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They said they were unhappy. You thought they'd stay anyway. And then they left.

If this pattern is familiar, you are not alone. Managers and HR leaders across industries
and geographies are navigating the same reality: Gen Z employees, when they decide a
role or an organisation is not working for them, leave. Sometimes quickly. Sometimes
without what previous generations would have considered adequate warning. And often
without the guilt that might have kept earlier generations anchored to an unsatisfying role
for longer than was good for anyone.

The question that matters is not how to prevent Gen Z from ever leaving. Turnover is a
feature of any healthy labour market. The question is what their leaving is telling you, and
whether you are listening.

Gen Z's relationship with employment is different, and honestly, more honest

Previous generations were socialised into a psychological contract with employers that
no longer reflects economic reality: work hard, be loyal, and the organisation will look
after you. That contract began breaking down in the 1980s and 1990s, with waves of
downsizing that demonstrated that organisational loyalty was primarily one-directional.
But the expectation of loyalty persisted culturally long after the conditions for it had
eroded.

Gen Z were not socialised into that contract. They grew up in a world where the gig
economy, portfolio careers, and frequent job changes were not signs of failure but viable,
sometimes preferable, ways of navigating a working life. They watched their parents'



generation stay in jobs that diminished them out of fear, and many of them made a quiet
commitment not to replicate that pattern.

This does not mean Gen Z are incapable of commitment. It means they extend
commitment to organisations that have earned it, and they withdraw it without excessive
ceremony when the conditions for it are absent.

What is actually driving Gen Z exits

The reasons Gen Z leave are, in most cases, the same reasons that more research-literate
HR leaders have known about for decades: poor management, lack of development,
absence of meaning, toxic culture, and the sense that they are not seen or valued as full
human beings.

What is different is the speed of the response and the lowered threshold for action. Gen
Z are not inclined to spend two years hoping things will improve. They have a clearer read
of their own market value, a lower tolerance for unresolved dysfunction, and, particularly
in professional and skilled roles, enough options to act on their discomfort.

The most common immediate triggers for Gen Z exits are: a manager who fails to see their
potential or invest in their development; a culture that speaks one language and acts in
another; a sense that their work contributes to nothing they care about; and the absence
of flexibility in ways that feel needlessly controlling.

Before they leave, they tell you

This is perhaps the mostimportant and most underutilised insight about Gen Z retention:
in most cases, before they leave, they signal. Not always loudly or directly, although many
of them will, if the culture makes that safe, but consistently. Engagement drops before
exit. Quality of work changes. Attendance at optional events and meetings shifts. The
energy and ideas that once came freely go quiet.

If your exit interview data is your primary source of information about why Gen Z
employees leave, you are collecting data too late to act on it. The conversations that
would make a difference happen months earlier, in the one-to-ones where a manager
actually asks "what would make this work better for you?" and is genuinely willing to hear
the answer.

What the exit of a Gen Z employee is telling you

When a Gen Z employee leaves, they are rarely leaving arbitrarily. They are making a
pragmatic decision based on an assessment of whether this role, in this organisation,
with this manager, is worth their time and energy.

That assessment is a gift. An honest evaluation of your employee value proposition by
someone with enough information to make it accurately. The tragedy is that most



organisations only discover this assessment in an exit interview, where it is too late to act
and too low stakes for the departing employee to be fully honest.

Build the conditions; safety, trust, regular honest conversation, in which you can hear
that assessment while you can still do something about it. Gen Z won't stay for
circumstances that don't work for them. But they will stay, and give you their absolute
best, when the conditions earn it.

The question is whether you are willing to do what earning it requires.



