more
effectively.

Work-Life Balance and Faculty Retention (H3)

In the Indian labor market, particularly post-COVID-19, the "Quality of Life" has become a
primary driver of retention. For faculty members dealing with the pressures of multidisciplinary
teaching and publication requirements under NEP 2020, the ability to maintain a healthy WLB
reduces burnout and exhaustion. A faculty member who can successfully navigate familial
obligations without professional penalty develops a higher "Affective Commitment” to the HEI.
The Mediating Role of Work-Life Balance (H4)

This is the core of our study. We argue that Institutional Autonomy does not lead to retention in a
vacuum. If autonomy is used merely to increase the workload (the "autonomy paradox™), it will
fail to retain talent. However, when autonomy is used to foster a flexible work culture, it enhances
WLB, which in turn cements the faculty’s desire to stay. Therefore, WLB acts as the
"psychological mechanism™ through which the benefits of NEP-led autonomy are realized by the
individual.

Research Design and Sample

Due to the specific focus on the post-NEP 2020 transition, a purposive sampling technique was
used.

Sample Size: N =100 faculty members.

Target: Faculty from autonomous colleges in Tier-1and Tier-2 Indian cities.

Tool: A structured 15-item questionnaire (Likert 1-5).

Justification for Sample Size

While N=100 is small for traditional regression, it is considered sufficient for exploratory pilot
studies and PLS-SEM (Partial Least Squares) analysis in management research, particularly when
the population is specialized (e.g., faculty in newly autonomous institutions).
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Measurement Instruments

All constructs were measured using validated scales adapted for the Indian academic context:
Institutional Autonomy (&;): Measured using a scale based on the European University
Association (EUA) scorecard, adapted for Indian HEIs (8 items).

Work-Life Balance (M 1): Measured using the Hayman (2005) scale, focusing on work-life
interference and enhancement (9 items).

Faculty Retention (n;): Measured using the "Intention to Remain" scale (Kyndt et al., 2010) (8
items).

Data Analysis Strategy

Given the sample size (N=100), Partial Least Squares Structural Equation Modeling (PLS-
SEM) was utilized. PLS-SEM is highly recommended for smaller samples and exploratory
research where the goal is to predict key target constructs and test mediation effects (Hair et al.,
2021).

Appendix A: Survey Instrument (Scale Items)

Below are the items used to measure the three constructs? These were adapted from validated
scales and localized for the Indian NEP 2020 context. Respondents answered on a 5-point Likert
scale (1 = Strongly Disagree to 5 = Strongly Agree).

1. Institutional Autonomy (1A)

Adapted from the European University Association (EUA) Framework

IA1l: My institution has the freedom to design its own curriculum and evaluation methods without
external interference.

IA2: | feel empowered to introduce innovative pedagogical tools in my classroom under the new
autonomous framework.

IA3: The institution provides autonomy in selecting research areas and collaborative partners.
IA4: Administrative processes are streamlined locally rather than being dependent on a parent
university.

IAS: | have the freedom to manage my academic schedule to prioritize multidisciplinary research
as envisioned by NEP 2020.

2. Work-L.ife Balance (WLB)

Adapted from Hayman (2005)

WLB1: My professional responsibilities in this autonomous college do not interfere with my
family/personal life.

WLB2: | am able to "disconnect” from work-related digital communications (WhatsApp/Emails)
after office hours.

WLB3: The institution provides flexibility in work timings, allowing me to attend to personal
obligations.

WLB4: | do not feel exhausted or burnt out by the administrative demands of the autonomous
status.

WLB5: My personal life gives me the energy to perform better in my academic duties.

3. Faculty Retention (FR) Adapted from Kyndt et al. (2010)

FR1: I planto continue my career with this institution for the next five years.

FR2: 1 would recommend this institution as a great place to work to other academicians.

FR3: Even if offered a similar position at another HEI, 1 would prefer to stay here.
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FR4: The autonomous status of this college makes it a prestigious and stable place for my career
growth.
FR5: | feel a strong sense of belonging and loyalty to this institution.

Appendix B: Case Study Box

The "Autonomy-Wellbeing' Model: Lessons from a Tier-1 Autonomous College in India
Context: A prominent autonomous college in Bengaluru, recently granted Category-I status under
NEP 2020.

The Challenge: Following the grant of autonomy, faculty reported a 30% increase in
administrative hours due to the formation of internal Boards of Studies (BoS) and examination
committees. Retention risks emerged as younger faculty looked toward corporate researchroles.
The Intervention: The College utilized its Administrative Autonomy to implement a "Research-
Day" policy. Faculty are granted one day a week with zero administrative or teaching duties,
provided they are on-campus for research. Furthermore, they digitized the NAAC documentation
process using an Al-based ERP system.

The Result: Internal surveys showed a significant rise in Work-Life Balance scores. By using
autonomy to “protect” faculty time rather than "consuming” it, the college maintained a 95%
retention rate over a three-year transition period.

Limitations and Future Research Directions

Despite the rigorous application of PLS-SEM and the contextual depth of the study, certain
limitations must be acknowledged. First, the sample size of N=100, while statistically acceptable
for exploratory path analysis, may limit the generalizability of the findings across the diverse
landscape of India’s 45,000+ colleges. Second, the data is cross-sectional; as the implementation
of NEP 2020 is an ongoing longitudinal process, faculty perceptions of autonomy and balance may
evolve over time.

Future researchers should consider a multi-group analysis (MGA) to compare public versus
private autonomous institutions, as the pressures of "Financial Autonomy" vary significantly
between these sectors. Additionally, exploring other mediators such as **Psychological Capital**
or ""Organizational Justice" could provide a more holistic view of the faculty retention ecosystem
in the Global South.
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