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COLLECTIVE DATA ON COLLECTIVE 
TURNOVER: WHAT FACTORS MOST AFFECT

TURNOVER RATES?

Numerous studies of the causes and consequences of organizational turnover that

is, turnover rates rather than an individual s decision to stay or leave— have appeared
in the last century. Using meta-analysis (a quantitative methodology for
summarizing results across studies), Cornell researchers (Ph.D. students Angela
Heavey and Jake Holwerda, along with faculty member John Hausknecht) analyzed
data from 82 published studies and found:

Investments in high-commitment HR systems, emphasis on internal mobility, 
and provision of firm-specific training were associated with lower turnover rates;

Positive attitudes toward the job, supervisors, and the organization were 
associated with lower turnover, but effects were weaker than those found for 
high-commitment HR systems;

Expectation-enhancing practices such as electronic monitoring and job 
routinization forecasted higher departure rates; similarly, greater availability of 
alternatives in the labor market signaled higher turnover;

Lower turnover was associated with certain employee characteristics— turnover 
dropped as the average age and average tenure of employees increased (or, 
turnover was highest among younger and less tenured workers);

There was robust evidence showing the damaging effects of increased turnover 
on multiple HR and business outcomes including customer satisfaction, 
production efficiency, sales, financial performance, error rates, and 
absenteeism; and
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• Many of the causes and consequences of turnover are well-documented: 
Organizations can actively reduce, maintain, or increase turnover rates for 
specific employee groups with adequate attention and resources.

Topic: What are the Causes and Consequences of Group 
Turnover?
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The researchers organized the multitude of specific turnover causes into six 
broad categories:

(1) HRM inducements and investments,

(2) HRM expectation-enhancing practices,

(3) shared attitudes toward the job and organization,

(4) quality of workgroup and supervisory relations,

(5) job-alternative signals, and

(6) job-embeddedness signals.
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• Following past work, the researchers organized consequences into proximal 
outcomes (signifying direct outputs and including measures such as 
customer satisfaction, production efficiency, and error rates) and distal 
outcomes (capturing the financial returns— e.g., sales, profits— generated by 
the group’s or firm’s activities).

Figure 1: Which Employee Characteristics and HR Practices 
are Most Important in Predicting Turnover?
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Curbing Turnover in the Short and Long-Term

Researchers also found that hrm-specific (versus general) training led to less 
turnover, suggesting that its reduced visibility and value to external employers 
may generate organizational benefits by inducing employee retention and 
protecting organizational investments that presumably drive productivity and 
performance. In addition, actual promotion rates (as opposed to perceived 
internal mobility) resulted in lower employee turnover.

The Data Source

Included studies had to report a correlation between collective turnover 
rates and a unit-level antecedent or consequence. The researchers retained
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for analysis any antecedent or consequence variable so long as three or more 
independent effect size estimates were available. Studies reporting only 
individual-level turnover were omitted. After applying these criteria, a final 
sample of 82 studies and 694 effect sizes was retained.

• To create the list of included variables, the researchers independently 
examined variable names, construct definitions, and measures used in 
primary studies. They independently categorized variables as causes or 
consequences based on existing frameworks. Appendix A of the article lists 
the 52 included variables— 40 causes and 12 consequences— and provides 
definitions, citations, and sample variable names used by the original authors.

Future Studies

The research team highlighted several avenues for future research. First, very few 
of the studies were aimed at testing interventions that were specifically designed 
to reduce turnover. Further studies are needed that track turnover rates over time 
before and after the introduction of programs designed to influence employee 
retention.
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The Takeaway

Organizations should continue to monitor turnover rates via HR dashboards 
or other reporting tools. Rising turnover rates forecast numerous 
performance deficiencies and signal overall workforce “health” or 
functionality.

Stronger relationships for internal mobility, high commitment HR systems, 
and participation-enhancing work design suggest the utility of these practices 
in reducing turnover; however, given substantial development and
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Managers who eliminate electronic monitoring and routinization may 
enhance retention. Further, given the consistency of relationships between 
shared attitudes and perceptions of workgroup or supervisory relations, 
managers could target unit-level aggregates of these variables.
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