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Retaining Talent: Replacing Misconceptions
With Evidence-Based Strategies
David G. Allen, Phillip C. Bryant, and James M. Vardaman

Executive Overview

Despite extensive scholarly research
interest in employee turnover,
scienice and practice in this are
and rc'zplac?s several misconceptions about turnover with
guidelines for evidence-based

‘ retention management strate-
gies focused on shared understanding of turnover, knowledge
of cause-and-effect relationships, and the ability to adapt

this knowledge and apply it to disparate contexts. We
provide new tools such as an illustration of the relative
strength of turnover predictors, a summary of evidence-
based HR strategies for managing turnover, and a new
framework for implementing evidence-based retention strat-

egies. We conclude with a research agenda to build on this
evidence-based understanding.

and organizational
there remains a gap between
a. This article bridges this gap

Employee retention remains a critical issue for organiza-
tions and managers: the costs associated with recruiting,
selecting, and training new employees often exceed 100%
of the annual salary for the position being filled (Cas-
cio, 2006), and the Bureau of Labor Statistics reports
that the national annual voluntary quit rate in the United
States typically approaches 25%. The direct costs, work
disruptions, and losses of organizational memory and
seasoned mentors associated with turnover are significant
issues. Many organizations are also increasingly
concerned about their ability to retain key employees
(e.g., high performers and employees with high-demand
or difficult-to-replace skill sets). These concerns may
also have broader implications for organizational compet-
itiveness in an increasingly global landscape, and for
how to address social and demographic trends such as
an aging and increasingly diverse workforce. Despite the
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importance of turnover to business there remains a gap
between science and practice in the understanding of the
management of employee retention. Here we fill that gap
by developing an evidence-based understanding of the
domain.

Even when voluntary turnover rates drop because of
unfavorable labor markets, it would be shortsighted to
ignore retention management. For example, there is
evidence that high unemployment rates have little impact
on the turnover of high-performing employees or those with
in-demand skill sets (Trevor, 2001). Aggressive recruitment
of valuable employees still occurs, and the retention of high
performers remains critical (Smith, 2009). In fact, large-
scale layoffs in difficult times often lead to higher turnover
among survivors (Trevor & Nyberg, 2008). Further,
concerns remain about an eventual talent shortage in both
the overall supply of talent and in the specialized skills and
competencies most valued by organizations. Coupled with
the likelihood that many current employees may remain
with their organizations only because there are fewer exter-
nal opportunities, the possibility exists for substantial pent-
up turnover to occur when labor markets become more
favorable for employees. A recent survey reported that
54% of employed adults, including 71% of those between
the ages of 18 and 29, are likely to seek new jobs once the
economy improves (Adecco, 2009).

Despite extensive research on employee turnover,
there are few resources that effectively and comprehen-
sively bridge scholarly evidence concerning employee
retention and practitioner employee retention efforts. As
a result, many managers hold important misconceptions

about turnover. For example, many managers may believe

that turnover is uniformly bad, that most employees quit

their jobs because of pay, that job dissatisfaction is the
primary reason people leave, that there is little managers
can do to affect individual turnover decisions. or that
generic best practices are the best way to manage reten-
tion. These misconceptions can be harmful to organiza-
tions and to managerial careers because they may lead
Managers 1o enact ineffective retention strategies that fail
to reduce turnover, that are not cost-effective, or even that



retain the wrong em
important ones,

~ Our objective is to replace these common misconcep-
tions about turnover with evidence-based retention manage-
ment information, ag summarized in Table 1. Evidence-based
Management refers to translating knowledge and principles
based on the best available scientific evidence into organiza-
tion practice, enabling managers to make decisions informed
by social science and organizational research (Rousseau,
2006). Effective evidence-based management requires acces-
sible systematic reviews of evidence such as those that we

present here (Briner, Denyer, & Rousseau, 2009). Figure 1

ployees while chasing away the most

illustrates our evidence-based approach.

Creating a Shared Understanding

Misconception #1: All Turnover Is the Same,

and It Is All Bad '

Employee turnover can certainly be problematic and ip some
cases devastating for organizations. However, turnover j i
complex phenomenon that comes in many shapes ang sizes,
It is not always harmful, and in some cases may even be bene.
ficial for organizations. Developing and implementing effective
evidence-based guidelines for managing turnover requires thay
the parties involved (e.g., line managers, executives, and
human resource managers) have a shared understanding anq
frame of reference for interpreting what turnover is and how it

Turnover
Misconception

Evidence Based Perspective

Misconception #1
All turnover is the same, -

* There are different types of turnover
Some turnover is functional

and it is all bad * Tumover costs vary
Misconception #2 * Pay level and pay satisfaction are relatively weak predictors of individual turnover
People quit because decisions

of pay .

decisions

*  Key attitudes such as job satisfaction and or

strong predictors

Turnover intentions and job search are among the strongest predictors of turnover

ganizational commitment are relatively

*Management/supervision, work design, and relationships with others are also

consistent predictors

Misconception #3 .
People quit because
they are dissatisfied -

decisions

Job dissatisfaction is the driving force in fewer than half of individual turnover

There are multiple paths to turnover decisions

with their jobs * Different paths have different retention implications
* Itis also important to consider why people stay
Misconception #4 * There are evidence-based human resour

There is little managers -

con do to directly subsequent retention

Recruitment, selection, and socialization

Ce practices associated with turnover
Practices during organizational entry affect

d turnover decisions through train-

influence turnover * Managers can influence the work environment an
decisions ing, rewards, and supervisory practices
Misconception #5 * Context-specific evidence-based strate
A simple one- * Turnover analysis helps dia
size-fits-all retention  +  Organizational context ma
strategy is most * Multiple data collection st
effective strategies

gies are more effective

gnose the extent to which turnover is problematic
tters for interpreting turnover data

rategies enable more targeted and effective retention
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Develop Knowledge of Underlying

Principles and Cause-Effect

Relationships

+ Organizational equilibrium and
the turnover process

» Evidence-based predictors of
turnover

« Alternative paths to turnover

« Job embeddedness
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Define types of turnover
. Develop a consensys

. Pevelop ashared understanding of the
Importance of retention
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for costing

Diagnose and Adapt to a Particular

Organizational Context

* Analyze turnover costs, rates, and
functionality

+ Conduct internal and external
benchmarking and needs assessment

« Develop retention goals

« Collect data on cause-effect relationships

« Design retention strategies
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distinction is between voluntary and involuntary turnover.
Voluntary turnover is initiated by the emplf)yee, while invol-
untary turnover is initiated by thf.: organizanon. ofte_n because
of poor job performance or orgamzatlfm'al restructuring, Effec-
tively managing involuntary turnover is lmport‘.'mt, lbut the loss
of tlfxese employees is generally viewed as being in thevbesx
interests of the organization‘ Retention management typically
focuses on voluntary turnover, because thes.e employ_ees are
often individuals the organization would prefer to retain.
Even within instances of voluntary turnover, .howeVer,
there is an important distinction be(w%en 'd)'.ghmcnmml a:d
Lnctional turnover (Dalton, ngor, & l\mukha.rd.t‘ 19:3-)};
Dysfunctionai turnover is harmful to the organization, suc



as the exit of high performers or of employees who have
d.lfﬁcult-to-replace skill sets. Functional turnover, although
disruptive, may not be harmful, such as the exit of employees
who are easy to replace, and may even be beneficial, such as
the exit of poor performers. Retention management strategies
typically focus more on dysfunctional turnover.

Finally, even if an organization invests substantially in
the retention of key employees, some of those employees
would still leave. Thus, while some turnover is avoidable,
some turnover will always be unavoidable (Abelson, 1987).
Avoidable turnover occurs for reasons that the organization
may be able to influence, such as low job satisfaction, poor
supervision, or higher pay elsewhere. Unavoidable turnover
occurs for reasons that the organization may have little or no
control over, such as health or dual career issues. The distinc-
tion is important because it may make little strategic sense to

invest a great deal in reducing turnover that is a function of
largely unavoidable reasons.

Understanding Turnover Costs When employees leave, it
costs the organization time and money. The total costs asso-
ciated with turnover can range from 90% to 200% of annual
salary (Cascio, 2006; Mitchell, Holtom, & Lee, 2001). In addi-
tion to the obvious direct costs associated with turnover, such
as accrued paid time off and staffing costs associated with
hiring a replacement, there are a wide range of other direct
and indirect costs associated with turnover. Consider Table 2,
which identifies two primary types of costs associated with
voluntary turnover: separation costs and replacement costs.
PriceWaterhouse Coopers (2006) estimates that turnover-
related costs represent more than 12% of pretax income for
the average company, and nearly 40% for companies at the
75th percentile for turnover rate. However, as we pointed out
in the previous section, turnover is not always dysfunctional
for the organization. Table 2 also illustrates some of the
potential benefits associated with an employee’s leaving.
From a strategic perspective, organizations need a clear
shared understanding of the costs and benefits associated
with turnover to develop an effective retention management
plan. There is no single appropriate formula to determine
turnover costs. What is more important is that there is an
internal consensus within the organization that the metrics
used are appropriate, so that any analysis and subsequent
conclusions and recommendations are based on a shared
understanding and seen as credible.

Addressing the Growing Importance of Turnover Not only is
turnover costly, but a growing body of research evidence
links turnover rates to organization-level performance indi-
cators. For example, research shows that reducing turnover
rates is linked to sales growth and improved employee
morale: also, research has found that high-performance
human resources practices increase firm profitability and
market value in part by reducing organization turnover
rates (Batt, 2002; Huselid, 1995). The impact of turnover

rates on nrganizational perfo.rmanfe may also be a functiop of
who is exiting the organization. Pgr ex;.nnple, fesearc_}l shows
that turnover among employees with high socm.l Ca.pltal (e,
wide relationship networks) has a strong negatwfz impact on
firm performance (Shaw, Delery, Jenkins, & Gupta, 199g,
Shaw, Gupta, & Delery, 2005). |

Turnover remains important even as Fhallenglng B
nomic times may temporarily make r‘eter.mon seem a less
pressing issue. For example, many organizations are concerned
about the future availability of skqled labor. Iq a whzte paper,
staffing firm Manpower noted, ‘Demogfaphlic Shtlfts (aging
populations, declining birthrates, economic mlgmt.,on.), social
evolution, inadequate educational programs, glpbahzanon, and
entrepreneurial practices (outsourcing, offshoring, on-demand
employment) are between them causing shortages, not only in
the overall availability of talent but also—and more
significantly—in the specific skills and competer?cie.s required”
(2006, p. 1). Furthermore, the effects of globalization and an
increased reliance on technology may create demand for work-
ers with skill sets that U.S. colleges and universities are not
providing (Gordon, 2005). There is an emerging consensus
that it may soon become more challenging for organizations
to retain their key employees. Organizations and managers
who have a shared understanding of turnover effects and
trends may achieve a competitive advantage.

Knowledge of Underlying Principles and
Cause-Effect Relationships

Misconception #2: People Quit Because of Pay

It is true that compensation matters for retention, and employ-
ees often leave organizations to take higher paying jobs else-
where. However, when we consider what leads employees to
seek out these other opportunities to begin with, we find that
pay level and pay satisfaction are relatively weak predictors of
individual turnover decisions (Griffeth, Hom, & Gaertner,
2000). To etfectively develop and implement evidence-based
guidelines for managing turnover requires knowledge of
underlying principles and cause-effect relationships. Thus, we
review the research evidence concerning how and why indivi-
duals make turnover decisions and what organizations can do
about it. The model in Figure 2 summarizes the general pro-
cesses from research on why and how employees decide
whether to stay with or leave organizations.

Organizational Equilibrium and the Turnover Process The
idea of organizational equilibrium serves as a foundation for
most turnover research: individuals will continue to partici-
pate in the organization as long as the inducements offered
by the organization are equal to or greater than the contribu-
tions required by the organization; these judgments are
aftected by both the desire to leave and the ease of leaving
the organization (March & Simon, 1958). Note that while
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inducements can be specific, tangible rewards such as pay,
there can also be other types of inducements such as working
conditions, relationships, or future opportunities. Further,
these inducements are evaluated in light of the attractiveness
and attainability of alternative opportunities affecting the
ease of movement. Thus, organizations and managers can
actively manage individual turnover decisions by managing
the inducements-contributions balance.

Evidence has also shown that many turnover decisions
involve a process in which individuals evaluate their current
job against possible alternatives, develop intentions about
what to do, and engage in various types of job search behavior
(Hom & Griffeth, 1991; Maobley, 1977; Steel, 2002). In general,
specific organizational and individual factors that cause turn-
over have direct effects on key job attitudes such as job satis-
faction and organizational commitment that can initiate the
withdrawal process. This withdrawal process typically involves
thoughts of quitting, job search, evaluation and comparison of
alternative opportunities, turnover intentions, and eventually
turnover behavior. Organizations and managers can monitor
and manage key aspects of the work environment that influ-
ence employee desire to stay or leave, while also considering the
availability and attractiveness of alternatives. When alternatives
are plentiful and employees perceive many options, they tend
to evaluate the work environment and their own attitudes
against a higher standard than when options are sparse. Thus,
plentiful opportunities become an especially difficult issue for
retention: not only do employees have high ease of movement,
but they may also be more difficult to keep satisfied.

Turnover Predictors Numerous studies have been conducted
to determine the specific drivers of turnover, examining
issues related to the work environment, job design, the

Shocks/Scripts Embeddedness
Turnover Drivers w
On-Boarding
Job Characteristics :

L ; Ly Withdrawal Process |—» Turnover
Leadership and Relationships Ry Ascissicis
Work Environment
Individual Characteristics
Alternative
Opportunities
e

external environment, individual demographics, job perfor-
mance, and the withdrawal process. Meta-analysis s 3 tech.
nique used to summarize the results of numerous individua]
studies into a single useful estimate of the strength of 5 re],.
tionship. Figure 3 summarizes the results of the most recen
and comprehensive meta-analyses of relationships with tury.
over (Bauer, Bodner, Erdogan, Truxillo, & Tucker, 2007
Griffeth et al., 2000; Phillips, 1998). These studies provide
the best available research-based estimates of the relative
importance of a wide variety of turnover predictors, In Fig-
ure 3, positive values indicate that as the predictor increases

the likelihood of turnover increases; a negative value indicates

that as the predictor increases the likelihood of turnover

decreases. Although these estimates represent summaries, and

some relationships may differ depending on each unique con-

text and setting, there are implications that generally apply

across settings.

The strongest turnover predictors tend to be related to the
withdrawal process, such as tunover intentions and job search;
it is critical for organizations to monitor and manage these
variables (e.g,, via employee surveys) and to understand the
causes of these variables in their context., Organizational com-
mitment and job satisfaction are two of the most important
turnover drivers; organizations need to monitor and manage
these key attitudes. The relationship an individual employee
has with his/her immediate supervisor/manager plays a critice!
role in many turnover decisions; organizations that better pre
pare supervisors and managers for these relationships ma¥
improve retention. Role clarity and role conflict are important
organizations need to work to ensure that roles and expectt-
tions are clearly defined, communicated, and SUPPO“‘TJ‘ _IOb
design and the work environment matter: work satismctlm;
job scope, promotion opportunities, communication, a1
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participation in decision making are moderately related to
turnover; organizations that can design jobs and the environ-
ment consistent with these findings may realize improved
retention. Coworker relationships matter: workgroup cohesion
and coworker satisfaction are moderately related to turnover.
Organizations that foster a supportive and cohesive culture
may realize improved retention.

Pay may not matter as much as many managers expect.
Although compensation is clearly important, pay level and
pay satisfaction are typically relatively weaker predictors of
individual turnover decisions; pay increases may not always
be the most efficient way to address turnover issues. Demo-
graphics are relatively weak predictors: education. marital
status, sex, and race are only weakly related to turnover; orga-
nizations may instead want to focus on how members of dif-
ferent groups might respond differently to various
organizational interventions. For example, research could
uncover that the turnover decisions of a particular subgroup
of employees (e.g., women) are more strongly influenced by
certain issues or interventions (e.g., changing work-life bal-
ance policies and resources).

Misconception #3: People Quit Because

They Are Dissatisfied with Their Jobs

It is true that job dissatisfaction is one of the most consistent
attitudinal predictors of turnover. However, research is showing
that job dissatisfaction might be the driving force in fewer than
half of individual turnover decisions (Lee, Mitchell, Holtom,
McDaniel, & Hill, 1999). Understanding underlying principles
and cause-effect relationships also entails knowledge of the
multiple pathways to decisions about whether to stay or leave.

Alternative Paths to Turnover Not everyone follows the tra-
ditional path to quitting. The unfolding model of turnover
identifies four primary paths to turnover, and suggests that
these paths to turnover are often initiated by a shock: an
event that leads someone to consider quitting his or her job
(Lee & Mitchell, 1994). Shocks can be expected (e.g., com-
pleting a professional certification) or unexpected (e.g,
being mistreated by a co-worker); job-related (e.g., being
passed over for a promotion) or non-job-related (e.g., spouse
offered an opportunity in another location); and positive
(e.g., receiving a job offer), neutral (e.g., a merger or acquisi-
tion announcement), or negative (e.g., receiving a negative
performance evaluation) (Mitchell et al., 2001).

One path involves leaving an unsatisfying job, and is
characterized by the traditional view of the turnover process
described earlier. Retention strategies in this case would focus
on common retention management activities such as asses-
sing workplace conditions and attitudes and managing com-
mon causes of dissatisfaction and turnover. Some employees,
however, leave jobs with which they are quite satisfied. A sec-
ond path involves leaving for a more attractive alternative,
Because this path may not involve dissatisfaction, it tends to

;ngvnu'n!

external market forces, and may b«. initiated by 5
an unsolicited job offer. Retention strategies in
this case focus on ensuring the wnrk}\i‘scc 1$ ;:}t]e‘rndll\}'\ com-
petitive in terms of rewards, ()PP(‘)rFUDIIIE?. ani_ € w Or, envi-
having a strateg) for responding to externg)
opportunities for valued emP.lf‘Y_""_S' fe: sl lrane: acions

A third path involves 1ndn.1du?15 WITR: THIVE: SCTIDLS: or
mind that involve considering qt‘nmng N response
to certain events, such as Compl‘?ti_"g a pamcullarly marketable
training program, or after receiving a retention bonus (eg,
planning to find a new job when one Cf’mplel“ an MBA).
Although it may be difficult for 0rgan17ztlgns or managers to
directly affect individual scripts, some scnpt_s may tlne influ-
enced by linking rewards to tenure (e.g., service requirements
after paying for an educational program, or retention bonuses
tied to length of service). Further, orgar_nzanonal'research may
uncover particularly prevalent scripts in a particular context
that may be amenable to a tailored response (e.g., revised
maternity and family-supportive policies for large numbers of
family—rélated scripts) (Mitchell et al., 2001).

Finally, a fourth path involves individuals who quit
despite being relatively satisfied, without having a script in
place, and perhaps even without searching for an alternative.
These are likely impulsive quits, typically in response to neg-
ative shocks such as being passed over for a promotion.
Retention strategies in this case focus on investigating the
types and frequencies of shocks that are driving employees
to leave, providing training to minimize negative shocks
(e.g., on how to provide negative feedback and on minimiz-
ing harassment or perceptions of unfair treatment), providing
employees realistic job previews and clear communication to
minimize unexpected shocks, and providing support
mechanisms to help employees deal with shocks (e.g., griev-
ance procedures, flexible work arrangements, and emplovee
assistance programs) (Mitchell et al., 2001).

be driven by
shock such as

ronment, and

plans in

Job Embeddedness Just as important as why people leave
may be why they stay. The concept of job embeddedness
involves the multiple ways that employees become embedded
in their jobs and their communities over time (Mitchell, Hol-
tom, Lee, Sablynski, & Erez, 2001). Over time, employees
develop connections and relationships both on and off the job
that form a network. To the extent that leaving a job would
require severing or rearranging these connections, emplovees
who have many connections are more embedded in the orga-
nization. There are three types of connections: links, fit, and
sacrifice. Each of these connections may be focused on the
organization or on the surrounding community.

Links are connections with other people, groups, or org:-
nizations, such as coworkers, work groups, mentors, friends.
and relatives. Fit represents the extent to which an emplovee
sees himself as compatible with his job, organization, and
community. For example, an employee who values community
service. would be more embedded in an organization and
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Misconception #4: There Is Little Managers Can do

to Directly Influence Turnover Decisions

Many managers believe that most voluntary turnover is
unavoidable. They may think that most people quit in
response to external job offers that the organization can do
litle about, or because of events unrelated to work such as
moving with a relocating spouse. It is true that some instances
of turnover are unavoidable; however, there is evidence regard-
ing specific cause-effect relationships and human resource
management practices that can help organizations manage
turnover. Table 3 summarizes some of the most robust find-
ings, which we discuss in terms of two phases: managing orga-
nization entry and the work environment.

There are specific evidence-based practices managers can
employ in terms of the recruitment, selection, and soixal{zatlor:
of new employees entering the organization. R“n,”tmil;_
practices that provide applicants the szt‘ cqnlprehel?fi:: Snd
referrals by current employees, reduce the likeli Ual:pncam .

quent turnover. Selection methods ltlhal [J;\tz:e of weighted
with the anization, as well as He ikely
 job and org hiring of individuals more likely

Jization practices that
feedback, and cl?'n‘r
er in the critl-
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‘nformation also reduce the likelihood of turnov
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and l,'lnki iDLty in tailoring rewards to individual ’pre.ferences,
turnoves n(83 some reh_’ards to tenure reduce th? llkei_Lhood of
tUmOVer' dW.eij the important role of supervisors in Tn?ny
: ecisions, providing effective leadership training,
{NCOrporating retention metrics into manager evaluations,
e effectively managing toxic or abusive supervisors can
also reduce turnover. Finally, more engaged employees are
less likely 1o quit, so designing work to foster employee
€ngagement can also be effective. Specific approaches include
providing autonomy and task variety, fostering a team envi-
ronment, providing and supporting specific challenging goals,
and recognizing employee contributions.

Misconception #5: A Simple One-Size-Fits-All

Retention Strategy Is Most Effective

It is true that there are best practices likely to be associated
with improved retention across organizations, such as those
identified in Table 3. However, investing significant resources
in retention initiatives without understanding the nature of
turnover in a particular context is unlikely to maximize the
return on these investments. Effective evidence-based man-
agement requires integrating multiple sources of data within
a particular context (Briner et al., 2009). Designing a strate-
gic, evidence-based approach to addressing turnover requires
the ability to diagnose the extent to which turnover is a prob-
lem and adapt an understanding of underlying retention
principles to a particular organizational context. Effective
refention management requires ongoing diagnosis of the
nature and causes of turnover, a strategic approach to deter-
mining in what human capital markets retention has the larg-
est impact on organizational success, and the development of
an appropriately targeted and organized bundle of retention
initiatives.

There are two primary types of retention strategies: sys-
temic strategies are based on general principles of retention
management and are intended to help reduce turnover rates
across the board; targeted strategies are based more specifi-
cally on organization-specific turnover drivers and are
intended to address organization-specific issues and often to
influence turnover among certain populations of employees
(Allen, 2008, Steel, Gritfeth, & Hom, 2002). These are not
mutually exclusive: general retention best practices can help
retain specific employees and determine which organization-
spcciﬁc turnover drivers to measure; at the same time, data
collected on organization-specific drivers can help reduce
overall turnover rates. Strategically, though, it is advanta-
geous 10 focus on the types f" data collection and retention
efforts that are most closely tied to an organization’s compet-

itive strategy and the nature of its particular turnover

pmblem.
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Table 3 -
"Evedence-Based HR Management Strategies for Reducing

Turnover

Recruitment
(Breaugh & Starke, 2000)

Providing a realistic job preview (RJP) during recruitment improves reter'mon.
Employees hired through employee referrals tend to have better retention
than those hired through other recruitment sources.

Selections

(Griffeth & Hom, 2001; Hunter &
Hunter, 1984; Kristof-Brown,
Zimmerman, & Johnson,
2005)

Biodata (biographical data) and weighted applicat.ion blan‘ks (WAB}
can be used during the selection process to predict who is most likely

to quit. ‘ o
Assessing fit with the organization and job during selection improves

subsequent retention.

Socialization
(Allen, 2006; Kammeyer-
Mueller & Wanberg, 2003)

Involve experienced organization insiders as role models, mentors, or trainers.
Provide new hires with positive feedback as they adapt. .
Structure orientation activities so that groups of new hires experience them

together. o
Provide clear information about the stages of the socialization process.

Training and Development
(Hom & Griffeth, 1995)

Offering training and development opportunities generally decreases the
desire to leave; this may be particularly critical in certain jobs that require
constant skills updating.

Organizations concerned about losing employees by making them more
marketable should consider job-specific training and linking developmental
opportunities to tenure.

Compensations and Rewards
(Griffeth & Hom, 2001;
Heneman & Judge, 2006)

Lead the market for some types of rewards and some positions in ways that
fit with business and HR strategy.

Tailor rewards to individual needs and preferences.

Promote justice and fairness in pay and reward decisions.

Explicitly link rewards to retention.

Supervision

(Aquino, Griffeth, Allan, & Hom,
1997; Griffeth, Hom, &
Gaertner, 2000; Tepper, 2000)

Train supervisors and managers how to lead, how to develop

effective relationships with subordinates, and other retention management
skills.

Evaluate supervisors and managers on retention.
Identify and remove abusive supervisors.

Engagement
(Ramsay, 2006; Vance, 2006)

Design jobs to increase meaningfulness, autonomy, variety, and coworker
support.

Hire internally where strategically and practically feasible.

Provide orientation that communicates how jobs contribute to the
organizational mission and helps new hires establish relationships.
Offer ongoing skills development.

Consider competency-based and pay-for-performance systems.
Provide challenging goals.

Provide positive feedback and recognition of all types of contributions.

“
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Developing the Ability to

Diagnose and Adapt

Turnover Analysis to Diagnose the Extent to

Which Turnover Is a Problem

The first step in adapting knowledge of underlying turnover
principles and cause-effect relationships is to diagnose the
extent to which turnover is problematic in a particular orga-
nizational context. Recall that turnover is not necessarily dys-
functional for the organization, and some turnover is likely

Diagnose Why Employees
Stay or Leave

Data Collection and Diagnosis
In General
Retention Research
Best Practices
Benchmarking Surveys
In a Particular Organization
Exit Interviews
Post-Exit Surveys
Stayer Focus Groups
Employee Surveys
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inevitable. It would be extremely expensive, and in most cases
impossible, to prevent every employee from leaving. As such,
most organizations expect and may even encourage some
turnover. However, turnover becomes problematic when the
wrong people are leaving, or when the turnover rate becomes
high enough that the costs and instability outweigh the ben-
efits and harm organizational competitiveness. Thus, deter-
mining the extent to which turnover is a problem involves
conducting an ongoing turnover analysis addressing three
issues: turnover rates, turnover costs, and the functionality
of which employees are leaving.

The turnover rate over a given time period (e.g., monthly,
yearly) can be calculated as the number of employees leaving
divided by the average number of employees (Heneman &
Judge, 2006). In addition to measuring the overall turnover
rate, in many cases it is also useful to track these data in
terms of types of turnover (e.g., avoidable or unavoidable),
job category, job level, geographic location, relative impact,
or any other categorization that may be of interest (e.g., per-
formance level). These breakout data enable an evaluation of
whether turnover rates in different locations or among partic-
ular types of employees are especially problematic.

Diagnosing the extent to which turnover is a problem
also requires a consideration of turnover costs. Many reten-
tion initiatives require investment of time, money, or other
resources; thus, a clear idea of turnover costs and benefits is
needed to design interventions that will have a positive bene-
fit at a reasonable cost. Incorporating the costs and benefits
outlined earlier, it is possible to determine a cost formula that
enables the calculation of total turnover costs as well as costs
per incidence of turnover. Formulae need not be identical for
every job, but often vary based on factors such as job type or
level, employee type, and employee performance level.

In addition to analyzing turnover rates and costs, the
issue of who is leaving is particularly important for assessing
the extent to which turnover is functional or dysfunctional.
Not every employee is of equal value to the organization. The
retention of certain positions or individuals may be particu-
larly important for organizational success; however, improv-
ing retention beyond a certain point may present diminishing
marginal returns (Boudreau & Ramstad, 2007). Thus, turn-
over beyond a certain rate would be highly dysfunctional;
however, turnover rates below the point of diminishing mar-
ginal returns, although perhaps not ideal, might not represent
an optimal focus of resources. For highly pivotal positions or
individuals, changes in retention continue to have a signifi-
cant impact on organizational success.

View Turnover Analysis Through the Lense

of Organizational context

Because turnover rates vary greatly (e.g, by industry), inter-
preting turnover data requires a careful consideration of con-
text (Allen, 2008). Benchmarking and needs assessment are

hods for assessing turnover data in rel?tion to l?oth inter-
met 4 external circumstances. Benchmarking provides a use.
2?11 1?an(ci§rd of comparison for e"a]u?ti’:.g "‘:mom s
External benchmarking compares organiza 101.1- grnover rates

inst industry and competitor rates. If orgamzatzon. turnover
against mSi nificantly higher than those of competitors, that
ZZflsda;Taceg the organization at a competitive dis;dvantag?;
alternatively, low turnover rates may be a SOUNCE: Gl competi-
tive advantage. Internal benchm.arkmg cons:dt?r $ Organization
turnover rates over time, enablmg the organization to track
trends. If turnover is increasing, elnther overall or among par-
ticular groups or locations, retention may .be a larger concern
than if turnover rates are stable or decreasing. There are some
cases where stable or even decreasing tunever COUJd_ t?e con-
sidered problematic, such as if the organization is retaining too
many poor performers, or if organizational plans call for
changing the makeup of the workforce.

Needs assessment is a function of workforce planning,
and enables an evaluation of turnover in the context of future
labor demand and availability. External needs assessment con-
siders trends in labor markets that may affect supply and
demand of human capital. Trends likely to increase demand
for employees valued by the organization (e.g., industry
growth) or restrict supply (e.g., slowing rates of labor supply
growth or retiring baby boomers) would tend to make relative
turnover levels more problematic than the same levels under
trends likely to decrease demand (e.g., industry contraction) or
increase supply (e.g, growth in relevant educational pro-
grams). Internal needs assessment considers the future strate-
gic direction of the organization and how that influences
supply and demand for labor. Plans leading to increased
demand (e.g., expansion) would tend to make relative turnover
levels more problematic than those likely to decrease demand
(e.g., outsourcing, offshoring, contraction). Plans designed to
influence supply may require more targeted consideration.
For example, plans to decrease the size of the workforce
through offering early retirement or severance packages are
designed to encourage turnover among some employees,
while simultaneously placing an emphasis on retaining certain
other key employees (Allen, 2008).

Turnover data analysis viewed through the lens of orga-
nizational context enables the organization to develop data-
based retention goals. These goals could be system-wide (e.g.
decrease turnover by 5%) or targeted (e.g., increase the reten-
tion rate of minority scientists by 12%), or consist of multiple
systemic and targeted goals. The criteria of turnover costs,
rates, and functionality can be used to identify the appropri-
ate strategic investment required (Allen, 2008). For example,
when turnover costs are tolerable, turnover rates are accept-
able, and turnover is functional in terms of who is leaving,
retention is not a critical issue and it is appropriate to focus
On monitoring the situation. When costs are tolerable, but
those quits are dysfunctional, low investment strategies tar-
geted at leavers are appropriate. When costs are tolerable, but
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cause-Effect to a Particular Context
Recall that systemic strategies such as acrogg.¢
pased salary increases or improving the wor
broad-based retention strategies directed af the entire organ;
tion or at large subsystems, and are intended to addre rganiza-
retention rates (Steel et al., 2002). However, an evide;f:e(.)ngag
approach to identifying the appropriate strategy requires ;:]_
Jecting data on the systemic strategies that are mogt likely to
be effective. The data to help organizations determine an
appropriate strategy can come from several sources, including
the retention research summarized earlier on the strength of
relationships with turnover and on specific human resource
practices, best practices drawn from the experiences of other
organizations, and benchmarking surveys.

Organizations often desire to determine more specific
drivers of turnover in their context, or drivers of turnover
among specific subpopulations of employees (e.g, highly
important or pivotal ones). The data to help organizations
determine an appropriate strategy can come from several
sources, including exit interviews, post-exit surveys, current-
employee focus groups, linkage research, predictive survey
studies, and in-depth qualitative studies. One resulF of the
data collection and diagnosis process may bf finding  that
some groups or types of employees leave f.or different rez;ls-oné
than others. For example, turnover analysis may Rhiog-iali 2
particular division has more dysfunctional turnover 11

: y " chow that high-performing
others; linkage survey results may show » rg cJationships
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Yees suggest that departing computer scientists
unhappy with their compensation. As a result,
Structure Withn may be able to address its compen.sati'on

a focus on the engineering labor market,

which .
i ™May be more cost-effective than adjusting compensa-
100 system-wide

Putting 1t Into Practice

gg;:lfsf[ }:n example of how a manager r.night follow the
§ is framework, and contrast it with the common
approach of deciding that turnover is an organization-Wide
problem and focusing on increasing job satisfaction across
all employees. A human resource manager at a large hypo-
thetical corporation suspects that employee turnover may be
3 problem in her organization. Wanting to approach the
problem from an evidence-based perspective, she begins
with a turnover analysis to determine if turnover is really a
problem. She arrives at departmental turnover rates by divid-
ing the number of employees who leave the department dur-
ing a given month by the average number of employees in the
department during the same period. She also implements a
reporting structure for department managers to identify who
left and why and to give a brief estimate of the costs and
benefits associated with each turnover incident in their
respective departments. From these data, she is able to assess
the turnover rates, costs, and functionality by department
and by job type.

She then interprets these results through the lens of her
particular context. She finds that the overall departmental
turnover rates are largely in line with industry norms; how-
ever, she also identifies two particularly problematic issues.
First, turnover rates among new hires are somewhat higher
than those of competitors and have been rising. Second, there
is a particularly pivotal position largely housed in one depart-
ment that is experiencing high and dysfunctional turnover.
This leads her to conclude that it is appropriate to maintain
the status quo and monitor turnover in most departments
and job types, develop a blanket strategy to address new
hire turnover, and develop a targeted strategy to reduce turn-
over in the problematic pivotal job.

Next, she collects data to develop specific strategies. She
turns to data collected from exit interviews, employee sur-
veys, and focus groups of key employees (all of which she
designed based on her knowledge of turnover frameworks
and research). She discovers two key findings: new hires rou-
tinely report being unpleasantly surprised at certain elements
of the work environment (she recognizes this as a shock), and
the high-turnover pivotal employees in particular report
these unpleasant surprises, along with difficulty becoming
integrated into work groups (she recognizes this as an ele-
ment of embeddedness). Based on her knowledge of turnover
research, she develops and implements a simple realistic job
preview during the recruitment process to reduce negative
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Our analysis Suggests several avenues of
wrections for turnover scholars.

nduct more research on boundary conditions
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future research

One is to co

tific understanding;

managers and practitioners, on the other
hand, are often mos

t interested in findings directly applicable
to their own context. Future research that explores the effects

of industry, competitive environment, and organizational and
national culture, as well as effects on the retention of key sub-
groups of employees (e.g, high performers, hard-to-retain
occupational groups, or diverse employees) would be valuable.
In-depth qualitative research that provides rich data about a
very specific context is uncommon in management research
on turnover and may be warranted.

A second is to conduct more research involving interven-
tions and experimental or quasi-experimental designs. Most
turnover studies consist of correlational designs that limit the
ability to draw firm conclusions about causality. Future
research that manipulates turnover antecedents with appropri-
ate controls for alternative explanations would be valuable for
scientists and practitioners. For example, it may be possible to
manipulate elements of an employee orientation program
designed to increase embeddedness among new hires. As
another example, creative researchers might take advantage
of naturally occurring manipulations that could represent
turnover shocks, such as a merger announcement. It may
also be fruitful to explore the use of simulation and scenario
studies that allow the controlled manipulation of parameters
without directly disrupting organizational functioning,

A third is to conduct research more broadly on the
effectiveness of evidence-based management in .general‘
Reay, Berta, and Kohn (2009) argued thaf theire i_s little evi-
dence that evidence-based management is ejfe_ctlve. Future
research that compares the effectiveness of }*;lder;ce-basted
.1ppmach€‘5 to retention management with alternative

an Resource Management

approaches could provide important evidence as to whethe,
scholarly research on turnover adds significantly o Manage.
rial experience and judgment in retention Management.
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