
 
 

How to Keep Unhappy Employees from Leaving 

Helen Kelly  

When someone says I don’t like my job, 
there’s little hope of retaining that 
employee, right? “Not necessarily”, says 
Edward Muzio, CEO of Group Harmonics and 
a prominent specialist in employee 
retention. “More likely there are fixable 
issues which may not be apparent to a 
dischuffed member of staff”. 

In fact, there’s a fair chance that 1) I don’t like my job reflects 
feelings of discontent rather than a clear picture of dissatisfaction, 
and 2) a decision to leave would be premature. You can help 
employees identify the issues and address many of them by 
following these three steps. 

1 Find out what the issues are. 
2 Decide whether it will be cost-effective to fix them. 
3 Take action to redress the issues and prevent 

recurrence. 

Here are some issues—and typical complaints—that may surface 
when you unpack employee dissatisfaction. 

FRUSTRATION ABOUT GOALS   I don’t know what I’m trying for. 
What exactly do you expect from me? 

What You Can Do   Set out the employee’s goals. To learn about 
setting goals, watch Setting Smart Goals 
(www.groupharmonics.com/helpdesk/smart.htm), a primer on 
setting goals that reduce frustration and help people be more 
productive. 

http://www.groupharmonics.com/helpdesk/smart.htm


Once you’ve set the goals, test for understanding and then show 
how these goals are part of the unit’s goals and those of the 
organisation. Going forward, provide feedback regularly. 

FRUSTRATION ABOUT RESOURCES   I know what I’m supposed to 
do but there’s never enough time / money / support / equipment 
/ space to do it. 

What You Can Do   Take an objective look at the job tasks and 
resources. If they are insufficient, say so, and also say what you 
can do about it—or what you can’t do about it. With sufficient 
resources in place, a talented employee may simply need further 
training. 

If the lack of resources is actually lack of managerial or 
supervisory support, meet regularly with employees and listen 
intently to what they say. Sometimes resource constraint 
challenges managerial skill because you must manage your bosses 
as well as your employees. Tact and discretion are the 
watchwords here. 

FRUSTRATION ABOUT WORK   I like it here but I don’t like my job. 

What You Can Do   By that, people often mean that there isn’t 
enough variety in the tasks. There are routine, methodical tasks, 
troubleshooting administrative tasks and project/ planning tasks. 
No matter the job, if the balance is weighted too heavily in favour 
of one type of task, the person will become irritable. In that case I 
don’t like my work may actually become I don’t like my job. Here 
are some practical approaches to understanding task type and 
adjusting the balance www.groupharmonics.com/helpdesk/tasktype.htm 

FRUSTRATION ABOUT BOREDOM   I don’t like working here 
because there’s no room to be creative. 

What You Can Do   The most often-cited factors in job satisfaction 
are playing a part in the larger whole, and being invited to figure 
something out. Vary the tasks and include some project planning 
work. I cannot overstate the role of problem solving in job 
satisfaction. 

 

http://www.groupharmonics.com/helpdesk/tasktype.htm


FRUSTRATION ABOUT PROGRESS  I enjoy my job but I can’t see 
myself doing this forever. I feel that in the big picture, I’m 
spinning my wheels. How do I know whether my supervisor 
(manager/ boss) likes my work? 

What You Can Do   If you don’t use JPRs, consider creating one for 
each employee. J, P and R stand for Job Planning and Review. In 
the job plan, you agree on goals and measures of success, plans 
for professional development and how the employee will 
demonstrate benefit. In review you establish how often you’ll 
review progress and what progress and establish the rewards for 
meeting goals. Go to www.ucl.ac.uk/hr/ca/ job_planning_guide.php 

There’s a free comprehensive Job Planning Guide which includes 
review. 

FRUSTRATION ABOUT PAY   I don’t earn enough for what I do. 

What You Can Do   “Virtually no manager has control over pay 
scales and virtually no employee thinks he earns enough”, Mr. 
Muzio says. “Study after study has shown that although most 
people want more money, typically other factors influence the 
decision to stay or leave.  

First among those factors is relationship with the boss, which is 
substantially improved when you try to troubleshoot the other 
areas of frustration. So if possible avoid the subject of pay. If the 
employee insists on talking about pay, propose exploring issues 
that may lie behind dissatisfaction with pay, and if that fails, refer 
her or him to the human resources department”. 

MISMATCH TO SKILLS   I like my job and I have the resources to 
do the job, but I feel like it’s a mismatch. I am always at risk of 
making a mistake. 

What You Can Do   If a valued employee identifies a skill in which 
she feels deficient, and you agree, arrange for training. If the 
employee insists he isn’t qualified yet technically he is, and it 
seems appropriate, explore the advisability of counselling. 

Five Ways to Develop Your Team shows five ways to help 
employees develop a more accurate view of their own abilities 
and then move ahead confidently. 
(www.groupharmonics.com/helpdesk/levels.htm) 

http://www.ucl.ac.uk/hr/ca/%20job_planning_guide.php
http://www.groupharmonics.com/helpdesk/levels.htm


MISMATCH TO PEOPLE   I like my job and I have the resources to 
do the job, but I don’t get along with the people on my team, or I 
don’t get along with my boss. 

What You Can Do   This takes you into a tricky realm. There is a 
continuum from personal insecurity to matters of style, and it will 
take a lot of listening—and skill with gentle probing using open 
ended questions—to discover what’s going on here. 

If it’s clearly a matter of mismatched styles—I see the big picture 
before I see the details and my boss goes right to the details 
before he builds the big picture— consider some of the type and 
role tools. Myers-Briggs (www.myersbriggs.org) and Belbin Team 
Role (www.belbin.com) are the best known and in my opinion the 
best, because in the right hands, the results remove barriers to 
communication amongst people whose information processing, 
privacy and intuitive styles, among others, may vary widely. 

MISMATCH TO VALUES   I like to learn and your motto is ‘Do what 
works; never mind what’s new’. I believe in sharing and helping 
people; you don’t offer paid time for contributions in the 
community. You don’t offer flextime schedules and I need that. 

What You Can Do   “If the organisation’s core values—what’s 
actually in practice—clash with the employee’s core values, you 
are best to consider separation”, Mr. Muzio suggests. “If the 
issues are not fundamental, you may be able to address them”. 

REST ASSURED 

If you are not at ease with one-on-one conversations of this 
nature, try just speaking plainly. I am sorry you are not happy and 
I want to help. As long as you mean it, that single sentence will 
take you a long way. Then listen, and probe gently. After a time or 
two, most likely you will find your style. If that doesn’t happen, 
you might consider engaging a coach. 

“Even if the employee ends up leaving”, Mr. Muzio notes, “by 
trying to find and fix issues, you have the benefit of a rich exit 
interview—priceless feedback about the organisation, culture and 
management practice. Furthermore, if you have made a 
wholehearted effort to redress issues, the employee is likely to 
speak well of his or her former employer”. 

http://www.myersbriggs.org/
http://www.belbin.com/
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