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What fuels talent churn?
Replacing an employee is an expensive proposition. In a strong economy, you will
need to spend significant time and money on recruitment, qualifying candidates, and
conducting interviews. Meanwhile, those who remain on the team must backfill for the
missing colleague, sacrificing productivity in other areas.
Of course, people change jobs all the time. To some degree, turnover is necessary
and healthy. But for HR professionals, it’s crucial to understand what drives different
segments of employees to consider jumping ship, even if they’re happy – or worse,
stay even when they’re not happy – and what it takes to keep a diverse talent pool
engaged and performing at their best throughout their careers.
What factors contribute to job satisfaction and loyalty as employees progress through
different career stages?

About the survey
For our 2018 Pulse of Talent report, we wanted to dig deep and explore the nuances
of employee motivations across three crucial factors in a career lifecycle: age, tenure,
and role seniority.
We asked 2,001 full-time employees in North America about their relationship with their
current employer, and their career plans. The survey was conducted by The Nielsen
Company through its online research panel over five weeks in the summer of 2018.
The research indicates HR organizations cannot afford to become complacent. Talent
pools could be more vulnerable to attrition than many realize – job satisfaction is
fleeting and, for many, insufficient to inspire loyalty on its own. Employees aged 34
or younger are especially hungry for challenge, recognition, and remuneration.
However, if employees feel their contribution makes an impact to the business, and they
have a positive perception of the company’s future, they’re more likely to commit.
In the increasingly fierce fight for talent, organizations must learn how to engage their
employees at every career stage. This year’s Pulse of Talent report provides insights
into what to expect.
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Measuring
loyalty
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When the grass looks greener
When it comes to retention, complacency may be an organization’s worst enemy.
The survey shows a large proportion of respondents have roving eyes.
Only slightly more than one in four employees surveyed (27%) say they have no interest in
a job outside of their current company. While 37% of respondents are looking either actively
or casually, the other 36% would still consider a new position if they were approached.
Looking for a new job outside of their employer (all respondents)
Yes, actively pursing new opportunities 20%
Yes, looking, but only casually

17%

No, not actively looking but would consider a new job/ 36%
position outside of my company if approached
No, not looking and would not consider a new job/ 27%
position outside of my company

Overall job happiness (all respondents)

Extremely positive
Positive
Neither positive
or negative
Negative
Extremely negative

More than three
quarters (77%) are
happy (extremely
positive/positive)
with their jobs.

This has very little to do with job satisfaction, however. More than three out of four
respondents (77%) are already happy with their current jobs, and another 11% feel neutral.
“Being satisfied or happy at a company is not the same as being engaged and
committed,” notes Lisa Sterling, Chief People and Culture Officer at Ceridian.
“You want people who are truly engaged in their jobs, who are committed and feel
they have a purpose. Those are individuals who don’t jump at the chance to make
$15,000 more a year.”
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Even “happy” employees could be swayed with
a competitive offer
But some kinds of employees may still be a higher flight risk than others. The survey
revealed that among 18- to 24-year-olds, 55% of respondents are pursuing new
positions (actively or casually), compared to 39% of 35- to 49-year-olds, although
another 41% are still likely to answer calls from a recruiter. Their interest in devoting
time to finding new work is generally lower, but their loyalty can be tested.
Are you looking for a new job outside of your current employer? (all respondents)
100%
75%
50%
25%

18-24

25-34

Age

35-49

50+

0%

Not looking & would not consider
Not looking but would consider
Casually looking
Actively looking

However, there is still an opportunity to win them over for the long term. When asked
about the “optimal timeframe” employees would like to stay at a company where
they’re happy, 37% those surveyed said they would ideally remain for 10+ years
or their entire career – even 27% of 18- to 24-year-olds, who are part of the postMillennial generation born 1997 onward.
Optimal timeframe to stay with the same company
you are happy with (all respondents)
Less than 3 years 25%
3 to less than 5 years 21%
5 to less than 10 years 18%
10 years or more 10%
Stay for entire career 27%
10 years+ or entire career: 37%
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Jeff Kortes, a U.S.-based employee retention expert, is not surprised. “Employees
want to be loyal. Companies have just killed employee loyalty by the way they
treat them,” he says.

“Loyalty is not dead in organizations that treat their people right.”
Jeff Kortes, Employee Retention Expert

“If people feel they have purpose, the power to do their job, and they feel they’re
being invested in, it’s hard to give that up,” says Sterling. “You never know what you’re
really going to get somewhere else.”
Sterling likens it to getting married – it always starts with optimism for a long future
together, despite the high divorce rate. “Very few people walk into a company thinking,
‘I’m only going to be here two or three years.’ As employees, we’re always striving to
be committed to something larger.”
Although tenure is not in and of itself an indicator of a strong culture, too often employers
don’t invest in employees enough to retain them for the long term.

Start strong to go long
One of the most striking lessons in the research is that cultivating loyalty and engaging
employees must begin at the very outset.
When asked how many more years they would like to work for their current employer
(in contrast to the optimal time frame for staying at any employer that keeps them
happy), there is a significant drop between those within their first year of service and
those in the first to fifth years. In other words, the honeymoon ends and they start to
weigh their options.
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Ideally, how many more years would you like to work for
your current employer? (all respondents)
Tenure with Ideal length
(years)
current employer

Less than 1 year

8.5

1 to less than 3 years

5.5

3 to less than 5 years

6.3

5 to less than 10 years

9.0

10 years or more

8.5

What is note-worthy is that those who have been in their current job between one
and three years and have the shortest time horizon for continuing to work there still
report being satisfied: 80% of those respondents said they were happy with their
current employer.
Those who indicated they feel positive or extremely positive
about their overall happiness with their job (all respondents)
Tenure with
current employer

Less than 1 year

71%

1 to less than 3 years 80%
3 to less than 5 years 78%
5 to less than 10 years 81%
10 years or more 73%

Sterling argues that the problem lies in companies frequently failing to follow through
after recruiting talent. “As HR professionals, we do a fantastic job of wooing people to
come work for us, and we invest all of this time and energy and excitement, but then
the bottom falls out,” she says. “That’s when people start to realize, ‘This isn’t what I
thought it would be.’”
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Build the case for retention early and often
In fact, most employees can determine within the first year of a new job if they are going
to stay long term – and the younger the hire, the more decisive they are. More than
three quarters of respondents aged 18 to 24 will discern before their first anniversary
the prospects for a long-term employment relationship.
In general, how soon after you start a new job do you typically know if you’re
going to stay on long-term or not? (all respondents)
100%

75%

50%

25%

Age 18-24

25-34

35-49

50+

0%

Don’t know
3 years or more
1 to less than 3 years
3 months to less than 1 year
Less than 3 months

For organizations, the lesson is clear: this is a critical moment in a person’s time with a
company when they are choosing to stay or go. The real problem is employees who only
psychologically quit, but still stick around. The survey reveals that respondents who say
they are unhappy will still work with their current employer on average another 2.4 years.
“This actually breeds a higher level of disengagement for other people who are
otherwise highly engaged in the organization,” says Sterling. “It’s a crucial time to
get out in front of this.”
Sterling recommends using what she calls “stay interviews” to essentially rehire the
individual, reiterate why they were selected, review why they selected the company,
and evaluate how well expectations are being met.
In the next section, we examine further what drives that decision to stay or go for
employees at different career stages.
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Factors
that affect
retention
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Decisive factors
As the research shows, employees can start to consider their options as early as within
the first year. So what factors lead them to seek new opportunities – and what does it
take to retain them?

Why employees leave
Not surprisingly, financial compensation is the leading reason cited by all age segments
for leaving their last job, although 37% of people aged 18 to 34 responded this way,
compared to 28% of people 35- to 49-years-old, and 24% of those 50-plus – a trend
that aligns to role seniority.
Top five reasons for leaving their last job*
I didn’t make a good salary/good pay

28%

My work was not interesting/I didn’t like it

14%

I was not respected

13%

I had no opportunities to take on additional responsibilities/tasks

12%

I had a poor relationship with my manager

12%

*Multiple responses allowed, responses from those who are not employed for the first time.

However, it’s not all about the paycheck. Employees surveyed also consider how
interesting their work is, among other factors that rank nearly as high, including the level of
respect they received, and the opportunities they had for taking on more responsibility.
For people aged 18 to 34, the issue of expanding their scope was a slightly more common
reason to leave (18%) than whether they were respected (17%), had interesting work
(16%), or had “terrible” benefits (16%).
Among respondents in the 35-to-49 cohort, 28% left due to their pay, but 16% said it
was due to a poor relationship with their manager, the same proportion as who said
the work wasn’t interesting.
Of course, why an employee left their last job isn’t necessarily the same as what keeps
them where they are now.
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Why employees stay
When asked why they remain at their current job, a different range of priorities emerge.
When respondents could choose multiple options, benefits were the commonly cited
reason (30%), just ahead of pay (29%), their relationships with colleagues (28%), and
job security (27%).
Factors that keep you with your current employer
Good job benefits

30%

I make a good salary/good pay

29%

Good relationships with colleagues/employees

28%

I feel secure in my job

27%

My work is interesting/I love what I do

26%

*Multiple responses allowed, all respondents.

But what if they are asked to pinpoint the single most important aspect for staying, above
the other factors they selected? More people said they love what they do (15%) over
other reasons. Salary, job security, benefits, and work flexibility were all less common
responses, but made the top five.
Most important factor that keeps you with your current employer
My work is interesting/I love what I do

15%

I make a good salary/good pay

12%

I feel secure in my job

10%

Good job benefits

8%

I can work flexible hours or work remotely, from home

7%

*Multiple responses allowed, all respondents.
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There are a few takeaways from this. First, it seems on the surface to be a promising
indication that more employees stay because they find their job interesting – isn’t this
what we all strive for in our careers?
However, only 15% of people responded that way, which suggests a low level of
engagement. While not all work is going to deeply nourish one’s spirit, organizations
need to find ways of challenging and stimulating employees. Providing a larger sense
of purpose helps to drive not only loyalty, but also performance.
Again, it’s important to note that not all retention is good. “Turnover can be a good
thing, if you’re turning over the right people,” says Sterling. “Some people are just
categorically not a good fit for the organization, or the team or the role they’re in.”

How jobs satisfy
Everyone grumbles about their work some days, but our research shows that most
respondents are generally happy at their jobs. As noted above, 77% report they are happy.
However, some interesting distinctions stand out by classifying respondents by the
different career stages. For instance, as employees get older, they become less satisfied
with their jobs. While that may not be surprising, it does raise the question for organizations
with aging workforces: How do you keep those employees happy and engaged?
Positive or extremely positive about their overall job happiness (all respondents)
Age
18-24 90%
25-34 83%
35-49 77%
50+ 69%

Intermediate staff are less positive
However, the kind of role employees are in also has a significant impact on job
satisfaction. When asked how they feel about their overall job happiness, 70% of
respondents who work in junior level positions were positive or extremely positive,
versus 88% of those at a senior level, and 94% of executives.
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Overall job happiness (all respondents)
100%

75%
27%

43%

45%

23%

78%

51%

25%

43%
16%

Junior

Intermediate

Senior

50%

Executive

Extremely positive
Positive

0%

Job level

Responses from intermediate staff highlight an opportunity to focus retention efforts.
This segment reports the lowest level of “extreme positivity” toward their work (23%),
perhaps because the honeymoon period is over, and they’re not yet making seniorlevel salaries.
As noted above, general job satisfaction does not always correlate with loyalty. In fact,
24% of intermediate-level employees surveyed indicate that although they are happy,
they will probably consider a move in the next few years (versus 19% among junior
and 12% among senior/executive staff).
The 56% of respondents in intermediate positions who say they’re happy and would
like to stay for the foreseeable future is the lowest percentage among all job roles.
How respondents feel about staying at current company
All

Jr.

Int.

Sr.

I’m happy, and would like to stay for the foreseeable future

63%

58%

56%

79%

I’m happy, but will probably consider a move in the next few years

19%

19%

24%

12%

I’m unhappy, but will likely stay for the foreseeable future

9%

11%

11%

3%

I’m unhappy, and considering a move

4%

6%

5%

1%

I’m unhappy, and planning on leaving as soon as possible

5%

6%

3%

4%
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The factors that make a difference
What aspects of work life contribute to job satisfaction? The research found that those
who are permitted to work from home and work for a company that offers training are
more likely to indicate happiness with their jobs.
Similarly, those who work in a traditional office setting are found to be happier than
those who work in modernized office settings such as open-concept, virtual, or
co-working offices.
Work-life factors in relation to job happiness (positive/extremely positive)
Traditional office

83%
71%

Permit to work from home

87%
68%

Company offers training

83%
58%

Yes
No

Some non-monetary benefits appear to contribute more to overall job satisfaction
than others. Taken in the context of 88% of respondents reporting they are happy or
at least neutral about their work, high percentages approve of vacation policies (77%),
benefits (72%), and work-life balance (70%).
The one aspect that does not get a resounding thumbs-up is perks, like fitness
subsidies or free snacks at the office – only 50% of respondents said they like
what their company offers.
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Do you agree or disagree with each of the following statements (all respondents)
77%

2

72%

3

70%

4

63%

5

58%

6

50%

Somewhat/strongly agree

1

Strongly disagree
Somewhat disagree
Neither agree nor disagree
Somewhat agree
Strongly agree

1

I am happy with my company’s vacation
policy, and the amount of vacation
I’m allocated

4

I am happy with the level of flexibility in
my workplace when it come to work hours
or working from home

2

I am happy with the benefits of
company offers

5

My company organizes social events
for employees

3

My company respects its employees’
work-life balance

6

My company offers great perks (e.g. fitness
subsidies, snacks at the office, etc.)

However, given that 77% of employees surveyed still say they are happy in their
current jobs, it’s unlikely perks make the difference.
“The reality is, those things don’t actually drive retention,” says Sterling.
She points out that if you took away all the free soda, lunches and office games,
the people who would quit are probably the people who you don’t want long-term
anyway. “In general, I don’t think companies think enough about retention strategies
or challenge common assumptions about why people actually stay. We need to look
at ways that really invest in the whole person, not the little perks that we offer.”
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Finding purpose
Several other aspects of work life are more closely correlated with job satisfaction
and retention.
Three-quarters of employees surveyed (75%) work at a company that provides
resources for learning – anything from workshops and virtual webinars to attending
formal classes. Those who do work for such a company are more likely to feel happier
with their jobs (83%) and stay longer (7.8 years) than those whose companies do not
(58% and seven years, respectively).
In fact, 86% of respondents say it’s important for employers to provide learning
opportunities – 51% say extremely so – including 91% of 18- to 24-year-olds, 93% of
25- to 34-year-olds, and 90% of 35- to 49-year-olds.
Importance of employer providing learning opportunities (all respondents)
Extremely important

51%

Important

36%

Neither important nor unimportant

10%

Unimportant

2%

Extremely unimportant

2%

Responded important or extremely important (by age):
18-24

91%

25-34 93%
35-49 90%
50+

77%
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Total: 86%

Values play a key role as well. Among employees surveyed who say their company practices
their stated values, 90% are happy in their job versus 52% who think their companies do
not. The former plan to stay an average 8.4 years longer; the latter, only 5.9 years.
Job satisfaction
(extremely positive/positive)
Company
practices values

Do not
practice

90% 52%

How much longer they plan to stay
with current employer (avg years)
Company
practices values

8.4
years

Do not
practice

5.9
years

But one of the biggest factors? Whether an employee feels they are contributing to
the overall business goals. The results are startling: only 51% of respondents say they
feel they’re making an impact, but 92% of those who responded that way say they’re
happy in their jobs, and plan to stay an average 7.9 years more.
Job satisfaction
(extremely positive/positive)
Make an
impact

Do not make
an impact

92% 58%
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How much longer they plan to stay
with current employer (avg years)
Make an
impact

Do not make
an impact

years

years

7.9

6.1

Do you understand how your role/work connects to overall business goals?
(all respondents)
Yes, I feel my contributions are making an impact 51%
Yes, but I don’t feel my contributions are making an impact

5%

I do not understand my impact, or I’m unaware 44%
of business goals

Do not make an impact: 49%

Of the 49% who either don’t think they make an impact or, more commonly, don’t
understand what impact they make, only 58% say they’re happy in their jobs, and
will likely stay an average of just 6.1 years longer.
Employees need to know what they’re working for
For Sterling, the responsibility rests squarely on the shoulders of the company leaders.
“It’s that old adage, ‘people don’t leave companies, they leave leaders,’” she says.
“It comes down to the leadership, or the lack of it, that causes employees to feel a
lack of purpose and empowerment.”
In the next section, the research probes important nuances around employees’
perceptions of how organizations value their work.
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Compensation,
promotions,
and succession
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Transparent expectations
An organization can recognize an employee’s contributions in a few tangible ways,
such as a bigger paycheck, more responsibility (with or without a new title), or more
opportunities to work on new projects.
This study reveals that when it comes to compensation and promotions, companies
and employees often see things differently. For HR professionals, this presents a
challenge – employees that don’t think their work is properly valued or appreciated
will not feel loyal to the company, nor put in the best performance.

Show me the money
For example, only 58% of employees surveyed feel they have had adequate pay
increases based on the amount of time they’ve been at the company – although 65%
of people think they’re paid fairly in relation to other people at their company with
similar job titles.
What do they expect? According to our survey, respondents expect a median salary
increase of 5% a year, although those who have been with their organizations
between three and 10 years, as well as those with higher seniority, expect a 10%
increase in annual salary.
Expected salary increase per year
Tenure with current employer

Expected salary increase (median)

Less than 1 year

5%

1 to less than 3 years

8%

3 to less than 5 years 10%
5 to less than 10 years 10%
10 years or more

4%

Job role
Junior

5%

Intermediate

5%

Senior/Executive 10%
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Median of
expected salary
increase per year

5%

Sterling sees the issue as one of communication. “You have to be more transparent in
communicating what the organization’s actual expectations are around salary, and how
those line up competitively with the market for the types of jobs that they’re in,” she says.
Focus should also be on total compensation, not just the number on the pay stub.
“Historically, HR organizations have categorically focused on salary,” says Sterling,
“but when you start to help an employee understand the total investment being
made in him or her across all of the different elements, people start to look at the
effectiveness, fairness, and competitiveness of their pay in a very different light.”

Climbing the ladder
Similar misalignments are evident regarding promotions. Only 52% of employees
surveyed think their companies give promotions when deserved. Moreover,
respondents cite two years, on average, as a reasonable timeframe to receive a
promotion with their current employers, yet report that they themselves have received
a promotion in five years, on average.
Reasonable timeframe to
get a promotion

Average timeframe to get a
promotion with current employer

(employees’ perception)

(self-reported)

2.1
years

4.9
years
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Signs of displeasure with promotions are elsewhere, too: 54% of respondents who
received promotions feel it took too long to be recognized, and 72% expect a
promotion within the first five years of employment, which connects back to that
critical one-to-five-year period when the honeymoon ends.
Of those who have not received any promotion with their current employer, 36%
feel they deserved one – 19% because they’ve been with the company a long time.
People aged 18 to 24 in particular believe tenure is related to promotions (36% said
they deserved a promotion for this reason, the highest of any age group).
Sterling ties this to a lack of transparency and education. HR professionals and company
leaders should do a better job setting guidelines and expectations for how employees
receive promotions. “When we do set guidelines, we then have to unapologetically
communicate how that experience is going to work – and then live by it,” she says. By
being crystal clear, organizations will preempt debate or disagreement.

The search for growth
One of the most revealing findings of the report is what pushes even satisfied workers
to consider a job change. Not surprisingly, income growth is one key factor: 28% of
respondents considering a move in the next few years say it’s because they don’t think
the company will be able to meet their salary expectations.
However, a larger number of responses indicate that what employees really want
is career growth. A desire to tackle new challenges every few years drives 39% of
respondents to look outside their current company, while 32% say they feel they
need to leave to advance their career.
“Growth is one of the biggest drivers for people wanting to move,” says Kortes, the
retention expert. “If people realize their careers are stagnating, they’ll start to look.”
Once again, the trends are clearest among those lower on the corporate ladder. A
higher proportion of people in junior and intermediate positions – even if they are
currently happy in their jobs – feel the need to look outside their company for career
progression and to make more money.
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Regularly offer employees opportunities to progress
Reasons for considering a move by job level/age
Those happy about staying at their current
company but will consider a move
1

I like to take on new challenges
39%
every few years

2

I don’t see the right career opportunities here,
32%
and feel I’ll need to leave to move up

3

I don’t think this company will continue
28%
to meet my salary expectations

4

I don’t have faith in the longevity of
16%
my current company/industry

1
2
3
4

Junior

Intermediate

Sr./Exec.

Age 18-34

Age 35-49

Age 50+

28%

41%

61%

49%

40%

16%

35%

33%

20%

40%

30%

15%

37%

24%

16%

28%

32%

22%

11%

17%

26%

19%

9%

17%

When age is considered, the picture shifts somewhat. Respondents aged 18 to 34 seek
new challenges and the chance to move up in their careers, while those in their prime
earning years from 35 to 49 have a greater focus on salary gains, as well as seeking
new challenges and career advancement.
Kortes says he sees employees in their mid-30s and younger as especially eager to
achieve success. “They have an expectation that they will grow,” he says. “But they are a
high-touch generation. If they’re not getting feedback, they don’t feel wanted, and they
think about quitting.”
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Gracious exits
Companies should have regular, fulsome discussions about career progression and
performance management more often – with every employee, regardless of title, pay,
role, or tenure – and be transparent about their prospects.
“As leaders, we should be addressing opportunity all the time, whether that opportunity
is in development and succession, or it’s recasting or exiting,” says Sterling. “Those
discussions, when held the right way, will actually drive better experiences for our
people, and show the commitment that we have as an organization.”
However, this study reveals only 54% of respondents have discussed career
progression in the last six months.
Have you had discussions with your manager about career progression
in the past six months? (all respondents)
Yes, we have set meetings to discuss this 31%
Yes, but informally 24%

54% have discussed
career progression

No 46%

Part of that conversation should include succession planning – when an employee
makes a career change, who moves in? Unfortunately, only 41% of respondents say
they are aware of any formal or informal succession planning.
Does your company do succession planning?
Yes, there is a formal program in place 27%
Yes, but it is done informally 14%
Not that I am aware of 59%
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41% do succession
planning

For many organizations, this appears to be a gap to address. If employees are seeking
career growth, and feel they need to leave the organization to find it, discussions about
career trajectory and succession planning need to take place at every level.
“It’s absolutely instrumental that we are 100% transparent in those conversations with
individuals about their career opportunity,” says Sterling. “If you don’t see them moving
into significant roles, be upfront about that. Give them the chance to self-select and go
do something else. It needs to be an open dialogue.”
In fact, Sterling views HR’s role as providing positive support throughout their career
with the company, including moving on. “Whether we’re saying hello or goodbye, that
person should have an amazing experience,” she says. “We should help them take
that step with grace and dignity to exit out of the organization.”
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Conclusion
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Key takeaways
Ultimately, retention strategies are an imperfect science. But this year’s Pulse of Talent
provides crucial guide posts for what matters to employees:
yy Personalization: HR organizations should create flexible retention strategies to
accommodate the unique circumstances of employees’ career and life stages.
yy Transparency: Employees need clarity on what to expect about compensation,
promotions, and their career trajectories at the organization. Regular check-ins
keep everyone on the same page.
yy Total wellness: Shift from a transactional relationship with employees to one of
mutual support. Organizations that support the complete financial, physical, social, and
emotional well-being of employees, at any stage of life, inspire dedication and loyalty.
yy Career growth: Employees want new challenges, even those who aren’t in line for
a promotion. Find ways to offer new opportunities to the right people at all levels.
yy Provide purpose: Ensure every employee knows the impact they make on
company goals, and empower them to drive results.
Finally, your retention strategy must accept that not all flight risk is bad. Some turnover
is not only inevitable, but healthy. The real trick? Keeping ahead of regrettable turnover.
“If you’re only focused on flight risks, you have already missed the boat,” cautions
Sterling. “The only reason a person becomes a flight risk is that you haven’t done your
job to retain those key people.”
Spend time building your retention strategies around those employees who are the
future of your business. No matter the age, role or tenure, you can keep a diverse
talent pool engaged and performing their best throughout their career.
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