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The Case for Retention

Employee retention matters for many 
reasons. Decreased turnover helps 
businesses maximize their investments in 
training and orientation that create a work 
force of highly skilled individuals who 
are knowledgeable about the company. 
Retention contributes to organizational 
memory and stability, and minimizes 
recruitment expenses. According to 
various estimates, losing a middle 
manager costs an organization up to 100 
percent of his salary, and the loss of a 
senior executive can cost twice as much. 

Cost aside, employee retention is 
critically important because there are 
fewer employees available to work. 
Approximately 76 million Baby Boomers 
are available for work compared to only 
44 million Gen Xers. Over the next few 
years as Baby Boomers retire, there will 
not be enough Gen Xers to replace them.

The economy has been an unintentional 
aid in retention as employees remain at 
their posts because options for increased 
pay, benefits, and work-life balance 
are almost non-existent. Thanks to 

the economy, retention is not much of 
an organizational problem right now. 
However, the prevalent thinking is that 
as the economy recovers, retention will 
become a problem. 

A recent survey conducted by Society for 
Human Resource Management (SHRM) 
and CareerJournal.com asked what 
people plan to do when the job market 
rebounds. Fifty-six percent of the 451 
Human Resource (HR) professionals and 
300 managerial or executive employees 
surveyed agreed that turnover will 
rise significantly once the job market 
improves. And both groups felt that 
the job market will improve within the 
next year, according to the latest Job 
Recovery Survey. So, savvy professionals 
are taking steps now to create working 
environments that will retain their best 
talent. 

Retention and Healthcare

Few subjects are as polarizing as 
healthcare reform. It is impossible 
to watch or read the news without 
hearing some snippet concerning 

proposed healthcare reform bills and the 
anticipated impacts on the businesses 
that comprise the healthcare industry: 
insurance companies, provider networks, 
pharmaceutical firms, etc. Depending 
on where one works, the specter of 
healthcare reform can be a harbinger 
of growth or consolidation. Only one 
thing is certain: the proposed reform 
makes the healthcare industry rife with 
real and impending change. Offsetting 
this uncertainty is the reality that Baby 
Boomers are aging and the healthcare 
industry is expanding to provide services 
to this large segment of the population. 
Consequently, the healthcare sector 
has increased, while other sectors, like 
manufacturing, have eliminated positions. 

Given the recent economic tsunami, 
today’s workers are seeking career 

Executive Summary 
Employee turnover is expensive in terms of recruiting costs and losses of 
productivity, skills, and organizational memory. It is expected that staff turnover will 
increase as economic recovery occurs, and this will add to the problems managers 
already have. Don’t miss the point that Baby Boomers are employed in healthcare 
too, so many will be leaving our work force soon.

Prognosticators say healthcare will be adding staff to meet the healthcare demands 
of Baby Boomers and continued development of new technology. Retirements 
and turnover coupled with new hires raise staff retention concerns to new levels. 
Therefore, managers who are on top of their games are getting serious about 
proactive measures to prevent unwanted turnover. In this article we note five key 
points that influence turnover and three staff issues you need to concern yourself 
with. The article concludes with 16 other retention strategies that managers  must 
ensure are addressed, in order to mitigate defections.
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opportunities and jobs within stable, 
growth-oriented industries. The 
healthcare industry partially fits this bill. 

While individual companies may be 
experiencing uncertain growth plans as 
the healthcare reform debate continues, 
overall the industry has grown. According 
to Career Builder’s annual jobs forecast, 
67 percent of healthcare employers will 
not reduce staff or are unsure of changes. 
Last year, the healthcare industry added 
372,000 new jobs as other industries 
were cutting staff. According to the 
Bureau of Labor Statistics, the trend of 
healthcare jobs becoming more available 
will continue in 2009 and beyond as the 
population ages and new technologies 
emerge.

Ways to Prevent Unplanned 
Turnover

There are three typical reasons employees 
begin searching for a new job:  they want 
better compensation and benefits; they 
are dissatisfied with potential career 
development; they are ready for a new 
experience that is not available at their 
current employer. While you might not 
be able to affect the salary scales, there 
are things you can do as a manager to 
increase retention on your team. 

Anything a supervisor does to make 
an employee feel unimportant or 
unappreciated will contribute to turnover. 
Employee complaints identified during 
climate analysis surveys center on these 
areas:

Lack of clarity about expectations•	

Lack of clarity about earning •	
potential

Lack of feedback about performance•	

Failure to hold scheduled meetings •	

Failure to provide a framework •	
within which the employee perceives 
he can succeed.

Proactively address these areas as the 
start of your retention efforts. In addition, 
focus on your supervisory style and 
effectiveness. Are you perceived as a 

micro-manager, or overly disconnected, 
hands-off and aloof, or something in 
between? Do you use the same approach 

and style with all your direct reports or 
do you modify it based on the individual 
and situation? 

The quality of the supervision an employee 
receives is critical to retention. People leave 
managers and supervisors more often than 
they leave companies or jobs. Supervisors 
have to be more than nice and well liked to 
retain people on their team. They have to 
begin the employee relationship by setting 
clear expectations of the employee. And, 
they have to provide balanced, fair, and 
helpful developmental and reinforcement 
feedback on a frequent and consistent 
basis—not just when it is time for the 
annual review. 

Management thinkers from Ferdinand 
Fournies (Why Employees Don’t Do What 
They’re Supposed to Do and What to Do 
About It) to Marcus Buckingham and Curt 
Coffman (First Break All the Rules) agree 
that a satisfied employee clearly knows 
what is expected from him every day at 
work. Changing expectations keep people 
on edge and create unhealthy stress.

Pitfalls to Avoid if You Want to 
Minimize Turnover

Are you interested in discovering your 
employees’ most serious complaints? 
Knowing what makes employees 
unhappy is half the battle when you think 
about employee work satisfaction, morale, 
positive motivation, and retention. Listen 
to employees and provide opportunities 
for them to communicate with you 
and other managers. If employees feel 
safe, they will tell you what is on their 
minds. One of your priorities should 
be to create a work culture that fosters 
trust and creates successful two-way 
communication.

As you make yourself available to hear 
and respond to the concerns, avoid the 
following practices that fuel turnover:

Over-management, also known as •	
micromanagement. This condition 

is often characterized as “too 
many chiefs, not enough indians.” 
Workplaces that foster employee 
empowerment, worker enablement, 
and broader spans of control 
by managers experience fewer 
complaints and higher retention. The 
workplace will be more collaborative 
and therefore more attractive to 
experienced talent.

Favoritism.•	  Employees prefer work 
environments in which all are 
treated equivalently. Resentment 
festers if there is a perception 
that some workers are receiving 
special treatment regarding 
compensatory time off, vacations, 
work assignments, development 
opportunities, exposure to senior 
executives, and any other work-
related decisions you make. 
Employees want fair treatment.

Workloads that are too heavy or •	
disproportionate. As a result of 
hiring freezes, many departments are 
understaffed. This causes employees 
to feel as if their workloads are 
too heavy and their time is spread 
too thinly. To combat this, help 
employees participate in continuous 
improvement activities.

Other Retention Strategies

So what can you do to prevent team 
members from jumping ship the moment 
the job market eases? Following are a few 
more ideas:

Communicate goals, roles and •	
responsibilities so people know what 
is expected and feel like part of the 
in-crowd.

Recognize and celebrate success. As •	
important goals are achieved mark 
their passage.

Make yourself available and •	
communicate regularly because, 

Losing a middle manager costs an organization up to  
100 percent of his salary.

The prevalent 
thinking is that as the 

economy recovers, 
retention will 

become a problem.



March 2010 Association of Healthcare Internal Auditors New Perspectives  41

despite the projects you are 
responsible for completing, your 
main job is to support the success 
of all your direct report employees. 
Employees want face-to-face 
communication time with both 
their supervisors and executive 
management. This communication 
helps them feel recognized and 
important. 

Promote collaboration among all •	
teams and team members. This will 
enable the more experienced talent to 
share their expertise and encourages 
peer learning.

Institute a way to make sure that •	
employees receive the training 
they need when they need 
it—especially those who work in 
technical disciplines like IT. These 
professionals in particular need to 
feel that their technical skills remain 
sharp and competitive.

Encourage employees to speak freely •	
and contribute their ideas. Does your 
department solicit ideas and provide 
an environment in which people are 
comfortable providing feedback? If 
so, employees offer ideas, feel free to 
criticize, and commit to continuous 
improvement. If not, they bite their 
tongues or find themselves constantly 
“in trouble” until they leave.

Provide opportunities for people to •	
share their knowledge via training 
sessions, presentations, mentoring 
others and team assignments.

Demonstrate respect for employees at •	
all times. Listen to them deeply; use 
their ideas; never ridicule or shame 
them.

Offer performance feedback and •	
praise good efforts and results.

Make work fun because people want •	
to enjoy their work. Engage and 
employ the special talents of each 
individual.

Enable employees to balance work •	
and life. Allow flexible starting times, 

core business hours and flexible 
ending times.

Involve employees in decisions •	
that affect their jobs and the overall 
direction of the company whenever 
possible.

Staff adequately so overtime is •	
minimized for those who do not want it 
and people do not wear themselves out.

Nurture and celebrate organization •	
traditions. For example, run a food 
collection drive every November. 
Pick a monthly charity to help. Have 
an annual department dinner at a 
special place.

Provide opportunities within the •	
department for cross-training and 
career progression. People like to 
know that they have room for career 
movement.

Provide the opportunity for  •	
career and personal growth 
through challenging  
assignments.

Summary

By putting just one or two of these 
practices into action, you will  
improve your department’s chances 
to retain talent when the economy 
rebounds. And, if you really want 
to create a cohesive team, ask your 
team members about their ideas to 
increase retention in your department. 
By acting on one or some of their 
recommendations, employee morale 
will remain high at a time when the 
economy is low. NP
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Savvy professionals are taking steps now to create working 
environments that will retain their best talent. 


