Quitting is
Contagious

The Hidden Social Dynamics of
Employee Turnover and How
Leaders Can Stop the Spread




“If she’s leaving, should I be looking t00?”

The Crisis

31%

U.S. employee
engagement has sunk
to a10-year low.

Source: Gallup Global Data, 2025

The Blind Spot

For 50 years, management

theory has treated quitting as an
isolated individual choice—entirely
blind to the social structure of

the team.

The dominant linear models of
turnover are fundamentally
incomplete. Turnover is a
social phenomenon.
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Reframing the Retention Mental Model

The Old Model The New Reality (Contagion)
Unit of Analysis Isolated Individual The Team Network
Core Driver Job Satisfaction Job Embeddedness
Manager’s Focus The Flight Risk Employee Team Climate & Social Ties
Warning Signs Exit Interviews Visible Search Behaviors
Strategy Reactive Counter-offers (Fsrgl SE;T;?J:;EELZ)




The Contagion Cascade:

How Quitting Spreads
= @ """"
1. Low 2. Visible Search 3. Social Proof & 4. Transmission:
Embeddedness Behavior Observation Threshold for
(The Vector) leaving drops

A one standard deviation increase in coworkers' job embeddedness
reduces the the probability of individual turnover by 45% to 67%.

(Source: Felps et al., 2009)
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The Compounding Cost of Cascades

Cost

Turnover Contagion
(Compounding)

Macro: Voluntary turnover
costs U.S. businesses $1

Trillion annually. (Gallup)

Micro: Replacement costs
equal 50% to 200% of an
employee’s salary. (SHRM)

Isolated Turnover
(Linear)

The Ripple Effect

- Clustered departures
destroy team cohesion.

- Remaining colleagues
suffer eroded psychological
safety.

- Loss of central network

nodes accelerates team
burnout.
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The Antidote: Job Embeddedness Theory

The Embeddedness Web

Alignment of personal values,
career goals, and skills with
the job and the community.

The
Employee

.

What an employee materially,
psychologically, and socially [&1.(8:13(#3
gives up by leaving.

Formal and informal interpersonal
connections with people, teams,
and institutions.

Job embeddedness predicts turnover better than job satisfaction. It is the structural friction that stops the contagion slide.
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PLAYBOOK: INTERVENTION 01

Systemic Embeddedness

The Mechanism Real-World Proof: The SAS Model

Building deep on-the-job and community

Sacrlflce. Childcare Deferred

Centers Compensation

The Insight

No single perk retains an employee. The
cumulative effect of a campus ecosystem creates
a literal web that substantially raises the material Recreational iasithcars
and psychological cost of departure, rendering E3Elltes Aegeee
rendering the team immune to ambient turnover
contagion.

Employee
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PLAYBOOK: INTERVENTION 02

Collective Socialization

High Risk: Isolated .
Individual Onboarding

High Immunity: Cohort-Based
Socialization (The Zappos Model)

The Insight

Collective socialization tactics build group-level embeddedness on day one. Cohorts instantly generate
Links and Fit. Zappos utilized a radical filter—offering new hires a cash bonus to quit during onboarding—
ensuring only highly embedded employees enter the network, creating immediate herd immunity.
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PLAYBOOK: INTERVENTION 03

Managerial First Responders

70%

of team engagement variance is
attributable to the manager. (Gallup)

The Insight

Shift from exit interviews to proactive Stay
Conversations. Managers act on team-level data
to bolster support long before the contagion
threshold is reached.

Team-Level Embeddedness Diagnostic
(The Deloitte Model)

Team Aggregate Fit

o [
Team Aggregate Links
0 Intervention Required:
i - A Strengthen Peer Ties

Team Aggregate Sacrifice

75%
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PLAYBOOK: INTERVENTION 04

Disrupting Visibility

Ambiguity

Contagion  The Vicious Visible Job
Spread Cycle Searching

Negative
Social Proof

Transparent

, Communication \

Bset:g:lqgs The Southwest Regggt;)rl:i(t:ion
the Norm Model of Tenure

\ Positive /

Social Proof

The Insight:

You cannot ban job hunting. But by actively counterbalancing negative signals and celebrating internal
mobility, you disrupt the visibility of leaving and make staying the default social expectation.
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PLAYBOOK: INTERVENTION 05

Hybrid & Remote
Communities

Synchronous Rituals Explicit Cultural Fit Off-the-Job Links

Engineer virtual coffee chats and team Utilize publicly documented handbooks Fund regional meetups and local coworking
retrospectives to force interpersonal links. to drive explicit behavioral alignment. stipends to build community sacrifice.

Digital channels transmit contagion rapidly. Intentional remote rituals are required to build the friction of Links across a Slack workspace.
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Recalibrating the
Psychological Contract

* Move beyond
competitive pay.

» Explicitly offer purpose
and autonomy.

» Guarantee equitable
treatment.

Building Long-Term Resilience:
The 3 Structural Pillars

02

Elevating Managerial
Capacity

» Select leaders for
coaching and EQ.

* Deprioritize purely
technical skill.

» Reduce span of control

to allow relational
bandwidth.

03

Continuous Listening
Systems

» Abandon annual-only
surveys.

» Deploy short-cycle
pulse tracking.

 Build team-level health

dashboards for early
signal detection.
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The Retention Resilience
Architecture

Sacrifice

The 3 Pillars

(Psychological Contract, Manager Capacity, Continuous Listening)

Retention is not a series of isolated HR initiatives. It is a comprehensively engineered social
environment. If the foundation cracks, the tethers snap, and contagion breaches the walls.




Strategic Imperatives for Leaders

01

Think Team, Not Individual

Stop focusing exclusively on isolated
flight risks. Monitor aggregate network
health.

Make Embeddedness Systematic

Engineer Fit, Links, and Sacrifice into
onboarding, benefits, and development for
the entire workforce.

02

Make Embeddedness Systematic

Engineer Fit, Links, and Sacrifice into
onboarding, benefits, and development for
the entire workforce.

03

Equip Managers as First Responders

Train leaders to conduct stay conversations
and spot contagion vectors early.

Quitting is a social phenomenon. Your retention strategy must be one, too.

Reduce Ambiguity

Counteract negative social proof with
extreme transparency and by celebrating tenure.

05

Play the Long Game

Turnover is a symptom. Align the psychological
contract to root out the underlying susceptibility.
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