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Kenexa HR Thought Leadership®:
USING EXIT INTERVIEWS AS A TOOL FOR TALENT RETENTION

By Richard Harding, Ph.D.

HOST: Welcome to the Kenexa HR Thought Leadership Podcast series. This series was created to educate, inspire, and fuel the 
evolution of leadership in our organizations, our communities, and our world.

I’m your host Jace Bonsall.

In this episode, we will listen to an article entitled “Using Exit Interviews as a Tool for Talent Retention.” This article is be presented by Dr. 
Richard Harding. Dr. Harding is an executive consultant, director of research and principal at Kenexa. He has more than 24 years of 
experience specializing in validity and reliability of assessments, selection and development of associates, associate surveys, multi-rater 
surveys, and business outcomes modeling and linkages. He has consulted with numerous Fortune 500 companies in the United States 
and Europe. This reading stresses the importance of conducting exit interviews, choosing the right candidates to interview, and doing so 
in a timely manner.

DR. HARDING: Many people who have left a significant job have found their last week and last day to be chaotic, fast-paced and 
even emotional. The last day can be spent handing in keys, checking in equipment, clearing desks and offices, signing separation and 
financial documents, saying good-byes and even completing an exit interview or survey.

Under these conditions, trying to summarize your work experience may be difficult as you try to answer the exit interview questions. 
Thus, it seems reasonable to conclude that this may be a poor time to complete an exit interview, especially if the organization wants 
valid answers. Many organizations do the exit interview at the time of departure because the person is available to be interviewed. After 
departure, it is more difficult to get the individual to respond. The tradeoff for organizations is that some information is better than none, 
even if the information is of dubious quality.

Kenexa suggests the exit interview or survey process be completed between two weeks and one full year after departure. This allows 
respondents time to put their experiences in perspective and take some of the emotionality out of their responses. At the time of 
departure, many individuals respond that they are leaving for two reasons: better opportunity and/or higher salary. These are the 
convenient reasons that no one will ever question. By letting some time pass, people are usually more open to give further detail around 
their reasons for departure, which increases the reliability and validity of the information and makes it more useful to the organization.

Most organizations have the intention when conducting an exit process to determine why people are leaving. This is an appropriate goal, 
but Kenexa suggests adding an exit process goal of finding out why people stay with the organization and using the information in 
developing action strategies for managers to increase retention of productive people. This suggests the organization should be very 
discriminatory in who they ask to complete an exit interview or survey, especially when resources are limited. Kenexa recommends that 
only people who are leaving voluntarily, people who are eligible for rehire or people who were very productive be given the exit interview. 
Instead of conducting an exit process with everyone, spend these resources obtaining information from people who you would really 
have liked to keep. Then use the data to find out how to retain the most productive associate—the one you would really like to stay.

The next function that can be served by an exit process is to turn it into a re-recruiting tool. By allowing time to pass between departure 
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and the exit interview, some exited associates will find the “grass is not really greener” and would entertain the idea of returning (another 
good reason to only exit interview people you want to return) to the organization. The question that is asked is, “Under what conditions 
would you think about returning to XYZ organization?” If the answer is positive, the follow up question is, “Would you like someone to 
contact you about returning?” One organization has found that about two-thirds of its exited employees said they would like to return as 
long as they could work for a different manager. This opens up a large pool of candidates who know the culture, have some training and 
will be the most cost effective people to hire. They will require less training and time between rehire and being a productive contributor to 
the organization.

To turn this process into a tool that will allow managers to develop retention strategies, another process must be added. One or both of 
the following could be completed. The first is conducting an employee attitude or engagement survey with the entire employee population.

Many of the concepts measured in the engagement survey could be turned into parallel questions in the exit process. Utilizing more 
parallel concepts between the exit interview and the survey will result in more comparisons that can be drawn between exited people and 
the existing employee base. From the parallel questions and analysis of the exit data, a model of exited people can be derived and then 
the model can be applied to the engagement survey group. One client who did this found that 35 percent of their existing employee 
population was very similar in attitude to the exited sample. A retention index was derived yielding a departure potential score for each 
work group. This retention index was composed of behaviors that managers needed to pay attention to in order to retain productive 
employees. This allows managers to develop retention strategies around keeping the key employees, or most productive associates in 
the organization.

Another technique in lieu of, or in conjunction with, an engagement survey would be to identify a large sample of the most productive 
employees across the organization. This productive group would be given the exit interview—with verb tenses changed of course—and 
compared to the model of exited associates. Once again, this would allow a Retention Index to be developed with accompanying action 
plans.

Kenexa Exit Interviews™ can be delivered to clients in many ways, using a combination of these methodologies. One delivery method is 
through an outbound telephone call. The Kenexa Exit Interviewing specialist places the call from the Kenexa phone management 
system. This system uses a five call format, that is, the first call is placed on a weekday evening (not Friday by the way), with the second 
and third calls on other weekday evenings. The fourth call (if no response is generated) is placed during the week with the fifth call being 
on a weekend early afternoon. Kenexa has found that the best days for completion are Tuesdays, followed by Wednesday, then Monday 
and Thursday. It takes, on average, 2.5 calls to obtain one completed exit interview. When the specialist connects with a person, the 
completion rate can be as high as 91 percent, with only nine percent declining to be interviewed. The interview is configured to be no 
more than 10 to 15 minutes in length. When completing the exit interview, many people comment that they wish the company had asked 
them these questions during their employment.

Other ways the exit process can be completed are through an online survey, touch-tone phone, interactive voice response, and paper 
and pencil survey. Kenexa works with the client to determine the best and most efficient way, or combination of ways, to conduct the exit 
interview process. Completion rates will vary with each methodology.

To summarize, the main points or ideas of the Kenexa Exit Interview Process are:

1.  Interviewing people who were productive or eligible to return.
2.  Determining why people leave.
3.  Determining why people stay.
4.  Letting time pass between departure and exit interview.
5.  Asking parallel questions from an engagement survey.
6.  Interviewing a large sample of the most productive associates still with the company.
7.  Developing a retention index.
8.  Developing actionable strategies to retain the most productive associates.
9.  Measuring the results.

The exit interview process can be a valuable tool for managers and human resource professionals as they develop ways to retain the 
most productive associates of the organization.



HOST: Thank you for joining us today for the Kenexa HR Thought Leadership Podcast series, where we seek to educate, inspire, and 
fuel the evolution of leadership in our organizations, our communities, and our world. If you have questions regarding today’s episode, 
please feel free to email Dr. Harding at Richard.Harding@kenexa.com. We also invite you to visit our website at Kenexapods.com to find 
the original transcripts of this episode, that’s K-E-N-E-X-A pods.com. This episode was brought to you by Kenexa, a leader in multiplying 
business success for organizations worldwide.

Copyright Kenexa®, 2009. All rights reserved.

No quotes from the materials contained herein may be used in any media without attribution to the author. This 
transcript may not be reproduced in whole or in part without prior written permission. For further information, 
please contact Andrea Watkins at andrea.watkins@kenexa.com.
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