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Changing the Narrative: Conducting Stay Interviews before Needing Exit Interviews 

 

Introduction/need for innovation or idea 

 According to Gandhi and Robison (2021) with the Gallup organization, “48% of 

America’s working population is actively job searching or watching for opportunities” (⁋ 1) 

Voluntary quit rates in the United States set a record in 2021 with over 47 million workers (Work 

Institute, 2022). In the 2022 Retention Report conducted by the Work Institute, researchers found 

of the reasons given by workers for leaving their jobs, 69% were deemed “more preventable” (p. 

20). Extension has not been immune to the issue of retention and it has even been identified as 

far back as 2005 by the Extension Committee on Organization and Policy (ECOP) as being an 

issue deserving of attention by all Extension institutes. The loss of employees not only impacts 

the internal organization, but also impacts the trust local stakeholders have in Extension (Vines et 

al., 2018). OSU Extension has experienced higher-than-average turnover across multiple job 

categories.  

 As is the case in many state Extension organizations, exit interview data are not readily 

available to inform the organization on why these employees are leaving. In addition, even with 

exit interview data, Flowers and Hughes (1973) say it has two major disadvantages: 1) it only 

tells you about the employees who have left the organization, and 2) employees leaving does not 

always mean they were dissatisfied with their jobs. They recommend employers look at why 

people stay in their jobs. Despite the higher-than-average turnover in the [State Institution] 

Extension workforce, there is a large percentage of employees who have chosen to stay with the 

organization. Rather than trying to understand why people are leaving, OSU Extension Learning 

and Organizational Unit chose to take a proactive approach and investigate the conditions that 

lead employees to remain with the organization utilizing stay interviews. Stay interviews provide 

an opportunity to identify positive conditions but also potential issues to be addressed before an 

employee makes the decision to leave.  

How it works 

 In Fall 2022, twenty-two stay interviews were conducted with Extension Educators. 

Characteristics utilized in selection included five or more years of service with OSU Extension 

as a County Educator, highly rated in formal annual reviews (exceeds or greatly exceeds), and 

proportional representation of the four Extension Program areas. The interviews were conducted 

by three members of the OSU Extension Learning and Organizational Unit, who were external to 

the interviewees’ supervisory chain. The stay interview protocol utilized was developed from the 

works of Finnegan (2015) and Raison (2022), including questions on why they continue to stay 

with Extension, what might entice them to leave, and other questions that could help the 

interview team understand main motivators and how to improve conditions that would ultimately 

lead to reduced turnover, more employee satisfaction, and effective engagement strategies.  

 Stay interviews can be conducted by those outside of the supervisory chain or, as 

Finnegan’s original work outlines, the employee’s immediate supervisor can conduct the stay 

interview (2015). The purposes of the supervisor conducting the interview is to strengthen the 

employee-manager relationship and to allow the feedback to be acted upon immediately by the 

supervisor. Stay interviews are meant to be a separate process from the evaluation and review 

process and if they cross that line, the interview should be stopped according to Finnegan.  

Results to Date and Implications 



 Through the interviewing, coding, and debriefing process, an overall theme of 

communication emerged. The need to have clearly communicated expectations by 

administration, by immediate supervisors and within themselves manifested in the responses to 

many of the questions asked during the stay interviews. Expectations not clearly communicated 

have led to frustration, distrust, and burnout in many of the interviewees. These observations and 

findings have been informally discussed but formal recommendations for organizational 

improvement are being prepared to present to the OSU Extension administration.  

 As the stay interview team continued to examine the coded transcripts from the stay 

interviews, more themes emerged related to a sense of commitment to and fit within their 

communities and the organization, as well as a sense of sacrifice if they were to choose to leave 

their position. Upon further research on these emerging themes, the team find connections to the 

Theory of Job Embeddedness (Mitchell et al., 2001). Extension has traditionally worked under 

the assumption that mission tie was sufficient in retaining employees, but job embeddedness 

theory calls for further examination of this assumption (Young, et al., 2013).  

 During the same time period in which the stay interviews were conducted OSU Extension 

also administered the Enterprise Trust Index (ETI) across the entire Extension organization. 

Findings from the initial stay interviews have been able to compliment and provide more contest 

for the quantitative and qualitative findings from ETI to further inform recommendations and 

decisions for future actions by OSU Extension administration.  

Future plans/advice to others 

 Through the sharing of the findings from the initial stay interviews with Extension 

administration, it is a goal to have those individuals understand the importance and usefulness of 

using a tool such as stay interviews to build relationships between employees and supervisors, as 

well as between employees and the Extension organization. In order for relationship building to 

occur, stay interviews will need to be conducted by the employee’s direct supervisor. This 

individual holds power to enact change to a certain extent for an employee (Finnegan, 2015). 

OSU Extension plans to expand stay interviews to support personnel in light of formal and 

informal organizational feedback.  

 As noted in the “Results to Date” section, the concept of job embeddedness warrants 

further investigation, both as formal research and through staff development efforts.  

 Quiet quitting has added an additional layer of complexity for organizations. The 

employee stays with the organization, yet productivity and mission tie suffer severely (Formica 

& Sfodera, 2022; Scheyett, 2023). With “quiet quitting” being another concern, it is 

recommended those who implement stay interviews, look outside those who have recently 

ranked highly on performance evaluations. Conducting stay interviews with those at the 

satisfactory or “meets expectations” levels may reap as much valuable information about the 

state of employees as those who exceed those same expectations.  

Costs/Resources needed 

Resources as currently carried out: 

-Time- one hour from each the interviewee and interviewer 

-Software- Zoom platform and associated equipment; Transcription service (if needed) 

Resources when stay interviews are conducted by immediate supervisor: 

-Time- at least one hour each from the supervisor and the employee 

-Travel- depending on how interviews are conducted one or both participant may have travel 

expenses as [State Institution] Extension supervisors are responsible for multiple counties  
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