
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


Most organisations think people leave for better pay or promotion, but the truth runs deeper. They leave because of frustration, poor management, unclear communication, and cultures that fail to support growth and respect.

In this practical and insightful book, David Rollason exposes the hidden causes of employee turnover and explains how leaders can fix them. Each chapter explores the real drivers behind disengagement, from broken trust and weak leadership to the silence that stops progress.

Written in clear, direct language for managers, executives, and business owners, The Real Reason People Quit offers a roadmap to building workplaces people want to stay in. It replaces buzzwords with logic, replaces assumptions with facts, and shows how strong culture, fairness, and clarity create lasting commitment.
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Preface

Most people don’t need more information. They need clarity.

That’s what this series is about, Apply Focus. Each book is short enough to read in half an hour, yet deep enough to leave something that sticks: a sharper insight, a better question, or a practical next step you can actually use.

I’ve spent years helping people and organisations untangle complexity, in business, technology, leadership, and life. The pattern is always the same: when we focus on what truly matters, everything else falls into place. When we don’t, even simple things become chaos.

These books are written to make that clarity easier to find. No filler. No jargon. No motivational nonsense. Just straight, honest thinking, distilled down to what works.

Every title stands on its own, but they all share a single intent: to help you think logically, act deliberately, and make progress without the usual noise.

So wherever you start, whether it’s culture, health, AI, or getting fit over fifty, you’ll find the same approach: clear thinking, practical action, and zero fluff.

Apply Focus and see what happens.
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Chapter 1. The Myth of the Exit Interview
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When people leave an organisation, leaders often look to the exit interview for answers. It seems logical. Someone is leaving, so ask them why, record their response, and look for patterns. On paper, it sounds like a straightforward way to learn what’s wrong and fix it. In practice, the exit interview rarely tells the truth. It offers fragments of insight filtered through caution, diplomacy, and fatigue. By the time someone is sitting in that meeting, the real reasons for their departure have already played out months earlier.

Exit interviews are meant to uncover trends and reveal what drives attrition, yet they have an inherent flaw. The person conducting the interview usually represents the same system that drove the person away. Employees understand that, consciously or not. Few will risk honesty when they suspect their comments might affect a reference, damage relationships, or simply fall on deaf ears. Most people just want to leave quietly and move on.

In many organisations, HR or line managers record data from exit interviews and categorise it into neat reasons: career progression, better pay, relocation, personal reasons. These are easy to digest, but they hide the truth. When someone says they are leaving for career growth, it often means they have stopped believing their current employer will ever provide that growth. When they say pay, it usually means they no longer feel valued. The stated reason is rarely the cause. It is the symptom.

The danger is that leadership teams accept these surface-level explanations at face value. They assume that by offering more training, adding a few new benefits, or increasing salaries, they can reverse the trend. While these actions may help temporarily, they do not address the underlying causes that made people want to leave in the first place. The data from exit interviews gives comfort, not clarity.

A better question than “Why are you leaving?” is “When did you decide you wanted to leave?” In almost every case, the answer will trace back to a moment of frustration, disconnection, or broken trust. That decision point often happens months before the resignation. People rarely wake up one morning and suddenly decide to quit. It is the result of accumulated moments that quietly wear them down. By the time they hand in their notice, the emotional commitment is long gone.

One of the most overlooked aspects of employee retention is timing. Organisations act when someone resigns, not when the first signs of disengagement appear. It is a reactive process driven by HR metrics instead of human signals. The best organisations understand that people give off clues long before they leave. They disengage from meetings, stop contributing ideas, avoid unnecessary effort, or simply go quiet. These are early warnings, but many managers either miss them or choose to ignore them because confronting disengagement is uncomfortable.

The exit interview gives leaders the illusion of control. It allows them to claim that they are collecting feedback, learning lessons, and taking action. Yet, very few companies conduct follow-ups to see if the same issues keep appearing. Even fewer analyse whether the changes they make actually reduce turnover. It becomes an administrative ritual rather than a learning process.

Another issue lies in the structure of exit interviews. Most follow a predictable template with standardised questions designed for easy comparison. This uniformity creates the appearance of objectivity but eliminates depth. Asking everyone the same questions does not mean you will get honest answers. It means you will get the same polite responses wrapped in slightly different words.

True insight requires curiosity. It means being prepared to hear uncomfortable truths and showing genuine interest in what people experienced. The person conducting the interview must be trusted, neutral, and skilled at asking open questions. Most importantly, the conversation should happen earlier, when there is still time to act. Once an employee has decided to leave, the window for change has closed.

A few organisations have begun using “stay interviews” instead of waiting for exit interviews. These are regular, proactive conversations with existing employees that explore what keeps them engaged, what frustrates them, and what might cause them to leave. Done well, stay interviews identify problems before they become resignations. They show employees that their opinions matter and that the organisation is willing to listen while they are still invested.

The key difference between an exit interview and a stay interview is intent. The exit interview seeks explanation after the fact. The stay interview seeks understanding before it is too late. It recognises that trust must be built over time and that honest feedback comes only when people believe it will lead to action.

Leaders often underestimate how much credibility they lose when feedback goes nowhere. Employees quickly learn whether the organisation is serious about improvement or just going through motions. When issues are raised repeatedly and nothing changes, people stop speaking up. Eventually, the silence becomes resignation, both emotionally and literally. By then, an exit interview cannot repair the damage.

Technology has made it easier to gather feedback, but not necessarily to interpret it. Engagement surveys, sentiment tracking, and digital suggestion tools can all be useful. However, they suffer the same weakness as exit interviews if the data is not connected to meaningful change. Employees do not want to fill in another survey; they want to see that the last one made a difference. The credibility of every new initiative depends on the follow-through of the previous one.

There is also a cultural component. In organisations with high trust, employees feel safe to be honest about their frustrations. In those with low trust, they censor themselves or default to generic answers. That is why two companies in the same industry, with similar pay and benefits, can experience vastly different retention rates. The variable is culture — the unwritten rules that shape how people feel and behave.

When leaders dismiss the value of culture, they often rely more heavily on formal mechanisms like exit interviews, policy reviews, and HR analytics. These tools can identify patterns, but they cannot explain the lived experience behind them. Data tells you what happened. Culture tells you why it happened. Without understanding the “why,” you can only guess at solutions.

Imagine two people leaving the same company. One cites “career progression” and the other “management style.” On paper, those seem unrelated. In reality, both may stem from the same root cause — a lack of clarity about direction and development. The employee who wants career progression feels stuck because no one has explained how to advance. The one frustrated with management feels unheard because communication has broken down. The system failure is the same: poor clarity. Yet, unless someone connects those dots, the exit data will treat them as separate issues.

Leaders who want to understand why people leave must spend less time collecting statements and more time connecting patterns. Every resignation is part of a bigger story. Look at which teams experience higher turnover, what projects cause stress, how workloads are distributed, and how decisions are made. Most of the truth lies in those operational realities, not in post-departure conversations.

An effective approach to retention focuses on early intervention. That means training managers to spot disengagement early, building psychological safety for open conversations, and treating people’s concerns with seriousness rather than defensiveness. It also means being transparent about what can and cannot be changed. Employees do not expect perfection, but they do expect honesty.
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