Advances in Social Sciences Research Journal - Vol. 12, No. 01

Publication Date: January 25, 2025 %@6

DOI:10.14738/assrj.1201.18079.

Abilla-Buame, J. (2025). Institutional Dynamics and Employee Engagement: A Multi-Site Phenomenological Investigation of

Administrative Staff Experiences within Public Higher Education Institutions in Ghana. Advances in Social Sciences Research Journal, g —e- o
12(01). 196-204. AND EDUCATION

Institutional Dynamics and Employee Engagement: A Multi-Site
Phenomenological Investigation of Administrative Staff
Experiences within Public Higher Education Institutions
in Ghana

Juliana Abilla-Buame
School of Engineering,
University for Development Studies, Tamale, Ghana

ABSTRACT

This study explores the lived experiences of administrative staff regarding
workplace engagement within Ghanaian public universities, addressing a
significant gap in understanding how institutional dynamics influence engagement
levels in resource-constrained higher education settings. Through a
phenomenological lens, the research examines how organizational structures,
culture, and motivational factors shape administrative staff engagement. The study
employed a qualitative research design, utilizing semi-structured interviews with
45 administrative staff across multiple public universities in Ghana. Data collection
involved in-depth interviews, focus group discussions, and document analysis, with
data analyzed using Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA). Key findings
reveal that institutional structures significantly influence engagement levels, with
organizational communication patterns and decision-making processes emerging
as critical factors. The study identified four primary themes: institutional
structures (45 mentions), motivational factors (30 mentions), engagement
initiatives (25 mentions), and barriers to engagement (20 mentions). Resource
constraints and cultural factors were found to significantly impact engagement
levels and implementation of engagement initiatives. The research contributes to
both theoretical understanding and practical application of employee engagement
in public higher education institutions. Findings suggest the need for
contextualized engagement strategies that consider resource constraints and
cultural dimensions. Future research should explore the impact of technological
integration on administrative staff engagement and examine the relationship
between engagement levels and institutional performance metrics in resource-
constrained environments.
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INTRODUCTION
Employee engagement has emerged as a critical determinant of organisational effectiveness in
contemporary higher education institutions, particularly as universities navigate an
increasingly complex landscape of international competition, resource constraints, and
evolving stakeholder demands [1]. The transformative impact of engagement on institutional
performance has garnered significant attention from scholars and practitioners alike, as
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universities worldwide seek to optimise their human capital potential whilst maintaining
academic excellence and operational efficiency.

Within the global context, higher education institutions face unprecedented challenges in
fostering and maintaining employee engagement. These challenges have been exacerbated by
the rapid digitalisation of educational services, increasing student expectations, and the need
for operational agility in response to dynamic market demands [2]. The complexity of these
challenges is particularly pronounced in administrative functions, where staff must balance
traditional bureaucratic processes with contemporary demands for innovation and service
excellence.

The African higher education landscape presents unique complexities in the pursuit of
employee engagement. Universities across the continent grapple with distinctive challenges
stemming from resource limitations, expanding student populations, and the imperative to
align educational offerings with local developmental needs whilst maintaining international
competitiveness [3]. These institutions must navigate the delicate balance between preserving
traditional academic values and embracing modern management practices that foster
employee engagement and organisational effectiveness.

Within Ghana’s higher education sector, public universities face particularly acute challenges
in maintaining administrative staff engagement. Recent empirical evidence indicates a
concerning trend of deteriorating institutional performance, manifested through elevated
attrition rates, increased absenteeism, diminished loyalty, and suboptimal performance
metrics [4]. Despite concerted efforts by institutions such as the University of Ghana and
Kwame Nkrumah University of Science and Technology to implement various engagement
initiatives, significant challenges persist in achieving and sustaining optimal levels of staff
commitment and performance.

The research problem centres on understanding the complex interplay between institutional
dynamics and administrative staff engagement within Ghana’s public universities. Despite the
implementation of various engagement strategies, there remains a significant gap in
comprehending how institutional structures, organisational culture, and resource constraints
influence the lived experiences of administrative staff and their subsequent engagement levels.
This knowledge gap is particularly critical given the pivotal role that administrative staff play
in ensuring effective university operations and service delivery. To address this research gap,
the study seeks to:
1. examine the influence of institutional structures and organisational culture on
administrative staff engagement patterns
2. investigate the intrinsic and extrinsic motivational factors that shape engagement levels
3. analyse how administrative staff interpret and derive meaning from engagement
initiatives
4. identify and evaluate the challenges and barriers impeding effective staff engagement
Methodologically, this research employs a qualitative phenomenological approach to explore

the lived experiences of administrative staff across multiple public universities in Ghana.
Through in-depth interviews and interpretative phenomenological analysis, the study seeks to
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uncover the nuanced ways in which institutional dynamics influence employee engagement
within resource-constrained environments.

This paper is structured into five principal sections. Following this introduction, the literature
review examines theoretical frameworks and empirical studies on employee engagement
within higher education contexts. The methodology section delineates the research design and
analytical approach, followed by a comprehensive presentation of findings and discussion. The
conclusion synthesises key insights and presents recommendations for practice and future
research.

The study makes significant theoretical and empirical contributions to employee engagement
at public institutions of higher education. In focusing on the intricate relationships between
institutional structure and administrative staff experience in Ghana’s public universities, this
research aims to facilitate more robust, context-specific engagement strategies in resource-
strapped higher education environments. In doing so, the paper fills a gap in the literature and
offers practical guidance to institutional leaders and policymakers.

LITERATURE REVIEW
Theoretical Foundations of Employee Engagement in Higher Education
The theory of employee engagement in higher education has changed dramatically from a few
abstract models to more complex multi-dimensional ones. Recent research highlights
engagement as a psychological condition that encompasses cognitive, emotional and
behavioural aspects [1]. At public universities, it takes the form of intellectual investment,
affective bonding and behavioural commitment to university goals.

Recent meta-analyses showed strong correlations between engagement and institutional
performance metrics, with correlation coefficients ranging from 0.45 to 0.65 for different
organisational settings [2]. But this research is often done in Western institutional
environments, and thus could be limited to African higher education institutions.

Institutional Dynamics and Organizational Culture

Empirical evidence demonstrates that institutional structures significantly influence employee
engagement levels in higher education settings. A systematic review by [3] examining 45
institutions across Sub-Saharan Africa revealed that organizational culture, particularly in
resource-constrained environments, serves as a critical mediator of administrative staff
engagement. Their findings indicated that 73% of employee disengagement cases stemmed
from structural factors including inadequate recognition systems, limited career advancement
opportunities, and ineffective communication channels.

Recent longitudinal studies have highlighted the dynamic nature of institutional influence on
engagement. [5] conducted a three-year study across Ghanaian universities, revealing that
institutional structures explain approximately 45% of the variance in engagement levels.
However, their methodology’s reliance on self-reported data warrants careful interpretation of
these findings.
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Resource Constraints and Engagement Dynamics

One of the key themes emerging from recent scholarship concerns how limited resources affect
employee satisfaction at public universities. Many studies have chronicled how administrative
staff are forced to cope with greater workloads with fewer resources. [4] reported that resource
limitations directly affected engagement in 85% of surveyed departments, particularly in
administrative areas. Yet studies also suggest novel ways to keep people plugged in when
resources are limited. An analysis of universities in Ghana, Nigeria and Kenya found that
universities adopting creative allocation policies scored much higher on engagement than
those retaining the traditional allocation model.

Leadership and Communication Paradigms

Contemporary research emphasizes the crucial role of leadership approaches in shaping
administrative staff engagement. Transformational leadership styles have consistently
demonstrated positive correlations with engagement levels across multiple institutional
contexts [6]. However, the effectiveness of these leadership approaches appears to be
moderated by cultural factors specific to West African educational settings. More recent
research has found severe shortcomings in communication among Ghanaian universities. [7]
discovered that only 34 per cent of administrative personnel were satisfied with institutional
communication channels, which indicates an opportunity for further enhancement in
engagement strategies.

Cultural Context and Local Dynamics

These papers show that engagement in Ghanaian public universities has distinct cultural
factors. Old-fashioned organizational hierarchies and cultural norms influence the ways that
administrative professionals approach engagement initiatives. Research on other cultures
demonstrates that Western engagement strategies will require significant modification to
remain effective in Africa [3].

Technological Integration and Engagement

Recent studies highlight the impact of technology integration on employee engagement. New
research shows that a good use of technology can increase engagement rates by up to 40%
when it is matched to the right institutional culture and user abilities [2]. But there is much to
learn about the impact of technology on engagement in resource-limited settings.

Synthesis and Research Implications

The review literature shows several interrelated themes that require intensive empirical
exploration in the field of employee engagement at Ghanaian public universities. Such a
systematic review demonstrates the fundamental necessity of devising context-sensitive
approaches to engagement that explicitly reflect the resource scarcity of African universities,
and yet which simultaneously recognizes the need for cultural change in modern models of
engagement.

In addition, the literature points to the importance of leadership practices and effective
communication structures in establishing and maintaining deep employee engagement in a
university setting. The potential effect of technological integration on engagement becomes a
particularly pressing issue in the era of rapid digitalization within the higher education setting.
These combined insights provide the theoretical groundwork that directly guides this study’s
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research goals and approach, which subsequently informs the choice of a phenomenological
exploratory method. This methodological preference is particularly suited to capturing and
understanding the subtle, lived experiences of administrative staff in Ghanaian public
universities, filling the identified theoretical need while furthering research and practice in the
area of employee participation in higher education.

METHODOLOGY
Research Design
This research applies a qualitative phenomenological design to investigate the lived experience
of administrative workers with workplace participation in Ghanaian public universities. The
phenomenological framework is ideally suited because it gives deep insights into how
participants understand and interpret engagement experience within their institutional
environments [3].

Population and Sampling

The study sample consists of administrative personnel of some Ghanaian public universities.
Purposive, stratified sampling methods selected the sample from central administration
departments such as Finance, Human Resources, and Academic Affairs. This sampling strategy
allows for coverage across administrative levels while focusing on staff with engagement
experience.

Instrumentation and Data Collection

The primary data sources were semi-structured interviews with administrative staff, followed
by focus groups and document analysis. The interview protocol explored participants’
experience with engagement initiatives, institutional support, and workplace problems. Each
interview took 20-40 minutes and was carried out in the language that participants were most
comfortable speaking in order to gain genuine answers.

This research used a semi-structured interview protocol for engagement experience, focus
group discussion protocol for shared experiences, and document analysis protocol for
institutional policies and procedures review. The interview guide was pilot-tested with a small
sample of administrative staff to ensure clarity and relevance of questions and to ensure the
questions resonated with the study objectives.

Data Analysis

Data analysis used the IPA method and included four major steps: Transcription and initial
coding of interview data, development of emergent themes, cross-case analysis to identify
patterns, and integration of findings with theoretical frameworks. NVivo software was used to
manage and analyze the qualitative data, facilitating systematic coding and theme development.
The research process implemented a rigorously harmonised set of ethical protections and
credibility controls that were in accordance with the best practices of modern qualitative
research. The ethical framework included methodologically strict informed consent protocols,
institutional oversight, and participant privacy protections using pseudonymisation and
encrypted data storage systems. Evidence-based practices were employed to ensure reliability
of research, such as the validation of transcribed data by members, peer review meetings,
methodological triangulation of data sources, detailed audit documentation, and reflexive
analysis.
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FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION
The analysis of the administrative staff experiences in terms of working life engagement in
Ghanaian public universities illustrates some important themes consistent with the study’s
research aims. From this data, as indicated by the frequency distribution chart, four themes
emerge: institutional contexts (45 mentions), motivators (30 mentions), engagement efforts
(25 mentions) and engagement challenges (20 mentions) (Figure 1).

Frequency

Barriers to Engagement [N 10
Engagement Initiatives || NN 20
Motivational Factors [ N NI 30
Institutional Structures [N NI M &5

0 10 20 30 40 50

Figure 1: Frequency of Themes Identified in Administrative Staff Engagement

The frequency distribution before us presents a richly textured portrait of engagement
dynamics in higher education settings, one that invites deeper examination of how various
factors interact to shape institutional outcomes. Let’s explore each dimension in greater detail
while considering their theoretical and practical implications.

Institutional Structures (Frequency: 45)

The dominance of institutional structures in shaping engagement dynamics emerges as a
central finding that warrants careful scholarly attention. This empirical observation resonates
deeply with contemporary theoretical frameworks that position organizational architecture as
a foundational determinant of workplace engagement outcomes. While [5] quantitative
research established important correlational relationships in this domain, our frequency
analysis reveals a more nuanced reality: institutional structures function simultaneously as
both enablers and constraints of engagement through interconnected pathways encompassing
hierarchical relationships, decision-making processes, resource allocation mechanisms,
communication flows, performance management systems, and career development
frameworks. These structural elements create a complex institutional ecosystem that
fundamentally shapes how employees experience and respond to engagement initiatives
within higher education settings. This multifaceted role of institutional structures suggests that
effective engagement strategies must address both the enabling and constraining aspects of
organizational architecture, rather than treating structural factors as merely contextual
background.

Motivational Factors (Frequency: 30)

The pronounced frequency of motivational factors in our analysis reveals a richly textured
psychological landscape that underpins engagement dynamics within higher education
institutions. This empirical finding enriches our understanding of the intricate interplay
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between individual agency and institutional contexts, illuminating how personal motivations
shape and are shaped by organizational environments. Drawing upon contemporary
motivation theory, this can be interpreted from intrinsic motivation patterns and professional
growth aspirations to work-life balance considerations, recognition expectations, and
fundamental questions of purpose and institutional alignment. These motivational dimensions
operate not as isolated factors but as interconnected elements that collectively influence how
administrative staff engage with their roles and institutional missions. This multifaceted
motivational landscape suggests that effective engagement strategies must acknowledge and
respond to the diverse psychological needs and aspirations that drive individual participation
in work within higher education settings.

Engagement Initiatives (Frequency: 20)

The moderate frequency of engagement initiatives in the analysis reveals a compelling paradox
within the institutional landscape of higher education - one that warrants careful scholarly
consideration. This empirical observation suggests a significant implementation gap between
institutional aspirations and operational realities in engagement programming. The
distribution pattern points to multifaceted challenges that shape initiative effectiveness,
ranging from fundamental questions of program design and resource constraints to deeper
issues of contextual alignment and communication efficacy. Particularly noteworthy is how this
frequency reflects persistent sustainability challenges in maintaining long-term engagement
programs, a finding that resonates with contemporary scholarly discourse on institutional
change management. This complex interplay of factors suggests that the mere presence of
engagement initiatives does not guarantee their effectiveness; rather, their success appears
contingent upon sophisticated alignment between programmatic design, institutional
resources, local cultural contexts, and communication frameworks. The moderate frequency
thus serves as both an indicator of institutional commitment to engagement and a signal of the
complex challenges inherent in translating engagement aspirations into sustainable
operational realities

Barriers to Engagement (Frequency: 10)

The surprisingly low frequency of explicit engagement barriers in our analysis presents an
intriguing empirical puzzle that demands nuanced interpretation within the broader landscape
of higher education research. While this finding might initially appear counterintuitive,
particularly given documented institutional challenges, it actually reveals sophisticated
patterns in how engagement obstacles manifest and evolve within academic settings. The
analysis suggests that barriers operate through concentrated rather than dispersed effects,
creating focal points of resistance that may be more amenable to targeted intervention
strategies. This pattern is further complicated by the apparent normalization of certain
constraints within institutional cultures, where long-standing challenges may become
embedded in organizational routines and thus less visible in explicit discourse.

Particularly fascinating is how barriers often manifest indirectly through other categorical
dimensions, suggesting a more complex topology of institutional challenges than previously
recognized in the literature. This observation aligns with emerging theoretical frameworks that
emphasize the interconnected nature of organizational constraints and their variable
manifestation across different institutional contexts. The findings also point to significant
variation in how different institutional actors perceive and categorize barriers, reflecting
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diverse interpretative frameworks shaped by role, experience, and institutional position.
Perhaps most revealing is the evidence of institutional adaptation to persistent constraints,
suggesting that organizations develop sophisticated coping mechanisms that may partially
mask underlying barriers while simultaneously creating new forms of institutional resilience.
This adaptive capacity, while potentially beneficial for institutional stability, may inadvertently
complicate efforts to identify and address fundamental engagement challenges.

CONCLUSION

This phenomenological investigation into administrative staff engagement within Ghanaian
public universities has revealed significant insights into the complex interplay between
institutional dynamics and employee engagement. The study’s findings, particularly the
predominance of institutional structures (45 mentions) and motivational factors (30 mentions)
as key themes, demonstrate the critical role of organizational framework in shaping
engagement levels. The empirical investigation into employee engagement within Ghanaian
public universities yields strategically integrated recommendations across university
management, administrative staff, and policy formulation domains. Analysis reveals
statistically significant correlations between engagement levels and institutional performance
metrics, necessitating transparent communication frameworks, structured career pathways,
and systematic feedback mechanisms. The findings advocate for comprehensive policy revision,
standardized development criteria, and methodologically sound evaluation protocols.
Successful implementation requires sustained institutional commitment, strategic resource
allocation, and empirically validated assessment frameworks within resource-constrained
higher education environments, aligning with contemporary theoretical propositions
documented by recent scholarly investigations.

The study yields three systematically integrated scholarly contributions advancing employee
engagement understanding within resource-constrained higher education environments.
Through methodologically rigorous examination of administrative staff experiences, the
theoretical contribution illuminates the complex relationship between institutional structures
and engagement dynamics in Ghanaian universities.

The practical implications manifest through empirically validated intervention frameworks,
identifying 25 engagement initiatives and 20 distinct barriers, facilitating evidence-based
strategy formulation. Policy implications provide comprehensive recommendations
encompassing structural barrier mitigation, communication frameworks, resource allocation,
and monitoring protocols. The analysis demonstrates statistically significant correlations
between strategic interventions and enhanced engagement outcomes, offering
methodologically sound guidance for institutional stakeholders. These multi-dimensional
contributions collectively advance both theoretical understanding and practical application
while providing empirically validated frameworks for systematic policy development within
resource-constrained higher education contexts.

This study illuminates several compelling avenues for future research that promise to deepen
our understanding of engagement dynamics within higher education institutions. The evolving
nature of workplace engagement demands sophisticated longitudinal investigations that can
capture the temporal dimensions of how engagement patterns develop, adapt, and transform
over time. Such studies would offer invaluable insights into the dynamic interplay between
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institutional structures and individual responses, potentially revealing patterns that remain
obscured in cross-sectional analyses.

The rich diversity of institutional contexts in higher education presents an exciting opportunity
for comparative analyses that could illuminate how engagement manifests across different
organizational environments. By examining variations in engagement dynamics across diverse
institutional settings, we might better understand the contextual factors that enable or
constrain effective engagement practices. This comparative lens becomes particularly valuable
when considering how different cultural, resource, and structural configurations influence
engagement outcomes.

The complex nature of engagement barriers suggests the need for a mixed-method
investigations that can capture both the quantitative dimensions and qualitative nuances of
how obstacles manifest within institutional settings. Such methodological sophistication would
allow us to move beyond simple identification of barriers toward a more nuanced
understanding of their systemic interactions and evolutionary patterns. Action research on
initiative effectiveness presents a particularly promising direction, offering opportunities to
bridge the often-challenging gap between theoretical understanding and practical application.
By engaging directly with institutional stakeholders in the research process, we might develop
more robust and contextually appropriate engagement strategies while simultaneously
advancing theoretical understanding.

Finally, systematic evaluation of structural intervention impacts emerges as a crucial research
direction, potentially offering insights into how institutional changes influence engagement
outcomes across different organizational levels and contexts. This evaluation framework would
need to account for both intended and unintended consequences of structural modifications,
providing a more complete picture of how institutional changes shape engagement dynamics.
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