
January 2026

ANALYSING TRENDS 
AND DETERMINANTS OF 
STUDENT ATTRITION RATES 
AT IBSUNIVERSITY, PAPUA 
NEW GUINEA (2017-2024)                 

Promise Zvavahera 

www.pngnri.org

No. 221

Amala Deepan Arulanandham 
Victor Bogalin 
Abinaya Nagamuthu 
Emmanuel Aquino
Rengalwar Srinivasan 

Melissa Hatabia 
Jobin M. Scaria 



This page is intentionally left blank



DISCUSSION PAPER

No. 221 January 2025

ANALYSING TRENDS 
AND DETERMINANTS OF 
STUDENT ATTRITION RATES 
AT IBSUNIVERSITY, PAPUA 
NEW GUINEA (2017-2024) 

Promise Zvavahera 
Amala Deepan Arulanandham 
Victor Bogalin 
Abinaya Nagamuthu 
Emmanuel Aquino
Rengalwar Srinivasan 

Melissa Hatabia 
Jobin M. Scaria 



First published in January 2026
All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system or transmitted 
in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying or otherwise, without the prior permission 
of the publisher.

Copyright © 2026 The National Research Institute.

Direct any inquiries regarding this publication to: 
The Publications Editor
National Research Institute
P.O. Box 5854
Boroko, NCD 111 
Papua New Guinea

Tel: +675 326 0300/326 0061
Email: PNGNRI_Communications@pngnri.org
Website: www.pngnri.org

The Papua New Guinea National Research Institute (PNGNRI) is an independent statutory authority 
established by an Act of Parliament in 1988 and confirmed by the IASER (Amendment) Act 1993. 

PNGNRI is mandated by legislation to carry out independent research and analysis on development issues 
affecting PNG. The legislation states that the functions of the PNGNRI are:
(a)  The promotion of research into Papua New Guinea society and the economy; and, 
(b)  The undertaking of research into social, political and economic problems of Papua New Guinea in order 

to enable practical solutions to such problems to be formulated.

ISBN 9980 75 355 2
National Library Service of Papua New Guinea

ABCDE 203029282726

The opinions expressed in this report are those of the authors and not necessarily the views of the Papua New 
Guinea National Research Institute.

Cover designed by PNGNRI Digital Media Unit



            Table of Contents
List of tables and figures										          ii
Acknowledgements											           iii
Abbreviations and acronyms										          v
Abstract												            vi
Introduction												            1
Literature review											           2
Theoretical framework: Tinto’s student integration theory						      6
Methodology												            7
Findings and discussion											          8
	 Demographic Profile of the respondents	 							       8
	 Objective 1: Historical data to identify trends in student attrition					     8
	 Objective 2: Primary factors contributing to student attrition at the IBSU	 			   10
	 Cultural barrier 											          10
	 Absence of student accommodation	 							       11
	 Limited proper meal plans for students		  						      11
	 Inadequate transport options									         11
	 Limited access to computers and internet								        12
	 Economic factors										          12
	 Limitations											           13
Recommendations											           14
	 Areas for future research					                                                                       14	
Conclusions												            15
	 Contribution to Theory	 									         15
	 Contribution to Practice										          15
	 Contribution to Policy	 									         15
References												            16

i



          List of Figures and Tables
Figure
Figure 1: Attrition in higher education providers in Australia						      5
Figure 2: Annual trends in student enrolment, increase, and attrition from 2017 to 2024 by semester		  8
Figure 3: Annual dropout rate in enrolment by gender from 2017 to 2024					     9
Figure 4: Financial challenges influencing student attrition at IBSU 			           		  13

Table
Table 1: Proportion of undergraduates and past graduates who dropped out after the first year- UK(2011- 2014) 3
Table 2: Attrition rates for all commencing bachelor students by state and higher education 				  
	 institution in New South Wales, Australia, 2011 to 2013						      4

ii



iii

           Acknowledgements
We value the assistance provided by both students and staff. We express our profound thanks to the Founder, 
Sir Manickam Nadesalingam, and the management of IBSUniversity for granting us permission to perform this 
study on campus.

About the Authors
Promise Zvavahera is the Head of Research and Senior Lecturer at IBSUniversity, Papua New Guinea. 
He holds a PhD in Business Administration from the National University of Science and Technology in 
Zimbabwe. Promise is a Full Member of the Institute of People Management of Zimbabwe (IPMZ). His 
research interests include branding, gender studies, human resource management, entrepreneurship, 
and quality assurance in higher education. Promise has published extensively in internationally refereed 
journals.

Amala Deepan Arulanandham is a Senior Lecturer in the School of Information Technology at 
IBSUniversity, Papua New Guinea, since 2021. He is also an adjunct lecturer at Southern Cross 
University, Australia. He is a resource person in CPA-PNG-CPD programmes and IBSU-COE 
technical programmes.  He holds a Master of Engineering in Computer Science and Engineering 
and a Bachelor of Engineering in Computer Science and Engineering from Anna University, India. 
He completed the Advanced Certificate Programme in Digital Innovation & Transformation for 
Enterprises from the All India Management Association (AIMA). Also, he completed a Diploma in 
Electrical and Electronics Engineering from the Department of Technical Education, Tamil Nadu, 
India. He is a former Assistant Professor at the Department of Computer Science and Engineering, 
Karpagam University, SSM Institute of Engineering and Technology, India, from 2011 to 2021. He 
brings 14 years of teaching experience and six years of professional expertise as an industrial technical 
advisor, specialising in Data Engineering, web development and ERP administration. He has wide 
research experience in guiding postgraduate and engineering students. He has published articles in 
national and international journals. 

Victor Bogalin is a Senior Lecturer in the School of Information Technology at IBSUniversity, Papua 
New Guinea, and currently serves as the Head of the Digital Learning Department. He brings over 27 
years of experience in the field of Information Technology, including 22 years of teaching at various 
institutions in the Philippines, the Sultanate of Oman, and Papua New Guinea. Mr. Bogalin holds a 
bachelor’s degree in information and computer science from the University of the Cordilleras and a 
master’s degree in computer science from De La Salle University, Manila. He is currently finalising his 
dissertation for a Doctorate in Information Technology at Saint Paul University, Philippines. He is 
certified as a Microsoft Certified Professional (MCP), Cisco Certified Network Associate (CCNA), and 
Cisco Certified Academy Instructor (CCAI). He also supervises undergraduate IT capstone projects 
and has published articles in both national and international journals.

Rengalwar Srinivasan is currently working as a Senior Lecturer in the School of Accounting and 
Finance at IBSUniversity, Port Moresby. Srinivasan holds B.Com., M.Com., M.Phil., Ph.D., CPA 
(PNG). Previously, he served as an Associate Professor in the Department of Accounting and Finance 
at Adigrat University, Ethiopia. He has over 27 years of teaching experience and 15 years of research 
experience in accounting and finance. Additionally, he has nine years of educational administrative 
experience as Head of the Department of Finance and Computer Applications.



          Abbreviations and Acronyms

iv

Abinaya Nagamuthu is a passionate academician and researcher specialising in statistics and business 
analytics. She currently serves as a Senior Lecturer at IBS University, Papua New Guinea. She holds a 
master of philosophy, a master’s degree, and a bachelor’s degree in statistics, along with a professional 
certificate in Data Science and Analytics. With over seven years of teaching experience in both India 
and Papua New Guinea, her research interests include women’s empowerment, microfinance, education 
systems, and econometrics. She has presented and published papers at international conferences and in 
peer-reviewed journals. 

Emmanuel M. Aquino, Vice President of University Advancement at Western Pacific University, is 
focused on initiatives aligned with the developmental needs of the Highlands Region in Papua New 
Guinea. Holding a PhD in Business Management, MBA, and B.Sc. in Business Administration, Dr. 
Aquino's collaborative leadership style emphasises cross-sector partnerships and innovation to create 
impactful programs within the country. Before joining WPU, he served as Head of School and Dean 
of Students at IBSUniversity in Papua New Guinea, where he established the Student Entrepreneurs' 
Programme (StEP) and started some innovation and sustainability initiatives. His extensive academic 
background includes roles at Southern Cross University (PNG Campus) and associate professorships 
in the Philippines, teaching business, economics, and management. 

Melissa Hatabia is currently working as the Research Assistant in the Department of Research and 
Innovation at IBSUniversity. She holds a Bachelor of Arts degree from the University of Papua New 
Guinea, majoring in Psychology and minoring in Social Work.

Jobin M Scaria is the Pro Vice Chancellor (Academic) at IBSUniversity, Papua New Guinea, bringing 
over two decades of experience in academia and leadership across multiple international institutions. 
He holds an MTech (IT) in Computer Science, an MCA, a PGDCA, ADCA, CIC and a BSc in 
Engineering Physics with Computer Science. He is currently pursuing a PhD in Data Mining. His 
professional journey spans key roles such as Head of Department, Senior Lecturer, Course Coordinator, 
and Exam Coordinator at prestigious institutions including King Saud University (Saudi Arabia), 
Presidency University (India), T. John College (India), and IBSUniversity (PNG). His areas of research 
include Artificial Intelligence, Python, Java, Database Management, Web Development, Unity Game 
development, and Multimedia Application Development.

Authors’ Contributions
Dr Promise Zvavahera developed the concept, conducted face-to-face interviews with IT students, and 
proofread the paper. Mr Deepan conducted face-to-face interviews with IT students, and he retrieved 
records from the Student Services Department (SSD). Dr Vasan conducted face-to-face interviews 
with Accounting and Finance students; Dr Emmanuel Aquino interviewed students who did not to 
complete their studies. Ms.  Abinaya Nagamuthu collected student data on graduation statistics, Mr. 
Victor and Mr Jobin analysed the data and developed the tables and Figures for the study. Melissa 
assisted with the literature review and the methodology section. 



v

          Abbreviations and Acronyms
HOS		  Head of School

IBSU		  IBSUniversity

PNG		  Papua New Guinea 

SSD		  Student Services Department



vi

    Abstract 
This study analyses the trends and underlying determinants of student attrition at IBSUniversity 
in Papua New Guinea from 2017 to 2024. Student attrition continues to be a significant challenge 
in higher education institutions, often stemming from broader systemic, institutional, and socio-
economic issues. Employing a mixed-methods approach, data were collected through face-to-face 
interviews with 24 continuing students and 12 students who had discontinued their studies, as well as 
an online questionnaire completed by 152 current students. Additional insights through face-to-face 
interviews were gathered from Heads of Schools. The study identified key contributing factors such 
as socio-economic hardships, cultural pressures, and students' difficulties in adapting to the academic 
demands of university life. Emerging challenges specific to IBSUniversity included a lack of student 
accommodation, limited access to computers and internet services, poor transport options, a lack 
of structured meal plans and financial constraints. These findings highlight critical areas requiring 
intervention and may reflect similar issues at other universities in Papua New Guinea. The study 
provides evidence-based recommendations and calls for collaborative efforts between universities, the 
government, and the private sector to improve infrastructure, student services, and overall support 
systems in higher education institutions in PNG and beyond.

Keywords: Student attrition, IBSUniversity, Papua New Guinea, retention strategies 



Student attrition in universities is a significant issue affecting institutions globally, with substantial consequences for 
institutional effectiveness, student achievement, and overall educational quality (Crawford et al., 2023; Aljohani, 
2016a). Attrition, characterised as the rate at which students abandon their studies before degree completion 
(Gallie, 2005; McQueen, 2009), presents issues not just for the students but also for higher education institutions 
aiming to enhance retention, academic performance, and completion rates. While global studies (Nikolaidis et 
al., 2021; Morison & Cowley, 2017; Aljohani, 2016b) have thoroughly investigated student attrition rates, there 
is a paucity of literature addressing Papua New Guinea, where distinctive socio-economic and cultural factors 
are perceived to be influential. The literature indicates that addressing this challenge early can enhance student 
persistence in their academic pursuits (Tight, 2020; Nurmalitasari et al., 2023).

IBSUniversity (IBSU), one of the 10 universities in Papua New Guinea (PNG), is notably concerned about rising 
dropout rates and declining completion rates in its degree programmes in Accounting and Finance, Economics 
and Development Studies, Information Technology, and Business and Management. This is believed to affect 
graduation rates and the institution's reputation. This study aims to investigate the prevailing patterns and factors 
that influence student attrition, particularly within the local context of IBSU, serving as a case study. 

Using Tinto’s Student Integration Theory (1975), this study aims to explore student attrition by analysing how 
academic performance and socio-cultural and economic challenges, among other factors, influence a student’s 
decision to either persist or drop out of university. The study seeks to answer the question: What are the key 
determinants contributing to student attrition at IBSU, and how can this understanding inform policy and practice 
to reduce university dropout rates? To address this research question, the study sought to address the following 
objectives:

a.	 analyse historical data to identify trends in student attrition from 2017 to 2024;
b.	 investigate the primary factors contributing to student attrition at IBSU; and
c.	 develop evidence-based recommendations for reducing student attrition at IBSU. 

The subsequent sections present the relevant literature, the theoretical framework supporting the study, methodology, 
findings, discussion, recommendations, conclusions, and implications for policy and practice.

1

    Introduction
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Student attrition is a widely utilised metric globally to assess the internal effectiveness of teaching and learning 
processes in universities (Albornoz & Osorio, 2018). Moreover, student attrition generally leads to significant 
financial losses, diminished graduation rates, and a tarnished institutional reputation among stakeholders 
(Gansemer-Topf & Schuh, 2006). The existence of multiple factors, including personal, familial, economic, 
political, cultural, and institutional elements, that either diminish or enhance a student’s engagement is a major 
concern. 

Most students commence university studies while lacking the necessary academic basis, which hampers their ability 
to manage coursework expectations. Subpar academic performance and grade point average (GPA) are significant 
predictors of prospective student dropout (Fernandes & Ramos, 2023; Addison & Williams, 2023; Aljohani, 
2016a). Despite generally high attrition rates, Voyer and Voyer (2014) observe that men are disproportionately 
impacted, a finding corroborated by Duckworth and Seligman (2006). On the other hand, female students are 
believed to demonstrate superior self-discipline, hence improving their academic performance and competition 
rates (Duckworth & Seligman, 2006). In online learning environments, inadequate faculty training and limited 
student contact can also diminish engagement and impede academic performance, resulting in increased dropouts 
(Canty et al., 2020; Rahmani et al., 2024; Shaw et al., 2016). Economic difficulties, including the obligation of 
tuition payments and the necessity of full-time employment while pursuing studies, sometimes lead to student 
attrition. In countries such as PNG, poverty is a significant obstacle, as numerous families choose fundamental 
necessities over educational expenses (Fernandes & Ramos, 2023; Tarmizi et al., 2019; Orong et al., 2020; Devette-
Chee, 2021). This could be one of the major drivers of university attrition in the country and other developing 
economies.

Globally, university attrition rates for undergraduate students fluctuate between 20 percent and 40 percent, with 
higher rates noted during the initial year of study (OECD, 2022), and it is lower for postgraduate students (Kang 
& Wang, 2018). According to the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES, 2021), around 40 percent of 
students at four-year colleges in the United States fail to graduate within six years because of various challenges. 
Italy and Hungary record rates over 30 percent, whilst Germany maintains lower rates through vocational options 
and organised academic courses (European Commission, Education, Audiovisual and Culture Executive Agency 
(EACEA) & Eurydice, 2024). The average attrition rate for first-year students in Australia is 15 percent, with high 
rates observed in regional and online institutions. In Sub-Saharan Africa, data is limited; nonetheless, research 
indicates that 30 percent to 50 percent of students in certain African countries fail to complete their degrees, 
primarily due to socio-economic and institutional issues (Tinto, 1993; Oketch et al., 2014).

The literature demonstrates that the principal factor contributing to attrition during the first year of study is 
insufficient academic performance and lack of academic and social support from the university (Casanova et al., 
2018; Cerezo et al., 2015; Diseth, 2011; Hailikari et al., 2008). The academic performance in the first year reflects 
the competencies students possess upon entering university or those they develop throughout this time, as well 
as their levels of involvement and learning methodologies. This suggests that less successful students may lack a 
well-defined vocational foundation or that their educational path to higher education is insufficiently established 
(Belloc et al., 2011; Vries et al., 2011). 

Inadequate social support is perceived to be the second primary cause of dropout. Strategies to decrease university 
dropout rates should encompass enhancing access to familial support, cultivating interpersonal relationships 
within the institution to compensate for insufficient family assistance, and offering academic assistance to students 
with inadequate entry qualifications (Sosu & Pheunpha, 2019). Rovira and Bertrán (2018) found that familial 

Literature Review 
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support may reduce university dropout rates; however, they also highlight the importance of university students 
being grounded in social capital from peer groups, experiencing positive educational environments, and receiving 
reinforcement from intra-associations. However, forecasting attrition is complex due to the intricate structure of 
its causes and the interconnected predictors.

Literature notes that socio-economic factors or inadequate scholarships are not the primary causes of university 
attrition in Spain and Andalusia (Álvarez, 2021). Characteristics vary significantly among countries and national 
cultures, impacting educational institutions and activities in numerous ways. Thus, it becomes rational to argue 
that university attrition is also caused by variations in country cultures and differing degrees of economic assistance 
(Troelsen & Laursen, 2014), and this could be the case in PNG since it is the most culturally diverse country in 
the world (Oxford Business Group, 2020). The findings from Troelsen and Laursen’s (2014) study indicate that 
acquiring additional scholarships does not reduce the dropout rate in Spain. Socio-economic disparities, according 
to Tolliver (2013), do not seem to contribute to dropout rates. From the standpoint of negative social inheritance, 
this indicates that students at socio-economic risk in Spain and Andalusia may discontinue their education for the 
same reasons as ordinary students. Consequently, the university education system, characterised by its universalistic 
welfare objectives, appears to be effective. In addition to the factors discussed, Zvavahera (2023) found that female 
students in higher education institutions continue to experience discrimination, which may undermine their 
motivation and willingness to persist with their studies (Zvavahera et al., 2025). Table 1 presents the United 
Kingdom's attrition rates for young and mature undergraduate students, averaging 16.7 percent. Attrition rates for 
mature students tend to be higher than for younger students. 

Table 1: Proportion of undergraduate and postgraduate students who dropped out after the first year 
(2011-2014) 

2011/2012 2012/2013 2013/2014
Young full-time undergraduates 6.3 5.7 6.0
Mature full-time undergraduates 10.5 11.9 11.8
Total 16.8 17.6 17.8

Source: www.hesa.ac.uk/pis/summary1415 (retrieved 2nd May 2016)

Mature students from underprivileged backgrounds frequently face distinct problems that hinder perseverance 
(Fernandes & Ramos, 2023; Addison & Williams, 2023; Aljohani, 2016b). Non-traditional learners, including 
working adults and individuals with familial obligations, frequently abandon their programmes due to time 
limitations and conflicting goals (Shaw et al., 2016; Maher & Macallister, 2013). Students who do not establish 
academic or social connections inside their schools face an increased risk of attrition. Inadequate engagement 
with teachers and peers may diminish their sense of belonging (Canty et al., 2020; Aljohani, 2016b; Maher & 
Macallister, 2013). 
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Table 2: Attrition rates for all commencing bachelor students by state and higher education institution in 
New South Wales, Australia, 2011 to 2013

Name of institution Attrition rate (normal calculation)
2011 2012 2013

Charles Sturt University 23.01 22.70 29.13
Macquarie University 12.73 14.76 14.70
Southern Cross University 25.80 30.21 28.63
The University of New England 25.98 26.29 27.67
The University of New South Wales 10.19 9.66 10.58
The University of Newcastle 17.93 16.81 17.80
University of Sydney 10.46 11.16 11.94
University of Technology Sydney 13.36 12.96 14.10
University of Western Sydney 20.63 21.34 20.47
University of Wollongong 13.77 13.41 14.91
Total 17.39 17.93 18.99

Source: Adusei-Asante & Doh (2011)

Table 2 shows attrition rates in some universities in New South Wales, Australia. Research on attrition at Edith 
Cowan University in Australia revealed that the dropout rate for students from low socio-economic backgrounds 
(Adusei-Asante & Doh, 2016) was 23.9 percent in 2011, rising to 24.7 percent in 2013. In 2012, attrition rates for 
rural students peaked at 29.4 percent before experiencing a minor decline in 2013. This highlights the worldwide 
phenomenon of student attrition. 

It is further noted that attrition rates significantly differ among higher education institutions in Australia, with 50 
percent of registered providers exhibiting rates over 25 percent, as illustrated in Figure 1. The average attrition rate 
for universities (20%) is lower than that of non-university providers (27%), as indicated by the figure's coloration 
(light blue for universities and dark blue for other providers). Any component influencing institutional attrition 
at universities is significant, as public universities account for 93.1 percent of equivalent full-time student load 
(EFTSL) in the Australian higher education system.
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Figure 1: Attrition in higher education providers in Australia

 

Source: Tertiary Education Quality and Standards Agency, 2017

Insufficient access to academic support, career counselling, and mental health services substantially exacerbates 
attrition, particularly in resource-limited institutions, particularly IBSU (Canty et al., 2020; Tarmizi et al., 2019; 
Shaw et al., 2016). Students with ambiguous educational goals or diminished motivation are more susceptible to 
attrition. Conversely, those with explicitly articulated objectives are more inclined to endure and complete their 
studies (Shaw et al., 2016; Aljohani, 2016b). Procrastination, particularly in online learning contexts, has been 
associated with high dropout rates (Shaw et al., 2016). These observations highlight the necessity for comprehensive, 
evidence-driven interventions that tackle both academic and non-academic obstacles to student achievement in 
universities.

In the Pacific Islands, attrition rates are higher, primarily due to insufficient academic preparation, financial 
difficulties, and socio-cultural challenges (Sharma, 2020; UNESCO UIS, 2021). This is corroborated by Wilson’s 
(2006) study on first-year science undergraduates at the University of Papua New Guinea which discovered that 
factors outside academic performance may be responsible for students’ opting not to continue with their studies. 
On the other hand, student attrition at the University of Papua New Guinea in the School of Humanities and 
Social Sciences was at 25.28 percent in 2021 and was reduced to 24.82 percent in 2022 (Marai & Yalamu, 2022). 
The next section presents the theoretical framework that underpins this study.
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Tinto’s Student Integration Theory provides a comprehensive approach for analysing student attrition, especially 
within the context of IBSU, where resources are limited. The theory asserts that a student's choice to continue or 
leave an institution is greatly affected by their degree of integration into both the academic and social dimensions 
of university life (Lee & Choi, 2011).  

Academic and social integration pertains to a student's congruence with the academic milieu, including elements 
such as academic achievement, cognitive growth, and alignment with the institution's scholarly standards and 
principles (Van Dinther et al., 2011). A student who perceives himself/herself as intellectually talented and socially 
integrated is more inclined to persist in his/her studies. Social integration pertains to the student's perception of 
belonging and connectivity within the university community. This encompasses relationships with peers, lecturers, 
and involvement in extra-curricular activities (Khatri et al., 2024). A robust social network within the university 
can augment a student's dedication to their academic goals (Chen et al., 2023). If students depart owing to 
feelings of loneliness or academic challenges, interventions might be formulated to improve support systems and 
engagement possibilities. 

Tinto's approach highlights the dynamic aspect of student integration, indicating that institutions must 
consistently evaluate and review their policies to promote academic and social involvement. Consequently, IBSU 
can formulate focused strategies to enhance retention rates and facilitate student achievement. The theory offers 
a crucial framework for IBSU and similar contexts to understand and tackle the diverse causes affecting student 
attrition, hence informing effective retention strategies. The next section discusses the methodology of the study.

Theoretical Framework: Tinto’s Student Integration 
Theory 
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This study employed a case study design that incorporated a mixed approach, combining qualitative and quantitative 
data gathering and analysis methods. The mixed-methods approach provided a comprehensive understanding of 
the research problem by capturing both numerical trends and contextual and in-depth insights from the students 
and faculty. Purposive sampling was used to select the following categories of respondents:

•	 online interviews with discontinued studies (n=18);
•	 continuing students involved in face-to-face interviews (n=24); and
•	 students who participated in the online survey via the Google Form (n=150).

The sample for the study was therefore 192.

Documentary analysis served as the primary method for data collection in this study. University records provided 
the following:   

i.	 enrolment data; and
ii.	 student exit data.

To gain deeper insights into the factors contributing to student attrition at the university, a mixed-method interview 
approach was employed. Heads of Schools conducted face-to-face interviews with six continuing students from 
each of the four schools, resulting in a total of 24 participants. These interviews aimed to understand students’ 
perspectives on the challenges they faced and the reasons why their peers may have discontinued their studies. 
Additionally, virtual interviews were conducted with 18 students who dropped from their programmes, allowing 
the researchers to directly explore the causes behind their discontinuation. The online method was chosen for its 
convenience and accessibility, particularly for students no longer residing near the university.

The combination of face-to-face and online interviews was intentional and strategic. Face-to-face interviews 
allowed for a more personal and engaging interaction with continuing students, encouraging openness and detailed 
responses. In contrast, online interviews provided a practical and efficient way to reach former students who may 
have dispersed geographically, ensuring their experiences and voices were also captured in the study. This dual 
approach enhanced the comprehensiveness and reliability of the findings by incorporating diverse perspectives 
from both current and former students.

The study's purpose was communicated to the respondents before it began. Consent from participants was obtained 
by having them completed consent forms. To safeguard the responses, each question was rendered anonymous, 
and participants were assured that the data would be used solely for this study. Furthermore, participants were 
informed that they may withdraw from the study at any time without the obligation to justify their decision to 
withdraw from the study.

Multiple data sources were employed to enhance the reliability and validity of the findings. This encompassed 
in-person interviews, surveys, and document analysis. Pilot testing was conducted to validate the research 
instruments (questionnaire and interview guide). The rationale was to identify and address any issues about clarity, 
comprehensibility, and relevance. This was executed to enhance the external validity of the study.

The findings were systematically structured and presented in accordance with the study's objectives and the key 
themes that emerged during the data collection phase. To enhance clarity and facilitate analysis, a combination of 
tables, graphs, and narrative descriptions was employed and presented in the paragraphs that follow.

Methodology  
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The presentation and analysis of the study followed the sequence of the objectives and the key themes that emerged 
during the data gathering phase. 

Demographic profile of the respondents
The demographic data provided significant insights into the characteristics of the respondents. Fifty-seven percent 
(57%) of the participants were youthful and unmarried. Sixty-four percent (64%) of respondents were male, 
indicating a potential gender disparity in the student demographic or maybe in the response rate. This may have 
consequences for understanding gender-related aspects in student attrition and retention at IBSU.

The age distribution indicates that the predominant group (57%) was between the age of 21 to 25 years range, 
characteristic of university students. A notable percentage (43%) were somewhat older, between the ages of 26 and 
34. A mere 1 percent were over 36, indicating negligible involvement of mature-age learners.

Data on marital status indicate that 93 percent of respondents were single, a prevalent occurrence in higher 
education environments. The minimal proportions of married (5%) and divorced (2%) students suggest familial 
obligations are unlikely to influence student persistence, but they may still be pertinent for the minority.

Online interviews with 18 students who had discontinued their studies and face-to face interviews with 24 
continuing students provided qualitative richness to the study. These interviews facilitated a deeper understanding 
of the human and institutional aspects affecting student attrition and retention at various academic stages.

Objective 1: Historical data to identify trends in student attrition
Figure 2 depicts the annual patterns of enrolment, increase, and attrition by semester at IBSU from 2017 to 2024. 
Annual attrition rates exhibited significant variations, commencing at 39 percent in 2017, reaching a zenith of 41 
percent in 2018, and thereafter declining markedly to 22 percent in 2019. Between 2020 and 2024, attrition rates 
exhibited relative stability, fluctuating between 32 percent and 36 percent.

Figure 2: Annual trends in student enrolment, increase, and attrition from 2017 to 2024 by semester

 

Source: Data from the Student Services Department

Findings and Discussion
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Semester 1 attrition exhibited a comparable trend, commencing at 22 percent in 2017, rising to 26 percent in 
2018, and then plummeting to 3 percent in 2019. It incrementally increased, attaining 13 percent by 2024. 
Semester 2 attrition exhibited a varied path, declining from 17 percent in 2017 to 15 percent in 2018, rising to 19 
percent in 2019, reaching a peak of 26 percent in 2021, and thereafter reducing to 19 percent by 2024.

Enrolment demonstrated considerable fluctuation, marked by a 25 percent rise in 2017, followed by a steep 24 
percent decline in 2019. Subsequent years exhibited diverse growth rates: 6 percent in 2020, 16 percent in 2021, 
38 percent in 2022, 36 percent in 2023, and 21 percent in 2024. The interval between 2022 and 2023 experienced 
the greatest significant increase in enrolment.

A significant adverse correlation between annual attrition and enrolment growth is evident, especially in 2019. 
The reduction in attrition to 22 percent in 2019 coincided with a 24 percent decrease in enrolment. In contrast, 
as enrolment growth intensified from 2020 onward, attrition rates also often rose, though they did not attain the 
levels observed in 2017 to 2018. This indicates that although reduced attrition is preferable, it does not consistently 
correspond with increased enrolment, suggesting the presence of other influencing factors.

The sharp 24 percent drop in enrolment in 2019, triggered by negative publicity surrounding the university’s 
status, was accompanied by a temporary decline in attrition to 22 percent, likely reflecting reduced student intake 
rather than actual improvements in retention.

The COVID-19 pandemic intensified attrition issues in 2020 and 2021 owing to economic difficulties, restricted 
digital access, and academic ambiguity. Notwithstanding the improvement in enrolment, attrition rates persisted 
at high levels, averaging 31 to 34 percent, highlighting continued retention challenges beyond the transitions of 
semester 2. This highlights the necessity for focused interventions to enhance student persistence and engagement.

Figure 3 illustrates notable gender disparities in student attrition at IBSU from 2017 to 2024, providing insight 
into the changing dynamics of dropout rates. In previous years, male students continuously exhibited higher 
dropout rates than their female counterparts -23 percent compared to 16 percent in 2017, and 24 percent vs 17 
percent in 2018, indicating that male students may have encountered more significant academic, financial, or 
socio-economic difficulties, and this is supported by responses from the study. 

Figure 3: Annual dropout rate in enrolment by gender from 2017 to 2024

 

Source: Data from the Student Services Department, 2017-2024
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This also highlights the resilience of female students, who, feeling undermined by societal attitudes, are motivated 
to transform the narratives of their lives (Zvavahera, 2023). Initially, female students may find it easier than male 
students to secure accommodation from relatives in urban areas, though this advantage may not persist throughout 
their entire academic tenure. Significantly, 2019 represents a pivotal moment, characterised by a pronounced 
decrease in dropout rates for both sexes, particularly among females (10%), which may be indicative of the effects 
of focused institutional initiatives or policy reviews designed to enhance female student retention. Across 2020 
and 2022, a convergence in dropout rates across male and female students was noted, possibly indicative of the 
common educational disruptions resulting from the COVID-19 pandemic. These figures (23 percent and 16 
percent for the year 2017) are within the global average range of 20 percent to 40 percent (OECD, 2022) and are 
close to Australia’s average of 18 percent (Adusei-Asante & Doh, 2016). This also corresponds with international 
research (UNESCO UIS, 2021), which indicated that the COVID-19 pandemic diminished specific educational 
inequalities while intensifying others. These findings highlight the necessity of ongoing monitoring and intervention 
to guarantee equal student support, especially if enrolment figures persist in increasing.

Objective 2: Primary factors contributing to student attrition at the IBSU
This objective presents key factors that lead to student attrition at the IBSU. Data was gathered from continuing 
students through the Google Form and face-to-face interviews with students who could not continue their studies. 
The Heads of Schools provided essential information regarding the attrition at the University, particularly in their 
respective schools.

Cultural barriers
In-person interviews and online questionnaire responses indicated that 45 percent of the participants reported 
no impact from cultural barriers, 36 percent acknowledged being influenced, and 19 percent indicated potential 
susceptibility to such effects. One female participant expressed the following:

I face cultural difficulties, as my family, including my partner, does not help me with domestic responsibilities. 
Consequently, I am alone and responsible for all the household chores, which becomes a stress for me. This 
has an impact on my academic pursuits. I am fortunate to have received full financial assistance from a local 
organisation dedicated to supporting female students. My partner covers the expenses for my transportation, 
accommodation, and meals. I was married at a young age because of my family's inability to cover my education 
expenses. If it were not for this scholarship, I would not have been able to attend university. Effective time 
management is a significant concern. I have also repeatedly experienced physical and emotional abuse from my 
partner. I am currently contemplating whether it is appropriate for me to remain in this abusive relationship. 
From a cultural standpoint, I will not receive anything for terminating the marriage. I am in a dilemma.

A female student who had dropped out in her second year explained that her parents prioritised educating her 
brother. She was told that her place was in the kitchen and that becoming a mother was considered the family’s 
main priority for her. This was not her story alone. Some male and female (30%) respondents expressed similar 
concerns. Additionally, most females (70%) indicated that they faced restricted opportunities to pursue higher 
education, which therefore hampers their ability to make significant contributions to the national and global 
economies. The same challenge was also highlighted by seven of the respondents who could not continue with 
their studies.

From the findings of this study, cultural norms play a decisive role in shaping access to and completion of higher 
education, particularly for women. The study notes that in PNG, traditional beliefs continue to place greater value 
on the education of male children compared to females, viewing men as future breadwinners while women are 
expected to assume domestic and caregiving roles (Zvavahera et al., 2025), as indicated by one of the females who 
had discontinued her studies in the second year. This gendered perception, in this case, resulted in female students 
being denied equal support, both financially and emotionally, to pursue and complete their university education.
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One significant cultural barrier highlighted by some of the female respondents is the expectation that women’s 
primary roles are tied to marriage, motherhood, and household responsibilities. This may imply that families may 
perceive higher education for girls as unnecessary or even counterproductive, leading to early withdrawal from 
studies in favour of preparing for domestic life. Such beliefs reinforce a cycle where daughters are pressured to 
sacrifice their educational ambitions, often to allow resources to be redirected toward their brothers’ education.

Absence of student accommodation
Most of the respondents (75%) lamented that the lack of on-campus accommodation could result in high dropout 
rates, as they encountered difficulties in securing appropriate and cheaper accommodation near the campus.  One 
of the respondents stated, "Some of us do not have relatives in the city, and the cost of accommodation places an 
additional burden on our parents." This underscored the pressing necessity for institutional action. Two students 
who had withdrawn from the university reported that their parents lacked the financial capacity to cover both 
tuition fees and accommodation expenses.

The lack of affordable and accessible accommodation near the university could be one of the reasons leading 
to high attrition at IBSU. This corroborates Fernandes & Ramos (2023), Tarmizi et al. (2019), Orong et al. 
(2020), and Devette-Chee (2021), studies who found that the financial and logistical challenges of obtaining 
off-campus housing impose significant strain on students and their families, particularly for those from rural 
backgrounds or lacking urban relatives. Students who cannot get cheap housing near the university may endure 
lengthy commutes, hazardous living conditions, or precarious housing situations, all of which adversely impact 
their academic concentration, attendance, and completion. Over time, these cumulative problems can become 
untenable, leading students to discontinue their studies. In the absence of institutional support, including on-
campus accommodation or housing subsidies, students from underprivileged backgrounds have an increased risk 
of dropping out owing to circumstances unrelated to their academic capabilities.

Limited proper meal plans for students
All the respondents acknowledged the existence of a campus canteen, some (37%) expressing worry about the 
quality and variety of food offered. Some of the respondents (20%) chose to leave the campus during lunch breaks, 
yet had similar difficulties, as there were no establishments that offered fresh food products in the proximity. One 
participant explained that their meals consisted almost exclusively of rice, with little variety, as they had limited 
time to prepare food due to leaving home early and returning late. A respondent who had discontinued explained 
that dietary challenges contributed to their decision.

The statement underscores a significant issue about student welfare and its possible effects on academic involvement 
and retention. All respondents recognised the existence of a campus canteen at IBS University; yet a notable percentage 
(37%) conveyed displeasure over the quality and diversity of the food provided. This suggests that while the facility 
is present, it may not adequately fulfil students' nutritional or dietary requirements. Furthermore, 20 percent of 
the students chose to leave campus during lunch breaks in pursuit of better meal alternatives but encountered 
comparable difficulties due to the scarcity of close establishments providing fresh food. This circumstance adversely 
impacts students' health and well-being while also disrupting their academic schedules, as time spent procuring 
meals off-campus may result in tardiness, missed classes, or diminished study time. Dissatisfaction with food 
services may appear trivial initially, yet it can gradually undermine the university experience, affecting students' 
sense of belonging and heightening the likelihood of attrition (Troelsen & Laursen, 2014). Therefore, enhancing 
the quality and variety of campus food offerings is crucial for fostering student retention and general satisfaction.

Inadequate transport options
Forty-three percent (43%) of the respondents complained that inadequate transportation alternatives presented 
considerable challenges for students residing at a distance from the university, frequently leading to heightened 
absenteeism, diminished access to campus facilities, and, in certain instances, the choice to discontinue their 



12

studies. One of the participants stated: "I use multiple modes of transportation to reach the university"; while another 
highlighted: "Due to these challenges, it becomes costly and impractical." These experiences illustrate how mobility 
challenges might impede academic engagement, leading to discontinuation. A female student who had withdrawn 
cited the expense of utilising several modes of transportation to access the university. 

The results indicate that insufficient transportation options constitute an obstacle to student retention at IBSU, 
especially for individuals residing at a considerable distance from the campus. The utilisation of many transportation 
options, as one student observed, illustrates the intricacy and difficulty encountered by several individuals in 
their everyday commutes to the university. A fellow student's observation regarding the exorbitant expenses and 
impracticality of travel highlights the unsustainable nature of financial and logistical burdens. These mobility 
problems not only hinder attendance but also restrict students' capacity to engage comprehensively in academic 
and extra-curricular activities, eventually impacting their academic achievement and sense of belonging (Troelsen & 
Laursen, 2014). The aggregate impact of these challenges might diminish motivation and commitment, indicating 
that strengthening transportation access is essential for improving student engagement and decreasing attrition.

Limited access to computers and internet
Seventy-six percent (76%) of the students expressed appreciation for the computers and internet provided by 
the university. However, the challenge arose from the inadequacy of these computers and intermittent internet 
connectivity, given the rise in student enrolment over the years. Two of the Heads of Schools concurred with the 
students. One student had this to say: "I cannot afford a computer or even a smartphone because I come from a poor 
background. I suggest that the institution supply laptops to students and incorporate the cost into our fees."  Two of the 
Heads of Schools concurred with the students. One of the Heads of School remarked: 

"Given that the university employs blended learning, with all assessments and reading materials available 
online, this poses a significant challenge for some students. During my tenure at the university, I encountered 
three students who dropped out of the university due to difficulties in accessing Moodle".

Limited access to technology can significantly contribute to student attrition at IBSU for several reasons. Students 
at the university rely on computers and the internet for research, blended learning, and completing assignments. 
Those who lack these resources and the ability to use technology effectively struggle to perform academically. 
This limitation can hinder their ability to engage fully with coursework, leading to lower grades and increased 
frustration, which are common precursors to dropping out. Research by Canty et al. (2020), Tarmizi et al. (2019), 
and Shaw et al. (2016) supports this correlation between inadequate technological support and higher rates of 
student attrition in institutions higher learning. 

Economic factors
Figure 4 highlights financial challenges affecting the respondents. Face-to-face interviews with continuing students 
indicated that some (47%) came from poor backgrounds, and it was challenging for them to meet the cost of 
university education. A lone female had this to say: "If I have the opportunity, I will give preference to a girl child 
because we have been looked down on for too long."  Interviews with students who could not continue with their 
studies indicated limited funding as the major impediment. One female who had discontinued had this to say 
this:  "I dropped out of university because my parents could not afford the tuition fees. I do not know if I am going to 
get a second chance to start over again."  Seven of the students who had discontinued their studies concurred with 
the response from the former student. One of the academics indicated that some students enrolled with the 
expectation of receiving loans or support from their families and other sponsors. However, some were unable to 
secure the necessary financial assistance and ultimately had to discontinue their studies.  It was noted that most 
discontinuities occurred among first-year students, as continuation was not permitted by the university.
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Figure 4:  Financial challenges influencing student attrition at IBSU

 

Source: Field data

The data reveal that financial difficulties significantly contribute to student attrition at the university. The primary 
cause is the high tuition, identified by 54 percent of respondents, which hinders most scholarships and financial 
support (21%), since most students commence university anticipating financial assistance that frequently fails to 
materialise, resulting in heightened financial pressure on the parents, leading to attrition. The study revealed that 
16 percent of the respondents originated from households with constrained economic resources, hindering their 
ability to cover university-related costs without external assistance. Finally, 9 percent of respondents identified 
the challenges associated with transportation, accommodation, books, and other supplies, which, while less often 
cited, remain a substantial obstacle, especially for students from low-income families or rural backgrounds. These 
findings underscore the pressing necessity for extensive financial support initiatives to minimise student attrition.

The data unequivocally indicate that financial limitations are a primary factor in student attrition at IBSU, a finding 
supported by Álvarez’s (2021) study. The substantial proportion of students impacted by insufficient scholarships 
(21%) and general economic difficulties (16%) indicates that a more comprehensive financial assistance system, 
incorporating means-tested grants or work-study programmes, could mitigate the financial strain (Tinto, 1993; 
Oketch et al., 2014). 

Limitations
The study was conducted at a single university, representing one out of the 10 universities in the country. As a 
result, the findings may have limited generalisability across all institutions of higher learning in PNG, given the 
potential differences in institutional policies, student demographics, and academic environments. Additionally, 
identifying and reaching out to students who had discontinued their studies posed significant challenges. Many of 
these students had relocated, secured employment, or changed their contact information, making follow-up efforts 
difficult and, in some cases, unfeasible. 
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This section addresses the last objective of the study which is to provide recommendations to university leadership 
and key stakeholders in higher education. The following recommendations aim to minimise student attrition at 
IBSU and beyond.

•	 The university should partner with the government and the private sector organisations to establish 
sponsorship programmes.

•	 The university should expand counselling and mental health services to help students cope with stress, 
social pressures, and cultural challenges.

•	 The university, the government, and cooperating partners should develop awareness programmes with 
families and communities to emphasise the importance of female education and completion of education.

•	 The university should strengthen student engagement and retention initiatives.
•	 The university should develop a data-driven early warning system to track attendance, performance, and 

financial risks, enabling timely interventions.

Areas for future research
It is important to undertake a longitudinal study to track the progress and long-term outcomes of interventions 
aimed at reducing attrition. Equally, a comparative study across similar institutions in Papua New Guinea is 
necessary to identify best practices that can be adapted to the IBS context and beyond. Cross-institutional 
benchmarking within PNG, such as by programme type, as well as regional comparisons across Pacific universities, 
is also critical for identifying effective and transferable strategies.

Recommendations



15

The research revealed that attrition at IBSU (37%) falls within the global range of 20 to 40 percent, resulting in 
67 percent of students completing their studies. Cultural factors were identified as significantly impacting female 
students, as they traditionally hold subordinate societal roles.

Financial constraints constitute a critical determinant of student attrition. A considerable number of students 
reported that their inability to meet tuition fees or sustain basic living expenses compelled them to discontinue their 
studies. This underscores the necessity of strengthening financial aid mechanisms, including scholarships, bursaries, 
and flexible payment schemes, to mitigate the economic pressures faced by learners. Evidence further suggests that 
most students who discontinued their studies were from socio-economically disadvantaged backgrounds, which 
limited their capacity to complete their degree programmes. Moreover, students with low academic performance 
or difficulties in meeting academic requirements were disproportionately more likely to withdraw.

Specific findings were exclusive to this study, highlighting difficulties faced by students in emerging economies. 
The results revealed a lack of transport options for students, limited access to computers and the internet, the 
non-existence of on-campus student housing, and insufficient meal plans for students. This suggests that, whereas 
universal characteristics contribute to university attrition, there are also country-specific factors that mostly affect 
developing economies such as PNG.

Contribution to theory
The study adds contextual richness to the previous understanding of student attrition by considering local socio-
economic, cultural, and institutional aspects unique to PNG and other developing economies. It refines global 
theories of student persistence and dropout within the context of a developing country where infrastructure, 
budgetary constraints, and support systems differ considerably from high-income countries. The study highlighted 
previously underexplored elements, such as transportation, family commitments, and cultural expectations, that 
could inform new theoretical frameworks or expand existing models on attrition in higher education institutions.

Contribution to practice
The study offers data-driven insights that might assist IBSU leadership and universities in developing economies 
in formulating targeted interventions to mitigate attrition. It promotes the establishment of student tracking and 
monitoring systems to identify at-risk students promptly and provide timely interventions.

Contribution to policy
The study provides evidence-based recommendations for university leadership and key stakeholders to enhance 
student retention programmes at the institutional and national levels. It additionally facilitates a more efficient 
distribution of resources, including scholarships, student accommodation, and infrastructural enhancements, 
especially for students from rural areas and poor backgrounds. The study identifies systemic obstacles that lead 
to attrition, potentially impacting wider educational policy to guarantee fair access and success for all students in 
PNG and beyond.

Conclusions
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