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Exit Interviews
Why do them

Replacing individuals who leave an organization is costly. Recruiting, selecting, and training
replacements takes time and energy. And it may take considerable time for the new person to
gain the experience needed for the position.

The information solicited during an exit interview provides a check on the health of your office.
Employees have many reasons for leaving, and organizations that solicit and study feedback
from departing employees can make changes that help them retain others. Exit interviews also
help you verify what is working well.

The seven reasons for leaving most frequently cited by employees are:

1.

Lack of recognition. The individual feels underappreciated, that his or her contributions are
not acknowledged, or that his or her presence does not “make a difference.”

Advancement Opportunities. The employee sees few or no opportunities for promotion or
growth within the organization.

Money. The individual seeks higher pay to increase his or her living standard or believes that
he or she is being unfairly compensated compared to others.

Too many bosses. Lines of authority are hazy, such that people are unsure whom they answer
to and are pulled in different directions by conflicting demands.

Personality conflicts. The individual experiences friction with co-workers, immediate supervi-
sors, or management.

Underqualification. Because of poor selection practices, the employee is not fully qualified for
the job and feels overwhelmed (the “in-over-my-head” response).

Overqualification. The employee is qualified for or capable of more challenging or interesting
work. *

* McConnell, Charles R. “The Exit Interview: Locking the Barn Door.” Health Care Supervisor 11 (March 1992): 1-10.


Barry Polsky
Chief U.S. Probation Officer, Eastern District of Pennsylvania:

The exit interview was helpful in showing me that we needed more equipment and safety training. Other suggested changes included the use of cell phones and paid overtime. And the feedback is almost always positive.

Laurie Strode
Personnel Manager, U.S. Court of Appeals for the Tenth Circuit:

I usually conduct the exit interview in my office. It is confidential, but I tell them that I’m going to relay the information on to management. It doesn’t do the organization any good if the employee’s ideas are not used.

This is a time for the employee to sit down and talk and maybe make a difference. The interview raises questions and allows management to do some reflection. If a twenty minute interview results in one nugget of information, it’s worth it.

Héctor R. Torres Quiñones
Chief U.S. Pretrial Services Officer, District of Puerto Rico:

Don’t think about exit conferences exclusively for the situation where a person resigns. I hold them when employees transfer to other courts or law enforcement agencies, and when people leave involuntarily. This, of course, gives a different dimension to the interview.

In the case of the transfers, one person alluded to better benefits that I could not match as the reason for the transfer. In the other case, the person took a position that was more in tune with his academic background.
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Who should do them

A neutral party should conduct an exit interview, someone who the departing employee per-
ceives as fair and interested in the person’s opinions. An ombudsman would be a good choice.
The individual’s supervisor would not.

When there is no neutral person inside the office, contact someone in another part of the court
or outside the court to conduct the interview. For example, consider working with a local uni-
versity that has a human resources program. The goal is to have the departing employee provide
honest responses, and you need to put him or her at ease to do this.

When to do them

Conduct exit interviews during employees’ final week of work, but not on their last day, which
should be reserved for good-byes and administrative matters such as turning in keys.

Allow ample time. Letting departing employees speak their minds and set the pace of conversa-
tion can promote the open sharing of information.

Where to do them

A disadvantage of conducting exit interviews over lunch at restaurants is that even if no one
listens in on your conversation, the departing employees may worry that someone will hear
them and may thus be less forthcoming.

Instead, choose a private location. At a minimum, select an office or conference room with a
door that can be closed. Others should be able neither to hear nor to see you.

Also, ask not to be disturbed. If you are interrupted, both parties may find it hard to reestab-
lish rapport.


Sharon Ellis
Personnel Specialist, U.S. Bankruptcy Court for the Northern District of New York:

We used a panel of three people to conduct exit interviews: the clerk of the court, the individual’s manager and me (the personnel specialist). Done this way, the interview lasts about 45 minutes.

Our main thrust is to learn what he or she liked and disliked about the job. We try to identify anything we can do better in the future.


Judy Huff
Judicial Assistant to Chief Judge Tamara Mitchell, U.S. Bankruptcy Court for the Northern District of Alabama:

The problem is that in many cases, the supervisor does the exit interview, if there is one, and the person leaving feels threatened and will not open up and tell the supervisor all they need to know. Also, in a lot of cases, the supervisor tends not to put any credibility into what the employee says.

I wish there was some way to train the person holding the exit interview to be open-minded about any information provided by the employee, but that may be impossible to do.

Jeff Jeung
Training Specialist, U.S. District Court for the Northern District of California:

When scheduling the exit interview, give employees a list of about three people who could perform the interview. This way, the employee still has a choice as to who would make him or her feel most comfortable. And because you are selecting the potential interviewers, you can be confident that the interviewer has good interviewing skills.


Becky Alexander
Personnel Specialist, U.S. Court of Veteran Appeals:

I like to do the exit interview before their last day. It’s too hectic that last day. I like to take the time to meet with people and find out what is on their mind. I also tell them about their benefits and options during the exit interview. 

Sharon Kotla
Administrative Manager, U.S. Probation Officer for the District of Minnesota:

The Chief Probation Officer, Personnel Specialist and I believe that all employees should be granted exit interviews. The personnel specialist should be the one to conduct them. He or she is a more neutral party.

The exit interview could be conducted at the same time the separation paperwork is reviewed and signed. This should not take place on the last day of employment.

I believe a face-to-face exit interview would work better than having an employee complete a questionnaire. Based on past experience, in most cases employees will elect not to complete the questionnaire as they do not want it to be viewed as burning bridges.

Jeanette Clack
Chief Deputy Clerk, U.S. Bankruptcy Court for the Northern District of Texas:

I try to make the employee as comfortable as possible by choosing a location to have the exit interview that is not intimidating or restrictive. I will either conduct the interview in a conference room, the personnel manager's office, or in my office. If the interview is in my office I will sit at a conference table and notbehind my desk.

I ask a variety of questions trying to identify strengths and weaknesses in the organization. I will ask about the types of changes that affected the individual, what can the court unit do better to help retain and motivate employees, and what training needs he or she had that were not met or that would have been useful.

Robert R. DiTrolio
Clerk, U.S. District Court for the Western District of Tennessee:

When someone is leaving the court due to a positive career move, I usually call that person in for an exit interview in my office.  I position my chair fairly close to the employee to make the chat as informal as possible. 

I sit down and chat with the individual. I ask about things he or she liked or disliked. I invite feedback and encourage the employee to say what’s on his or her mind, including how he or she has grown and improved.

This proves to be very effective. I have learned about communication channels and bottlenecks. I get a broader perspective on operations. As a consequence, I am able to deal with perceptions and people’s miscommunication. 
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What questions to ask

Before jumping in to your questions, be sure to observe the general rules of effective interview-
ing: Explain the purpose—that you are trying to determine what might make the [clerk’s office/
probation office/circuit executive’s office/etc.] a better place to work. Acknowledge that there
is no obligation to answer any question. Also, assure the individual that his or her comments
will be held in confidence.

Ask the most nonthreatening questions first to establish a rapport with the employee. Take
notes of key points during the meeting, but stop taking notes if the employee begins to talk
about sensitive issues; write down those comments during a “lighter” moment.

Remain open and interested throughout the interview. Solicit the employee’s perspective and
show sincere interest in his or her opinion. Use nondirective interviewing techniques to elicit
more information. Ask, “Can you elaborate?,” “Can you say more?” and “Can you give some
examples?” Clarify comments by asking, “Do I understand you to be saying . . . ?” Be careful to
remain neutral throughout the interview and to avoid justifying management’s actions. You are
there solely to record the employee’s perceptions of the office.

Here is a list of questions which you can tailor for your exit interviews. Note: Some supervisors
recommend giving employees a list of the questions they will be asked before the interview.
Click here to print out a sample employee questionnaire.

Interview Questions

Nature of the job
e What did you like most about your responsibilities? What did you most dislike?

¢ Did your roles, duties, and workload meet your expectations? Describe any significant
differences between your expectations and your actual responsibilities.

* How would you rate your compensation for the level of your responsibilities?
e What do you see as the office’s mission and your role in the overall work of the office?

* How did orientation and training increase your success in your job? (Consider both initial
orientation and orientation and training within your unit.)


Tom Nuelle
Chief U.S. Pretrial Services Officer, Central District of California:

I believe the exit interview provides a special opportunity to get feedback for managers on procedures and policies. It gives us the chance to gauge someone else’s point of view on how the office is functioning. Issues addressed include: morale, staff problems, and procedures.

I let the staff member know in advance of the interview, which gives him or her time to prepare. Some staff prepare a written statement that we go over during the interview. The most helpful information I receive relates to staff situations. We address issues brought up during the exit interview at management meetings, which may lead to changes in the work environment. 

Clarence Parson
Personnel Specialist, U.S. Bankruptcy Court for the Southern District of Indiana:

I would suggest e-mailing a person questions to think about before the interview. This puts him or her at ease by showing that there will be no surprises.

The questions I might ask in the e-mail include what the individual liked best about working for the organization, what he or she liked least, and if there was something we could do better to improve the quality of work. 

Miguel H. Carrion
U.S. Probation Officer, District of New Mexico:

Possibly the most important thing about an exit interview is the information you get from the departing individual, whether it be verbal or non-verbal, positive or negative.  All this information should be considered in the context of making your agency a healthy place to grow. 

Katherine L. Wareham
Human Resources Training and Development Associate, U.S. Probation Office for the Northern District of Ohio:

It is really important to figure out how well individuals understood their role and duties. When people come in to your office with expectations that are not met, that can be the source of continuing frustration for them.

For example, one of the biggest complaints I used to hear from support staff leaving the office is that they were not clear as to who would be reporting to the probation office—that is, individuals charged with a federal criminal offense. If the exit interviews demonstrate that people are joining your staff without a sufficient understanding of their roles and duties, you can address that in your selection and orientation efforts.
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When we advertise to fill your position, what types of skills should we seek in candidates?

What should we tell candidates about your position?

Work environment

How would you describe office morale?

How effective are communications within your department and within the office as a
whole?

What could be done to make this organization a better place to work?
What do you think are the office’s greatest strengths?

What do you think are the office’s most pressing issues or problems?

Management and supervision

How well did your supervisor know and understand your job duties?

How much recognition did you receive from your supervisor for work done?

Were you told when you did things well or when you needed to improve? Please explain.
How equitable is the distribution of work among the employees in your department?

What additional instruction, supervision, or equipment might have enabled you to perform
your job duties better?

What would you recommend to improve procedures or work conditions for the position you
are leaving?

Reasons for leaving

What are the major reasons for your leaving?
What prompted you to look for another job?
What opportunities for transfer and promotion in this organization were of interest to you?

What opportunities for personal and professional development in this organization did you
find most useful?
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e What advantages does your new employer offer that are lacking here?
e  Would you consider reemployment here?

Questions for a manager or supervisor
¢ Did you consider your management goals to be in line with those of senior management?
Please explain.

e What was your greatest frustration as a manager in this position?

Questions for a technical employee

¢ Did you receive sufficient technical training to do your job? What could improve the train-
ing?

¢ How would you describe the opportunity for advancement or enrichment for someone in
your position?

Conclusion
e Is there anything else that you would like to comment on?

¢ Do you have any unanswered questions?

® Are there any specific persons with whom you would like me to share this information?

Confidentiality

When you first advise the departing employee of the exit interview, explain that you will want
to share his or her comments with management but that you will keep confidential those re-
marks that he or she wishes. Explain that you use a special notepad in which you record confi-
dential responses from all departing candidates, then during the interview, do exactly that.
Have a notepad separate from the sheet you use to record “on-the-record” comments, and
whenever the individual indicates that he or she wants a response to remain anonymous, write
it down in the notepad.

At the close of the interview, consider whether the confidential material listed in the notepad
needs to be communicated. If the individual was just venting, the comments need go no fur-
ther; your note taking helped the person clear the air. If, however, the individual identified


Toya B. Bruss
Chief U.S. Probation Officer, Northern District of Mississippi:

These questions would yield valuable information on issues from office morale and performance appraisals to workload distribution. I couldn’t help but realize that management’s asking those same questions along the way would result in employee retention.

Jeff Jeung
Training Specialist, U.S. District Court for the Northern District of California:

A couple of days before the scheduled interview, give the individual a copy of the questions that will be used. This gives the employee a chance to think about the questions and provide more thoughtful response. Also, tell the individual that you will share their answers with management so that he or she knows what will happen to the information. Explain that the interviewer will have a separate notepad to record any issues that he or she wants to bring up ‘anonymously.’


Why do them problems or concerns that you believe should be brought to someone’s attention, ask the
individual to reconsider keeping his or her remarks confidential. Say, “Something you said

Who should do them during our discussion seems important for management to hear. I will respect your wishes, but
would you consider giving this feedback directly, or give me permission to pass this along?”

When to do them y Jwving v ord P P J

After the interview, you can do several things with the confidential material. If you are in an
Where to do them office where there is a significant amount of turnover, you can collect the information and
] report trends or themes that you notice, without identifying what specific individuals said. You
What questions to ask can also be a voice for the departed employee, raising his or her concerns and perspectives at

Confidentiality appropriate points in ongoing discussions.

How to use exit inter- How to use exit interview results

view results . One person’s departure can influence others to follow suit, leading, in a worst-case scenario, to
an exodus. How staff perceive that management handles departures is thus of prime impor-
tance—particularly how (or whether) management acts on advice given by departing employ-
ees.

. Do not base actions you take on the results of one exit interview. Wait until you have enough
data to establish a trend.

Look for common themes among departing employees’ observations. Does interview data sug-
gest that you should replace old equipment? Improve efficiency and productivity? Redesign
work areas? Alleviate undesirable working conditions?


Carol Miyashiro
Chief U.S. Pretrial Services Officer, Western District of Washington:

I’m usually surprised by the employee’s candor.  I like their constructive feedback and their willingness to share what’s on their mind. 

I like to ponder someone else’s perspective. But I would caution against acting too quickly on any one person’s opinion— you can have ten people with ten different perspectives. When a problem or concern is raised repeatedly, then I know it’s critical to address. In those cases, I wish I could have found out sooner as opposed to when someone is walking out the door.

Kathy Archer
Human Resources Manager, U.S. District Court for the Southern District of Florida:

If you do exit interviews, put them to good use. They are a worthwhile tool in discovering patterns in employee responses to questions concerning the organization, workplace improvements, and the best and worst aspects of a job.

Loretta S. McCray
Chief U.S. Probation Officer, District Court for the Virgin Islands: 

I always value the exit interview. I can learn a great deal from these interviews, even someone dismissed for poor performance.

I find out what went wrong. I’ve learned how to handle situations and take into account the different personalities of people, such as the type of person that does not respond well to criticism. I find out what they liked or did not like about my management style and reflect upon their responses, however painful this might be for me personally. I try to change my management style to fit the needs of the organization. 


Why do them

Who should do them
When to do them
Where to do them
What questions to ask
Confidentiality

How to use exit inter-
view results

Resources

The Curse of the Vanishing Employees: How to Retain and Motivate Great Workers
(FIC Media Catalog No. 3727-V/98). CRM Films, 1998. 20 minutes, Leader’s guide.

This program demonstrates how to use exit interviews to solicit information about what works
well and what can be improved in the office. The video shows five things managers, supervisors
and team leaders can do to prevent high turnover and create a team of high-achieving, loyal
employees. Instructions for conducting a two or three-hour training session are also included.

Order now from the Federal Judicial Center Media Library

Hire the Right Person: Effective Interviewing
This Federal Judicial Center workshop shows participants how to use effective interviewing
methods to make better hiring and promotion decisions.

To schedule, contact Center staff at (202) 502-4104.

Readings
Buhler, Patricia M. “Managing in the 90s: Meeting the Challenge of Retaining Employees.”
Supervision 59 (April 1998): 24—26.

Ettorre, Barbara. “How to Get the Unvarnished Truth.” HR Focus 74 (August 1997): 1, 4—5.
Kessler, Robin. “Say Good-bye with Style.” HRMagazine 43 (June 1998): 171—74.



Media Library Request Form
Please print or type.
Date:
Material Requested

Title Catalog numbers

Name:

Court:

Address:

Street (deliveries cannot be made to P.O. boxes)

Room number or internal mail system identifier, if applicable

City State Zip code

Telephone number: Fax number:

Needed on or before:

Mail to Media Library, Federal Judicial Center, Thurgood Marshall Federal Judiciary Building, One
Columbus Circle, N.E., Washington, DC 20002-8003, or fax to 202-502-4077.



Exit Interview Questionnaire

Our court is interested in improving its organization. The responses to this
questionnaire will help management identify strengths and possible areas of concern in
our office. Please be as specific as possible when answering questions. Your responses
can play a vital role in the growth of this organization. Thank you.

Directions: Please answer the following questions and return your completed
questionnaire to the human resources office. Your responses will remain confidential.

Your Position: Date:

Leaving: [0 Voluntarily [ Involuntarily [ Retirement [l Transfer

Nature of the job
* What did you like most about your responsibilities? What did you most dislike?

* Did yourroles, duties, and workload meet your expectations? Describe any
significant differences between your expectations and your actual responsibilities.

* How would you rate your compensation for the level of your responsibilities?

* What do you see as the office’s mission and your role in the overall work of the
office?

* How did orientation and training increase your success in your job? (Consider both
initial orientation and orientation and training within your unit.)

*  When we adbvertise to fill your position, what types of skills should we seek in
candidates?

*  What should we tell candidates about your position?

Work environment

* How would you describe office morale?

* How effective are communications within your department and within the office as
a whole?

* What could be done to make this organization a better place to work?
* What do you think are the office’s greatest strengths?
*  What do you think are the office’s most pressing issues or problems?

Management and supervision

* How well did your supervisor know and understand your job duties?
* How much recognition did you receive from your supervisor for work done?

*  Were you told when you did things well or when you needed to improve? Please
explain.



How equitable is the distribution of work among the employees in your
department?

What additional instruction, supervision, or equipment might have enabled you to
perform your job duties better?

What would you recommend to improve procedures or work conditions for the
position you are leaving?

Reasons for leaving

What are the major reasons for you leaving?
What prompted you to look for another job?

What opportunities for transfer and promotion in this organization were of interest
to you?

What opportunities for personal and professional development in this organization
did you find most useful?

What advantages does your new employer offer that are lacking here?

Would you consider reemployment here?

Questions for a manager or supervisor

Did you consider your management goals to be in line with those of senior
management? Please explain.

What was your greatest frustration as a manager in this position?

Questions for a technical employee

Did you receive sufficient technical training to do your job? What could improve the
training?

How would you describe the opportunity for advancement or enrichment for
someone in your position?

Conclusion

Is there anything else that you would like to comment on?
Do you have any unanswered questions?

Are there any specific persons with whom you would like me to share this
information?
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