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quality of dialogue about talent. We believe the current dialogue on talent issues provides few insights and little guidance to senior-level lead-
ers. We believe that an honest broker is needed to adjudicate the claims made by consultants and academics about the effectiveness of talent 
management practices and products. We also believe that serious dialogue on this topic requires more than 500-word stories. Print and digital 
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Profits are down, your products are stagnating, and people are jumping ship. 
Thankfully, the fix is obvious: Purchase a ping-pong table.

Dumb solution? Of course. But that’s exactly how many leaders respond 
to business challenges every day. The knee-jerk reaction is to blame poor 
results on a lack of employee motivation or satisfaction. Perhaps if the office 
were a bit friendlier, a little more fun, it’d take the edge off—and the results 
would show on the bottom line. 

Yes, top talent needs to feel safe if you want them to shine. But first, take a hard look around. Have you truly 
filled the place with top talent, or do you see holes? Have you figured out what truly motivates your best people 
and delivered them a lifetime supply? Do you treat every new hire as an opportunity to upgrade?

Fact is, the secret to organizational success is rather simple: Collect the best people.
That means you have to hire well, naturally. But equally important is keeping them. If your best people are 

constantly seeking the greener pastures of the competition, you’re essentially putting 
yourself out of business.

This issue of TQ is all about keeping your top talent motivated and loyal, and riding 
their strengths to ever-higher levels of success. Among the questions we answer: 

Why do great employees stay? We said stay, not leave. On page 34, Kevin Oakes 
argues that exit interviews are largely useless—and if your organization isn’t conducting 
stay interviews, you’re guiding the ship blindfolded.

Who are your retention influencers? Spoiler: It’s not HR or the ELT. On page 28, 
Beverly Kaye, Ph.D., and Lindy Williams out the hidden heroes who determine whether 
your best and brightest are immersed in their work or updating their résumés.

What role does culture play? Research has found little gain, in terms of retention, 
from aligning organizational culture with employee preferences. Instead, write Graham 
H. Lowman, Ph.D., and Peter D. Harms, Ph.D., develop cultures that align with universal values (page 48).

What can leaders do? Being nice helps, but it’s not one of the top eight retention skills every manager 
needs to possess. The list, from Jack Zenger and Joe Folkman, begins on page 12.

And there’s plenty more, including the right way to lose people (page 18) and why retaining top female talent 
may be your greatest challenge ever (page 54). 

Hope you enjoy the issue. We think it’s a keeper, appropriately enough. Let me know how we’re doing by 
emailing me at marc@talent-quarterly.com.

Marc Effron  
Founder & Publisher, Talent Quarterly 
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Employee attitudes have  
a major impact on retention 
rates. But are you focusing 

enough on the organizational 
procedures that shape  

those attitudes? Make these 
moves and reverse your  

attrition trends.

 BY LEAH 
 WOLFELD



In most industries, employee turnover 
costs about 150 percent of the outgoing 
employee’s salary. But the big problem 
with turnover goes beyond the money. 
More importantly, retaining your orga-
nization’s top talent is critical—especial-
ly during booming economic times fea-
turing low unemployment rates that  
favor employees.

There’s considerable research on em-
ployee turnover and retention that high-
lights attitudinal elements of the job, 
such as perceived supervisor support, 
motivation, organizational commitment,  
and engagement. 

Research from Gallup, for example, 
shows that employees who are “engaged 
and thriving” are 59 percent less likely 
to pursue a new job within the next year, 
while a report from Udemy finds nearly 
half of employees have jumped ship to an-
other organization because they couldn’t 
deal with their bad boss anymore.

Accordingly, many managers and lead-
ers seek to influence these factors by pro-
viding constructive feedback, introduc-
ing perks and incentives, and managing 
their team resources effectively.

However, while these interpersonal 
behaviors matter, it’s often organization-
al process that matters more to assure 
such behaviors flourish. Yet these crucial 
processes are usually overlooked by HR 
professionals on the pathway to enhanc-
ing engagement, boosting retention, and 
avoiding the financial and morale costs 
that arise when employees decide to vote 
with their feet.

W H A T  I S  

O R G A N I Z A T I O N A L  

P R O C E S S ?

 
Organizational process refers to the se-
quential steps used for program de- 
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urnover doesn’t 
come cheap. When 
an employee leaves 
an organization, the 
company incurs di-
rect costs through 
vacation payouts, 

severance pay, recruitment of prospects, 
and a painstaking selection process. 

The indirect costs are also significant: tacit 
knowledge and productivity loss, opportunity 
costs of employees covering a now-vacant 
position, and overall lower levels of staff en-
gagement. HR professionals also burn nu-
merous hours transitioning out those who 
leave and gradually on-boarding new hires.

T



sign and implementation that facilitate 
repetition that, in turn, helps  maintain a 
standard or quality. In organizations, pro-
cesses range from HR tasks (hiring and 
promotion decisions), to a product design 
and innovation, or even the accepted way to  
schedule meetings. 

In short, organizational processes are 
the norms, values, and actions that are 
generally understood by everyone and de-
termine how things get done.

In our consulting engagements, we le-
verage a diagnostic survey that measures 
the current state of the organization, 
cutting across levels, departments, and  
various teams. 

Specifically, we measure percep-
tions of processes including the rel-
evance of the overarching organiza-
tional strategy to the individual, and 
the consistency and clarity of work  
and decision-making. 

To identify the solution that best fits the 
client’s problem set, we also measure the 
interpersonal factors, such as the extent 
to which employees feel trust in the orga-
nization, their level of felt empowerment, 
the depth of the emotional connection 
they have with the organization, and how 
aligned they feel their work goals are with 
the organization’s.

In analyzing over five years of data 
across all industries, we’ve found some 
noteworthy macro-level trends that high-
light the importance of organizational 
processes to employee retention. Employ-
ee perceptions of justice, fairness, and 
trust in the organization correlate highly 
with retention. 

If employees feel their voices are heard, 
see that they’re treated equitably, and un-
derstand the reasoning behind decisions, 
they’re more likely to feel like the orga-
nization supports and values them and 
therefore are more likely to stay.

Conversely, it’s the workers who feel 
ignored, cheated, or left in the dark that 
trust the organization less and are more 
likely to leave. Consistently, we’ve found 
that the more removed respondents are 
from the c-suite, the more they tend to dis-
trust the “system.” 
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Consider promotions as an exam-
ple. Imagine three entry-level employ-
ees on three different teams, and two 
are promoted. These two employees also 
happen to have excellent rapport with  
their managers. 

Without knowledge surrounding how 
performance impacts promotion, the 
third employee may assume that the re-
lationship with the manager contributed 
significantly to the promotion; these as-
sumptions of unfairness breed distrust 
in the institution even if the promotions 
were in fact performance-based.

Introducing a process surrounding 
resource allocation can provide similar 
clarity and promote trust. For example, 
most organizations struggle with distrib-
uting the appropriate resources between 
the company’s core product teams and 
their innovation teams. 

In our work, we frequently have found 
that teams who make, market, or sell the 

Generally speaking, as the distance 
from the c-suite increases, so does the 
lack of clarity regarding why resources 
are distributed in a certain way, and why 
performance is evaluated as it is.

These effects are predictable and intu-
itive, and yet they’re often unaddressed 
as talent factors that could enhance  
retention. Here are some of the ways  to  
do just that.

1| Communicate a Clear 
Process

The virtue of generally understood 
processes is that they provide clar-
ity around “how things are done,” with 
the corresponding transparency en-
hancing employee trust in the objec-
tives and motivations of senior leaders.  
Without clarity surrounding expecta-
tions, employees quickly draw their own 
conclusions based on observation.

Figure 1: How to Create Strategy Alignment

Vision

Mission

Objectives

Strategy

Initiatives

Metrics

M
E

A
S

U
R

ES

When senior leaders 
identify the overarching 

vision and drill down layer 
by layer, middle managers 
are better able to translate 

strategy into execution.
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bread and butter products and servic-
es of an organization feel that available 
resources are disproportionately allo- 
cated toward innovation.

This tension between teams, though 
unlikely to disappear, can be partially al-
leviated by demystifying the process and 
criteria that senior leaders use to deter-
mine resource allocation. 

The company can describe how they 
decide whether or not a product is worth 
investing in, and how this investment 
supports the organization’s short- and 
long-term objectives.

In this way, procedural justice re-
search demonstrates that more trans-
parent organizations engender more 
trust. However, legal barriers often pre-
vent full transparency and, practically 
speaking, senior leaders often have good 
reasons to avoid it.

To compensate, organizations can 
keep processes consistent in their imple-
mentation, make them simple and clear, 
and communicate the processes effec-
tively. In doing so, employees better un-
derstand the processes that impact them 
and are more likely to trust those pro-
cesses, and therefore the organization.

2|  Make the Process Simple  
and Consistent

Maintaining a consistency of implemen-
tation across all the impacted units or 
levels also bolsters perceptions of fair-
ness and trust.

Take, for example, performance rat-
ings. Some appraisal tools are vague 
and definitions of a “good performer” 
are left up for interpretation. In these 
cases, a manager may rate the same em-
ployee’s performance on the job differ-
ently than another manager, simply be-
cause the tool they’re using leaves room 
for interpretation. This renders the per-
formance appraisal process inconsistent  
across raters.

To enhance consistency across rat-
ers, organizations can train them for a 
common frame of reference and supple-
ment the tool with more specific crite-

‘‘THE MORE REMOVED EMPLOYEES  
ARE FROM THE C-SUITE, THE MORE  

THEY TEND TO DISTRUST  
THE ‘SYSTEM.’



ria. When you maintain these standards 
across the board, your employees are 
more likely to see the process as fair.

Processes are also most effective when 
they’re simple and easily repeatable. 
Some teams create elaborate processes 
that account for many potential variables 
and consist of more than 100 steps. 

Sometimes, in an attempt to solve a 
problem, processes are expanded even 
further. However, in pursuit of ex-
cellence and controlling implemen-
tation, these detailed processes end  
up backfiring. 

Their intricacy renders them inacces-
sible to the rest of the organization and 
breeds suspicion and distrust. When the 
team that designed the process is the only 
one that truly understands it, others im-
pacted by the process rarely see it as tak-
ing their needs into account.

And even when a detailed process may 
be necessary, the requisite communi-
cation surrounding this necessity fails. 
For example, some product development 
teams spend significant time and re-
sources developing extensive stage gate 
processes that require tremendous crite-
ria at each stage and vast amounts of data 
to be distilled by experts. 

This level of detail, while laudable and 
critical for quality standards, can be per-
ceived as overly complicated if not ex-
plained properly.

3|  Attend to Middle Management 
with Strategy Alignment

While all levels benefit from clear, sim-
ple, and consistent processes, our re-
search reveals that certain processes 
are more critical for middle managers 
than other levels. Scores on questions 
regarding how actionable the company’s 
strategies are, the predictability of work 
rhythm and its impact on how time is 
spent, and prioritizing short- and long-
term objectives, are consistently lower 
for middle managers than senior leaders 
or lower-level employees.

This pattern reflects the well-docu-
mented difficulty of translating strat-

egy to execution that middle manag-
ers grapple with, as senior leaders 
strategize and lower-level employees focus  
on execution.

Thus, what middle managers often 
need more than anything else is “strat-
egy alignment,” as they’re the crux to 
translating strategy to execution. Strat-
egy alignment requires senior leaders to 
identify the overarching organizational 
vision and drill down by layer of action-
ability (mission, objectives, then strate-
gy) to reach specific action-oriented ini-
tiatives and metrics. 

This allows middle managers to create 
their own cascading alignment that over-
laps with the organization’s as defined by 
their department (see Figure 1).

Going through the strategy align-
ment process—as well as the alignment 
implementation itself—opens up middle 
managers to trusting the organization in 
three major ways. 

First, the alignment process identi-
fies and prioritizes short- and long-term 
goals, a tension that middle managers 
consistently face. Their teams can then 
better tie their day-to-day actions to the 
initiatives put forth by senior leaders. 

Second, by having input in the align-
ment session at their level (i.e., the cas-
cading alignment), managers are more 
likely to buy in and feel like their voices 
are being heard. 

Last, seeing the process take place im-
pacts how fairly they perceive the alloca-
tion of resources to be. In other words, 
when senior leaders clarify how resourc-
es are allocated based on the decided or-
ganizational strategy, middle managers 
are more likely to feel like this distribu-
tion is fair.

In sum, our experience suggests that 
while there’s considerable attention on 
the links between retention and employ-
ee attitudes (such as engagement), there’s 
less attention devoted to the concrete 
organizational processes that impact  
such attitudes. 

Dedicating resources to improving the 
processes not only enhances business 
performance, but also drives employee 

THE RETENTION ISSUE    |    Q    47

attitudes in a direction that makes them 
less likely to leave. To recap, here’s the 
short list of what organizations can do, in  
order to:

• Identify the purpose. While process-
es are critical for retention, retention in 
and of itself doesn’t justify implement-
ing a process. What strategic objective 
in your company would benefit from a 
process? What would it look like, what 
would the impact be, and who would do 
the work? 
     When mapping stakeholders, be sure 
to assess how the drivers and supporters 
of the process would receive the support 
they need.

• Start a process for employee feed-
back. Employees need an avenue to 
voice concerns, offer ideas, and ask ques-
tions, especially during changes like im-
plementing a new process. When em-
ployees feel like they’re heard, they feel 
more engaged and more committed to  
the organization. 
       They also need to know what decisions 
are made and why, even after employee 
input has been considered. The more in-
formation you have on the success of your 
process implementation, the more easily 
it can be adjusted and impact retention.

• Be selective and simple about pro-
cess. Depending on the process, the or-
ganization could waste valuable resourc-
es on investing in processes that aren’t 
worth the squeeze. While structure 
provides clarity and guidance, too much 
structure can create too much rigidity 
and restrict employee empowerment and 
opportunities for innovation.

T H E  R E T E N T I O N  I S S U E  »  I N  P R O C E S S  W E  T R U S T
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tor for organizational develop-
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based leadership tools and specializes in 
conducting and applying organizational 
research to complex environments.


