
LEADERSHIP-TOOLS.COM
	A LEADERSHIP-TOOLS.COM PUBLICATION


[image: ]
Employee
Exit Survey
Leader's Guide

Find out why good people leave. 
Then fix it for the people who stay, and the ones who join next.
BY
Richard Gorham

	



Employee Exit Survey
Leader's Guide
How to run an exit survey from the day a resignation lands through the point where two or more surveys become a pattern you can act on. It covers who should collect the survey, what you can promise about confidentiality, a conversation script for the owner who sits down with the employee, and the Exit Trends Sheet that turns individual answers into something you can coach on. This Leader's Guide pairs with the Employee Exit Survey.
When someone resigns, the first instinct is to fill the position and stabilize staffing. The reason the person left often goes unexamined, and the next person hired into that role inherits whatever caused the last one to leave. An exit survey is a 10-minute form, and it's an easy way to gather valuable information about your workplace, because the person giving it has nothing left to protect.
This Guide covers three ways to run the Employee Exit Survey, because the right way depends on your business situation. With an HR team, the confidentiality promise is easy to keep. Without one, Section 5 gives the business owner three alternative approaches, including one where you just sit down and have an honest conversation. Section 6 covers when an outside provider is worth paying for.
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	After the Survey
	Sections 7 to 9. Reading one survey, the Exit Trends Sheet, and turning a trend into action.
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	Example, Start to Finish
	Three departures from one team in a year, and what the HR partner did with them.



Tools Included
	Leader's Guide
	For the leader, the HR partner, or the owner. The employee never sees it.

	Employee Exit Survey
	Four pages, written to the employee: a cover note with the confidentiality promise, 16 rated statements in seven areas, and five questions in their own words. Takes about 10 minutes.

	Exit Trends Sheet
	Page 11 of this Guide. One row per person who leaves. Print it, or copy it into a spreadsheet.



	One survey is a story. Two or more is a pattern.
A single exit survey tells you about one person on one day, and it's easy to read too much into it or discount it. The value shows up when the second and third surveys from the same team say the same thing. That's why this Guide spends as much time on what happens after the survey comes back as on sending it out, and why the two-or-more rule from the form applies to the leader as much as the employee.



	PART 1
Before You Start



1.  What an Exit Survey Does
An exit survey is a short written form a departing employee completes in their last week. It asks how things were in seven areas of the job, why they're leaving, and what would have kept them. The answers go to someone other than the person's manager, and the manager hears the pattern once two or more people from the team have said the same thing.
Most people won't tell their manager the real reason they're leaving, because sometimes the reason is the manager, and the rest of the time it's simpler to say “a better opportunity came up” and keep the reference intact. A written form that goes somewhere else, with a promise about confidentiality printed on it, gets closer to the truth than the hallway conversation does.
Survey or conversation?
The survey. A conversation happens in two cases only: the owner's Route B, where the survey is the agenda and there's no form to collect, and a short call from the administrator when an answer needs clarifying. Nobody else follows up. A conversation requested by the manager or the manager's leader once the form is in feels like pressure, however it's meant, and it's no different from chasing an answer after the person has gone. 

	Use it to
	Don't use it to

	Find out why people leave, as a pattern over several departures
	Talk someone out of leaving. That's a different conversation, and it's already late.

	Hear how a manager is experienced, from people with nothing to protect
	Build a case against a manager from one person's answers

	Spot the fixable things: workload, tools, a schedule, a missing conversation
	Collect feedback and file it. If nothing changes, the next person to leave will know.

	Give the person a respectful last word
	Hand a form to someone on their last day and call it done


2.  Which Option Fits Your Company
There are three options and the form is the same in all three. What changes is who collects it, what you can promise, and who has the follow-up conversation. Pick the option below that matches your company.
	
	Who collects it
	What you can promise
	Who follows up

	Option 1. 
You have HR
	HR collects it, keeps it, and reports themes to the manager and the manager's leader.
	The full promise on the form, as written.
	HR, and only to clarify something on the form. The survey otherwise stands on its own. Section 4.

	Option 2. 
You're the owner, no HR
	A neutral person you already work with, or you, in person.
	Depends on the route. The Guide gives you the honest wording for each.
	Nobody, on Route A. You, in the conversation itself, on Route B. Section 5.

	Option 3. 
An outside provider
	The provider collects it and sends you a summary.
	Theirs. Ask exactly what they promise before you sign.
	The provider, by whatever process you agreed with them. Section 6.



	The form says “the person named below”
The cover note on the survey says the person named in the Return row collects and keeps it, and the manager never sees it. That line works for an HR partner, an outside bookkeeper, or a 3rd party provider. Whoever you name there has to be someone who isn't the employee's manager, or the promise on the form is false. Be certain this survey is administered with integrity or the organization loses credibility.


3.  What You Can Promise
Confidential and anonymous are different promises, and this form promises confidentiality. Confidential means the administrator knows who wrote it but nobody else will. Anonymous means nobody knows, including you, which also means you can't follow up on anything, can't see which team it came from, and can't tell whether three surveys came from three people or one. Confidential is the more useful approach, and it's the promise you can keep if you do four things consistently.
	The manager never sees the form
	Not the scores, not the comments, not a photocopy. The manager and their leader only hear about any themes that are identified by multiple employees.

	Two or more before you share
	A theme reaches the manager once two or more people from the team have raised it. One survey stays with the administrator until a second one agrees. On a small team that can take time, and that's fine.

	Comments are paraphrased
	Never share a specific comment. “Two people said one-on-ones stopped after the spring” is a theme. The sentence written may be recognized.

	One exception to confidentiality
	Anything involving safety, harassment, discrimination, or ethics gets looked into, whatever the count, and the administrator tells the employee first. The form says this, so the leader has to mean it.



Read it with the context you already have
If HR collects the survey, HR also knows whether the person was on a performance plan, had a complaint filed against them, or was passed over earlier in the year. That context doesn't cancel what they wrote. It sits alongside it. A person who left under a corrective action is still a person who worked there, and if their survey says the schedule-swap policy is broken, the policy is the thing to check, not the person. Write the context in the Notes column of the Trends Sheet and let it count when validated by two or more instances that are recorded.
	THE PROMISE, WRITTEN OUT (FOR OPTION 1, AS PRINTED ON THE FORM)
The person named below collects and keeps this survey. Your manager will not see it.
Your manager and their leader receive only a summary of themes across multiple surveys, with comments paraphrased, and only once two or more people from the team have shared similar feedback. Nothing you share with us is repeated with your name attached.
The one exception is anything involving safety, harassment, discrimination, or ethics, which we're required to look into. If that applies, we'd talk with you first.
Your name is optional. If you leave it blank, we can't follow up with you on anything you raise.



For Option 2 and Option 3, swap the first sentence for the one that's true, and leave the rest alone. The wording for each route is in Sections 5 and 6. Don't promise more than the route can deliver. A broken promise on an exit form travels faster through a company than anything else you'll write this year.

	PART 2
Running It



4.  Option 1: You Have HR
HR owns the survey. The manager owns making a smooth transition for everyone involved. Two people, two jobs, and the one thing that breaks the process is when the manager tries to do both.
	When
	What happens

	Day 1 to 2
	Resignation accepted. HR sends the survey by email a week before the final day of employment. Never on the last day, and not before any counteroffer conversation is settled.

	Day 3 to 7
	The manager works to support a professional exit for the employee, and posts the open position to recruit a replacement. If the employee shares reasons for leaving, the information should be shared with HR and the manager's supervisor.

	Day 7 to 9
	Survey comes back. HR reads it once, logs a row on the Exit Trends Sheet, and checks it against the rows already there.

	Day 8 to 12
	No follow-up conversation. The survey stands on its own. If something on it needs clarifying, HR reaches out to the employee, and nobody else does. A conversation requested by the manager or the manager's leader after the survey is in reads as pressure, however it's meant.

	Last day
	Nothing. The person says goodbye to their team.

	Within a month
	If two or more surveys agree, HR takes the theme to the manager and their leader to discuss any opportunities for improving the employee experience.



	EMAIL: SENDING THE SURVEY
Subject: One favor before you go

Hi [first name],
Thanks for giving us some time before your departure, and congratulations on what's next. Before you go, I'd like to ask a favor. The attached exit survey takes about 10 minutes, and it comes back to me, not to your manager. [Manager] and [manager's leader] will hear themes once two or more people from the team have raised them, but they never hear who said what, with one exception that is spelled out on the attached form.
Could you please complete the employee exit survey and send it back to me by [date]? If you'd rather talk through it, just let me know and I'll schedule time for us to connect.
Either way, thank you for the time and feedback.
[HR partner]



If it doesn't come back, send one reminder two days before the last day and then let it go. A survey written under pressure on the last afternoon isn't worth having, and a person who didn't return it has told you something too. Log the row with “declined” in the reason column.
5.  Option 2: You're the Owner and There's No HR
Most companies that download this tool don't have an HR department. If that's you, the full promise on the form is one you can't make alone, because you're the manager, or the manager's boss and the only other person in the office. You have two honest routes, and the first one is better.
	
	How it works
	What to expect

	Route A. 
Borrow a neutral party
	Someone you already pay for who isn't in the building: your outsourced HR service, or your bookkeeper, accountant, or attorney. They receive the form and pass you a summary.
	Best. The promise holds, and it costs an email and a phone call. Their name goes in the Return row.

	Route B. 
Have the conversation yourself
	Sit down with the person in their last week, with the form as your agenda, and say up front that you would appreciate honest feedback on how things can improve.
	Honest, and better than nothing. You'll hear about the schedule and the workload. Don’t expect to hear about you but be open to it.



Route A: the wording for the form
Replace the first sentence of the cover note with: “[Name], our [accountant / HR service / attorney], collects and keeps this survey. Nobody inside the company sees the form itself.” Then change “your manager and their leader” in the second paragraph to “the owner”. Everything else stays as printed. Ask your neutral party to administer the employee exit surveys on your behalf. They will be responsible for sending you a short summary once two surveys agree, and to tell you plainly if a single survey meets the exception rule. This may require you to pay the neutral party a small fee per survey, but the feedback you'll receive is worth the investment.
Route B: the owner's conversation
Fifteen minutes in their last week. Open with an invitation for honest feedback, choose the questions from the survey in advance that you feel work when you are the one asking, and skip the ones that don't fit the situation.
	SCRIPT: THE OWNER'S EXIT CONVERSATION
Thanks for sitting down with me. I certainly wish you all the best in your new endeavor, but before you leave us I was hoping to get some honest feedback on anything you feel would make this a better place to work for our remaining staff. You can say as much or as little as you're comfortable with. Would that be okay with you? If the employee is not comfortable, don't force it. Just say, “I understand, no problem.” If they agree, continue.
Did the job match what you were told when you started? Where did it drift?
Was the workload something you could finish in a normal week? When wasn't it?
What got in your way most often? Tools, hours, a process, the schedule?
If one thing had been different, would you have stayed? What was it?
What should we keep doing, and what should we stop?

Is there anything you feel I could do better as a leader for this team? Whatever their answer, accept it, don't try to argue about it. Simply thank them for their honest feedback and once again wish them all the best in their next place of employment.



	What you'll get, and what you won't
If someone's leaving because of you, you'll hear about the commute, and that's the honest limit of Route B. But most people don't leave because of the owner. They leave because the job stopped challenging them, the hours were too much, the schedule stopped working when their kid started school, or they've been expecting something that never materialized. You'll hear all of that, and it’s all worth fixing. Don't ask who else is thinking about leaving.



	ROUTE B EXAMPLE: DALE FERRIS, 14-PERSON HVAC COMPANY
Dale's best installer, Marcus, gives notice in March for a job at a bigger outfit across town. Dale's first thought is that they must have offered more pay. Dale prepares his questions and schedules time to sit down with Marcus on the Wednesday of his last week and opens with the script.
To Dale's surprise, Marcus says the pay is about the same. What he wanted was a four-day week in summer, which the bigger company offers, and he'd mentioned it to Dale “a couple of times” the previous year. Dale doesn't remember it, which is something he makes note of. Marcus also says the newer installer has been doing jobs alone that he shouldn't be, and someone's going to get hurt.
Dale writes down both comments and thanks Marcus for his feedback and for his time at the company. Dale goes on to invite Marcus back if things don't work out with the new employer. The safety issue gets addressed that same day. The issue Marcus mentioned about summer hours is something he will research to see if the company can afford that same type of schedule. If they can, he will consider implementing it to help retain his staff.


6.  Option 3: An Outside Provider
Paying someone to run exit interviews makes sense in two specific cases: you lose more than ten people a year, or there's a pattern you suspect and can't get to the bottom of because nobody will tell anyone internally. For a company losing two or three people a year, paying an outside provider may not be worth the cost, and Route A in Section 5 gets you most of the same thing.
The wording for the form: replace the cover note's first sentence with “[Provider] collects and keeps this survey on our behalf. Nobody at [company] sees the form itself,” and check that the provider's own promise matches it.
	Ask them
	Why it matters

	Live interviews, or a form?
	Some providers send a link only. Some will schedule a call with the person. A call is better because you're more likely to get the example behind the score. Calls will cost more per employee exit survey because they take more time but produce more valuable feedback.

	Who sees names, and what does the report look like?
	Ask whether the report names anyone and whether managers can see individual responses. You want themes only, with two or more reports to back them up.

	Per exit survey, or a subscription?
	Paying per exit survey suits a company with a handful of departures. A subscription works only if there is a steady flow of turnover. Don't sign a year subscription for only two or three surveys.

	What's the exception process?
	If a departing employee reports harassment or a safety issue to the provider, how fast does it reach you?



	PART 3
After the Survey



7.  Reading One Survey (for the administrator)
Read it once, the day it comes back, and resist the urge to do anything with it except three things: log a row on the Trends Sheet, check it against the rows already there, and look for the exception. A single survey is one person's account of one job. The person who feels wronged marks the manager low. The person who got a better offer marks everything fine. Both are true for them. This section is for an administrator holding forms. An owner who hears it in person decides on the spot, and the only rule that carries over is the exception.
	Find the lowest area
	Of the seven areas in Part I, which one has the most Disagree or Somewhat disagree marks? That's the row's “lowest area.”

	Read question 18 first
	The one thing that would have kept them. It's the most useful sentence on the form, and the Trends Sheet has a column for it.

	Check the reason against the scores
	If question 17 says “better pay elsewhere” and Part I marks pay as fine, don't assume one answer over the other. This alone is not worth reaching out for clarification.

	Look for the exception
	Safety, harassment, discrimination, or ethics, anywhere on the form. If it's there, the two-or-more rule doesn't apply. Act on it the same day and tell the employee you're doing so.

	Then wait
	One survey is a story. Put the row on the sheet, and read it again when the next one from that team arrives.



	The one case where you act on a single survey
The exception, and nothing else. Everything else on one form waits for a second one. If a single survey says the manager is a problem and you move on it alone, you've taught every manager that one unhappy employee can end a career, and you've taught every team that the form is a weapon. Neither helps you.



8.  The Exit Trends Sheet
One row per person who leaves, filled in by the administrator the day the survey comes back. Keep it for the whole company, sorted by team. Print this page, or copy the columns into a spreadsheet.
	Last day
	Team and manager
	Tenure
	Reason (Q17)
	Lowest area
	One thing (Q18)
	Notes and action

	

	

	

	

	

	

	


	

	

	

	

	

	

	


	

	

	

	

	

	

	


	

	

	

	

	

	

	


	

	

	

	

	

	

	


	

	

	

	

	

	

	


	

	

	

	

	

	

	


	

	

	

	

	

	

	




	Tenure
	Years and months. Three people leaving inside their first year says something different from three leaving after five.

	Reason (Q17)
	Their main reason, in their words from the list. “Declined” if the survey didn't come back.

	Lowest area
	The Part I area with the most low marks. Role, Tools, Training, Pay, Team, Manager, or Company.

	Notes and action
	Context the administrator has (a performance plan, a complaint on file), and what was done once two rows agreed. Keep names out of this column too.



9.  Turning a Trend into Action
Two rows from the same team agree. Now it's a coaching conversation, not an investigation, and the order is the same one you'd use for any feedback: the manager hears it from their own leader, strengths first, and agrees on an action with a date. HR is in the room to support the facts. The manager's leader carries the conversation.
	1
	Name the pattern
	Two of three people who left this year marked Training lowest, and both said nobody talked with them about a next step. That's the whole opening. No quotes, no names, no dates that point to a person.

	2
	Give what's strong
	Those same surveys marked Team and Tools high, and both people said they'd work here again. Say it, because it's true and because it's what makes the manager more open to hearing feedback for improvement.

	3
	Ask for the manager's read on areas for improvement
	“What do you make of that?” Most managers have a reason, often a fair one. A hiring freeze, a reorganization, their own manager canceling on them. Hear it before you offer any advice on next steps.

	4
	Agree on action steps
	At least one action for follow-up, with an owner assigned and a date due. Log it however you log coaching conversations, and put the date in the Trends Sheet's last column.

	5
	Watch the next row for improvement
	The next person who leaves that team is the test. If the lowest area has moved, the action worked. If it hasn't, you have three former employees sharing the same experience. This now requires more investigation and possibly a different conversation with the manager.



	Close the loop with the people who stayed
The team saw a colleague leave and may be aware that an employee exit survey was submitted. If something changes because of it, tell them in general terms at the next team meeting: “We heard that growth conversations weren't happening consistently, so starting this quarter they're on the calendar to ensure they occur.” No details are shared that point to the person who reported the gap. That's how the next departing employee learns the form is safe to fill in, and how the people who stayed learn they don't have to leave to be heard and effect change.



	APPENDIX
Example, Start to Finish



Maria Delgado is the HR Business Partner at a 140-person regional distribution company. Craig Benson supervises the warehouse night shift, 11 people. Three of them leave between February and September, and this is what Maria did with the three surveys.
	Thu, Feb 12
	Tasha Reed, a picker with two years and four months on the shift, gives notice. Maria sends the survey the week before her final day, and it's back on Feb 19. Lowest area: Manager. Reason: Schedule or flexibility.

	Mon, May 18
	Devon Price, 11 months on the shift, gives notice. Survey back May 22. Lowest area: Manager. Reason: Workload or hours. Two rows agree on the lowest area and on question 18.

	Thu, Jun 4
	Maria and Ron, Craig’s supervisor, meet with Craig. Section 9, steps 1 to 4. One action agreed.

	Fri, Sep 11
	Luis Ortega, four years and one month, gives notice for a day-shift job at another company. Survey back Sep 17. Lowest area: Pay. Reason: Better pay elsewhere. Manager marked high. Row three reads differently, which is what you want to see.



	DEVON'S SURVEY, MAY 22, THE PARTS THAT MATTERED
Part I, lowest area: Manager. Statement 12, goals and progress reviewed at least once a quarter: Disagree. Statement 13, when I raised a problem something was done: Somewhat disagree. Statement 14, treated with respect: Agree. Comment on my manager: “Craig's fine to work for. He's just never here on the floor after 1 a.m. and the swap sheet is a free-for-all.”
Part I, highest: Team and Tools. Statements 9 and 10, Agree. Comment on my team: “Best crew I've worked with.”
Q17, main reason: Workload or hours.
Q18, the one thing: “A shift-swap rule somebody enforces. I covered six Saturdays in four months because the sheet goes to whoever Craig sees first.”
Q19, could we have prevented it: Yes. “Fix the swap sheet and have one conversation with me about where this job can take me. I've asked twice.” Q21, stop doing: letting Saturday coverage fall on the same four people.



THE EXIT TRENDS SHEET, NIGHT SHIFT, SEPTEMBER 17
	Last day
	Team and manager
	Tenure
	Reason (Q17)
	Lowest area
	One thing (Q18)
	Notes and action

	Feb 27
	Warehouse nights, Benson
	2 y 4 m
	Schedule or flexibility
	Manager (12, 13)
	A swap-shift rule that gets enforced
	One row. Hold.

	May 29
	Warehouse nights, Benson
	11 m
	Workload or hours
	Manager (12, 13)
	A swap rule, and one growth conversation
	Met Craig Jun 4: swap rule written by Jun 15, growth talks scheduled.

	Sep 25
	Warehouse nights, Benson
	4 y 1 m
	Better pay elsewhere
	Pay (7)
	Day shift at the same pay
	Manager marked high, swap rule named as a keep. Pay is one row. Hold.



	EMAIL: MARIA TO RON, THE NIGHT-SHIFT PATTERN, JUNE 1
Subject: Night shift, two exits, one pattern

Ron,
Two of the three people who've left nights since January marked Manager lowest, and both named the shift-swap sheet as the one thing that would have kept them. Both said nobody had talked with them about a next step, and both rated the crew and the equipment high.
Can I get 30 minutes with you and Craig this week? I’d like to propose that you lead it, I'll be there to represent the survey feedback, and we agree on follow-up commitments from Craig to include: the swap rule written down, and a growth conversation on the calendar for everyone working nights.
I’m sending you an invite to discuss this in detail before we meet with Craig. Talk to you soon.
Maria



	THE CONVERSATION WITH CRAIG, JUNE 4
Ron opens with Maria's summary, strengths included: both people marked the crew and the equipment high, and both said they'd work here again. Then the pattern, with the count and no names.
Craig's read: He'd inherited the swap sheet from the last supervisor and never written it down, because “everybody knows how it works.” He's in the office on receiving paperwork from 1 a.m. to 5, which is when the swaps get decided without him. He hadn't known either person wanted a growth conversation. “Nobody on the night shift ever asked for one.”
Agreed action: One. Craig writes the swap rule (requests in by Wednesday noon, rotation by seniority, posted Thursday) and walks the floor with it by June 15. Ron adds the quarterly growth conversation to Craig's calendar for all 11 people, first round by July 31. Maria logs it in the Notes.

	What the third row told them
Luis left in September for a day-shift job at the same pay. His survey marked the manager high and named the swap rule under “keep doing.” The lowest area had moved. Pay was one instance, and one instance waits for a second, so Ron put a night differential on the list for the January budget.
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