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Abstract
Research and higher education institutions are becoming increasingly transparent with
the adoption of the governance mechanisms of New Public Management and digital
technologies. As transparency research has documented both positive and negative
effects of transparency within organizations, it is not clear how transparency might
affect faculty members and their job attitudes. To address this question, we develop
and test hypotheses regarding the effect of perceived transparency on professors’ job
satisfaction and intent to leave their university. Our results, based on the answers of
over 1600 professors, support our hypothesized positive relationship between trans-
parency and job satisfaction, a negative relationship between transparency and intent
to leave, and an indirect effect of transparency on intent to leave via job satisfaction.
Exploratory moderation analyses indicated that the effects of transparency are present
across two different types of universities (research universities and universities of
applied sciences). We discuss results regarding their implications for the management
of higher education and research institutions as well as for the retention of faculty
members.

Keywords Transparency · New public management · Higher education · Job
satisfaction · Turnover intention

JEL Classification I23 (Higher education, Research institutions) · J63 (Turnover,
Vacancies, Layoffs) · M12 (Personnel management, Executives; Executive compen-
sation)

Yvette E. Hofmann and Maria Strobel shared first authorship

Extended author information available on the last page of the article

123

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/s11573-020-00984-0&domain=pdf


Y. E. Hofmann, M. Strobel

1 Introduction

With the adoption of New Public Management, governance and performance man-
agement of higher education institutions (HEI) increasingly rely on data to monitor
administrative structures and processes, as well as performance, in research and teach-
ing (Welpe et al. 2014; Schimank and Lange 2009; Jansen 2007). Digital technologies
make it possible to track organizational structures, processes and performance and
make them visible in real-time and are increasingly used for this purpose—not only in
the “digital star” companies but also in other,more traditional organizations (Tumasjan
and Welpe 2017). The increasing availability and visibility of performance data to an
organization’s internal and external stakeholders is not only awidespread phenomenon
in today’s organizations but has also become the subject of investigation in manage-
ment research. A recent review article on transparency in management (Bernstein
2017) begins with the observation that “[w]e are increasingly observed and observing
at work” (p. 217), and calls for further investigation of the effects of transparency
on organizations and their members. In the higher education context, the systematic
tracking and communication of process and performance data are frequently discussed
critically, bearing the risk of increasing administrative burden and restricting academic
freedom (Tanczer et al. 2016; McCluskey and Winter 2014; Chen 2006). This raises
the question of how transparency within HEIs influences professors’ satisfaction with
their work situation and their commitment to their university.

Existing management research on transparency has mainly focused on profit-
oriented organizations and enterprises (cf. Bernstein 2017). However, transparency
is also a frequently discussed subject with regard to research and HEIs, which are cur-
rently facing similar developments regarding the transparency of their organizational
structures, processes, and outcomes (e.g., Ramírez et al. 2015; Lynch 2014; Sanchez
and Elena 2005). For example, data on the organizational structure of universities, such
as the number and composition of students and personnel, are increasingly available in
detail to both organizational members and the public (e.g., Destatis 2020). Moreover,
there is a debate on the increased monitoring of and focus on performance outcomes in
academia with respect to publications and their research impact (Wilsdon et al. 2015;
Küpper 2009a, b). Furthermore, education technology start-ups are developing (and
HEIs are increasingly using) digital tools, such as performance dashboards, which can
be used to monitor entrepreneurial progress and make organizational and/or unit per-
formance visible to organizational members (cf. Wendler et al. 2017). Despite these
developments, empirical research on the effects of transparency on organizational
members in research and HEIs is still lacking. Concretely, to our knowledge, there are
currently no empirical studies focusing on the impact of transparency on professors
in universities.

Existing studies on transparencywithin organizations suggest that transparencymay
be a double-edged sword: while organizational members may benefit from access to
information about strategic and other organizational units—as indicated, for example,
by research on informational justice (Colquitt et al. 2001) and knowledge sharing
(Cummings 2004)—there is also research pointing to potential negative effects of the
availability of information (e.g., Beshears et al. 2015; Bernstein 2012). For example,
Bernstein (2012) pointed out an imminent “transparency paradox”: On the one hand,
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transparency in organizations has the potential to increase satisfaction by providing
feedback and increasing the perceived “informedness” of organizational members.
On the other hand, it can also have adverse effects, as organizational members may
feel uncomfortable to both provide and receive (too much) information about their
organizational surroundings, hampering their feeling of self-determination and poten-
tially increasing competitive pressure (Tapscott and Ticoll 2012; Küpper 2000, 2003).
These effects have been shown for profit-oriented organizations, but there is little
research so far as to what extent the dependencies found apply to faculty members
and university professors. Following Musselin (2004), universities are specific orga-
nizations whose governance, organizational, and employment structures differ from
those of most other organizations or companies (see also Sandberger 2019; Ren and Li
2013; Bleiklie and Kogan 2007; Thorens 2006; Russell 1993). Usually, a full profes-
sor’s position is characterized by maximum academic freedom and power alongside
minimum accountability to the head of the faculty or the university’s administration.
Furthermore, professors are relatively self-regulated with a low degree of interference
from central authorities and a high degree of autonomy guaranteed by law (e.g., Sand-
berger 2019; Ren and Li 2013; Thorens 2006; Russell 1993). Moreover, in contrast
to company managers, they usually hold tenured positions as civil servants. In these
regards, their working situation is substantially different from that of managers. Thus,
findings from the management literature about employees’ reactions to information
transparency are not necessarily transferable or applicable to the professors.

Therefore, the present study, based on the answers of 1606 professors, focuses
on the influence of transparency on faculty members. Specifically, we investigate
the consequences of perceived transparency in universities on professors’ satisfaction
with their working conditions and their intention to leave their university. Our research
contributes to the literature in the following ways.

First, we advance theory and empirical research on the effects of transparency in
HEIs, which is an essential yet underinvestigated issue given the increasing prevalence
of management instruments, such as administrative data, processes, and procedures,
in such organizations, which enable information disclosure and often result in a higher
degree of transparency. We thereby contribute to the literature on New Public Man-
agement and governance in research and HEIs (e.g., Küpper 2003, 2009a, b; Paradeise
et al. 2009. See also Welpe et al. 2014). This contribution is particularly relevant with
respect to the ongoing digital transformation of HEIs (Backes-Gellner et al. 2019;
Strobel and Welpe 2017; McCluskey and Winter 2012), which brings an increasing
degree of transparency to these organizations, which needs to be understood and man-
aged (cf. Stohl et al. 2016; Küpper 2007). Specifically, we develop and empirically
test a model that explains how transparency affects intentions to leave by affecting job
satisfaction.

Second, we contribute to the literature on job attitudes and turnover intentions of
research and teaching faculty (e.g., O’Meara et al. 2016; Lawrence et al. 2014; Smart
1990) by investigating perceived transparency as a predictor of intent to leave and
satisfaction with work conditions. By theoretically deriving and empirically testing
the effects of perceived transparency on these two outcomes in an integrated model,
we contribute to investigating subjective, transparency-induced effects that manifest
themselves in objectively measurable outcomes. Specifically, we add to the under-
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standing of the intermediate effects of transparency on the capability of universities
to bind high potentials, fight a potential loss of human capital (i.e., brain drain; e.g.,
Mayr and Peri 2009; Remhof 2008; Tritah 2008), and maintain competitiveness with
other HEIs.

2 Theory

To manage HEIs successfully, the collection and handling of information about an
organization’s structures, processes, and performance are vital (e.g., Randhahn 2017;
Mullins 1993; Morton 1991; March and Simon 1958). The same applies to require-
ments about what information has to be disclosed by universities to consumers, such as
students. (e.g., NPEC 2009). The rapid developments in information technology over
the past decade supported these activities and increased the degree of transparency
within organizations (e.g., Sanchez and Elena 2005; Henderson and Venkatraman
1993). It can be expected that, aside from sheer information overload, information dis-
closure affects employees’ assessment of their working conditions and job satisfaction
(e.g., Krayer and Westbrook 1986). Therefore, we concentrate on how university pro-
fessors experience the disclosure of information (information transparency) and how
their experiences with a more or less transparent working environment influence their
satisfaction with working conditions and turnover intentions. Starting from an indi-
vidual point of view, we assume that the main influence factors of information-based
behavior are one’s perception and assessment of an organization’s degree of infor-
mation transparency. By integrating the findings of generic concepts of information
management and job satisfaction theory into a behavioral science theory fundament,
we develop a model that explains existing interdependencies between the main vari-
ables. In particular, we offer propositions about the relationship between the perceived
degree of transparency, transparency-induced satisfaction with working conditions,
and turnover intentions of the professoriate at universities.

Since job satisfaction and themanagement of information represent twoof themajor
research fields in organizational behavior, there have been multiple types of research
regarding the crucial dimensions of managing people to enhance their job satisfaction
(for a recent review, see Judge et al. 2017). Furthermore, one can also find numerous
theoretical accounts and empirical studies on the management of information, concen-
trating on relevant aspects of information supply, management information systems,
and the implementation of information technology and its capability to disclose infor-
mation (e.g., Cullen et al. 2003; Wigand et al. 1997; O’Reilly et al. 1987; Daft and
Lengel 1986; O’Reilly 1983). We assume that information disclosure about a uni-
versity’s structure, processes, and performance results in a specific perception of the
degree of transparency by professors. As Eisenberg et al. (1984) have shown, insuf-
ficient information causes uncertainty and disengagement among employees while
feeling well-informed correlates with feeling appreciated and leads to higher job sat-
isfaction (e.g., Buell et al. 2016; Bozeman and Gaughan 2011; Rosenfeld et al. 2004;
Krayer and Westbrook 1986). Based on these findings, we propose that a high organi-
zational transparency results in a positive perception of the degree of transparency by
its members and influences their satisfaction. Thus, we suppose that there is a positive
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relationship between a professor’s transparency perception and his or her satisfaction
with his or her current working conditions.

Hypothesis 1: Perceived transparency will be positively related to professors’
satisfaction with their current working conditions.

This supposition is of particular interest since information transparency carries
a challenging ambiguity regarding its consequences. On the one hand, information
disclosure seems to have positive consequences and motivational potential (e.g., Lee
et al. 2015; Zimmer et al. 2010), so professors might try to give their best when
their performance is made transparent to colleagues, subordinates, students, and other
stakeholders in a university environment. On the other hand, when employees see
their need for information not met or feel dissatisfied by the organization’s information
policy, this can not only result in counterproductive behavior, work slowdown, or work
withdrawal but often increases the employees’ turnover intentions (e.g., O’Meara et al.
2016; Miner et al. 2005; Kiefer 2005; Martocchio and Jimeno 2003; Tett and Meyer
1993; Smart 1990). Therefore, we propose that a higher degree of transparency affects
not only professors’ satisfaction with their working conditions but also their intent to
leave.

Hypothesis 2: Perceived transparency will be negatively related to professors’
intent to leave their current university.

In the following section, we develop a model of the motivational process through
which transparency exerts its effect on job satisfaction.1 Our theorizing is based on
Martin’s (1979) contextualmodel of turnover intentions,which contends that structural
features of the organization affect intentions to leave by influencing job satisfaction. In
linewith thismodel,we propose that the transparency ofHEIs affects professors’ intent
to leave by influencing their job satisfaction. First, as argued in the previous section,
we propose that transparency has a positive effect on job satisfaction. Second, previous
research has repeatedly and robustly shown that job satisfaction is a strong negative
predictor of intent to leave. For example, a meta-analysis by Tett and Meyer (1993)
found aweightedmean correlation of− 0.58 between job satisfaction and intentions to
leave across the 88 samples included in their analysis. In the higher education context,
Smart (1990) has also shown significant negative, but weaker relationships between
professors’ organizational satisfaction and their intent to leave. Thus, we propose
that transparency affects turnover intentions by influencing levels of job satisfaction.
In building our model, we also considered the possibility of an alternative causal
pathway, such that intentions to leave may also influence satisfaction and transparency
perceptions, through a mechanism of post hoc rationalization of an already formed
intention. However, we followMartin’s (1979) argumentation that successive changes
in context variables will lead to successive changes in intent to leave, and argue that
this is the main causal direction driving the relationship between transparency and
intentions to leave in ourmodel. This direction is also in linewithMobley et al.’s (1979)
classical model of turnover, in which organizational variables affect job satisfaction,
which in turn predicts thoughts of quitting (and not vice versa). This model has been

1 We thank an anonymous reviewer for suggesting the integration of amediationmodel into ourmanuscript.
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Transparency

Job satisfaction

Intent to leave

Fig. 1 Effect of perceived transparency on intent to leave mediated by job satisfaction

supported by meta-analytical (Hom et al. 1992) and longitudinal (for review, see Hom
et al. 2017) evidence. Thus, in summary, we propose an indirect effect of transparency
on intent to leave, such that higher transparency leads to higher job satisfaction, which,
in turn, lowers intentions to leave the organization (see Fig. 1).

Hypothesis 3: There will be an indirect effect of perceived transparency on
professors’ intent to leave their current university through job satisfaction.

3 Methods

3.1 Sample and procedure

Our study is based on data from a survey of professors in a large German federal
state (Bavaria) whose contact information could be retrieved via an internet search.
The online survey was aimed at investigating the professors’ satisfaction with the
working conditions at their universities. Overall, we obtained responses from 2199
participants, of which we excluded those with missing values on any of our study
and control variables, yielding a final sample of N = 1606 participants for analysis.
Regarding the composition of our sample compared to the actual academic population,
we can provide good representativeness (the reference point is the year 2014; cf. StatB
2014). For instance, of all professors, around 18% have been female professors, while
in our sample we have a headcount of 17.2% female professors. Furthermore, for
most of the subjects, our sample consists of quite a similar percentage compared to
the Bavarian academic population. For example, 25.2% of the professors are from
the field of economics, law, and social sciences compared to 23.9%; 24.1% are from
the field of engineering sciences compared to 23.9%; and almost 9% of professors
are from the field of human medicines and health sciences compared to 10%. All
professors work at public universities, with 56.8% of our sample working at research
universities and 43.2% working at public universities of applied sciences (compared
to 52.8% and 38.9% in the Bavarian academic population). Our sample encompasses
professors with ranks equivalent to associate professor or above, according to the
German system (56.1% W2, 23.7% W3, 10.6% C3, 9.7% C4), 96.9% of which held
full-time positions.
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3.2 Measures

3.2.1 Perceived transparency

Perceived transparency was assessed with a new measure designed for the present
study, based on ten expert interviews conducted as part of a preliminary study. The
items were generated at the Bavarian State Institute for Higher Education Research
and Planning and subsequently reviewed by twelve professors from five different dis-
ciplines (business administration, economics, engineering, information technologies,
and medicine) for content validity and understandability. The measure encompassed
a graphical indicator on which participants were asked to indicate the degree of trans-
parency within their department. The instruction was: “How do you rate the degree
of transparency of your department regarding comprehensibility and clarity of depart-
mental structures and processes?—Generally speaking, I perceive my department
as…” (100 = entirely transparent, 80 = largely transparent, 60 = rather transpar-
ent, 40= rather intransparent, 20= largely intransparent, 0= entirely intransparent).
Values entered by participants were recoded into values ranging from 1 to 5 (0–20 into
1, 21–40 into 2, 41–60 into 3, 61–80 into 4, 81–100 into 5). Additionally, to assess
transparency regarding different facets of departmental structures and processes, four
items were generated to be rated on a 5-point Likert scale. Participants were asked to
indicate the extent towhich they agreewith the statement “Specifically,my department
is clear and transparent to me regarding….” The four items were “…structural data
(e.g., student numbers),” “…distribution of resources (e.g., rooms, jobs/positions),”
“…performance data (e.g., faculty–student ratios, evaluation results),” and “…exter-
nal activities (e.g., industry contacts).” The items were recoded in a way that higher
numbers represent the higher agreement (ranging from 1 “fully disagree” to 5 “fully
agree”).

To examine whether these five items (i.e., the graphical indicator of overall
transparency and the four items on transparency regarding specific facets) reflect a
unidimensional construct as expected, we performed confirmatory factor analysis.
Initially, the results revealed an unsatisfactory model fit. Specifically, the RMSEA of
our initial model was 0.14, clearly above the recommended cutoff criterion of 0.06
(Hu and Bentler 1999). Modification indices suggested correlated errors in connection
with one of the four facet-specific transparency items, namely the item on transparency
regarding external activities (e.g., industry contacts).Moreover, the proportion ofmiss-
ing values on this itemwas about twice as high as on the remaining transparency items,
which points to the possibility that this item may have been more difficult to under-
stand, or seen as less relevant by the participants, than the other transparency-related
items. An additional analysis in which missing values were estimated with the proce-
dure included in AMOS revealed similar fit problems (RMSEA= 0.14). We therefore
excluded this item from the perceived transparency scale. This led to a unifactorial
model with good model fit (χ2 [2] = 7.67, p = 0.02; χ2/df = 3.83; CFI = 1.00;
RMSEA= 0.04; PCLOSE = 0.597; SRMR= 0.01; Iacobucci 2010). The reliability of
the resulting 4-item measure (Cronbach’s α = 0.78) was adequate (Nunnally 1978).
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3.2.2 Satisfaction with working conditions

Overall satisfaction with the current working conditions was assessed by a single item.
Specifically, we asked the participants to state how they—generally speaking—assess
their satisfaction with the current situation with regard to teaching and research at
their university (“With my working situation, I am, all in all.…”). The item was rated
on a 5-point Likert scale from “very satisfied” to “very dissatisfied” and recoded
such that higher values represent higher satisfaction. Although our questionnaire also
contained items on satisfactionwith specific job facets (e.g., time for research, teaching
workload),weused this globalmeasure of job satisfaction, asweexpected transparency
to affect job satisfaction at a very general level. This is consistent with earlier research,
which has shown that single-item measures of (overall) job satisfaction are sensible,
robust, and of adequate reliability (Wanous et al. 1997; Scarpello and Campbell 1983).

3.2.3 Intent to leave

As the most immediate precursors of actual turnover, research has conceptualized
withdrawal cognitions, which encompass thoughts of quitting, intentions to search for
employment elsewhere, and the explicit willingness to leave the organization (Tett and
Meyer 1993; Mobley et al. 1979). Usually, the decision to leave is influenced by labor
market conditions (e.g., the opening of positions) aswell as by the perceived chances of
getting an alternative offer (Bothma and Roodt 2013; Mobley et al. 1979). Therefore,
the professors’ intent to leavewas assessedby the question ofwhether or not theywould
opt for an employer change if given the chance to do so: “Taking into account your
current working situation:Would you consider to leave from your university if this was
possible?” The professors could choose between the following answers (percentages
of “yes” responses to each of the items are shown in parentheses): “No” (43.4%);
“Yes, to another Bavarian university” (28.1%); “Yes, to another German university”
(32.8%); “Yes, to a university in another country” (26.5%); “Yes, to a German research
institute” (20.9%); “Yes, to a research institute in another country” (17.6%); and “Yes,
to an organization with no relation to higher education or research” (9.2%). Multiple
responses within the different turnover options were allowed. For the analysis, we
aggregated the responses to a single dichotomous item indicating “yes” if any of the
different turnover options was answered positively, as we were interested in overall
intent to leave. As the last item indicates a turnover option outside the research and
higher education system and may thus assess a distinct aspect of intentions to leave,
we also formed a separate variable without this final item and performed additional
analyses with only the final item as a dependent variable as a robustness check.2

3.2.4 Controls

To account for contextual effects on the hypothesized relationships, we included
a number of control variables. The type of university the participating professors
were employed by at the time of the survey was included as a variable with two

2 We thank an anonymous reviewer for this suggestion.
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categories (0 “research university”, 1 “university of applied sciences”). Participants
indicatedwhether theyworked full-time or part-time, whichwas included as a dichoto-
mous variable (0 “full-time”, 1 “part-time”). Moreover, their rank according to the
classification of the German academic system (W2/W3/C3/C4) was included as a
dummy variable with W2 being the reference category. Additionally, we included
dummy coded variables indicating the professors’ subject area (categories based
on the standard German classification of the higher education system), with “eco-
nomics/law/social sciences” being the reference category. As the endowment of a
professors’ chair may play a role in turnover decisions, we included a variable indi-
cating the yearly financial endowment of the chair, which was recoded to seven
categories (1 “0–5000”/2 “5001–10,000”/3 “10,001–20,000”/4 “20,001–30,000”/5
“30,001–40,000”/6 “40,001–50,000”/7 “>50,000”).

4 Results

Descriptive statistics and correlations of the study variables are shown in Table 1.
Hypotheses were tested using ordinary least square (OLS) regression analyses (for

satisfaction as an outcome) and logistic regression analyses (for intent to leave as an
outcome). Mediation analysis and exploratory analyses of moderation effects were
conducted with the SPSS macro PROCESS (version 3.4; Hayes 2017).

Hypothesis 1 proposed a positive relationship between perceived transparency and
satisfaction with the current work situation. To test this hypothesis, we regressed
satisfaction with the current work situation on perceived transparency in an OLS
regression (Table 2). Perceived transparency showed a significant positive effect on
satisfaction with the current work situation over and above all control variables, B =
0.33, p <0.01, ΔR2 = 0.11, R2 = 0.13, F(17, 1588) = 14.52, p <0.01, indicating
that higher perceived transparency is associated with higher satisfaction with working
conditions. We thus conclude that Hypothesis 1 is supported.

Hypothesis 2 predicted a negative relationship between perceived transparency and
the intent to leave the current organization. In a logistic regression with perceived
transparency (and all our control variables) as predictor and intent to leave as outcome
(Table 3), perceived transparency showed a significant negative effect on intent to leave
(B=− 0.57, p<0.01, OR= 0.57), indicating that higher transparency lowers the odds
of intending to leave the organization. Specifically, as the odds ratio indicates, for each
unit that transparency increases (while keeping all other variables constant), the odds
of intending to leave are smaller by a factor of 0.57. Thus, we conclude Hypothesis
2 to be supported as well. We also performed this analysis with satisfaction with
working conditions included as an additional control variable. As this did not alter the
direction and significance of the effect of transparency on intent to leave (B=− 0.39,
p<0.01, OR= 0.68), we report the results without satisfaction as a control variable in
Table 3. Additionally, we ran a separate analysis for intent to leave within and outside
the research and higher education system. For turnover options for another higher
education or research institution, the significance, direction, and size of the effect
remained almost identical (B = − 0.56, p<0.001), whereas the effect for entirely
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Table 2 Effect of transparency on satisfaction with work situation

B S. E. Beta t Sig.

Constant 2.44 0.10 23.43 0.00

Gender (0 = male, 1 = female) 0.00 0.06 0.00 − 0.04 0.97

Contract (0 = full-time, 1 = part-time) 0.05 0.12 0.01 0.42 0.68

Endowment (EUR) 0.03 0.01 0.07 2.36 0.02

Rank: W3 0.02 0.07 0.01 0.37 0.71

Rank: C3 − 0.14 0.07 − 0.05 − 1.87 0.06

Rank: C4 − 0.10 0.08 − 0.03 − 1.26 0.21

University type (0 = research, 1 = applied sciences) 0.02 0.06 0.01 0.26 0.80

Subject area: mathematics, natural sciences − 0.04 0.06 − 0.02 − 0.59 0.55

Subject area: engineering sciences − 0.06 0.06 − 0.03 − 0.90 0.37

Subject area: language, cultural studies − 0.09 0.08 − 0.03 − 1.01 0.31

Subject area: human medicine, health sciences − 0.11 0.09 − 0.03 − 1.21 0.23

Subject area: other − 0.25 0.08 − 0.08 − 2.93 0.00

Transparency 0.33 0.02 0.33 13.87 0.00

Dependent variable: Satisfaction.N = 1606. Reference category for rank:W2, reference category for subject
area: economics/law/social sciences

leaving the research and higher education system was somewhat smaller but still
substantial and significant (B = − 0.41, p<0.001).

Hypothesis 3 predicted an indirect effect of transparency on intent to leave. Sup-
porting this hypothesis, our analysis yielded a significant negative indirect effect of
transparency on intent to leave through satisfaction (indirect effect: a×b = − 0.23,
bootstrapped CI between − 0.29 and − 0.17, p<0.05). In addition to this indirect
effect, transparency exhibited a direct impact on intent to leave that was independent
of satisfaction (B=− 0.39; CI [− 0.52;− 0.25]). Thus, the effect of transparency on
intent to leave was partially and not fully mediated through satisfaction.3

5 Discussion

5.1 Summary and implications for research and practice

As universities increasingly provide professors with information on organizational
processes and outcomes, our study investigates the relationship between profes-
sors’ perception of such transparency and their satisfaction and intentions to leave.
In line with our hypotheses, our results indicate a positive effect of perceived
transparency on satisfaction with current job conditions, and a negative impact of

3 We repeated all our hypothesis tests without including the control variables, which led to the same
conclusions regarding our hypothesis tests and yielded very similar coefficients (H1: effect of transparency
on satisfaction, B = 0.34, p<0.001; H2: effect of transparency on intent to leave, B = − 0.60, p<0.001),
H3: indirect effect of transparency on intent to leave via satisfaction (B=− 0.22, bootstrapped CI [− 0.27;
− 0.16]).
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Table 3 Effect of transparency on intent to leave

B S.E. Wald df Sig. Exp (B)

Constant 2.99 0.29 105.00 1.00 0.00 19.91

Gender (0 = male, 1 = female) − 0.19 0.15 1.59 1.00 0.21 0.83

Contract (0 = full-time, 1 = part-time) 0.45 0.33 1.84 1.00 0.17 1.57

Endowment (EUR) − 0.02 0.03 0.21 1.00 0.64 0.98

Rank: W3 − 0.27 0.18 2.27 1.00 0.13 0.77

Rank: C3 − 0.67 0.19 11.92 1.00 0.00 0.51

Rank: C4 − 1.04 0.22 22.84 1.00 0.00 0.36

University type (0 = research, 1 = applied sciences) − 1.03 0.16 39.52 1.00 0.00 0.36

Subject area: mathematics, natural sciences 0.16 0.16 1.09 1.00 0.30 1.18

Subject area: engineering sciences − 0.12 0.16 0.57 1.00 0.45 0.89

Subject area: language, cultural studies 0.04 0.22 0.03 1.00 0.87 1.04

Subject area: human medicine, health sciences − 0.16 0.24 0.44 1.00 0.51 0.85

Subject area: other 0.35 0.22 2.49 1.00 0.11 1.42

Transparency − 0.56 0.06 77.10 1.00 0.00 0.57

Dependent variable: Intent to leave (0= no, 1= yes).N = 1606. Reference category for rank:W2, reference
category for subject area: economics/law/social sciences

perceived transparency on intent to leave. Our findings suggest that information
disclosure—specifically, the department’s openness about structures, processes, and
resources—is not only a relevant factor for how satisfied professors are with their
working conditions but may also result in a reduction of professors’ intentions to
leave.

With our specific results about academia, we add to the existing literature about
reasons for turnover. For example,Williams andHollenbeck (2006) reported a negative
relationship between job satisfaction and turnover and intent to leave (Smart 1990;
Shore andMartin 1989) but not within the academic context. This report is in line with
research fromRosser (2004),Griffeth et al. (2000), andCotton andTuttle (1986). Thus,
our results lend support to the view that professors who are feeling well-informed and
perceiving their university administration and department as transparent are more
satisfied and express less often the wish to leave their university. In particular, our
measure captured the extent to which professors perceive that they get or have access
to clear and comprehensible information about resources, as well as structural and
performance data about their department and faculty. Thus, our findings indicate that
these particular factors are related to higher satisfaction and lower intention to leave
among professors.

To further substantiate our results and explore potential institutional differences,
we performed exploratory moderation analyses to examine whether the effects of
transparency are different for the two types of universities included in our sample (i.e.,
research universities and universities of applied sciences). Our results indicate that
the strength of the effect of transparency on satisfaction does not significantly differ
between the two university types. However, we found a significant interaction effect
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between university type and transparency on intent to leave (B = − 0.29, p <0.05).
While the effect of transparency on intent to leave was present in both subgroups, it
was stronger for universities of applied sciences (B = − 0.73, p <0.01, 95% CI [−
0.92, − 0.54], OR = 0.48) than for research universities (B = − 0.43, p <0.01, 95%
CI [− 0.60, − 0.27], OR= 0.65). Thus, the effect of transparency on satisfaction and
on intent to leave appears to be robust across the two types of institutions. However,
transparency seems to be more important for intent to leave in universities of applied
sciences than in research universities. A possible explanation for this finding is that,
in research universities, turnover may be driven more strongly by factors related to
the desire to pursue individual and institutional reputation in research than by factors
related to the internal organizational climate. This is because, in research universities,
professors are selected for their competitiveness in the area of research, which is
likely to remain a strong driver of career-related decisions. Moreover, using turnover
or displaying turnover intentions to (re-)negotiate compensation and benefits (e.g.,
sabbaticals) may be more common in research universities than in universities of
applied sciences, as such negotiations are frequently based on research output as a
measure of performance. In line with this potential explanation, the overall mean level
of intent to leave was significantly higher for research universities (M = 0.65, SD =
0.48) than for universities of applied sciences (M = 0.44, SD= 0.50, p <0.01), so the
base rate of intentions to leave in universities of applied sciences seems to be lower
than that of research universities but appears to be more sensitive to the effects of
transparency.

Interestingly, while our results revealed an indirect effect of transparency on intent
to leave via job satisfaction as hypothesized, there was an additional direct effect
of transparency on intent to leave that was not mediated by job satisfaction. That is
plausible, given that turnover research suggests that satisfaction is not the only driver
of turnover and that other factors play a role as well (for review, see Hom et al. 1992,
2017). For example, organizational commitment is known to be negatively associated
with turnover (Griffeth et al. 2000) andmight be positively affected by transparency, as
individuals who have access to internal data may feel more involved in key structures
and processes and thus feel more committed to their university.

Overall, our results lend empirical support to Lynch’s (2014) conclusion about
the importance of transparent governance in higher education, especially in times
of novel strategic challenges and organizational change. Our findings emphasize the
importance of an adequate information policy and information management. Based on
the results of our study, university administration and departments should aim at clear
and transparent communication regarding the structure, resources, and performance of
their units. While our research was based on overall assessments of transparency, the
availability of and need for specific information may differ between universities. The
university administration could therefore assess satisfaction with particular aspects
of information transparency at a more detailed level to understand more specifically
where a lack of transparency is perceived and which information needs to be provided
to whom to close any perceived gaps. By following this strategy, universities make
sure that they provide the right kind of information that will be perceived as useful
and increase subjective perceptions of transparency.
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This seems particularly important today, as universities are confronted with the
necessity to undergo a digital transformation, following fast-paced developments
in information technology and global market demands (Backes-Gellner et al. 2019;
McCluskey and Winter 2012). In such dynamic environments, it may be more impor-
tant than ever to provide transparency to involve organizational members more closely
in strategic decisions and changes (Strobel et al. 2017). However, the ongoing orga-
nizational change of HEI is a complex process (Küpper et al. 1998), especially since
universities nowadays are faced with a global, knowledge-based society and highly
mobile employees and students. Furthermore, a variety of models of future higher
education is emerging, such as profit-oriented adult-centered universities, distance
education universities, corporate universities, university–industry strategic alliances,
and global multinational universities. This implies a rather complex change or trans-
formation process. In light of such far-reaching strategic challenges, distributing
information about the ongoing changes seem particularly crucial. Otherwise, uni-
versities may run the risk of losing the competition for high-potential academics.

5.2 Limitations and directions for future research

This study sheds light on transparency inHEIs—a topicwhere theorizing and empirical
data have been largely lacking so far. Likemany other studies exploring novel research
fields, our study also has limitations.

First of all, our data is based on self-report measures. Thus, the interrelationships
between our measures may be affected by common-method variance. Further stud-
ies could address this by including more objective measures of transparency (e.g.,
document analyses regarding transparency policies) or survey measures from other
sources (e.g., administrative staff). Also, our study does not include objective data on
turnover, whichwould be good to include in future studies: although turnover intention
is frequently used as a proxy of actual turnover (cf. Hom et al. 2017), actual turnover
may be influenced by additional variables (e.g., employment opportunities, cf. Carsten
and Spector 1987). Another limitation regarding our measurement is that we assessed
general job satisfaction with a single item. This is considered acceptable but not ideal
in the literature (cf. Wanous et al. 1997). To cover the construct of overall job satis-
faction more broadly and enhance measurement reliability, future studies should use
a validated multi-item measure of job satisfaction.

Second, as we granted anonymity to our participants and did not record university
names to prevent identification, we cannot statistically account for the dependencies
resulting from our nested data structure (i.e., professors’ responses nested within uni-
versities). We therefore encourage further research to account for such effects and
to use the opportunity to connect university-level data with subjective responses of
university members in a multilevel design. That may provide the opportunity to dif-
ferentiate effects resulting from objective transparency at university level (i.e., factual
availability of information and data) from the subjective experience of transparency
at the individual level.

Third, our measure assesses transparency from the perspective of receiving infor-
mation: our participants were asked if information is transparent and available to them
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and not about themselves. Bernstein (2017, p. 238) pointed out that an “accurate aware-
ness of others” resulting from transparency may have positive effects on outcomes,
while the “awareness of others watching” may have negative effects, as it can trigger
secretive behaviors aimed at maintaining privacy. As our study did not assess this “flip
side of the coin,” we encourage further research to investigate such undesired side
effects of transparency and the conditions under which they are likely to occur.

Fourth, although we have a large sample of participants, it includes full profes-
sors at Bavarian universities only and not at other universities in Germany or other
countries. And though their working condition is usually also characterized by a high
level of autonomy and power (e.g., Ren and Li 2013; Etzkowitz et al. 2000; Altbach
1996), the professors’ employment situation in other countries usually differs from the
governance and tenure system at German universities. Therefore, additional studies
within and across different contexts would be desirable to examine the generalizability
of our findings more extensively.

On a more general level, we encourage future studies to investigate more deeply
the mechanisms and boundary conditions of the effects of transparency on faculty
attitudes and behaviors. Given that the effect of transparency on intentions to leave
was not fully mediated by job satisfaction, additional psychological mediators that
translate transparency perceptions into turnover intentions should be investigated.
Moreover, future studies should investigate the moderating variables that function as
boundary conditions or catalysts of the relationship between perceived transparency
and turnover intentions. For example, building and testing theory on potential insti-
tutional differences that have been indicated by our exploratory analyses would be
desirable. Another possible factor that could influence the strength (and maybe even
the direction) of the effect of transparency is the extent to which the information that is
available to organizational members is relevant for individual performance evaluations
and incentives.

Moreover, further studies could take advantageof the ongoingdigital transformation
in universities as a research context for investigating whether increased transparency
improves attitudes towards and adoption of such changes. An interesting opportunity
would be to include changes in university policies regarding transparency in the study
design. A particularly valuable research strategy in such a setting would be conducting
field experiments to establish effects of transparency, which the present study did not
address. Ideally, these would be combined with longitudinal studies that aim at a better
understanding of how the effect of transparency unfolds over time, given the relatively
long-term nature of the academic job market.

6 Conclusion

Our research set out to understand how faculty members perceive transparency in
higher education institutions and how this affects their satisfaction and intent to leave
their university. Our results indicate that it is important for HEIs to disclose informa-
tion and provide transparency regarding their structures, distribution of resources, and
performance to maintain satisfaction among professors and retain talented faculty.
We encourage future research to further examine how and under which conditions
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transparency in research and HEIs affects outcomes that are relevant for these organi-
zations’ competitiveness, performance, and success in a growing international higher
education market.
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