
12   Industrial Management  

costs of replacing a manager in the 
21st century, it is important to take 
note of the information participants 
in this applied study shared with us 
about why managers get up and go. 
In addition, we offer specific recom-
mendations to help businesses avoid 
losing good people.

The investigation 
We conducted a two-part study 
surrounding the question of how 
business leaders know when it is time 
to leave their current employer. In part 
one, we asked a sample of 244 middle 
and front-line business leaders from 
more than 40 different U.S. service 
and manufacturing organizations 
to answer the following question: 
“Based on your experience, how does 
a business leader know when it is time 
to leave the current employer?” After 
completing their individual responses, 
participants were assigned to five- to 
six-person focus groups to develop a 
consensus around the top factors that 
caused managers to leave their current 
employer. 

Participants averaged 38 years of 
age, and the sample was 58 percent 
male and 42 percent female. On 
average, individuals identified 6.4 

primary factors, and each of the 44 
focus groups identified 7.3 factors. 
Responses to the focus group rankings 
were then content analyzed, and 
frequency counts for each item were 
tabulated. Figure 1 contains a ranked 
order list, with frequencies attached, 
of the top 10 findings identified by 
participants in the focus groups. This 
represents a list of the primary triggers 
that tell a manager that it is time to go.

Trigger mechanisms
The following are the top 10 factors 
that emerged from this study. They 
provide recommendations for 
employers who may be experiencing 
unhealthy levels of voluntary turnover 
in their management ranks.

1. Current boss lacks compe-
tency/character. To no one’s surprise, 
participants made it clear that working 
for a “bad” boss is the No. 1 reason 
why a manager will leave an employer. 
Managers openly discussed two 
particular types of problematic bosses: 
incompetent ones and those without 
character. 

When subordinate managers 
have to follow the lead of a superior 
who they view as “incompetent,” 
“clueless,” “unqualified,” “inept” 

and/or “ineffective,” this eats away 
at their willingness to stay in their 
current employment situation. Incom-
petent bosses destroy performance, 
teamwork,innovation and morale and 
create chaos when managers at all 
levels already face severe competitive 
pressure. 

Participants also recognized that 
a “lack of character,” “integrity” and/
or “principle” on the part of their 
superior had a demoralizing effect on 
subordinate managers. These partici-
pants indicated that it was nearly 
impossible to stay in a position where 
they could not trust their boss. An 
unprincipled leadership style breeds 
fear, uncertainty and doubt in subor-
dinate managers, all of which hinder 
performance. Organizations that face 
rapid change and competitive pressure 
must have subordinate managers 
who trust their superiors. When a 
manager’s boss is found lacking in 
both character and competency, partic-
ipant managers said it had a multipli-
cative effect on their desire to flee their 
current work situation. 

Bad bosses not only damage current 
performance, they erode an organiza-
tion’s long-term capabilities by driving 
good managers away.

Incompetent 
bosses destroy 

performance.

WHY YOUR MANAGERS LEAVE
Figure 1. A two-part research study surveyed 244 managers on what would trigger them to leave their employer voluntarily. The top 10 triggers are 
matched by the percentage at which managers in the focus groups identified the triggers.




