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Abstract: This study examines the affect of leadership on the retention of employees in NGOs. Four Thai 
NGOs representing a variety of organizational types were selected as a case study: the Paveenahongsakul 
Foundation, the Duang Prateep Foundation, the Potektueng Foundation, and the Chaipattana Foundation. 
They all work largely in the field of social and community development, with specific interests varying 
from: literacy, education, health, child and women welfare, environment, advocacy, animal welfare, 
volunteer promotion, etc. All of these NGOs are large enough to require skilled employees and an 
executive staff that is concerned about retaining these employees. This research aims to understand and 
critique the success factors for employee retention and examine if these factors hold true against the 
broad diversity of NGOs. In particular this study focuses on how leadership, which maintains the mission 
and vision of the NGO, impacts employee retention and what effect employee changeover has on 
maintaining mission and vision.  
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1. Introduction 
 
Non-Governmental Organizations (NGOs) have increasingly come to play a significant role in providing 
essential services for the development of society (Davids et. al, 2009). NGOs’ work can span national 
boundaries, especially those NGOs responsible for active efforts in international development and 
improving the welfare of poor in developing countries. Just as we require strong oversight for 
governmental projects, we require the same for nongovernmental organizations that take on these roles. 
This increased professionalism requires that NGOs employ highly trained staff and they are competing in 
the same labor market as private enterprise for these staff. NGOs are often seen as being at a 
disadvantage with private enterprise in providing monetary compensation and instead rely on using their 
Mission to attract like minded employees. Leadership is important within any enterprise for managing 
staff and the setting of priorities, but within NGOs, leadership is also responsible for articulating the 
vision of the organization. This study examines the effect leadership has on the retention of employees 
that work for NGOs in Thailand.  
 
The objectives of this study are to find and explain leadership’s effect on the retention of employees 
working for NGOs, and to highlight the leader’s perspective on employee retention.  
 
2. Literature Review 
 

Nongovernment Organizations (NGOs): Andriof et al., (2002), Goodstein and Wicks, (2007) point out 
that NGOs have gradually strengthened their influence in society and that this societal evolution can best 
be seen by the changed external environment that private enterprise must now work under. Civil society 
now expects business to take its responsibilities on an increasing number of issues seriously. Stakeholder 
theory strongly urges an ethical approach, based on respect and consideration of a firm’s constituencies. 
Ruggie (2004) argues that NGOs also engage corporations and business associations to identify and 
disseminate corporate best practices and to promote social and environmental actions, provide technical 
assistance to corporations, elaborate commonly agreed certification schemes, promote and design 
corporate social responsibility (CSR) standards as well as management and reporting processes, and 
participate in CSR monitoring and auditing. These new forms of collaboration between business and 
NGOs reflect broader changes in the overall governance environment, while contributing to the 
reconstitution of the global public domain where firms carry out their activity. As major donors, private 
enterprise can also set NGOs financial and other organizational imperatives (Sogge et al, 1996). 
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Leadership: The increased professionalism as well as the competition for qualified employees can be 
seen by assessing where the graduates of Harvard University’s Kennedy School of Government gain 
employment upon graduation. In 1980, 8 percent of the Masters in Public Policy graduates took jobs in 
the NGO sector (Kennedy School of Government, 1998). By 2004, that number had risen to over 31 
percent (Kennedy School of Government, 2004). In 2007, Canada had more than 72,000 registered 
charities delivering services locally, provincially and nationally. These organizations provide over 
350,000 full time jobs as well as over 220,000 part time jobs. Total annual salaries exceed $13 billion 
dollars. This is a large and growing sector (Hardy, 2007). NGOs are better managed than they once were, 
and one aspect of that improved management is having a growing and more secure revenue source. 
Hence, when defined as a process of influence, leadership is broader than management. Influence can 
come from stakeholders inside and outside the firm (Frooman, 1999). Schermerhorn (2006) pointed out 
that leadership is the process of inspiring others to work hard to accomplish important tasks with the 
rapid technological change, intense global competition, and workforce diversity of the new workplace 
leadership is essential to management. Planning sets the direction and objectives, organizing brings 
resources together to turn plans into action, leading builds the commitment and enthusiasm needed for 
people to apply their talents fully to help accomplish plans and controlling makes sure things turn out 
right. The foundation of effective leadership lies in the ways a manager uses power to influence the 
behavior of other people. Power is the ability to get someone else to do something you want done. It is 
this ability to make things happen the way you want them to (Moss, 1997). Power is essential to executive 
success. To be successful at leadership, a leader must be able to both acquire and appropriately use 
positional power and personal power (Whetten and Cameron, 1991). 
 

Leadership in NGOs is not that different from that of the for-profit sector (Hardy, 2007). Though NGOs 
may have a social purpose, such as environmental or human rights, their clients (beneficiaries) are 
different from the people who contribute time and resources; as such they are also called non-
membership organizations (Ebrahim, 2003). Many NGO's have had to evolve or die as they compete for 
limited resources and make themselves relevant to a changing cliental, and Boards of Directors are forced 
to accept the notion that not every agency could be expected to survive. As such, NGO's began to look at 
the world through a filter that was well known in the for-profit sector (Hardy, 2007). Providing job 
satisfaction and leader acceptance, leader behaviour must be perceived as immediately satisfying or as 
leading to future satisfaction. Leader behavior that employees see as unnecessary or unhelpful, will be 
resented (House and Desslers, 1974). 
 

Retention: Organizations are struggling with turnover and retention but are taking steps to deal with it 
as The Institute of Management and Administration (2008) found these solutions fall into four categories:  

 making sure compensation is up to market levels, 
 having regular check-ins with existing employees to be sure they are satisfied, 
 creating succession plans, 
 ensuring new hires are a good fit for the organization. 

 

According to Brundage and Koziel (2010), the initial step in achieving retention success is instilling in the 
firm a culture that people are the top priority. This must come from the top of the leadership hierarchy 
and flow down through the organization. Building a cohesive staffing system should be based on a 
common foundation, such as a competency model, that applies to all levels within the firm. For example, a 
competency model helps managers to counsel poor performers because it displays the behaviors and 
actions that team members should be demonstrating. This will demonstrate a commitment to the people 
power of the organization and will regularly promote retention efforts. When retention becomes a 
priority, that mindset flows through the firm and staffing programs will naturally gravitate toward 
maximizing employee satisfaction and retaining the best and brightest talent. There are many possible 
ways to creatively link reward and performance in the new workplace. To take full advantage of the 
possibilities, however, managers must: 

 respect diversity and individual differences,  
 clearly understand what people want from work  
 allocate rewards to satisfy the interests of both individuals and the organization 

(Schermerhorn, 2006).  
 

Conceptual Framework  
 

The conceptual framework for this study was that employees would be attracted to work for these NGOs 
based upon the vision and mission of the organizations. This vision and mission is articulated by the 
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leadership. Retaining these employees is dependent upon how the vision and mission is articulated by the 
leadership in its daily interactions with employees.  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

3. Methodology 
 

The author approached four Bangkok based NGOs of good reputation and of sufficient size to warrant a 
human resource management plan. These four NGOs were: The Paveenahongsakul Foundation primarily 
a child and women’s social welfare and rights promotion organization; The Duang Prateep Foundation 
began its work on promoting the welfare of inhabitants of the Klong Toey slum in Bangkok and now 
works in a number of slum communities; The Potektueng Foundation deals with health, accidents and 
natural disasters; and The Chaipattana Foundation which provides support for royally initiated projects. 
In-depth interviews were held at the convenience of the interviewees. 
 

4. Results and Analysis 
 

It is clear from the interviews, that employees are selected for their motivation in being part of the 
mission and vision of the organization. Leadership looked to hire people with like motivations. For 
example the Paveenahongsakul Foundation only hired women that loved children, while the Chaipattana 
Foundation was looking for employees that sought to work on behalf of the crown. 
 

Some organizations put greater emphasis on employees as members of the family, hoping that strong 
social interactions would strengthen commitment and retention. The Potektueng Foundation de-
emphasized leadership interactions and instead encouraged social networking amongst its employees 
and volunteers and devotion to its cause. The leadership of the Duang Prateep Foundation often seeks to 
encourage employee interaction and sees this as part of their mission as many employees come from 
their target community. 
 

Organizations are faced with financial limitations and look to other methods of rewarding employees. 
Some of these are in additional benefits such as vacation, sick leave, and medical insurance. Some 
organizations use training and job rotations to reward good employees. Management is concerned about 
employee retention. Most of those interviewed said that they conducted some form of exit interview to 
discover why employees were leaving and what could be done to retain future employees. 
 

5. Conclusion  
 
According to Schermerhorn (2006) the leader builds the commitment and enthusiasm so that people 
apply their talents fully to help accomplish plans and monitoring makes sure things turn out right. A 
leader must be good at dealing with all aspects of communication, interpersonal relations and motivation.  

 

This study has shown that leadership affects the retention of employees working for nongovernmental 
organizations (NGOs) in Thailand. Leadership directly affects the retention of employees as the leader is 
responsible for job descriptions, recruitment, and selection. More importantly, the leader’s ability to 
communicate the organization’s vision and mission impact the motivation of employees. Finally the 
greater the experience or professionalism of the leader the better they are at managing and retraining 
staff. Employees differ in many ways including their capabilities, attitudes, personal goals and 
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personalities. Therefore, behavior that the leader finds effective with one worker may not be effective 
with another. In extreme cases, employees can be so different that it was virtually impossible for them to 
be managed as a group. In order to be effective, the leader must consider both individual and group 
differences.  
 
The leader must learn that there are two organizations, one formal and the other informal. An 
organization is usually described by an organizational chart, job descriptions and rewards. Leaders know 
the official reporting relationships. But an informal organization exists alongside, especially for those 
organizations that try to foster team or social group building or rely on their target cliental to supply 
labor. While key factors surrounding leadership where elicited using in-depth interviews, the study also 
identified other factors affecting employee retention, including geographic area, quality of life, desire for 
further professional development and a more flexible work schedule. 
 
According to Hardy (2007), in the NGO world it is important that one leads with heart as well as head. 
Employees often come to an organization based on its mission and vision, and it is up to the leader to 
constantly articulate this in their daily interactions with employees and volunteers. This may require new 
skills including: vision and strategic planning, a desire to innovate, a willingness to take considered risks, 
the ability to create and sustain growth, the ability to delegate and collaborate, excellent communication 
skills, and risk management and crisis intervention skills.  
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