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Exit Interviewing

handling the issues
Most HR people know what questions to ask in an exit interview, but what do you do when the employee gets upset about problems they’ve had? Or when they tell you about something serious that you know needs investigation but say they want it to remain confidential? Or what if your company is so small their comments can be identified? Angela Atkins shares some examples of ways to handle the sticky issues that can occur with exit interviews.
We all know that we conduct exit interviews to try and find out the underlying issues about the employees job, team, manager and HR or operational processes that have prompted them to leave the company. The aim is to then try and improve these issues and as a result reduce turnover, increase employee productivity and engagement and improve processes. 

But there are many pitfalls and issues with exit interviews that can stop the above goals being achieved. These include the wrong person or an untrained person conducting the interview, having the interview at the wrong time, not dealing with confidentiality correctly, having an employee feel the interview is useless, having an interviewer not knowing how to deal with issues raised or not knowing how to react if an employee gets upset. 

This article explores the answers to the questions below and gives some practical suggestions on how to cope with them.
1. Who should complete the exit interview?
2. When should it be conducted?
3. How should confidentiality be dealt with?
4. How do you ensure employees feel that their issues will be addressed?
5. How do you deal with sensitive issues raised? 
6. What should you do when an employee gets upset?
7. What questions should you ask?

1. Who should complete the exit interview?
Employees need to feel comfortable with the person who is doing the interview not least so that they will provide you with honest, valuable feedback about what they perceive is happening in their area, job or team that has prompted them to leave. 

We all know that an employee’s direct manager is probably not the best person to get feedback, especially if the employee has any criticism about how the team or processes are run. Having a senior manager of the area conducting the interview can also backfire if a key issue in the business is leadership and communication from senior management team. And HR conducting the interview can backfire if in your company employees have seen HR support management over employees, or if they have negative feedback about HR processes or in some instances you personally! 
However in many companies HR conducting exit interviews minimises discomfort and allows employees to give honest feedback about management. If employees do feel that HR is too strongly aligned with management then you may need to look at outsourcing the exit interviews (this was explored in an earlier issue of Employment Today). 
You also need to make sure that your HR people have been trained in interviewing and exit interviewing so they actually know how to handle the issues in this article, get valuable information and identify when employees just need to get things off their chest.
2. When should it be conducted?
I have read articles that say you should conduct the exit interview as soon as the person resigns so you can work through the issues the person has and maybe address them and convince the employee to stay. The problem with this is in many cases the employee will already have accepted another role so convincing them to stay is not going to happen.
You do however want to interview the employee when they are feeling most objective (rather than subjective) about the company. If the company has handled the employee’s last few weeks well, treated them with respect, and are having a leaving function for them, then doing the interview in their last couple of days can be the best time to get honest feedback. 

You should also conduct the interview face to face so you can read body language and probe for more information where you see there may be something further. If you can’t do the interview face to face, the second option would be by phone, or the least favourable option sending them an interview to fill in. 
3. How should confidentiality be dealt with?
Employees worry if they are going to say something negative about their manager, whether it will get back to their manager. You’ll need to be specific up front as to whether the interview is confidential. If it is confidential you’ll need to advise the employee that their actual comments will be destroyed or stored securely, and will be compiled into a report where they personally won’t be identified. If you have a culture of trust in your company, then this normally minimises the employee’s concern about their comments.
However there are a couple of exceptions. If the employee raises an issue that is serious and you want to investigate it (see point 5 for more about this) or if your company is small (less than 50 people) or has had minimal turnover the employee still may be concerned that their comments will be identifiable. In this instance you may need to extend reporting of the interviews (e.g. from quarterly to half yearly) so there is enough data for them to be anonymous. 

4. How do you ensure the employee feel that their issues will be addressed?
Some employees may think nothing will happen from their feedback so why bother mentioning it in an exit interview. This is not productive for your company because if they don’t tell you what’s gone wrong – you’re never going to be able to fix it!

This is compounded if your company has done exit interviews before and nothing’s been done, or conducted work place surveys and nothings been done, or people have raised issues and nothings been done. If this is the case then it will be a hard sell to any employee that this time you really will listen, and an issue that will take time to fix.  

Because your exiting employees may not see if you have followed up (although they may still have friends or contact in the company that pass this information on), a great way to start to build this trust with existing employees may be to run a survey about a particular issue and then ensure that you do follow it up. Try for something small and manageable. If people see that there are actions being taken based on feedback from exit interviews – but that you are also asking existing employees too – when people do leave they may be more honest about what has influenced their decision.
5. How do you deal with sensitive issues raised?
If you’ve told the employee the interview is confidential, what do you do when they raise a serious issue that you know you want to investigate further? 
The first step is explaining to them that you would like to find out more about the issue they have raised and would they have an objections if you discussed the issue with the appropriate person (and tell them who the appropriate person is, for instance if it’s feedback about their manager, then you may discuss it with the manager’s manager). 

If they do not feel comfortable with this, your second option is to ask them whether they can think of a way of addressing the issue. This can tell you what they are worried about (e.g. the manager taking it out on the rest of the team, badmouthing them etc). You can then clarify what they are concerned about and discuss ways that the issue could be dealt with. 
6. What do you when an employee gets upset?
If an employee is leaving because they feel they have been treated unfairly or have had a bad relationship with their manager, they may get upset in the exit interview. If they start getting very negative about things their manager or the company has done, should you continue the interview? Should you agree with what they are saying? Should you deny it? What should you say?
If there is some merit in what they are saying (for instance you are working with the manager concerned on their communication skills) then letting them know that you are aware of the issue and it being worked on, can be appropriate.
Otherwise show empathy and acknowledge how they feel “I’m sorry you felt you that way” and let them talk it out. 

Ask if there were things the company could have done to help – sometimes the employee will then admit they didn’t do anything about the issue themselves. 

Summary 

Exit interviews can reveal useful information which if fixed, can minimise people leaving for issues that the company could change. However there are some sensitive issues around exit interviewing so make sure the right person is conducting the interview and they know how to handle the issues this article covers!
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