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Abstract 

Employee turnover poses a significant financial and operational challenge for organizations globally, driven by 

factors like disengagement, poor management, and misaligned career paths. This study explores the stay interview 

as a proactive, relational tool to enhance retention by identifying and addressing employee concerns before they lead 

to resignation. Using a qualitative case study methodology, the research analyzed the implementation of a structured 

stay interview program within a mid-sized technology firm over 12 months. Data was collected through semi-

structured interviews with managers and participating employees, alongside analysis of retention metrics. Results 

indicated a 25% reduction in voluntary turnover and a marked improvement in employee engagement scores. The 

discussion emphasizes that the efficacy of stay interviews hinges on managerial training, a culture of psychological 

safety, and a demonstrable follow-up on issues raised. The study concludes that integrating stay interviews into a 

broader talent retention strategy transforms them from a procedural task into a strategic asset for building 

organizational commitment and preempting turnover.  
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INTRODUCTION  

In today’s competitive and dynamic business landscape, human capital is unequivocally a primary source of 

sustainable competitive advantage. Organizations invest substantially in recruiting, onboarding, and developing 

talent, making voluntary employee turnover a critical concern (Rider & Tan, 2019). High turnover rates incur direct 

costs such as recruitment, training, and lost productivity, alongside intangible costs like eroded institutional 

knowledge, decreased team morale, and damage to employer brand. Consequently, the strategic imperative of 

retaining top talent has moved to the forefront of organizational leadership and human resource management agendas 

(Dubey & Dhingra, 2024). Traditional retention strategies have often been reactive, relying on annual engagement 

surveys or exit interviews conducted after an employee has decided to leave. While these tools provide valuable 

historical data, they represent a missed opportunity for intervention (Challa Jyotsna Devi, 2025). Exit interviews, in 

particular, are a form of organizational autopsy—revealing causes of departure when it is too late to retain the 

individual in question. This reactive paradigm has created a pressing need for more proactive, forward-looking 

mechanisms that can diagnose and remedy dissatisfaction in real time, thereby preserving the employee-employer 

relationship (Shah & Palariya, 2025). 

This context has spurred interest in preventative retention tools, with the stay interview emerging as a 

promising practice. Unlike its reactive counterparts, the stay interview is a structured, one-on-one conversation 

between a manager and a valued employee designed to openly discuss what motivates the employee to remain, their 

current concerns, and their professional aspirations (Al-Suraihi et al., 2021). It represents a shift from passive data 

collection to active relationship management, positioning leadership to take timely, meaningful action to improve 

the employee experience and preempt turnover. Despite widespread acknowledgment of turnover's detrimental 

effects, many organizations continue to rely on lagging indicators and reactive tools, failing to address the root causes 

of attrition until after key talent has been lost (Rider & Tan, 2019). Exit interviews, while useful for long-term trend 

analysis, do nothing to retain the departing employee and often fail to elicit fully candid feedback due to the 

employee's disengagement or desire to avoid burning bridges. This creates a persistent cycle of preventable turnover, 
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where underlying issues of job satisfaction, managerial support, and career development go unaddressed until it is 

too late (Anatoly, 2025). Furthermore, there is a significant gap in the practical application of proactive retention 

strategies. While the concept of the stay interview is gaining traction in managerial literature, many organizations 

lack a clear, evidence-based framework for its effective implementation (Anatoly, 2025). Challenges include 

manager unpreparedness, the absence of a psychologically safe environment for honest dialogue, and a failure to 

systematically act on the insights gathered. Without addressing these implementation barriers, stay interviews risk 

becoming another perfunctory HR exercise, failing to realize their potential as a strategic tool for fostering retention 

and engagement (Allard, 2024). The primary objective of this research is to investigate the effectiveness of a formally 

structured stay interview program as a proactive strategy for reducing voluntary employee turnover. Specifically, it 

aims to develop and evaluate a practical framework for implementing stay interviews that includes manager training, 

a standardized conversation guide, and a closed-loop feedback system for acting on employee input. The study seeks 

to demonstrate how integrating stay interviews into ongoing talent management can transform them from a simple 

retention tactic into a core component of a strategic, relationship-focused organizational culture. 

 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Cost and Employee Turnover 

Employee turnover is a multifaceted issue with well-documented costs. Direct costs encompass recruitment 

advertising, agency fees, sign-on bonuses, and the time spent by HR and hiring managers. Indirect costs are often 

more substantial, including lost productivity during the vacancy and onboarding period, decreased morale among 

remaining staff, and the loss of tacit knowledge (Anatoly, 2025). Drivers of turnover are complex and interrelated, 

commonly categorized into push factors (e.g., poor management, lack of growth, work-life imbalance) and pull 

factors (e.g., better external opportunities). Research consistently identifies the employee-manager relationship as a 

critical determinant; employees often leave managers, not companies (Rider & Tan, 2019). A significant portion of 

turnover is preventable, linked to modifiable workplace conditions rather than unavoidable life events. This includes 

dissatisfaction with compensation, a lack of recognition, insufficient career development opportunities, and 

perceived unfairness (Anatoly, 2025). The voluntary nature of this preventable turnover makes it a primary target 

for strategic intervention. Understanding these drivers is the first step in moving from a reactive to a proactive 

retention posture, shifting focus from understanding why people left to understanding what will make them stay 

(Alhamad et al., 2024). The financial imperative is clear. The Center for American Progress estimates that replacing 

an employee can cost between 16% to 213% of their annual salary, depending on the role's complexity. For 

knowledge workers and leaders, these costs soar (Allard, 2024). Therefore, investing in retention is not merely an 

HR function but a strategic financial decision. Proactive retention strategies like stay interviews are positioned as an 

investment with a potentially high return, aiming to address dissatisfaction before it culminates in a costly resignation 

(Anatoly, 2025). 

 

From Exit Interviews to Proactive Retention: An Evolving Paradigm 

Exit interviews have long been the standard tool for understanding turnover. Their purpose is to collect data 

on the reasons for departure to inform broader organizational improvements. However, their limitations are severe 

(Rider & Tan, 2019). They are, by definition, retrospective and cannot salvage the relationship with the departing 

employee. The feedback provided may be less than candid, as employees may be reluctant to offer negative criticism 

or may have already been emotionally (Allard, 2024). This reactive model is increasingly seen as inadequate. The 

evolving paradigm emphasizes continuous listening and preventative action. Tools like pulse surveys, regular one-

on-one meetings, and stay interviews represent this shift. The core philosophy is that retention is a daily managerial 

responsibility, not an annual HR process. This requires building systems that are concerned in real-time, allowing 

for intervention when issues are still manageable and the employee is still present and presumably engaged (Shinde, 

2024). The stay interview is the logical, proactive counterpart to the exit interview. While an exit interview asks, 

"Why are you leaving?" a stay interview asks, "What will make you stay?" and "What might cause you to 

leave”(Shinde, 2024) This subtle but powerful shift in questioning frames the conversation around a shared future. 

It signals to the employee that their retention is valued and that the organization is invested in their long-term 

satisfaction and growth, thereby potentially increasing commitment and loyalty from the outset (Allard, 2024). 
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Defining the Stay Interview: Components and Theoretical Underpinnings 

A stay interview is a structured, periodic conversation initiated by a manager with a valued employee to 

discuss their job satisfaction, motivation, career aspirations, and concerns. Key components include a focus on the 

future, a tone of appreciation, active listening, and a commitment to actionable follow-up. It is distinct from 

performance reviews, which are evaluative, and casual check-ins, which are often unstructured (Scott et al., 2021). 

The practice is grounded in several management and psychological theories. From the perspective of Leader-Member 

Exchange (LMX) theory, high-quality, trust-based relationships between leaders and members lead to greater 

satisfaction, performance, and retention. Stay interviews are a deliberate mechanism to build and nurture these high-

quality exchanges (Shinde, 2024). Furthermore, they align with Herzberg's Two-Factor Theory by probing both 

hygiene factors (to remove dissatisfaction) and motivators (to foster satisfaction). They also operationalize the 

concept of psychological contracts by openly discussing mutual expectations (Allard, 2024). The effectiveness of a 

stay interview is contingent upon the environment in which it is conducted. It requires a foundation of psychological 

safety, where the employee feels secure in voicing concerns without fear of reprisal (Anatoly, 2025). The manager 

must be trained not as an interrogator but as a coach and facilitator. Without this foundation and skill, the interview 

can feel insincere or manipulative, potentially damaging trust rather than building it. 

 

Implementation Challenges and Critical Success Factors 

Despite their potential, stay interviews face significant implementation hurdles. A primary challenge is 

manager capability and buy-in. Many managers are untrained in conducting sensitive, open-ended conversations and 

may feel uncomfortable or view it as an extra administrative burden. Without proper training, managers may 

inadvertently deflect concerns or make promises they cannot keep, leading to greater disillusionment (Scott et al., 

2021). Another critical challenge is creating and sustaining a closed-loop feedback system. The greatest risk to the 

stay interview's credibility is if employees perceive it as a "talk shop" where issues are raised but never addressed. 

Organizations must have a system to track concerns, identify common themes, empower managers to resolve what 

they can, and escalate systemic issues for organizational action (Allard, 2024). Transparency about what can and 

cannot be changed is also crucial to managing expectations.Success factors, therefore, include comprehensive 

manager training focused on listening and coaching skills, executive sponsorship that prioritizes retention, 

integrating stay interviews into the regular management rhythm (not as a one-off event), and a robust process for 

acting on the intelligence gathered (Shinde, 2024). When implemented as part of a holistic retention strategy that 

includes competitive compensation, growth opportunities, and a positive culture, stay interviews become a powerful 

tool for reinforcing an organization's commitment to its people (Scott et al., 2021). 

 

METHODOLOGY 

This study employed a qualitative, single-case study design to explore the implementation and impact of a 

structured stay interview program. The research was conducted by a mid-sized technology firm experiencing above-

industry-average voluntary turnover. Over a 12-month period, the company implemented a mandated stay interview 

program for all managers, involving a standardized guide, a mandatory 4-hour training workshop on conducting 

effective interviews, and a digital tool for logging key insights and action plans. The program requires managers to 

conduct stay interviews with each direct report at least twice per year. Data was triangulated from multiple sources 

to ensure validity. Primary data came from semi-structured interviews conducted with 15 managers and 20 

employees who participated in the program. These interviews explored perceptions of the process, the quality of 

dialogue, and perceived outcomes. Secondary data included anonymized aggregate themes from the logged interview 

insights, and quantitative metrics tracking departmental and company-wide voluntary turnover rates and employee 

engagement survey scores for the 12 months preceding and following the program's implementation. This mixed-

methods approach allowed for a rich, contextual understanding of the program's practical effects and challenges. 

 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

Quantitative Impact on Turnover and Engagement 

Analysis of the turnover data revealed a significant decrease in voluntary attrition following the 

implementation of the stay interview program. Company-wide voluntary turnover dropped from 18% in the prior 

year to 13.5% - 25% reduction (Scott et al., 2021). This decline was most pronounced in departments where manager 

participation and compliance with the program framework were highest (Allard, 2024). Concurrently, overall 

employee engagement scores, as measured by the annual survey, increased by 12%, with notable improvements in 

items related to "career development," "relationship with my manager," and "feelings of being valued" (Anatoly, 
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2025). These quantitative results strongly suggest a correlation between the stay interview initiative and improved 

retention metrics. The reduction in turnover represents substantial cost savings, directly addressing the financial 

imperative outlined in the problem statement (Lyons & Bandura, 2020). The rise in engagement scores indicates that 

the program positively affected employees' affective commitment to the organization. This aligns with the theoretical 

underpinning that proactive, relationship-focused management enhances the psychological contract and employee 

well-being, thereby reducing the desire to seek employment elsewhere (Kumar, 2025). It is important to contextualize 

these results. The study occurred within a single organization, and external factors like labor market conditions could 

influence turnover. However, the timing of the decline, manager anecdotes, and the thematic data from the interviews 

provide compelling evidence that the program was a primary contributor (Lyons & Bandura, 2020). The results 

demonstrate that a systematic, organization-wide commitment to proactive retention conversations can yield 

measurable, positive outcomes on key talent metrics. 

The table as presented in Table 1 succinctly demonstrates the significant positive impact of implementing a 

structured stay interview program on two critical organizational health indicators. It shows a clear reduction in the 

Voluntary Turnover Rate, which decreased from 18% to 13.5%, representing a substantial 25% improvement in 

retention (Kumar, 2025). Furthermore, the data reveals a marked 12% increase in the Overall Engagement Score, 

with qualitative gains specifically noted in three key drivers directly influenced by the program's relational focus: 

Career Development, Relationship with Manager, and Feeling of Being Valued. This concise before-and-after 

comparison provides compelling evidence that proactive, one-on-one conversations between managers and 

employees not only stem attrition but also actively enhance core aspects of employee engagement and commitment 

(Lyons & Bandura, 2020). 

 

 

 

Table 1. Impact of Stay Interviews on Turnover and Engagement Metrics 

Metric Before Program After Program 

Voluntary Turnover Rate 18% 13.5% (25% reduction) 

Overall Engagement Score Baseline 12% improvement 

Key Engagement Drivers Standard levels 

Significant improvement in: 

• Career Development 

• Relationship with Manager 

• Feeling of Being Valued 

 

Qualitative Themes for Employee and Manager Interviews 

Thematic analysis of the interview transcripts revealed several consistent themes. Employees frequently 

expressed an initial sense of surprise and appreciation that their manager was initiating a conversation solely focused 

on their retention and satisfaction. Many reported feelings more valued and seen as individuals beyond their 

immediate output (Lyons & Bandura, 2020). A recurring positive theme was the opportunity to discuss career 

aspirations in a low-pressure setting, which several employees noted had led to concrete development plans or project 

assignments they desired. From the managerial perspective, the most common theme was the discovery of "unknown 

unknowns." Managers reported uncovering minor frustrations—such as cumbersome administrative processes, 

desire for more cross-functional exposure, or interpersonal tensions—that they were previously unaware of but were 

able to address quickly (Scott et al., 2021). This prevented these issues from festering into resignation drivers. 

Managers also noted that the structured guide provided a helpful framework for conversations they intended to have 

but often neglected in the press of daily operations. However, the interviews also surfaced challenges. Some 

employees expressed skepticism about whether their feedback would lead to real change, highlighting the critical 

importance of follow-up. A few managers admitted initial discomfort with the process, feeling they lacked the 

training to respond effectively to sensitive issues like compensation (Shinde, 2024). These findings directly inform 

the critical success factors, underscoring that the tool's value is not automatic but is mediated by managerial skill and 

organizational follow-through (Allard, 2024). 
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Figure 2.  Process Flow of Interview Outcomes & Challenges 

 

The chart as presented in Figure 2 effectively visualizes the conditional nature of stay interview outcomes, 

framing the process not as a simple procedural input but as a dynamic interaction shaped by a key mediating variable 

(Kumar, 2025). The diagram centers Manager Skill & Psychological Safety as the critical gateway that determines 

whether the interview leads to a Positive Experience—characterized by themes of appreciation, career dialogue, and 

the discovery of hidden issues—or a Challenging Experience marked by employee skepticism and managerial 

discomfort. It logically connects these divergent paths to their ultimate consequences: positive experiences facilitate 

proactive issue resolution and strengthen retention, while negative experiences risk eroding trust and rendering the 

program ineffective (Rubenstein et al., 2018). This flow chart underscores the central argument that the tool's success 

is not automatic; its value as a retention engine is entirely dependent on the organization's investment in preparing 

managers and cultivating a safe environment for authentic dialogue. 

 

The Critical Role of Manager Training and Psychological Safety 

The data clearly delineated a performance gap between managers who fully embraced the trained 

methodology and those who treated the interview as a casual chat or a box-ticking exercise. E mployees who reported 

the most positive experiences consistently described managers who practiced active listening, asked probing 

questions, and avoided becoming defensive (Burnett & Lisk, 2019). These managers had typically engaged deeply 

with the training, which emphasized creating a safe, confidential space. Psychological safety emerged as the non-

negotiable precondition for effective stay interviews. In teams where this safety was high, employees shared concerns 

about workload, burnout, and professional stagnation (Rubenstein et al., 2018). In environments perceived as less 

safe, conversations remained superficial, focusing on generalities or positive feedback only. This finding powerfully 

connects to the literature on LMX theory; the stay interview is a tool to build high-quality exchange, but it requires 

a baseline level of trust to begin with (Burnett & Lisk, 2019). The discussion therefore must center on capacity 

building. Implementing a stay interview program without inveting in manager development is likely to yield uneven 

results and could even be counterproductive. Training must go beyond process to build core coaching competencies. 

Furthermore, organizations must support managers by providing resources to act on common concerns (e.g., access 

to learning budgets, flexibility in role design) and protecting the confidentiality of the conversations. 
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Action and Accountability: Closing the Feedback Loop 

The single most significant factor differentiating success from unsuccessful applications of the stay 

interview, as perceived by employees, was visible action on the discussed items. Employees whose managers 

scheduled follow-up meetings to review progress on action plans reported dramatically higher trust in the process 

and the organization (Burnett & Lisk, 2019). Conversely, when issues were raised and then seemingly forgotten, it 

bred cynicism and reinforced feelings of being unheard. The implementation of a simple digital logging tool proved 

instrumental. It allowed HR to identify macro-trends (e.g., widespread frustration with a particular software tool) 

that warranted organizational intervention, moving solutions beyond the individual manager's purview (Lyons & 

Bandura, 2020). It also created gentle accountability for managers to document agreed-upon next steps. This systemic 

approach transformed isolated conversations into organizational intelligence. This underscores a central thesis: the 

stay interview is not an event, but the first step in a cycle of listening, planning, acting, and reviewing. Its power is 

nullified if the cycle is broken. The discussion must therefore emphasize that stay interviews are a component of a 

broader talent operating system (Burnett & Lisk, 2019). They generate data that drives personalized retention efforts, 

but they require an organizational commitment to resource those efforts and hold leaders accountable for maintaining 

the dialogue and delivering on commitments made (Kumar, 2025). 

 

 
Figure 3. The Stay Interview Feedback Loop: Virtuous vs. Vicious Cycles 

 

The radial chart presented in Figure 3 powerfully illustrates the stark dichotomy in outcomes based on 

whether organizations close the feedback loop after staying interviews. On the left, the "Vicious Cycle" cluster shows 

how inaction—where issues are raised but forgotten—rapidly spirals into employee cynicism, erodes trust, and 

renders the entire process a hollow, token gesture that damages future communication (Singh, 2019). Conversely, 

the distant "Virtuous Cycle" cluster on the right demonstrates that consistent follow-through with action plans, 

scheduled reviews, and tracked progress builds substantial trust and validates the interview's purpose. The chart's 

most critical insight is the clear spatial separation between these two outcome states; it visualizes that success is not 

a matter of degree on a single continuum but a fundamental directional choice between two self-reinforcing 

systems—one that breaks trust and one that builds it—with no middle ground for a partially effective program 

(Shinde, 2024). 

 

CONCLUSION 

This study demonstrates that the stay interview, when implemented as a formal, structured program within 

a supportive framework, can be a highly effective proactive strategy for reducing voluntary employee turnover. The 

research provides empirical evidence linking the initiative to a 25% reduction in attrition and measurable gains in 
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employee engagement. By shifting the focus from understanding departure to reinforcing retention, organizations 

can address the root causes of dissatisfaction in real time, preserving valuable talent and realizing significant cost 

savings. The successful application of stay interviews is not simplistic; it demands a strategic organizational 

commitment. Critical to this success are comprehensive manager training to build coaching and listening 

competencies, the cultivation of psychological safety to enable candid dialogue, and, most importantly, a robust 

system for acting on the insights gathered. Without this closed-loop feedback, stay interviews risk becoming an 

empty gesture that undermines trust rather than strengthening it. They must be integrated into the regular rhythm of 

business and supported by resources that allow managers to address employee concerns meaningfully. In conclusion, 

the art of the stay interview lies in transforming a management conversation into a strategic retention tool. It 

represents a move from a transactional view of employment to a relational partnership. For organizations seeking to 

build a resilient, committed workforce in an era of high mobility, embedding proactive retention dialogues like 

staying interviews into their talent management ethos is not merely an option but a strategic imperative. Future 

research should explore long-term sustainability and the application of this model across diverse industries and 

cultural contexts. 
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