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ASSESSING INTENDED EMPLOYEE BEHAVIOR IN EXIT INTERVIEWS: 
ATTITUDINAL AND STATUS EFFECTS 

Abstract 

In order to assess the effects that attitudes toward particular aspects of 
work life and status (management vs . non-management) might have on the intended 
willingness to discuss issues during exit interviews, managerial and non­
managerial workers were asked to evaluate their attitudes toward particular 
aspects of work life, as well as their willingness to discuss these issues 
during an exit interview. Results showed that status alone did not affect 
willingness to discuss issues, but that attitudes and status had an interactive 
effect on willingess. 
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I :,TRODCCT IO ~; 

It i s not unco ~mon fo r ~t! e mpl oye e ' s r o s i gnat io n t o c ome a s a co mple t e 

s u rprise to hi s su pe r vi so r. Even t hou gh per f orm a nce a ppraisal s , counseling, 

a nd c a reer planning inter v ie ws may have been conducted, the supervisor is 

often unaware that an e mployee is considering a resignation. Often, this 

scenario can be traced to a poor organizational structure or the development 

of communication barriers between a worker and his supervisor. 

This stud y investigated the exit interview as a tool whose purpose is 

t o uncover orga~izational characteristics that may be contributing to employee 

turnover . The exit interview is simply a discussion conducted during one of 

the last working days between a representative of an organization and a person 

whose employment with that organization has been ended. As a management 

tool, it has generated both acclaim and criticism. Some maintain that it 

can play a major role in reducing an organization's voluntary turnover rate, 

while others contend that few organizations conduct exit interview~ because 

their value is questionable (Garretson, 1982). 

BACKGROUND 

Exit interviews can be effective in gathering information fror . employees 

regarding their impressions and experiences with that organization Topics 

covered during exit interviews are varied and may include: the re, son for 

departure , rating of the job, supervision, working conditions, advancement 

opportunities, training , pay, and things they liked best (and least) about the 

job. The objectives of the interview may als0 i~clu~ obtaining information 

about the employee's new job and organization as well as promoting good public 

r elations (Lefkowitz and Kat z, 1969). 

The e xit interview should be conducted by someone who is perceived as 
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neutra l , so t h a t t h e emp loy ee can be op e n an d fr ank with comments. Therefore, 

a staf f pe r son , such as a membe r o f the personne l d epar tmen t, i s ge nerall y a 

better choice than a supervis o r o r line manage r . Pe rs onn e l studi e s show e d that 

emp l oye es a re lik e l y to be more ope n in their comme nts when spea k ing on a 

confidential basis wi t h someone with whom they have had previous contact, 

such as a member of the p e rsonnel staff. Personnel specialists have the 

added lvantage of being able to conduct exit interviews with a number of 

employees who leave which enables them to detect patterns and identify 

departmental or organizational trends (Goodale, 1982). Since in most cases 

exit interviewers are also employment recruiters, they are more skilled in 

obtaining meaningful information than supervisors or line managers might be 

(Gar re tson, 1982 ; Baron, 1986). 

Although there have been repeated criticisms regarding the validity and 

reliability of exit interviews, most published studies have ignored these 

criticisms. In the Hinrichs study (1971), three different information sources 

of reasons for voluntary resignation of professional employees were evaluated: 

(a) e x it interviews conducted by company management, (b) follow-up attitude 

questionnaires mailed from the company's personnel department, and (c) exit 

interviews by an outside consultant. Over three successive years, the 

distribution of reasons for termination derived from the management exit 

interviews did not correlate significantly with data from the follow-up mail 

questionnaire . In the Garretson (1982) study of 18 major organizations, 

three major conclusions emerged. First, for many organizations, the exit 

inter v iew is a symbolic gesture because no use is made of the information 

obtained . Second, many organizations are obtaining information on a variety 

of factors that could b e used as a basis for turnover-reduction programs. 
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Third , lit t l e ef f o rt i s bei ng devo t ed to qu a ntif y ing th e costs of turnove r; 

therefore, i t is i mpos s i ble at p r esent to de t e r mine whethe r ex it int e r v iews 

are c ost-effective. 

In an effort to pr eve nt t he r i sk of information falsification, attempts 

t o standardize the method for conducting an ex it inter v iew with objective 

results have been made (Lefkowitz, 1969; Hilb, 1978; Wehrenberg, 1980; Goodale, 

1982). Goodale suggested a four-step planning and implementation process 

which includes a review employment history, a review performance appraisals, 

a talk wi t h current and past supervisors, and the development of a list of 

topics (e.g., orientation and training, work itself, supervision, performance 

appraisal ana employee development , company benefits and policies). 

Employee Behavior 

From the perspective of organizational behavior researchers, any 

communication, such as those between interviewer and interviewee, is subject 

to communication distortion. Such distortion on the part of the interviewee, 

be it conscious or unconscious , is mostly aimed at creating a favorable image 

for the interviewee (cf . Schlenker, 1980 ; Thompson, 1960) . Thus, falsification 

of interview or survey data may be used to posture the interviewee's image 

of himself in the eyes of the company he/she is leaving. Such posturing 

often results in the employee misleading the company into a favorable image 

of itself so that the former employee may gain further rewards in the form of 

positive recommendations or an improved reputation. 

Organizational theorists (see Thompson, 1960) have noted that the 

impression which employees foster at work may be as important as their actual 

work accomplishments . In order to foster the proper impression, workers may 

attempt to manipulate the images that co-workers and management have of them; 
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s uc h attempts to man ipu l ate ~he impres s io ns ot hers hav e o f on e self is known 

a s impre ssi on manaeement or self - pr esen t atio n (c f. Schl enk e r, 1980). 

Unt i l r ecent l y , the study of im~r e s sion manage ment has be en the focus 

o f only so cial psy ch o l ogis t s . Hc~eve r, tr ecent work (e . g. Giacalone, 1985; 

Klein and Ritti, 1984; Lutz, 1983; and Pfeffer , 1981) have brought the concepts 

of impression manag ement to the stud y of organization behavior. Various 

researchers ha ve focused on diverse aspects of impression management ranging 

from discussions of general principles (Klein & Ritti, 1984; Pfeffer, 1981) 

to research on principles of gaining responsibility for positive organizational 

outcomes (Giacalone, 1985) . 

The literature on the intentional distortion of information to create a 

favorable image of oneself has provided evidence that impression management 

is often used within the emplo yment interview context. In an investigation 

of self-presentation in interviews, Fletcher and Spencer (1984) found that 

females were less inclined to self-present in an assertive manner than males, 

while male interviewers were more likely to foster more restrictive, less 

rela xed self-presentations than female interviewers. Similarly, Fletcher 

(1981) reported that females preferred to behave in a less aggressive style 

of self-presentation during interviews. Von Baeyer, Sherk, and Zanna (1981) 

found that female applicants tended to present themselves in a sterotypical 

female manner when they knew a male interviewer held a more traditional 

perspecti ve on women. In another study of interviewing , Baron (1986), reported 

that male subjects reacted more strongly against a female applicant who 

excessively self-presented than did female subjects. 

Present Study 

Hinrichs ( 1975) found that several factors probably detract from the 

6 



e ff ectivene ss of company exit i n ter v i ews. ~a inl y. the te r minat ing e mplo yee 

i s undou b te d lv consciouslv reluctant to be honest. Fo r ex a mpl e, per s onnel 

i n man ageme n t p os i tions do n' t ~an t t o b u rn b ri dges b eh in d th e m. The y may 

want empl oyme nt r e fe re nce s and would pr ef e r not to discuss uncomfortable and 

critical issues . In desiring to leave their employers with a particular 

image of them in mind , exiting employees may distort the information that 

they give to an employer. However, it seems that the degree of distortion 

that employees would engage in may be dependent primarily on two factors: 

the departing employee's position (management/non-management) and the departing 

employee's attitudes toward the particular issue that is discussed. 

This study attempted to assess these two factors by focusing on the 

following research questions : 

1 . To what extent would the attitude toward job-related issues of 

voluntary resignation affect intention to discuss an issue? 

2. To what extent would managerial and non-managerial subjects intend 

to express their feelings about the particular issues during the 

exit interview with a personnel specialist? 

Method 

Subjects. 99 employees (54 males, 45 females) working in the Rhode 

Island-Southeastern Massachusetts area were asked to 

respond to a short questionnaire which was being used for 

research purposes by a faculty member of a local college. Of 

these employees, 44 classified themselves as part of management, while 55 

reported that they were not part of management. 
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Procedure . Employees were given a brief questionnaire which informed 

the~ that a f~cu lt y me mber of a local busin es s college 

·.,;as doing r ese arch on how emp loyees perc eived their job . 

Employees were asked not to put their names anywhere on the 

questionnaire, and were assured that their information would not be seen by 

anyone other than the researcher. 

The first part of the questionnaire contained the listing of a variety 

of job-related issues (Table 1) that were compiled from the literature on 

exit interviewing. These 12 issues represented the most commonly mentioned 

reasons fer an employee voluntarily resigning from a job. The subjects were 

asked to provide attitudinal ratings of their feelings toward these issues 

on a scale from 1 (very positive) to 5 (very negative). In the second part 

of the questionnaire,the subjects were then asked to evaluate the extent to 

which they would tend to express their feelings on each of these issues on a 

scale from 1 (would express none of their feelings) to 5 (would express all 

of their feelings). Finally, subjects were asked to provide some general 

descripti v e information regarding their job (management/non management, tenure 

on job, etc.) 

Results 

Categorization. Attitudinal ratings (feelings toward the topic) were 

subjected to a median split so as to attain high (positive) and low (negative) 

categories of the attitude toward each of the topics. A list of the interview 

topics and the respective medians are shown in Table 1. 

Insert Table 1 About Here 
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Ana l ys is of Var iance. I ntention rat i ngs (whe th e r emplo ye es would di sc us s 

the ir f ee l ings about the to p ic) were then s ubj e c ted to a 2 (ma nag ement / non­

managem ent ) X 2 (pos i tive/ negat i ve a tt i t ude fr om c ategorization) anal y sis of 

va rian c e. 

The analyses revealed no main effects for rank, but did rev~al a main 

effect of attitude for feelings on the job itself, immediate supervisor, 

training, rules, constraints and policies of the company, working conditions, 

advancement opportunities, and relationships with peers. The analysis also 

revealed si 6nificant interactions for stress, immediate supervisor, upper 

level management and training. The data for these effects are summarized in 

Tables 3 and 4. 

Insert Tables 3 and 4 About Here 

DISCUSSION 

The present study investigated and assessed employee behavior intentions 

during exit interviews . It has shown that while it is possible for 

organizations to gather information through exit interviews, such interviews 

may be biased due to both the individual's position and their attitude toward 

the topic discussed. 

Implications for Organizations 

The basic finding of this study is that when meeting with the personnel 

manager, or other personnel specialists for an exit interview at the end of 

their job tenure , employees may choose not ~v express their honest appraisal 

of certain topics. In fact, they can actually convey a distorted view of their 
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fee lin gs . Th i s li ke l ihood of di s to rt ion and se lf p r esentat ion may b e 

parti c ularly acute ir1 :he manage ri a l ranks, as compared :o non-m a nag e ri al 

posit i ons. 

Th i s findi ng p rese n ts t he o rgani z ation wi t h a formidable problem. If 

an y number of emplo y e e s leav e a n organization as a result of negative 

attitudes / feelings to ward an y of these topics, a troubled organization may 

not be able to get honest feedback from the departees . To compound the problem, 

it may receive positively biased information on these topics that truly masks 

the reality of the situation . 

A further problem, though not addressed by this study, is the tendency 

of those conducting the exit interview to interpret things in a positive 

light . This is especially true if the interviewers are not conducted by a 

neutral person or department. This could help to compound the false impressions 

received from the exit interviews. 

Recommendations 

Exit interviews should continue being used since they offer a unique 

opportunity to solicit information that (if accurate) can be used for 

constructive improvement. However, a concentrated exit interview strategy 

must be utilized to maximize the value of the process. We recommend a three 

pronged proactive-strategy aimed at improving 

1) the exit interviewer 

2) the exit interview itself and 

3) the performance appraisal system 

First, the most crucial part of the process is probably the person 

conducting the exit interview. The selection and training of this person is 

crucial. Without question they should be someone from a neutral department 
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(s uch as pe r s onn e l ) who has t raining in in te r v i ewin g. The inter v iewer must 

be pe rc ei ve d a s a pe r s on ~ho i s ope n t o sugg estion s an d pe rceived as trustworthy 

e no ug h to maintain th e confidentiality of sensiti ve information. 

Sin c e s e lf- p r e s entation will be used by the terminating employee, it is 

important that the int e r v iewer be well versed in impression management 

techniques. They should be able to recognize the more obvious self-presentation 

tactics, and be able to probe the interviewee to solicit the real motives 

behind the termination . 

Secondly, the interview itself needs to be planned and researched . 

Some background research should be done prior to the interview, including a 

look through the individual's personnel file and a talk with the terminating 

employee's, supervisor. Additionally, using a standard exit interview format 

will allow for an identification of trends. 

The interview itself should be a relaxed , constructive time with no 

interruptions. In order not to intensify feelings on sensitive subjects, 

the interviewer must be careful not to take sides. The whole process needs 

to be one of a positive-forward looking assessment that can benefit both 

sides. But the interviewer needs to be continually aware that self­

presentations and distortions will be used. 

Last we believe that most organizations can do a better job of performance 

appraisal that will allow them to detect problems much earlier than exit 

interviews. All supervisors must learn to recognize impression management 

techniques. It is probable that employees always attempt to put their best 

foot forward, especially during their annual/periodic performance appraisal, 

MBO meeting, or whatever type of employee evaluation the organization employs 

(Wood and Mitchell, 1980; Arnold and Feldman, 1981). 
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Therefore , if supervisors knew how to identify obvious self-presenting 

during the periodic err:ployee appraisal period the y could focus on true feelings 

and concerns. It i s probable that when the distortions are stripped away, 

the same topics that are sensitive during exit interviews will also be sensitive 

during other conversations with supervisors. Early, accurate identification 

of concerns and issues will not only make the exit interview easier, but may 

prevent the turnover problems which necessitated the interview itself. Again, 

this should be a proactive rather than a reactive strategy. 
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TABLE 1 

LIST Of EXIT I\TERVI E~ TOPICS A~D THEIR ~EDIA~ 

1. the job i tsel f (MD= 1) 

2 . your immediate sup e rvisor ( MD - 2) 

3. 

4. 

upper level management (MD 

the working conditions (MD 

2) 

2) 

5. the advancement opportunities (MD= 3) 

6. the training you received (MD - 2) 

7. your pay or general compensation (MD~ 2) 

8. your job stress (MD= 3) 

9. your personal relationship with peers (MD - 1) 

10. the rules, constraints and policy of the company (MD - 2) 

11. geographic location of the job (MD= 2) 

12. performance appraisal or performance appraisal methods (MD - 3) 
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TABLE 2 

~!EA~;::; FOR MAI'.'J EFFECT OF FEELH;cs TO\.JARD TOPIC INTERACTION 

~~egat ive Positive 
Feelings Feelings F p 

1. 3 . 9 4.48 9.93 .01 

2. 3.48 4.26 8.45 .01 

3 . 3.27 3.84 2.75 ns 

4. 4.09 4.59 5.40 .02 

5. 4.09 4.56 6.06 .02 

6. 4.07 4.68 7.18 .01 

7. 3.88 4.22 1.00 ns 

8. 3.87 4.14 1.14 ns 

9 . 3 .44 3.92 3.75 .OS 

10. 3.62 4.39 7.98 .01 

11. 4.09 4.12 .01 ns 

12 . 4.45 4 . 21 . 88 ns 
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TABLE 3 

:!E~;s FOR STc\TUS X FEELe;cs TO'.,ARD TOPI C I~T2RACTION 

'.·!anagement/ Management / ~;on-~lanagement / Non-Manageme nt 
Positive Negative Positive Negative F p 

1. 4.57 3.75 4 .41 4.15 3.06 ns 

2. 4 . 56a 3.22b 3 . 94a,b 3 . 67b 4 . 04 .OS 

3 . 4. 50a 3.25b 3. llb 3. 29b 5.52 .02 

4. 4 . 55 4.00 4.63 4.18 .OS ns 

5. 4.50 4 . 15 4.60 4.05 .27 ns 

6. 4.33a,b 4.28a,b 4.85a 3.78b 3.90 .05 

7 . 4 . 20 4.07 4 . 23 3.74 .20 ns 

8. 4.58b 3.33a 3 . 82b 4.21a,b 9 . 94 .1)1 

9 . 4 . 16 3.55 3 . 35 3 . 76 .15 ns 

10. 4.40 4.00 4 . 38 3 . 38 .91 ns 

11 . 4 . 21 4 . 00 4.04 4.14 .18 ns 

12 . 4.06 4.57 4.33 4 . 38 .88 ns 
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