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Abstract 
Retention of top talent represents a critical challenge for non-profit organiza-
tions restricted by limited resources. Factors impacting intention to leave have 
been widely studied. Far less attention has been given to individual work mo-
tivation in specific context. This study explored the motivation of accoun-
tants in an Australian faith-based non-profit organization to further under-
stand the factors that impact satisfaction with employment and intention to 
remain. The sample represents both management and employee perspectives 
and reflects a diversity of cultural background. From an analysis of the data a 
substantive theory was developed. Core theoretical categories: Purpose, Progress, 
Proximity were identified as primary to the motivation of this sample. The 
potential of these categories to be operationalized through the dynamic ele-
ments of Connection, Growth and Balance presents practical recommenda-
tions for management practice. Findings from this inquiry add insight into 
Spirituality as a distinctive motivation factor. 
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1. Introduction 

In a volatile and innovative business environment, the competition amongst busi-
ness to secure top talent becomes increasingly tough (Brundage & Koziel, 2010; 
Colleran et al., 2010; Brandel, 2002; Kirsch, 2007; Holland, Sheehan, & De Cieri, 
2007; Adhikari, 2009). Despite advances in technology, the acquisition and re-
tention of valued employees remain a key focus. Software has replaced some of 
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the manual procedures in accounting but in instances where relationship con-
nection with stakeholders and co-workers has traditionally played a vital role in 
business operations, valued employees are required with not only technical skills 
but also exceptional human relationship ability. This is particularly true of ac-
counting departments which deal with older clients who may not have access to 
computers or computer skills.  

Australian business organizations are not exempt from the ongoing challenge 
of recruiting and retaining staff within an unpredictable economic climate. Con-
temporary trends suggest that retention is overtaking recruitment as the primary 
challenge of management (Kirsch, 2007). In Australia, the business community 
is acknowledging the significance of retention and development as a source of 
competitive advantage in the “war for talent” (Holland, Sheehan, & De Cieri, 
2007). 

Within the contemporary business sector, the significance of the non-profit 
sector, seen as distinct from the for-profit sector, is gaining momentum. Increa-
singly, its potential for providing social services is recognized by governments 
(Briggs, Peterson, & Gregory, 2010; Cnaan & Curtis, 2013; Helmig, Jagers, & Laps-
ley, 2004; Wymer, Riecken, & Yavas, 1996). As governments look to non-profit 
organizations to pick up the burden of social services, the question of non-profit 
sustainability comes under the spotlight. 

Within a covid impacted environment, the sustainability of non-profit organ-
izations assumes an even greater challenge. The volatile job and investment mar-
kets are having a significant impact on donations which will have a direct effect 
on the ability to retain staff (Deitrick, Tinker, Young, Strawser, Meschen, Me-
nriques, & Beatty, 2020). Projected statistics are expected to reflect a worsening 
scenario. It becomes evident that the retention of core staff is regarded as crucial 
for non-profit employee management (Brandel, 2002). Reducing turnover is as-
suming a top priority (Kang et al., 2015).  

Pre-Covid attrition in non-profit organizations in areas of Australia is esti-
mated at between 26% and 30% per annum (Keys, 2017). This represents a sig-
nificant portion of the non-profit workforce whose loss in terms of financial and 
non-financial cost, has the capacity to negatively impact the competency and ef-
fectiveness of organizations. The impact of turnover at this rate has the potential 
too of undermining the ability of non-profit organizations to achieve their mis-
sion goal and consequently impact the core value of their existence (Colleran et 
al., 2010).  

Non-profit organizations remain distinct from their for-profit counterparts in 
that they have no access to equity capital nor do they distribute resources to 
stakeholders (Helmig et al., 2004). Despite these challenges, non-profit organiza-
tions as a rule compete with corporates and the for-profit sector for the recruit-
ment and retention of top talent with comparatively limited resources and job 
security (Colleran et al., 2010). The gap in earnings between employees in the 
for-profit sector and those employed in the non-profit sector has been estimated 
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at 59% (Frank, 1993). There is consensus in the literature that executives and top 
managers in non-profit organizations earn persistently less than their counter-
parts in other sectors (Handy & Katz, 1998) even though their job descriptions 
are equally complex to those in other sectors (Roomkin & Weisbrod, 1999). 

Despite these discrepancies, non-profit organizations continue to attract highly 
qualified workers. In the field of accountancy, as an example, where the turnover 
rate among professional accountants is reported to be disproportionately high 
(Twiname, Samujh, & Val Lamoen, 2012), non-profit organizations continue to 
recruit employees of whom 69% have education levels at college or greater, 
compared to 45.6% of their for-profit counterparts (Leete, 2000). It has also been 
found that despite lower wages, non-profit workers indicate stronger motivation 
and higher levels of satisfaction than their counterparts in for-profit organiza-
tions (Benz, 2005). 

These considerations present an intriguing anomaly: if highly qualified workers 
are attracted to work for less pay and advancement opportunities and express 
comparatively higher levels of work satisfaction, why are attrition rates in specific 
fields such as accounting so high? Indeed, why would these employees remain in 
these organizations? These considerations thrust increased understanding of em-
ployee retention in non-profit organizations into the critical arena of thought 
(Brandel, 2002; Kang, Huh, Cho, & Auh, 2015). The questions gave rise to the ra-
tionale for inquiry into the experience of accountants in non-profit organizations 
in a way which would present a more holistic explanation of the phenomenon.  

Although the question of employee turnover has attracted extensive inquiry, 
there is far less research on why they choose to stay (Christeen, 2015). One path-
way of addressing anomalies is through the development of theory. Clayton 
Christensen (2016), named by The Economist as the most influential business 
management thinker of the 21 century, writes that in many ways good theory is 
more accurate than data in that data speaks to the past while good theory speaks 
to the future. Contrary to perceptions in business management that theory is 
impractical, good theory is “consummately practical” (Christensen, 2016). This 
stance endorses that of Lewin who concluded that there is nothing so practical as 
a good theory (Lewin, 1946). The current study is launched on the premise that 
the development of a substantive theory has the potential to offer insight into the 
motivation of current and professional workers which will potentially facilitate 
practical management in promoting the retention of talented employees in spe-
cific context. 

In summary: the rationale for this inquiry transpired from a consideration of 
the vital necessity of retaining highly qualified staff in non-profit organizations 
operating in a volatile and unpredictable business climate. A reading of the ex-
tant literature on staff retention in this field proposed the potential limitation of 
mainly quantitative study. The general scope of factors impacting retention and 
the need to distinguish and define factors relating to employment experience in 
non-profit organizations in particular, suggested a qualitative inquiry into indi-
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vidual experience to increase holistic understanding of the phenomenon. Fur-
ther the noted absence of inquiry into distinctive characteristics of specific or-
ganizations such as spirituality in faith-based non-profit organizations, necessi-
tated further inquiry. A principal objective of this inquiry is to demonstrate the 
practicability of theory in order to address a general misconception, referred to 
by Professor Christensen (2016), that the business community often regards 
academic theory to be of little practical significance for business practice.  

The inquiry will start with a consideration of the literature relating to em-
ployee motivation. The next section will outline the selection of a grounded study 
approach as a best fit for addressing the research phenomenon. The collection 
and analysis of data will be addressed in this section on Methodology. This will 
be followed by an analysis of the data from which a substantive theory is devel-
oped. The strengths and limitations of the study will be considered before the 
discussion section and concluding remarks ends the study. 

Context 

But first, consideration is given to the context chosen for the inquiry into ac-
countant experience. 

In their study, Twiname, Samujh, & Van Lamoen (2012) found that the ac-
counting profession was grappling with the problem of employee intention to 
leave. Inquiry into the recruitment and retention of the accounting profession 
has been undertaken in New Zealand and Australia predominantly applying 
survey measures and no qualitative research could be found that explored the 
motivation of accountants in the specific context of an Australian faith-based 
non-profit organization. 

The treasury department of a non-profit organization in New South Wales, 
Australia, was chosen for this study specifically for its representation of em-
ployee diversity in terms of gender, age, culture and disability. It operates in two 
different localities in New South Wales: The South Pacific Division is situated in 
Wahroonga, Sydney. It is the administrative entity for the South Pacific region 
which includes Australia, New Zealand, Papua New Guinea and other Pacific 
nations. The division oversees a range of ancillary social services through almost 
200 churches in the region. The second division, the Northern New South Wales 
Conference, is located in Wallsend, Newcastle, where it supplies support services 
to the area. The core values of the organization are listed in the financial report 
of July 2021: spirituality, ministry, nurture, teamwork and accountability. 

Faith-based organizations have been identified in the literature as needing fur-
ther inquiry. Bielefeld and Cleveland (2013) found that publications of non-profit, 
faith-based organizations have declined since 2008. The authors suggest the faith 
factor distinguishes FBOs from non-FBO providers. The organizations are simi-
lar, however, in that leadership of both wrestle with the attraction and retention 
of highly motivated employees (Bassous, 2015). The faith-based context is perti-
nent in that it offers an opportunity to include the impact of spirituality in an 
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inquiry into the motivation of employees. 

2. Literature Review 
2.1. Introduction 

The use of extant literature in a grounded theory study is the source of ongoing 
debate. While the discussion is acknowledged, this study will offer only a brief 
explanation of the current approach adopted as it relates to the inquiry. The 
question of theoretical pre-knowledge has resulted in a division of stance from 
Glaser’s position that codes and categories emerge directly from the data as 
noted in Glaser & Strauss (2008) to Strauss & Corbin’s (1990) view that theoret-
ical pre-knowledge flows into the data’s interpretation (Reichertz, 2007). The 
position taken by the current authors is that the development of theory cannot 
preclude theoretical pre-knowledge and that inquiry based on effective in-depth 
interview questions cannot claim tabula rasa (Strauss & Corbin, 1990). Conse-
quently, the inclusion of a literature review in this study is not meant as a 
framework but agrees with the view of Stern (2007) that it is important to situate 
research in a body of relevant literature to give credit to the work of others in the 
field and to show that the current work furthers understanding of prevailing 
ideas on the phenomena.  

2.2. Motivation: The Field 

Human motivation has remained an intriguing question since the era of Greek 
philosophy from where it evolved to the fields of psychology and behavioural 
sciences. Motivation essentially refers to the “why?” of human behavior (Valle-
rand, 2012). The introduction of employee motivation into the conversation has 
only comparatively recently entered the arena of business and management stu-
dies (Bassous, 2015).  

According to Meneghetti (1995), theories on motivation may be divided into 
two broad categories: process-based theories and content-based theories. Con-
tent-based theories apply to specific motivation needs and include; Maslow’s 
Hierarchy of Needs, Herzberg’s 2-factor Theory and McClelland’s Needs Theory. 
Process-based theories are more generally related to the interaction between be-
haviours, needs and rewards as seen in the Equity Theory and the Objective 
Theory. Other contemporary theories on motivation include Self-Determination 
Theory, Goal Setting Theory, Self Efficacy Theory and Reinforcement Theory.  

The cursory referral to motivation theory is meant to highlight the context for 
the current study and is not introduced as a framework of inquiry. The reference 
to the more classic motivational theories does not exclude the acknowledgement 
of more contemporary conversations but further discussion lies outside the lim-
its of the current study. 

2.3. Motivation: At Work 

Work motivation remains a central topic of organizational studies as it helps to 
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explain what factors attract and retain individuals in particular jobs (Lee & Wil-
kins, 2011). A reading of the literature indicates that within the current em-
ployment environment, attracting and retaining employees remains a dominant 
focus of organizational management (Adhikari, 2009; Colleran et al., 2010; 
Ghosh et al., 2013; Kang, Huh, Cho, & Auh, 2015; Moynihan & Pandey, 2008). 
Although non-profit organizations face some similar challenges in a bid to retain 
top talent, there are distinct differences in the working environment of the 
non-profit sector (Lee & Wilkins, 2011). Current studies focus primarily on job 
choice motivation within the public and private sector (Park & Ward, 2012). The 
unique nature of non-profit organizations requires an understanding of job 
choice motivations in this sector. The literature proposes that employees in the 
non-profit sector have a strong commitment to organizational philosophy which 
is subordinate to monetary gains (Handy & Katz, 1998). This suggests that em-
ployees in non-profit organizations may choose to work there for other than fi-
nancial gain and are motivated by the desire to help the community and serve 
others (Perry & Wise, 1990). Does this imply that despite the fact that manageri-
al wages in the non-profit sector are persistently lower than in other sectors, 
lower wages will not deter employees who are committed to the cause (Handy & 
Katz, 1998)? 

2.4. Motivation: Extrinsic and Intrinsic 

Intrinsic and extrinsic motivation fits well with an inquiry into individual em-
ployee experience as factors both inside and outside of the individual are consi-
dered to affect personal motivation (Vallerand, 2012).  

Extrinsic motivation includes both personal and social benefits and includes 
monetary incentives and task-related rewards. In many faith-based organizations 
extrinsic rewards may be restricted to non-monetary rewards which are essen-
tially altruistic (Netting et al., 2006). These include performance rewards, recog-
nition of service to others, compelling work and satisfaction (Gagne & Deci, 
2005). 

A reading of the literature suggests that employees in non-profit organizations 
may be less likely to be driven by extrinsic factors and more likely to be moti-
vated by intrinsic factors (Benz, 2005; Handy & Katz, 1998; Bassous, 2015). In-
trinsic motivation includes; job content, personal growth, responsibility and ad-
vancement (Lee & Wilkins, 2011). In their study of nonprofit organizations in 
Western Australia, Colleran et al., (2010), found that four out of five retention 
motivators were intrinsic. Intrinsic motivation is also highly correlated with 
faith-based non-profit organizations (Netting et al., 2006).  

The distinction and interrelatedness of extrinsic and intrinsic motivation while 
constituting one of the most researched aspects of motivation, also represent one 
of the most complex (Wenger & Yarbrough, 2005). In fact, it has been suggested 
that the relationship between intrinsic and extrinsic motivation is far more in-
tricate that commonly understood (Park & Ward, 2012). Not only has the di-
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chotomy itself come under question, but Deci & Ryan (2000) suggest that the 
classification is insufficient to account for the entire spectrum of human motiva-
tion.  

The effectiveness of mission statements in fostering positive attitudes, driving 
job satisfaction and enhancing intention to stay have been discussed in the lite-
rature (Braun, Wesche, Frey, Weisweiler, & Peus, 2012). The mission statement 
has been described by the authors as consisting of three components: a visionary 
component with emotional content, its raison d’etre including tasks and duties 
and thirdly, the mission statement as pertaining to the organization’s philosophy 
and values. 

2.5. Motivation: Job Satisfaction 

Job satisfaction is considered to be one of the most highly investigated topics in 
organizational research as it relates to the motivation and retention of employees 
(Van Der Westhuizen et al., 2011). Although the link between satisfaction and 
retention has been established in the literature (Freund, 2008; Omoto & Snyder, 
1995), other studies have failed to find a unified relationship (Penner & Finkels-
tein, 1998). In nonprofit organizations, intrinsic satisfaction has been found to 
serve as an important factor in employee retention (Benz, 2005). Intrinsic re-
wards were related to a relatively low turnover rate in a study by Colleran et al. 
(2010). Research has found that employees who move from for-profit organiza-
tions to non-profits are more intrinsically motivated. In exchange for higher job 
satisfaction, flexibility, and improved relationships they are willing to accept 
lesser equivalent wages (Becchetti, Castriola, & Depedri, 2014). In a study of the 
non-profit sector in Western Australia, employees ranked the following reten-
tion and motivating factors: passion, work-life-balance, career development, in-
teresting job tasks (Colleran et al., 2010). 

2.6. Motivation: Spirituality 

A study by Bassous (2015) indicates that the motivation of faith-based employees 
is closely related to personal faith. For many of these workers, their choice of 
employment is motivated by a higher Calling. A Call is described as an exhorta-
tion received from the divine; either through spiritual impartation or human 
agency, and it relates to life choices. 

Spirituality has been described as a significant and irreducible human motiva-
tion in a study by Pargament (2013). The definition and distinction between spi-
rituality and religion remains an ongoing conversation and an in-depth discus-
sion falls beyond the scope of this inquiry. It is necessary to acknowledge, how-
ever, that the terms remain interchangeable in some areas of the literature which 
stresses their commonalities. Hicks (2003) proposes that the definition of spiri-
tuality is considered too broad to be coherent. In response to this, this inquiry 
offers a working definition of spirituality in specific context: Spirituality is a con-
nection to God through personal relationship. It constitutes dynamic personal 

https://doi.org/10.4236/psych.2021.1211106


B. Erasmus, K. Howson 
 

 

DOI: 10.4236/psych.2021.1211106 1763 Psychology 
 

growth based on a tradition of faith beliefs shared in community which finds 
expression in the divine purpose of altruistic service and love for others (Eras-
mus et al., 2021). In his study, Pargament (2013) notes that psychology generally 
has neglected Spirituality as a motive in and of itself. By choosing to situate the 
inquiry within a faith-based environment, this study hopes to give more atten-
tion to this phenomenon. 

2.7. Spirituality and Religion in the Workplace (SRW) 

The study of spirituality and religion in the workplace is described as an emerg-
ing area of inquiry (Benefiel, Fry, & Geigle, 2014). SRW has its roots in philoso-
phy and religion but it is suggested that the field of psychology of religion and 
spirituality has much to offer that can be applied to the workplace. The essential 
elements of SRW include: the acknowledgement that employees have an inner 
life; meaningful work; creating a company culture that fosters spiritual growth. 
Importantly too it incorporates the concept of spiritual leadership developed by 
Fry (2003) which was extended to include the importance of inner life and life 
satisfaction.  

2.8. Conclusion 

Although there is consensus that the high turnover rate in non-profit organiza-
tions in general has led to the consideration of turnover as a top priority (Kang, 
Hugh, Cho, & Auh, 2015), little work has been done on why employees choose 
one sector rather than another (Colleran et al., 2010). There is a sparcity too of 
qualitative approach in the field.  

3. Methodology 

The ontological position adopted by this research follows that a study of the mo-
tivation of accounting staff in an Australian faith-based non-profit system, is 
principally about the perception of individual employees of the factors that in-
fluence their decision to join, remain or leave current job appointments in this 
context. Perceptions gained directly from the data in respect of individual em-
ployee motivation have the potential of furthering understanding of interper-
sonal and organizational factors impacting the experience of accounting staff 
within such an organization. This concurs with a pragmatic orientation which 
says, “people always interpret events from a situated and complexly principled 
point of view” (Star, 2007: p. 88). 

A qualitative approach was deemed the best match for this inquiry as it is a 
research orientation which explores social and human problems by building a 
complex, holistic picture through word analysis and detailed views of partici-
pants in a natural setting (Creswell, 1998). A grounded theory study was selected 
based generally on the approach of Strauss and Corbin (1990) which follows an 
inductive approach, but which does not preclude an abductive research logic 
(Reichertz, 2007). Grounded theory is defined by Creswell (2009: p. 229) as; “a 
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qualitative strategy in which the researcher derives a general abstract theory of a 
process, action, or interaction grounded in the views of the participants of the 
study”. In terms of this approach, theory is discovered through the systematic 
collection and simultaneous analysis of data pertaining to the field of inquiry. 
Contrary to simplistic induction, the inquiry acknowledges the role of pre-existing 
theory in sensitizing the researcher to frame relevant interview questions. Due 
process was followed to validate the interpretation of the data by allowing nega-
tive and contrary perceptions to be included. In this study the views of dissatis-
fied, former employees were incorporated. To address potential bias, one re-
searcher was not a member of the church organization studied. The other re-
searcher, who is a member, was chosen for the depth of insight provided into the 
culture and traditions of the organization which made for an authentic contex-
tual reference. 

Semi-structured interviews were conducted with 17 experienced accounting 
staff within the faith-based organization in New South Wales, Australia. The 
sample consisted of 10 current and 7 former employees of the organization. Ear-
ly interviews were audiotaped and transcribed verbatim on to a word processor 
for coding and analysis. Initial face-to-face interviews were conducted on site. 
The interviewing process was interrupted by the advent of the Covid-19 pan-
demic. Final interviews were based on either telephonic or online conversation. 
The interviews were conducted mainly in the offices of the Treasury depart-
ments from November 2019 to April 2021. A demographic section was followed 
by open questions about individual perception. Participants were asked ques-
tions such as: What made you choose to work in a faith-based non-profit organ-
ization? Would you consider leaving if offered substantially higher financial in-
centives? 

The collection and analysis of the data occurred simultaneously in line with a 
grounded theory approach. Saturation was deemed to have been reached when 
no further ideas or properties emerged from succeeding interviews (Sheppard, 
2004). Analysis proceeded initially with a line-by-line coding for in vivo codes 
(Glaser & Strauss, 2008). By constant comparison, principal categories, grounded in 
the empirical data, were developed through theoretical sensitivity and not forced 
from the data (Dey, 2007). Categories emerged with two theoretical properties: a 
set of sub-categories and the relationship between the different categories (Kelle, 
2007). From these categories a substantive theory was developed. A substantive 
theory is differentiated from formal theory in that the former is directed to a 
specific sociological context and does not aim at generalizability while the latter 
is applicable to broad social concepts with general applicability (Lempert, 2007). 

A purposeful sampling method was employed. “A purposeful sample is one 
that provides a clear criterion or rationale for the selection of participants, or 
places to observe, or events, that relates to the research questions” (Ezzy, 2002: p. 
74). The chief criteria for eligibility were that participants have experience of the 
research phenomenon and were willing to participate in conversation. The Trea-

https://doi.org/10.4236/psych.2021.1211106


B. Erasmus, K. Howson 
 

 

DOI: 10.4236/psych.2021.1211106 1765 Psychology 
 

sury department was selected specifically for its representation of diversity in 
terms of gender, age, culture and disability. Views of both management and em-
ployees were included in the interview process. A few had previous experience in 
corporate and state organizations. Ethics approval for this study was granted by 
the Avondale Human Research Ethics Committee. 

4. Participants 

Potential participants were located through the central administration office of 
the organization in Sydney. Managers of the treasury departments were then 
contacted by telephone and invited to participate in the study. The managers 
acted as gatekeepers to introduce researchers to potential interviewees in the or-
ganization. Those who registered interest and who met the criteria were issued 
with an information sheet which included a section on participant rights in-
cluding a privacy clause and the right to opt out of the process at any stage. 

A total of 17 participants who met the criteria outlined previously participated 
using a semi-structured interviewing process. As the total number of employees 
in these particular departments was small, the number of interviews is more 
than representative. The sample represented male participants (n = 8) and fe-
male (n = 9). Most of the participants were married (n = 12) but there were also 
single and divorced participants. The ages of the participants ranged from 25 
years to 53 years. The participants were representative of Australian, New Zeal-
and, Chinese, Filipino and South American cultural backgrounds. The sample 
consisted of current and former accounting clerks, accountants at various levels, 
and auditing staff. All 17 participants held Bachelor degrees, mostly with ac-
counting majors. The picture that emerges is of a well-qualified cohort of trea-
sury accounting staff.  

5. Findings 

From an analysis of the data three core motivation categories, relating directly to 
the research phenomena are identified. They are: Purpose, Progress, Proximity. 
Findings from the analysis indicate that the categories are multifaceted and often 
interrelated but for explication they are discussed separately and in no hierar-
chical order. 

5.1. Purpose 

Purpose is described in the literature as relating to social and economic consid-
erations in addition to psychological forces (Rey & Malbasic, 2019). A sense of 
Purpose was identified as a core motivation category for this sample of accoun-
tants. In this study the phenomenon is characterized essentially by mission con-
gruence, contribution, commitment and culture. These findings address the chal-
lenge of identifying purpose that fosters emotional commitment and multiple 
objectives and which potentially would be limited by adopting linear models to 
measure a multifaceted phenomenon. 
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5.1.1. Mission Congruence  
Participants in this study indicate that choosing to work in a faith-based non- 
profit organization was strongly influenced by the congruence of individual mo-
tivations with the values and philosophy of the organization. Being able to com-
bine a career with their altruistic values featured prominently in their perception 
of being satisfied with their position. An interesting perspective is given by a 
young senior accountant who had left the government sector for the non-profit 
sector: 

I think for me it’s never been about remuneration. It’s always been about what 
I can contribute to my work and the people round me which is one of the rea-
sons I left. I thought working for a government organization with the purpose of 
keeping the environment clean was a good bigger cause and I quite enjoyed 
working there until it got to the point where my beliefs and values and that of 
the company did not quite match up anymore. 

Participants ascribed their strong organizational value alignment to a faith-based 
background. The generally accepted mantra of non-profit organizations, “people 
are more important than money”, was congruent with the values they had grown 
up with. These findings concurred with Bielefeld and Cleveland (2013) that indi-
viduals with religious backgrounds are attracted to the mission statements of 
organizations. 

In this study accounting staff chose to work for a faith-based organization to 
be part of the missionary cause. A mature female accountant said: 

It does the heart good to know you are contributing to the heart of the mis-
sion of the place. You are making a difference in life in some ways and particu-
larly in the role I’m in. 

Non-alignment of personal and organizational values among former em-
ployees had resulted in feeling demotivated. Conflicting values lead to a deci-
sion to leave. 

The mission statement of the non-profit was perceived to be embedded in that 
of the church organization to which they belonged. 

5.1.2. Contribution 
The organization’s missionary declaration, “we invest in others”, connected in-
dividuals to a bigger picture. Participants felt their work was meaningful when 
they perceived that their service was in the interest of others and contributed to 
making a difference in the lives of others. One female accountant who left a 
for-profit organization said: 

The purpose of this organization [non-profit] to support members of our 
church community in financially managing their lifestyle is important to 
me—I liked that we can be there to help people with that. 

A definite link between having a sense of contributing to the good of others 
and satisfaction with employment was identified. One manager said:  

It’s not just about lining someone else’s pocket. 
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Although participants acknowledged that they were not traditional frontline 
workers like pastors and missionaries, they still felt they were making a differ-
ence and contributing to the mission of the organization and the church. 

One accountant in the Newcastle department commented: 

It’s rewarding when your role means interacting with the people you are 
supporting. Feels like you are in the frontline of making a difference. In 
corporate areas there are less interactions with clients and therefore you feel 
more removed.  

Conversely, individuals who felt they were not making a contribution, felt no 
sense of purpose. As one interviewee said: 

When it becomes just a job, it doesn’t feel like you are making a difference. 

5.1.3. Culture 
A faith-based organizational culture emerged as a strong factor impacting satis-
faction with employment. This culture was described as one which embraced 
spiritual ideals, where individuals were valued and respected, trust existed, deci-
sion-making was based on faith-based values, diversity was upheld and support 
from leadership and team existed at all levels. When this was perceived, it drove 
a strong connection between personal values and the culture of the organization. 
One participant said: 

I feel like I am at home. 

Cultural diversity is strongly represented in this organization. Employees in-
cluded Australian, New Zealand, South American, Tongan, Filipino and Asian 
workers. One line manager said that purposefully building an organizational cul-
ture of respect and value helped to unite members from different cultures. A 
traditional stance of “this is how you do it and that is that” did not promote pos-
itive motivation in a diverse team. A culture of respect and value was built on 
individual relationships. He said: 

Building relationships is most time consuming, but vital for creating respect 
and value. 

Potentially, there could be instances where traditional cultural values and or-
ganizational values appeared conflicting. An example was gender ranking in 
some Pacific Island cultures, and collective versus individual decision-making 
processes. According to managers, these differences may be overarched by creat-
ing a strong organizational culture of value and respect. 

According to participants, a strong team culture of support and shared values 
contributed to a positive working experience. An attitude of, “we are all in this 
together”, endorsed feelings of confidence and trust. One younger accountant 
described it as follows: 

If we succeed, we all succeed. If we fail, we all fail. If anyone drops the ball, 
we will all help carry it on.  
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In this faith-based context, trust was experienced as multi-dimensional phe-
nomena. Trust was perceived as a relational dynamic that took time to develop. 
If there was no faith in team leaders, individuals felt demotivated. Trust and in-
tegrity were seen as significant for maintaining transparency and accountability 
for stakeholders and ultimately for being honest managers of God’s money. A 
strong link between trust and autonomy fostered satisfaction with working ex-
perience as discussed in the following section. 

5.2. Progress 

The concept of Progress, with individual growth and learning as a principal ele-
ment, emerged as a significant motivation for this sample of accountants. Even 
in cases where individuals expressed a primary commitment to organizational 
and church mission, a sense of stagnation could potentially override the com-
mitment and result in exit intention.  

5.2.1. Growth and Development 
A perceived lack of opportunity to grow and develop constituted the single most 
important factor impacting intention to leave in this study. Although smaller 
organizations were perceived to offer swifter career progression, there was a de-
finite perception of a ceiling potentially spelling stagnation and demotivation. A 
former assistant manager said: 

It was a dead-end being in a small organization. 

Opportunity to grow and develop was restricted by the size of the organiza-
tion and by budget limitations according to participants. A former employee 
said that although she had been encouraged to learn new things, a small organi-
zation meant there was limited opportunity to go any further. 

Several participants said that a deciding driver in leaving would be the percep-
tion of a lack of a clear career pathway. The following statement is representative 
of most of the sample: 

It may get to a state where I would have to think about moving on for my 
own growth.  

In both departments, leaders and managers were aware of these sentiments. 
As leaders they were committed to helping employees to develop professionally 
and sought to encourage training in areas of interest. These were limited, how-
ever, by budget restrictions. One line manager outlined his philosophy: 

Point being that they should be able to look back at this organization as a 
good place to have been employed. 

5.2.2. Mentorship  
Individual progress both on a personal and professional level was positively mo-
tivated by the input of mentors. Interestingly, personal mentorship was preferred 
to Human Resource assistance. According to this sample, mentors should have 
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the following qualities: be humble, trustworthy, have insight into cultural dif-
ferences, be knowledgeable, accessible and empowering. One participant with a 
disability said that the ongoing influence of a personal mentor at the organiza-
tion was a deciding motivator in intention to remain. Both formal and informal 
mentoring were regarded as contributing to satisfaction with current employ-
ment. Formal mentorship was initiated by the organization while informal men-
torship frequently arose spontaneously. The principal emphasis in both cases 
was on relationship. Regardless of form, mentorship was associated with both 
career development and psycho-supportive functions and both forms were seen 
as promoting opportunity for growth and development. 

5.2.3. Autonomy 
Findings from an analysis of the data showed a definite link between autonomy 
and job satisfaction in this study. Autonomy for these participants was related to 
confidence and trust. Satisfied employees were trusted with projects without be-
ing micro-managed and felt confident about approaching direct management 
with new ideas. They felt confident about motivating for new ideas and felt that 
the line manager, “always has our voice”.  

One participant described the experience as one which: 

Allowed me freedom to do work, knowing there’s a confidence that it will 
be done well and within the best possible time. Not over-managed. 

Direct managers in the department acknowledged the importance of an auto-
nomous management practice and its role in fostering retention. The general 
view from participants in this study was that although autonomy was conscious-
ly implemented at first line management level, it was stifled by more hierarchical 
“forces higher up”. particularly as it pertained to planning and development. 
Consequently, as one participant put it: 

It feels like our suggestions don’t carry much weight higher up.  

These sentiments were considered demotivating and resulted in employees 
feeling devalued. 

5.2.4. Leadership Style 
Opportunity to grow and develop was linked by this sample to leadership style. 
A transformative style and servant leadership approach were regarded as en-
hancing opportunity for personal learning and growing. An interesting and un-
expected result was the view that these leadership styles were generally expe-
rienced at managerial level. This suggests that employees are positively moti-
vated by leadership style regardless of the level of position. When this style is 
perceived to be supportive, transparent and encouraging of growth and devel-
opment, it fosters a sense of satisfaction with work experience. A sense of value 
and well-being was further imputed by leaders who provided input into the spi-
ritual growth of employees. 

Leaders who adopted a servant leadership style said it was based on the Bibli-
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cal model of Jesus where every individual was valued. In this model, people have 
intrinsic value irrespective of their academic qualifications or cultural background. 
The aim of leadership was to nurture and grow every individual to their full po-
tential. These elements of leadership are characteristic of Greenleaf’s servant 
leadership model (Greenleaf, 1998) and suggest an intuitive alignment with this 
context. For this sample, feeling valued included positive and timely feedback 
from leadership, intrinsic and extrinsic reward and experiencing a feeling of 
connection to co-workers, leaders and the organization. 

In practice, however, there appeared to be some disparity between support for 
servant leadership style in principle and dissatisfaction with aspects of the prac-
tical application. Some participants felt the church culture of grace could result 
in a leniency of organizational management practice potentially leading to a 
failure in dealing with underperformance and decisive decision-taking. One par-
ticipant said: 

That’s the thing about working for the church. Sometimes we extend too 
much grace and we let things slide. People who don’t make the grade, we 
just shove them around, making them someone else’s problem. 

In situations where team members did not pull their weight, the resulting ad-
ditional responsibility fell on the shoulders of other members. The added work-
load was demotivating, increasing work pressure and consequently leading to 
dissatisfaction with employment and potential burnout. 

5.2.5. Burnout 
Increased workload resulting from staff under performance issues and insuffi-
cient resources were shown in this study to relate to demotivation and potential 
turnover intention. A perception of rising expectations coupled with increased 
workload was the principal factors relating to potential burnout. This was per-
haps even more evident at senior level. Former employees with near burnout 
described increased workload, complexity of roles, staff turnover, inconsistent 
management practice and insufficient resources. 

The role of expectations as a multi-faceted phenomena and its contribution to 
potential burnout in faith-based accounting practice is mentioned here but needs 
further exploration. In some cases, there was additional stress of experiencing 
blurred boundaries between work and church life where church felt like “anoth-
er day at the office”.  

Managers were aware of this phenomenon. Some managers had themselves 
been close to burnout and were able to use their experience to adopt measures to 
protect staff from burnout. One manager said: 

I keep telling myself I have to walk the talk as well. I always tell my staff: 
“your personal health is very important”. Everyone is different and we must 
make sure their mental health is catered for. 

Another manager described the added stress that work-from-home initially 
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caused employees: 

2020 has been very hard. Initially there were issues in respect of work from 
home. It was stressful when staff were not able to access our system from 
home. This is fixed now but we still meet once a week to help with work or 
personal issues. We try to go out of our way to help. 

5.2.6. Remuneration 
Remuneration is regarded as an extrinsic reward and its role in creating satisfac-
tion with employment and potentially turnover intent has been discussed earlier. 
An analysis of the data showed that participants viewed entry level wage at a 
non-profit as comparative if not better than that at many corporates. As levels 
rise, however, there is significant disparity in salary scales. 

Most participants reported mission alignment (putting people ahead of prof-
its) as a strong initial attraction to non-profit employment. As one participant 
said: 

Money is not the driver. I am motivated by bringing value. I took a big pay 
cut for the current position and work a zillion times harder.  

This result compares with the view of Becchetti, Castriota & Depedri (2014) 
that individuals who are more intrinsically motivated will change jobs even if it 
means lower salary scales. It would appear, however, that although this stance is 
a luxury that can be expounded by more mature employees and even a few single 
individuals, pragmatic considerations such as the addition of family responsibil-
ities may require a different response. In most instances the decision to leave the 
organization was far more complex than just financial concerns. A female ac-
countant refers to this complexity: 

Money was not the primary incentive for change. There are a lot more things 
involved in making that decision. 

Several employees with families said that family considerations currently took 
precedence and that despite a strong mission orientation, they would be tempted 
to leave if offered tempting financial incentives. This result concurs with the 
view of Brown and Yoshioka (2003) that mission congruence may not be suffi-
cient to retain employees.  

5.3. Proximity 

The concept of proximity emerged as an important motivator in decision to stay. 
Proximity included the important elements of time and space. These factors in 
turn were directly related to work-life balance which has been widely reported to 
have links to job satisfaction 

Analysis of the data showed a strong relationship between work-life balance 
and the elements of place and time. A former female employee described her ex-
perience: 

I struggled with work-life balance due to all the travelling I was doing. It 
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was a big factor in me leaving.  

Heavy workloads and time away from home and family were regarded as ne-
gatively impacting work-life balance. A former employee expressed it as follows: 

They are expecting a lot of you in terms of your work-life and your balance 
is crushed but you are not compensated in the same way as in the corporate 
sector.  

Personal time with family, community contact and pursuit of hobbies were 
impacted directly by long hours spent at work as well as time spent commuting 
to work. The extent of this time was becoming a calculated factor with the onset 
of the restrictions of the covid-19 pandemic which resulted in employees work-
ing from home. They were beginning to realize how much time was saved by not 
having to commute to work. As this study was conducted at the onset of the 
pandemic, the full impact of work-from-home in this context needs further in-
quiry.  

Management indicated an awareness of the need to address work-life balance 
for employees and that fostering a holistic lifestyle was convergent with the values 
of the employing church organization. Employees were encouraged to stick to 
working hours where possible, limit overtime and work efficiently and effectively 
to maintain boundaries. One manager who had experienced near burn-out said: 

As a leader, you have to walk the talk. Structure the day purposefully to en-
able quality time with family. 

Participants in this study who considered their work-life balance to be positive 
were of the view that proximity of workplace played a significant role in main-
taining this balance. Being close to home enabled employees to save substantial 
travel time, work in with school day schedules, attend sport and hobby events 
and be easily accessible in case of home emergency. They considered these ele-
ments to be conducive to mental health and sustainability. In one instance where 
an employee with visual impairment was able to walk to work and back inde-
pendently, satisfaction with work was linked directly to proximity and flexibility. 
In an interview he said: 

I live five minutes away. It’s good because I don’t drive. So I am able to walk 
home even for lunch with my wife and daughter. Given that I don’t have 
any travel time, I can be at home as much as possible. 

Participants rated flexibility of working hours highly when deciding to choose 
a faith-based non-profit organization as a place of work. Women with school-age 
children who were given the option of flexible starting and finishing hours said 
that the ability to drop and collect children from school while finishing the day’s 
work off at home contributed significantly to their satisfaction with employ-
ment. A female accountant endorsed this view: 

Flexibility of hours, being near home, is really good.  
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Most of the participants rated the organization’s practice of half day Friday 
and the nine-day fortnight as highly desirable and as contributing to work-life 
balance and consequently increased employment satisfaction. It is clear from 
these findings that a sense of well-being was increased when employees expe-
rienced enough flexibility in their working week to make place and time positive 
elements in their lifestyle. 

6. Substantive Theory 

Data analysis and a consideration of the findings of this study have led to the 
development of a substantive theory relating to the research phenomena. Subs-
tantive theory, as has been noted, should be differentiated from formal theory in 
that it is directed to a specific sociological context at a point in time. For this 
context the following is offered:  

Principal theoretical concepts of Purpose, Progress, Proximity, operationalized 
through the dynamic elements of Connection, Growth and Balance, have the po-
tential to positively promote the retention of faith-based accountants in a non- 
profit organization. 

One of the objectives of this study is to demonstrate the practical application 
of theory to everyday working practice. The inclusion of the comprehensive list 
of recommendations for management practice developed from the findings, falls 
beyond the scope of this study. The following examples are selected as an illu-
stration of the application of identified theoretical principles: 

Leaders should be aware that both intrinsic and extrinsic rewards increase a 
sense of feeling valued. Altruistic motivation is not sufficient to prevent turnover 
resulting from the attraction of significant pay increases from for-profit organi-
zations. 

Fostering a sense of connection at all levels of the organization is conducive to 
satisfaction with employment. 

It is suggested that the opportunity for growth and development be max-
imized within career trajectories despite a potential loss of employees. 

A culture of diversity in which a variety of traditions is acknowledged within 
an umbrella approach of respect and value, is conducive to satisfaction with em-
ployment  

A faith-based Call is a strong motivator but not sufficient to retain employees 
who regard their Call as relating to a bigger picture which may extend beyond 
the organization. 

7. Limitations 

A single organization in a slice in time inquiry has obvious limitations in terms 
of generalizability. Despite the limitation, certain inferences particularly those 
pertaining to general non-profit management practice may well be transferable if 
tested in further study.  

The current study was conducted as a cross-sectional exploration and it is ac-

https://doi.org/10.4236/psych.2021.1211106


B. Erasmus, K. Howson 
 

 

DOI: 10.4236/psych.2021.1211106 1774 Psychology 
 

knowledged that motivational drives may alter with time as hinted at in the 
study. Longitudinal studies may provide more insight into the changing motiva-
tional drives of individuals in specific context. The impact of covid-19 restric-
tions on the work experience and perceptions of employees in the non-profit 
sector await future inquiry. Particular attention should be given to factors pro-
moting satisfaction in a work-from-home experience. Even prior to the impact 
of covid-19, proximity emerged as a significant factor in the decision to remain. 
Future study should examine the potential difference in gender and age percep-
tion in respect of proximity. 

Interesting insights were gained into the role of cultural diversity. This study, 
however, is limited to a Christian perspective. Future investigations should in-
clude faith diversity in different contexts. The current inquiry highlighted the 
role of mentorship in fostering satisfaction with employment. This was limited 
to male mentors. The role of female mentors in accounting fields would be a 
valuable contribution to the conversation.  

8. Discussion  

The study began by asking the question: why would professional accountants 
choose to work in non-profit organizations for lesser pay and opportunity? Al-
though the sentence structure is simple, the answers proved far from simple. It 
was concluded with Vallerand (2012) that motivational processes are multi-de- 
termined. The lived experience of multi-faceted employees cannot be divorced 
from their personal beliefs and values nor from their cultural context. This 
finding complements the view of Perry, Jeffrey, Brudney, Coursey & Littlepage 
(2008) that individuals who cite spirituality as a principal motivation do not 
separate their lives into categories of religion, personal life and helping activi-
ties. 

Findings from the data indicated that accountants in specific context were 
principally motivated to work in the current organization if they experienced 
connection to the three principal categories of Purpose, Progress and Proximity. 
In line with Lewin (1946) that there is nothing so practical as good theory, the 
primary elements of connection, growth and balance offer practical application 
for non-profit management practice. A summary recommendation cautions against 
transferring general human resource management models to specific business 
contexts in the third sector. Findings from the current study reiterate that non- 
profit environments differ from that of other sectors. Leaders and managers of 
non-profit organizations who desire to retain professional talent are advised to 
ensure that individuals retain a sense of connection to the primary motivating 
categories in specific context. 

Spirituality as a distinctive motivating factor for this sample of accountants 
emerged strongly from participating interviews. This concurs with the view of 
Pargament (2013) that the spiritual function is the most salient motivating factor 
for faith-based individuals. Findings agree with Lee et al. (2003) that spiritual sa-
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tisfaction was a significant predictor of life satisfaction. Although the Call is a 
strong motivator for faith-based employees, it is insufficient of itself to retain 
employees in a single organization. 

The significance of value congruence for employee retention has been dem-
onstrated in former studies. In the current study, the concept of mission con-
gruence implies a wider perception which incorporates vision but is extended to 
a worldwide mission of serving God and people. The strong association between 
mission as an incentive and workers motivation level was also found by Bassous 
(2015).  

The current study agrees that intrinsic work benefits, which include promot-
ing missionary goals, motivate intention to stay in non-profit organizations (Benz, 
2005) potentially reducing turnover intention (Perry & Wise, 1990). Although 
significant, mission congruence alone was not sufficient to ensure the retention 
of professional accountants in this context. This is similar to the view of Kim & 
Lee (2007) and Brown & Yoshioka (2003) who call for further insight into indi-
vidual perception. Individual views in the current study showed that value dis-
connect results in dissatisfaction with employment and ended with decision to 
leave. Value disconnect from organizations whether for-profit or non-profit was 
significant enough to motivate decision to leave. 

The promotion of a culture where individual diversity was valued enhanced 
satisfaction with employment. In the literature review it was noted that job sa-
tisfaction was considered in relation to intrinsic and extrinsic motivation (Bek-
tas, 2017). It was also found that intrinsic motivation was closely linked to per-
sonal faith for this sample. This is in accordance with the finding of Bassous 
(2015). 

The importance of intrinsic incentives such as work-life balance, and profes-
sional development opportunities were identified as crucial factors in fostering 
intention to remain. Similar factors were identified by Colleran et al. (2010) in a 
study of non-profits in Western Australia. In this study intrinsic motivations, 
which were aligned with value-based reward, featured prominently in promoting 
job satisfaction.  

Despite the relatively high level of satisfaction experienced by most of the par-
ticipants in this study, employees with career aspirations and family commit-
ments indicated they would be attracted to other sectors by the lure of signifi-
cant increase in salary and career development opportunities. This means that 
despite the intrinsic motivation that connects professional accountants to non-profit 
organizations, managers and leaders cannot remain complacent about salary 
structure. Change in personal circumstances may well impact the pre-eminence 
of intrinsic factors. Finding from this inquiry adds insights which argue against a 
clear-cut dichotomy of intrinsic and extrinsic motivators. It brings the current 
inquiry into line with the suggestion of Deci & Ryan (2000) that the intrin-
sic/extrinsic dichotomy is insufficient to account for the full spectrum of moti-
vation in personal lives. Complexity of life experience suggests a complex com-
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bination of intrinsic/extrinsic motivating factors. 
Participants in this study expressed the opinion that leadership style had a di-

rect impact on their motivation to stay with the organization. This concurs with 
Bassous (2015) who found that more than 80% of participants said that leader-
ship influenced motivation. The current study indicated that transformative, 
servant leadership style was perceived to promote autonomy, opportunity for 
growth and development, value congruence and a positive culture of value and 
trust. These factors were shown to promote satisfaction with current work posi-
tion. This style of leadership which included mentorship was characterized by 
interpersonal connection. It may be experienced at all levels of management and 
not limited to senior leadership. Hierarchical management practice, however, 
was seen to thwart autonomy and increase a sense of disconnection which re-
sulted in dissatisfaction. Although transformative, leadership style was preferred, 
workers expected management to implement strategies for dealing with under-
performing co-workers. 

With the advent of covid-19, accounting staff had started working from home. 
Although the views in this study were captured in the early stages of the impact, 
it appears that the advantages of time and space saved by not commuting to 
work increased the prominence given to flexibility as a principal consideration 
for intention to remain. Flexibility was identified as a primary promoter of work 
engagement in studies by Brown & Yoshioka (2003) and Colleran et al. (2010). 
As flexibility was linked to work-life balance in this study it would be interesting 
to explore the relationship between the flexibility offered by work-from-home 
scenarios and the impact on work-life balance in a covid-19 environment in this 
context.  

9. Concluding Remarks 

The critical challenge of retaining professional workers in a covid-19 business 
climate, where non-profit organizations are expected to be increasingly impacted 
by declining donations and limited resources, makes an inquiry into retention 
motivation vital. The substantive theory furthers insight into individual motiva-
tion while offering practical recommendations to non-profit management prac-
tice. Given the uncertainty of the full impact of pandemic restrictions on the 
business community and the potential for disconnection at all levels of society, 
non-profit management with the ability to foster connection at all levels of the 
motivation categories, presents a positive opportunity to retain those who stay 
for less pay.   
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