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EMPLOYEE TURNOVER: BAD ATTITUDE OR POOR MANAGEMENT?

Abstract

Employee turnover is giving deepless nights to human resource managers in many countriesin
Asa A widdy-hdd belief in these countriesis that employees have developed bad attitudes due to
labor shortage. Employees are believed to job-hop for no reason or even for fun. Unfortunately,
despite employee turnover being such a serious problem in Asa, thereis dearth of studies
investigating it; especidly studies usng a comprehensive set of causa variables arerare. Inthis
study, we examined three sets of antecedents of turnover intention in companiesin Singapore:
demographic, controllable, and uncontrollable. Singapore companies provide an appropriate
Setting asthelr turnover rates are among the highest in Asia. Findings of the study suggest that the
extent of controllable turnover is much greater than uncontrollable turnover and that poor
management practices are the mgor source of employee turnover.



EMPLOYEE TURNOVER: BAD ATTITUDE OR POOR MANAGEMENT?

Voluntary turnover isamajor problem for companies in many Asian countries such as Hong
Kong, South Korea, Malaysia, Singapore, and Taiwan (Barnett, 1995; Chang, 1996; Syrett,
1994). For example, in 1995 (the last year for which comparative data were available), the
average monthly resignation rates were 3.4%, 2.9%, and 2.7% in Singapore, South Korea, and
Taiwan, respectively (Barnard & Rodgers, 1998). In arecent forum of the human resource
professional bodies of Hong Kong, Maaysia, and Singapore in Malaysia, participants were
unanimous in their view that job-hopping had become so rampant in these countries that it had
become a culture (Asia Pacific Management News, 1997). Similarly, employee turnover is
very prevalent in Chinaas well (Adweek, 1993; MacL achlan, 1996).

In Singapore, reports in popular press highlighting the costs and disruptions associated with
job-hopping continue unabated, and companies continue to call for help with this pressing
issue’. The extent of the problem can be gauged from the fact that the issue of job-hopping
was brought up in the country’s parliament. In fact, there is a degp concern at the national
level that job-hopping is adversely affecting Singapore’ s competitiveness (Chang, 1996; The
Straits Times, 1996). Foreign investors, particularly manufacturers, are concerned about the

frequency of job-hopping (Asian Finance, 1988; The Straits Times, 1996).

The average annual turnover data for selected industries and occupations in Singapore are
presented in Table 1. Although employee turnover rates show marginal declines from 1995 to
1997, they are at alarmingly high levels. For example, the Singapore hotel industry had an
average annual turnover rate of 57.6% in 1997 with some hotels reporting three-digit annual
turnover rates. Similarly, the average annual turnover rates in the retail industry have
fluctuated between 74.4% and 80.4% over the three-year period between 1995 and 1997.
Cheng and Brown (1998) reported employee turnover ranging from 48 to 120 per cent in the
Singapore hotel industry.

! The recent economic crisis has had only marginal impact on employee turnover as the resignation rates for
the third quarter of 1998 published by the Ministry of Manpower (Singapore) show. The data are contrary to
the popular belief in Singapore that employee turnover has declined greatly since the onset of the economic
crisis. A Member of Parliament (Singapore) also noted in the Parliament that job-hopping is still prevalent
(The Straits Times, 1999).



According to the report of atask force on job-hopping in Singapore, more than two-thirds of
the organizations indicated that they had suffered a productivity loss of greater than 10% as a
result of the high employee turnover (National Productivity Board, Singapore, 1988). In
addition to low productivity, the survey reported high cost of recruitment and poor quality of
products and services due to high turnover. Even more important, high turnover was found to

be the major source of poor morale in many organizations.

Surprisingly, there is dearth of research studies examining this important issue in Asia and
popular perceptions or misperceptions or “informal theories’ on employee turnover abound in
both academic and practitioner circles. Campbell & Campbell (1997) identified two major
problems with “informal theories” on employee turnover. First, they are untested and asa
result prone to errors. Second, according to the widely-held “informal theories’ by
practitioners in Singapore, most of the employee turnover in their companies is attributable to
two external factors: labor shortage and bad employee attitudes. Thus, to the degree that
managers hold these “informal theories’, turnover becomes a serious but intractable issue.
The authors noted that while human resource managers were acutely aware of the problem
and its associated ramifications, they typically have developed no real strategies for combating

turnover.

This study has three main objectives. First, we want to distinguish between job-hopping and
turnover intention. Despite over 1500 studies in the turnover literature (Shaw et. a, 1998),
job-hopping has been mentioned in only afew studiesin previous research. Further, there has
been no attempt to develop a measure for thisimportant construct. In this study, we define
job-hopping and develop a scale to measure it. Second, most of the studies on turnover were
conducted in the Western organizational contexts. Thus, findings of these studies may not be
applicable to organizations in Asia due to vast differences in the economic, socia, and cultura
environments (Cotton & Tuttle, 1986). Further, the limited research that exists on Asia has
used alimited number of variablesin afew organizational settings, thus raising concerns of
model specification error and generalizability. In this study, we include a comprehensive list of
independent variables some of which are relatively unexplored in turnover literature evenin
the West such as procedural and distributive justice, and examine their relationships with
turnover intention in three different industries. Last, we want to partition the effects of

demographic variables (such as age and gender), uncontrollable variables (such as perceived



ease of movement and job-hopping), and controllable variables (such as satisfaction with pay
and organizational commitment) on turnover intention. The partitioning of the effects would

lead to better diagnosis of the turnover problem.

The rest of the paper is organized as follows. We first define job-hopping followed by
discussion of the employee turnover model used in the study along with statements of the
hypotheses. Thisis followed by a section on methods. Finally, we present and discuss our

results along with implications and limitations of the study.

Definition of Job-hopping®

Our definition of job-hopping has two parts. First, people switch jobs because they have an
itch to try out new things or smply because it is fun doing so. Ghisdlli (1974) was the first to
document a concept similar to job-hopping which he termed as ‘ hobo syndrome’. He defined
the hobo syndrome as ‘the periodic itch to move from ajob in one place to some other job in
some other place’ (p. 81). Ghisdlli argued that this wanderlust is derived from instinctive
impulses and does not seem to result from organized logical thought, but rather from the
internal impulsiveness of individuals. The second part of job-hopping consists of social
influences or turnover culture. Abelson (1993) defined turnover culture as the shared
cognition by organizational members that influence their decisions regarding job movement.
Turnover culture makes hopping from one job to the other an acceptable behavior. If an
employee has not changed his or her job for along time, he or she fedls increasing pressure to

do so because of socid influences/turnover culture.

THEORY AND HYPOTHESES
The framework for the study is presented in Figure 1. It includes three sets of independent
factors. demographic, controllable, and uncontrollable. Turnover intention is the dependent
variablein our study. Turnover intention has been used very often in past research. Shore and
Martin (1989) noted that turnover intention is an appropriate dependent variable because it is
linked with actual turnover. Bluedorn (1982) and Price and Mueller (1981) even

recommended use of turnover intention over actua turnover because actual turnover is more

2 The definition of job-hopping may vary from one country to the other. For this study, we have defined it in
the way most people in Singapore think of job-hopping. The definition was derived from interviews with
several human resource managers and employees.



difficult to predict than intentions as there are many external factors that affect turnover
behavior. In the following discussion, we provide a theory underpinning our framework and
propose testable hypotheses. Our discussion is organized around three sets of independent

factors.

Demographic Factors

Demographic factors that have been found to have stable relationship with turnover intention
in past research include age, tenure, level of education, level of income, and job category
(manageria or non-managerial). Several studies have reported negative relationship between
turnover intention and three demographic factors, age, tenure, and income level (e.g., Arnold
& Feldman, 1982; Cotton & Tuttle, 1986; Gerhart, 1990; Mobley et. al, 1979; Price &
Mueller, 1986; Wai & Robinson, 1998; Weil & Kimball, 1995, and others). Amount of
education, on the other hand, is found to be positively associated with turnover suggesting
that the more educated employees quit more often (Berg, 1991, Cotton & Tuttle, 1986).
Findly, Wai and Robinson (1998) and Price and Mueller (1986) found that non-managerial

employees are more likely to quit than managerial employees.

Findings of the studies on the relationship between gender and turnover are mixed, however.
While Cotton and Tuttle (1986) and Weisberg and Kirschenbaum (1993) found females more
likely to leave than males, Berg (1991), Miller and Wheeler (1992), and Wai and Robinson
(1998) reported no relationship between gender and turnover. Recently, Elaine (1997) and
Summers and Hendrix (1991) found males more likely to quit than females. In Singapore, we
expect males to quit more likely than females. Thisis because, despite the increasing
participation rates of femalesin workforce, females work basically to supplement the family
income. Males are the breadwinner for the family and have greater achievement-orientation
than females (Elaine, 1997). Consequently, males may leave the current job in favor of a more
attractive job if their expectations are not met. In view of the above, we hypothesize as

follows:

H1: Demographic factors are associated with turnover intention.

Specifically:
Hla: Ageis negatively associated with turnover intention.
H1lb: Males have greater intention to leave than females.
Hlc: Level of education is positively associated with turnover intention.



H1d: Tenure of an employee in a company is negatively associated with hisor her intention
to leave.

Hle: Level of incomeis negatively associated with turnover intention.

H1f: Non-managerial employees have greater intention to quit than managerial employees.

Controllable Factors

Job satisfaction (satisfaction with pay, satisfaction with nature of work, and satisfaction with
supervision), organizational commitment, and organizationa justice (distributive and
procedural) are the controllable factorsin our framework (see Figure 1). We term them

controllable factors in that organizations have control over them.

The relationship between job satisfaction and turnover is one of the most thoroughly
investigated topics in the turnover literature. Many studies report a consistent and negative
relationship between job satisfaction and turnover (e.g., Cotton & Tuttle, 1986; Arnold &
Feldman, 1982; Bluedorn, 1982; Mobley, 1982; Price, 1977, and many others), as dissatisfied
employees are more likely to leave an organization than satisfied ones. Turnover studiesin
Singapore that supported the negative relationship between job satisfaction and turnover
include Lam et a. (1995), Koh and Goh (1995), and Aryee et a (1991).

Although past research suggests a stable negative relationship between job satisfaction and
turnover, job satisfaction alone has been found to account for small percentage of the total

variance in aturnover model — less than 15% (Blau & Boal, 1989).

The fact that the relationship (between job satisfaction and turnover) is not stronger
does not suggest that satisfaction should not be measured. It does suggest that
measures of satisfaction must be combined with other measures to effectively predict
and understand turnover (Mobley, 1982:45).

A scrutiny of past research on job satisfaction suggests that most of the studies have examined
the effect of overall satisfaction on turnover with only afew investigating the relationship
between turnover and the specific aspects of job satisfaction such as pay, supervision, and
nature of work. Koh and Goh (1995) noted that the use of overall satisfaction conceals the

vital effects of different job facets on turnover.



Koh and Goh's (1995) study is the only one in Singapore that investigated the effects of
various types of job satisfaction on turnover intention. They classified job satisfaction into
eight categories. supervision, company identity, kind of work, amount of work, physical
working conditions, co-workers, financial rewards, and career future. There are three major
limitations of their study, however. First, they subsumed organizational commitment
(company identity) within job satisfaction. Thus, their findings have confounded the effects of
job satisfaction and organization commitment. The second major problem of their study is
that some of their measures had reliabilities aslow as .43. Low reliabilities of scales make
their findings suspect. The last major limitation of their study concerns generalizability of their
findings. The authors examined non-manageria clerical employeesin the banking industry

which is a highly selected group of employees.

In our study, we included three facets of job satisfaction — pay, nature of work, and
supervision — that we consider relevant in the Singapore context. First, based on personal
experiences and innumerable anecdotes, we find that pay is considered one of the most
important factors influencing employee turnover in Singapore. Singaporeans, especially the
younger generation, are thought to be very materiaistic, and as aresult they are believed to

hop from one job to the other for afew extra dollars (Campbell & Campbell, 1997).

Second, the nature of work is becoming an important consideration because of greater
affluence as well as higher education levels of Singaporeans. The previous generation did not
pay much attention to the kind of work they were doing. Koh and Goh (1995) found that
satisfaction with the nature of work was negatively associated with turnover intention in their
sample of clerical employeesin the banking industry. We believe that the relationship will hold

for other jobs and industries too.

Third, Debrah (1993) noted that a supervisor with poor interpersonal skills and who is also
inflexible very quickly drives employees away. The author emphasized the critical role of
supervision in retaining employees in Singapore companies.

In view of the above arguments, we hypothesize as follows:

H2: Job satisfaction is negatively associated with turnover intention.



Specifically:

H2a: Satisfaction with pay is negatively associated with turnover intention.
H2b: Satisfaction with nature of work is negatively associated with turnover intention.
H2c:. Satisfaction with supervision is negatively associated with turnover intention.

Before Porter et a’s (1974) study, scholars focused on job satisfaction as the major cause of
turnover. However, Porter et a’s study highlighted the importance of organizational
commitment in explaining turnover. In their study, they demonstrated that organizational
commitment was a better predictor of turnover than job satisfaction. Since then organizational
commitment has been frequently explored in the turnover literature, and like job satisfaction,
has been shown to be negatively related to turnover (e.g., Wong, Chun & Law, 1996; Arnold
& Feldman, 1982; Bluedorn, 1982; Porter et. al, 1974, and many others). Aryee et a.’s (1991)
study in Singapore on professional accountants also showed a negative relationship between
organizational commitment and turnover intention. Similarly, Wong et a. (1996) in their
longitudinal study of 485 graduate students in Hong Kong found organizational commitment a
strong predictor of turnover. Severa other scholars (Arnold & Feldman, 1982; Ben-Bakr et
a., 1994; Kim et a, 1996; Tett & Meyer, 1993) have aso found organizational commitment

an important predictor of turnover. Hence, the following hypothesis.

Hypothesis 3: Organizational commitment is negatively associated with turnover intention.

In the past two decades, there has been an increasing amount of research on organizational
justice. Organizational justice is aterm used to describe fairness in the workplace. Itis
concerned with the ways in which employees determine if they have been treated fairly in their
jobs and the ways in which this determination influences other work-related variables
(Moorman, 1991). There are two forms of organizational justice: distributive justice, which
describes the fairness of the outcomes an employee receives; and procedural justice, which
describes the fairness of the procedures used to determine those outcomes (Folger &
Greenberg, 1985). Previous research mostly on American samples has shown that
organizational justice affects turnover intention negatively (Randall & Mueller, 1995; Dailey &
Kirk, 1992; Berg, 1991; Price & Mueller, 1986). We think that the justice issues are

important for employees in Singapore too.



Hypothesis 4a: Distributive justice is negatively associated with turnover intention.
Hypothesis 4b: Procedural justice is negatively associated with turnover intention.

Uncontrollable Factors
Perceived alternative employment opportunities (PAEO) and job-hopping are two

uncontrollable factorsin our framework in Figure 1.

PAEO refersto an individual’s perception of the availability of aternative jobsin the
organization’s environment (Price & Mueller, 1986), and it is the function of labor market
conditions. Employees perceive more alternative job opportunities when the job market is
tight and less alternative job opportunities when there is unemployment. It should be noted,
however, that PAEO is not the same thing as actual labor market conditions. Past research
suggests that both PAEO and labor market conditions are positively associated with turnover
(Hulin et. al, 1985; Sted & Griffeth, 1989). Although labor shortage is considered one of the
most important factors contributing to employee turnover in Singapore, no study has yet

examined the effect of PAEQO on turnover intention.

Hypothesis 5: Perceived alter native employment opportunities are positively associated with
turnover intention.

Job-hopping (or bad attitude) is the second uncontrollable factor in the turnover framework.
According to popular belief in both academic and practitioner circles, job-hopping is
considered one of the most important factors causing turnover. The following quote by a
human resource manager, after one of the executives in the company left, reflects job-hopping

tendencies in Singapore:

“He worked for only three months and complained that we didn’t use his brain or
talent enough; the job is not interesting; the pay is not enough ... so he quit.”

Another quote by Chew (1993) istypical of the perceptions Singaporeans have of job-

hopping:

“In the past, clerical employees used to look for an aternative job before resigning the
current one. Nowadays, they resign from their jobs even before securing another one.”



We propose the following hypothesis on job-hopping:

Hypothesis 6: Job-hopping is positively associated with turnover intention.

Controllable Versus Uncontrollable Turnover

The common perception or misperception in Singapore companies, especialy among human
resource managers, is that labor shortage and resulting employee attitudes are two of the most
important factors causing high employee turnover (Debrah, 1993; 1994; Cheng & Brown,
1998; Koh & Goh, 1995). The argument is that since there is alabor shortage, employees
have plenty of jobs available. Consequently, they can afford to switch jobs for afew extra
dollars. Many employees are believed to job-hop for no reason or even for fun. For example,
an employee changes his or her job because some of his or her friends or relatives have done
s0. Employees may job-hop over trivia things such as a didike for the hairstyle of the boss.
Or, if an employee faces a minor problem (e.g., minor disagreement with the boss or other
colleagues), he or she may simply resign. HR managers think that Singaporeans have
developed aturnover culture or bad attitude (Debrah, 1993:1994).

Our argument is that labor shortage and job-hopping explain only part of the redlity at best. It
istrue that labor shortage compounds the problem of employee turnover. But, turnover
intention is not triggered by perceived alternative employment opportunities alone. In arecent
comprehensive study of human resource practices in over 200 largest companies in Singapore,
Khatri (1998a; 1998b) found that human resource management was considered a relatively
unimportant function in most of the companies and that human resource managers did not
have sufficient training and technical expertise in human resource management. The
assumption of senior management in the majority of the companies was that any manager
could manage human resource. Consequently, human resource management function was
poorly managed in most of the companies. The author noted (1998a: 13): “...job-hopping
which is the most serious HR problem in Singapore may be attributed more to poor
recruitment and selection practices than to the tight labor market.” Cheng and Brown (1998)
argue that the fact that employee turnover variesto such a great extent between hotels that
face the same externa environment indicates that turnover is controllable to a significant

extent.



Hypothesis 7:  The most of the employee turnover in Sngapore companies is controllable.
The extent of uncontrollable turnover isless than the extent of controllable turnover.

Implicit or Informal Theories of Employee Turnover

Employers and employees share some common causes of employee turnover in Singapore.
Among demographic factors, the majority of Singaporeans hold the view that the young and
more educated change jobs more often than the old and less educated. Labor shortage (or
perceived alternative employment opportunities) and job-hopping among the uncontrollable
factors stand out in the perceptions of most people as important factors causing turnover
(Debrah, 1993;1994). Further, most Singaporeans consider satisfaction with pay, a
controllable factor, one of the most important causes of turnover intention (Debrah, 1994;
Koh & Goh, 1995). We do not propose any hypotheses on implicit theories of employee
turnover. However, we would like to explore to what extent these implicit theories are valid.
Specifically, how much of the variance in the turnover model do age, level of education,
perceived aternative employment opportunities, job-hopping, and satisfaction with pay
explain? If these factors explain alot of unique variance, we can say that there isalot of

truth in implicit theories on employee turnover held by Singaporeans.

METHODS

Sampling and Data Collection

Data were collected using a questionnaire that contained measures of job satisfaction
(satisfaction with pay, satisfaction with nature of work, and satisfaction with supervision),
organizational commitment, organizational justice (distributive and procedural), job-hopping,
perceived alternative employment opportunities, and turnover intention. In addition, the

guestionnaire included questions on demographic characteristics of the respondents.

The Ministry of Labor, Singapore, publishes quarterly resignation rates by occupations and
industries. These quarterly resignation reports provided us the starting point. Both

manufacturing and services sectors are important for the Singapore economy. Consequently,



we included industries from both manufacturing and services in our sample. Within each
sector, we selected one industry with the highest resignation rates and the other with the
lowest resignation rates over the last four years (see Table 2). In the manufacturing sector,
the food and beverage industry had the highest resignation rates and the marine and shipping
the lowest. On the other hand, in the services sector, the retail industry had the highest

resignations and the banking the lowest.

We wrote |etters to human resource managers of companies in the above four industries to
allow us access to survey their employees. In al, we wrote to 48 companies in the food and
beverage industry, 25 in the marine and shipping, 14 in the retail industry, and 6 in the banking
industry (only fully-licensed banks)®. A copy of the questionnaire was enclosed with the cover
letter. We followed up the letter with telephone calls. Some companies requested for another
copy of the survey. We faxed copies of the cover letter and the questionnaire to these
companies. About a dozen companies from various industries showed interest and ultimately
five of them agreed to participate in the study. The participating companies are as follows:
two from the food and beverage industry, two from the retail industry, and one from the
marine and shipping industry. Despite our best efforts, all six banks declined to participate in
the study, which is understandabl e because the banking industry in Singapore isin turmoil asa

result of the recent Asian economic crisis.

Questionnaires were administered with the help of human resource managers of each
organization. Employees were informed that the purpose of the exercise was to assess their
feelings and thoughts on various aspects of their jobs and that as such there were no right or
wrong answers to questions included in the survey. Respondents were assured of the strict
confidentiality of their responses and were told that the completed questionnaires would be
sent directly to researchers and that no one in their organization would ever see the completed
guestionnaires. To increase the response rate and to encourage objective and truthful
responses, an envelope was provided along with each questionnaire so that employees could
insert the completed questionnaire in the envelope, seal the envelope, and return it to the box

placed in the human resource department. In order to avoid any direct contact between

3 Companies were selected from the * Singapore 1000’ directory which contains the largest 1000 companiesin
Singapore. We selected the fully-licensed banks because banks that are not fully-licensed are mostly from
other countries and are staffed by employees from their own countries.



employees and the human resource department, the box was located at a place where
employees could return the completed questionnaires anonymously. Employees were also
given the choice of mailing the completed questionnaire directly to researchers at the address

provided.

The data were collected between June and September 1998. In the food and beverage
industry (most companies in the food and beverage industry are small), 123 questionnaires
were distributed to the employees in the two selected companies, and 94 of the completed
guestionnaires were returned. 200 questionnaires were distributed in the marine and shipping
company and 116 of them were returned. Out of 250 questionnaires in the two retall
companies, 212 were completed. Eight questionnaires from the food and beverage industry,
four from the marine and shipping, and fifteen from the retailing industry were incomplete and
thus were discarded. After discarding the unusable questionnaires, the response rates were
70%, 56%, and 79%, respectively, for the food and beverage industry, the marine and shipping
industry, and the retail industry. The overall response rate was 69%.

To test if the responses from two companies in the food and beverage industry and the same
number of companies from the retail industry can be combined, we performed t-tests on the
mean scores of al the variables under study. In both industries, there were no statistically
significant differences in the mean scores. Thus, we pooled responses of two companiesin the
food and beverage industry. Similarly, we pooled the responses of two companies in the retall

industry.

Measures
For demographic factors, respondents were asked to indicate their age (in years), tenure (in

years), gender, title, monthly gross income, and education level.

We used three items each for measuring satisfaction with pay, satisfaction with nature of
work, and supervision. The items were adapted from the Minnesota Satisfaction
Questionnaire and the Index of Organizational Reactions Questionnaire (see Appendix for the
scales). Three scales showed satisfactory reliabilities with Cronbach aphas of .65, .85, and
.67, respectively, for satisfaction with pay, nature of work, and supervision. We performed



factor analysisto test the discriminant validity of the three scales. Results of the factor
analysis showed that the items in the scales |oaded on three respective factors unambiguously.

We used Porter et a.’s 15-item Organizational Commitment Questionnaire to measure
organizational commitment. Reliability statistics (inter-item correlations and cronbach a if the
item is deleted) showed that five of the reverse-scaled items marginally decreased the
reliability of the scale. We found one more item redundant as far as the reliability of the scale
was concerned. Thus, we had a 9-item scale. However, on further scrutiny, one moreitemin
the questionnaire was excluded as it showed overlap with the turnover intention items. The 8-
item OCQ used in our analysisis appended (see Appendix 1). The scale showed good
reliability (a=.82). Factor analysis of the 8-item OCQ scale showed only one factor indicating

the unidimensionalty of the construct.

We used Magner et al.’s (1994) four-item distributive justice scale to measure distributive
justice and their five-item procedural justice scale to measure procedura justice. Both scales
have been used often in past research and have shown satisfactory psychometric properties.
Distributive and procedural justice scales had Cronbach alphas of .88 and .95, respectively, in
our study. Further, factor analysis resulted into two factors and the items in the two scales

loaded on the respective factors.

The perceived aternative employment opportunities (PAEO) scale contained six items and
was adapted from Mowdey et a (1984), Billings and Wemmerus (1983), Arnold and Feldman
(1982), and Michaels and Spector (1982). The scale showed good reliability (a=.76) and

unidimensionality (single factor in the factor anaysis).

We used the 3-item turnover intention scale from the Michigan Organizational Assessment
Questionnaire (Cummann et a, 1979). The scale has been used widely in past research. The

Cronbach a was .87 in our study.

There is no existing measure of job-hopping. Consequently, we developed our own measure.
We conducted interviews with practitioners, academicians, and employees to generate

guestions. The items generated from the interviews were pilot-tested. Based on the results of



the pilot study, we finalized a three-item scale to measure job-hopping. Three itemsin the
scale are: “To me, switching jobsiskind of fun”; “I switch jobs because my colleagues do so”;
and “| tend to change jobs for no apparent reason”. The scale showed satisfactory reliability
(a =.70). Further, we performed factor analysis to test the discriminant validity of the job-
hopping and turnover intention scales. As shown in Table 3, items of the two scales loaded

unambiguously on two respective factors.

RESULTS

Demographic Characteristics

The demographic characteristics and descriptive statistics of the sample are presented in
Tables 4 and 5, respectively. The average ages of respondents were 29, 38, and 34 years,
respectively, for the food and beverage, marine and shipping, and retail industries. The
average tenure for the marine and shipping industry was 8.4 years as compared to 2.6 years
for the food and beverage industry. Thus, the respondents from the food and beverage
industry were much younger and had much shorter tenure than their counterparts in the marine

and shipping industry.

While respondents from the marine and shipping industry were predominantly males (76%),
they were predominantly females (69.5%) in the retail industry. The food and beverage

industry had more or less the same proportion of males and females.

The sample from the food and beverage industry had more managers (63.5%)". The retail
industry, on the other hand, had more non-managers (75.4%). The proportion of manageria

and non-managerial employees in the marine and shipping industry was about the same.

The food and beverage industry sample contained a greater percentage of degree holders
(47.9%) than the other two industries (retail industry, 7.9%; marine & shipping, 14.4%). This

is partly because the food and beverage industry had a greater percentage of managers in the

* The food and beverage industry fills lower level jobs with foreign workers and the majority of them do not
know English and thus were not able to complete the questionnaire. That iswhy, the sample from the food



sample as compared to the other two industries. The income level of respondentsin the
marine and shipping industry and the food and beverage industry was higher than that of
respondents in the retail industry.

Multi-collinearity Diagnosis

When independent variables are correlated, the possibility of multicollinearity cannot be ruled
out. We computed tolerance indices to diagnose if multicollinearity was a major problemin
our study. Results of multiple regression and tolerance indices are presented in Table 6. Itis
observed from the table that tolerance indices for al variables across three industries were high
and well above the acceptable limit of 0.10. Only in two cases were the tolerance indices close
to the acceptable limit (organizational commitment in the food and beverage industry with an
index of .250 and the level of income in the marine and shipping industry with an index of

.175). In short, multicollinearity did not pose any significant problem.

Hypotheses Testing

We ran multiple regression to test Hypotheses 1 to 6 (Table 6), and hierarchical regression
analyses to test Hypothesis 7 (Tables 7 to 9). We performed the above analyses for each of the
three industries and the total sample. Further, hierarchical regression analyses was aso
performed to estimate the validity of implicit theories on employee turnover (Tables 10 & 11).

The latter analysis was performed only on the total sample.

The main objective of using a multi-industry sample wasto find out if the findings from one

industry could be generalized to other industries.

Results of multiple regression in Table 6 provide a modest support to Hypothesis 1 which
states that demographic factors are associated with turnover intention. Out of six
demographic factors in the study, five were significant in the total sample, three in the marine
and shipping industry, and two in the retailing industry. None of the six demographic factors

was significant in the food and beverage industry. Furthermore, demographic factors explain

and beverage industry had more managers. Further, we were not interested in studying foreign workers any



variation ranging from 15.6% to 20% when entered first in the regression model and variation
ranging from 2.6% to 7.4% when entered in the last step (see Tables 7 to 9). Overal, the

findings suggest that demographic factors do have unique effects on turnover intention.

Hypothesis 1a, which states that age is negatively associated with turnover intention, received
aweak support. b was marginaly significant (p<.10) in only one of the four cases (the
retailing industry)(see Table 6). Hypothesis 1b, which states that males have greater intention
to leave than females, was supported in three of the four cases. b’s were highly significant

(p<.01) in the retail and the marine and shipping industries and in the total sample.

Hypothesis 1c, which states that level of education is positively associated with turnover
intention, received a poor support. b was marginally significant (p<.10) only in the total
sample. The relationship between tenure and turnover intention was significant in three cases
(the food and beverage industry, the marine and shipping industry, and the total sample) but in
the opposite direction to what was hypothesized (Hypothesis 1d states that tenure is
negatively associated with turnover intention). Hypothesis 1e (the amount of incomeis
negatively associated with turnover intention) was supported in three of the four cases (the

marine and shipping industry, the food and beverage industry, and the total sample).

Resultsin Table 6 indicate that managerial employees showed greater intention to leave than
did non-managerial employeesin the retail industry and the total sample. The findings thus
contradict Hypothesis 1f, which states that non-managerial employees have greater intention

to leave than managerial employees.

Hypothesis 2 (job satisfaction is negatively associated with turnover intention) received a
modest support. Satisfaction with pay (Hypothesis 2a) was significantly negatively associated
with turnover intention in the retail industry and the total sample. Hypothesis 2b (satisfaction
with nature of work is negatively associated with turnover intention) was not supported in any
of the four cases. Satisfaction with supervision (Hypothesis 2c) was statistically significant in

the predicted direction in the retail and the food and beverage industries.

way because they do not represent the typical Singaporean employees.



Hypothesis 3, which states that organizational commitment is negatively associated with
turnover intention, received a strong support. b’swere highly significant in the predicted
directionin al cases.

While Hypothesis 4a on distributive justice received only a weak support (b was marginaly
significant in only one case, the total sample), Hypothesis 4b garnered arelatively good

support (b’s were significant in three of the four cases).

Hypotheses 5 and 6 pertain to two uncontrollable factors: PAEO and job-hopping.

Hypothesis 5, which states that perceived aternative employment opportunity is positively
associated with turnover intention, received aweak support at best. b was marginally
significant (p<.10) in the predicted direction in the food and beverage industry and the total
sample. Hypothesis 6 (job-hopping is positively associated with turnover intention) received a
good support in the retail industry, the food and beverage industry, and the total sample (b’s
were highly significant). Job-hopping had no relationship with turnover in the marine and
shipping industry.

Hypothesis 7 contrasts controllable and uncontrollable turnover and states that the extent of
controllable turnover in Singapore is greater than the extent of uncontrollable turnover. We
tested this hypothesis using hierarchical regression analyses. The results are presented in
Tables 7t0 9. To detect unique variances contributed by three sets of factors (demographic,
controllable, and uncontrollable), each set of factors was entered once in the first step and
another in the last. When uncontrollable factors were entered in the first step, they explained
variation ranging from 13.5% in the total sample to 24.1% in the food and beverage industry.
However, the variance explained ranged from as low as 1% in the marine and shipping
industry to 13.2% in the retailing industry when uncontrollable factors were entered in the last
step. The variance explained by controllable factors when they were entered in the first ranged
from 44.9% in the retail industry to 58.2% in the marine and shipping industry. The variance
explained by controllable factors, when they were entered in the last step, was still very
substantial, ranging from 24.4% in the retail industry to 37.6% in the total sample. Itis
obvious from the above analyses that unique variation due to controllable factors is much

greater than uncontrollable factors. Thus, Hypothesis 7 received a strong support.



We performed another set of hierarchical analyses to test the validity of implicit theories on
employee turnover. Five independent factors that comprise implicit theories are age, level of
education, perceived aternative employment opportunities, job-hopping, and satisfaction with
pay. Thesefive factors were entered once in the first step and the remaining factorsin the
second step and vice versa. Resultsin Tables 10 and 11 are quite revealing. The five factors
explained 41.0% of the variance when entered in the first step and 6.9% when entered in the
second step. The rest of the factors explained 59.5% when entered first and 25.4% when
entered second. Thereisabig difference in the unique variance explained by the five factors
(6.9%) and the rest of the factors (25.4%). The results appear to suggest that implicit theories

on employee turnover are more fiction than reality.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS

The above findings suggest that age and level of education are unimportant in predicting
employee turnover in Singapore. In other words, there is not much evidence for the popular

belief that younger and more educated Singaporeans have greater intention to leave.

Contrary to our hypothesis, tenure was positively associated with turnover intention in the
food and beverage and the marine and shipping industries. This finding isindicative of the
turnover culture. If anindividual has been in one job for along time, he or she starts feeling a
need to change his or her job perhaps because so many people are doing so. Similarly,
contrary to our prediction, managers showed greater intention to leave than non-managersin
the retail industry. In other two industries, there were no significant differences between
managers and non-managers. The level of income influenced turnover intention negatively in
the food and beverage and the marine and shipping industries. Income and turnover intention

were unrelated in the retail industry.

Satisfaction with pay was important only in the retail industry. Thus, pay was not an
important concern for employees in the food and beverage and the marine and shipping
industries. As noted above, the average income of employees in the food and beverage and
the marine and shipping industries was higher than the average income of employeesin the
retail industry. Satisfaction with nature of work was insignificant across all industries. Thus,

the nature of work was not a good predictor of turnover intention in Singapore. Supervision



mattered only in the food and beverage industry. The employeesin the food and beverage
industry had much greater proportion of the degree holders (47.9% as compared to 7.9% and
14.4% in other two industries). Thus, it appears that with more education, the expectation for

better supervision goes up.

Procedural justice was found more important than distributive justice. Distributive justice, in
fact, was unimportant. Procedura justice was of concern in the retail and the marine and
shipping industries. As discussed later, organizational commitment was the most important

predictor of turnover intention in our study.

Perceived alternative employment opportunities were a poor predictor of turnover intention at
best. On the other hand, we found that job-hopping was highly significant in the food and
beverage and the retail industries. Both industries are well known for their high employee

turnover.

We began with the question, “ Employee turnover: bad attitude or poor management?’ Now it
is possible for us to answer this question. Our analyses suggest that employee turnover
problem in Singapore is more due to poor management than bad employee attitudes. Factors
under the control of management were found to explain much greater variance in the turnover
model than were factors not under the control of management. While controllable factors
(satisfaction with pay, satisfaction with nature of work, satisfaction with supervision,
organizational commitment, distributive justice, and procedural justice) contributed a unique
variance of 37.6% in the turnover model for the total sample, uncontrollable factors (job-
hopping and perceived alternative employment opportunities) added a meager 5% of the
unique variance. The unique variance of demographic factors (age, gender, level of education,
tenure, level of income, job title) was even smaller than uncontrollable factors (3.8%).
Findings of the study suggest that controllable factors contribute much more to the employee
turnover problem than uncontrollable factors. Our findings are consistent with Debrah (1994)
who found lack of coherent and systematic HR policies and practices as the major contributing
factor to the job-hopping problem for operative employees in the hotel industry in Singapore.
Thus, human resource managers in Singapore need to overcome their fatalistic thinking and
feelings of helplessness in the face of employee turnover (Campbell & Campbell, 1997). There

isalot they can do to overcome this major human resource problem. They need to think of



strategies to combat employee turnover. Doing so would also raise their status in the company
(Cunningham & Debrah, 1995).

Informal or implicit theories on employee turnover exist in Singapore (Campbell and
Campbell, 1997). We noted that that five factors - age, education, perceived aternative
employment opportunities, job-hopping, and satisfaction with pay — are an integral part of
informal theories on employee turnover in Singapore. We examined the contribution of these
factors as a group to the turnover model to test the validity of the implicit theories. We found
that the five factors explained unique variance to the extent of 6.9%. On the other hand, the
less known or unknown factors (as far asimplicit theories are concerned) explained 25.4% of
the unique variance in the turnover model. Thus, our findings run contrary to conventional
wisdom. That is, the five factors believed to be the most important determinants of employee
turnover are not al that important. The implication is quite clear. Both researchers and
practitioners need to move beyond implicit theories and conduct systematic studies to nail

down the critical problem of employee turnover in Singapore.

The classification of turnover antecedents into demographic, controllable, and uncontrollable
factors provides a good diagnosis of the employee turnover problem. Thus, we would suggest
further research work on the framework proposed by us. The framework is simple and thus

can be useful to practitioners as well.

Further, based on our study, we would suggest that future studies on employee turnover
include a comprehensive list of independent variables to overcome specification errors. For
example, if we had included, say only one variable (satisfaction with nature of work) in the
study, the variable would have shown highly significant relationship with turnover (r = -.46,
p<.01). However, whenitis entered in the model in conjunction with other variables, its
relationship with turnover intention isinsignificant in al the industries. This has happened
because satisfaction with nature of work is spuriously correlated with turnover intention. In
other words, it showed highly significant and negative zero-order correlation with turnover
intention because it was related to other variables that affect turnover intention. The
possibility that many studies in previous research might have reported these spurious
relationships cannot be ruled out. The implication is that findings from studies with a limited
set of antecedents need to be interpreted with caution.



One important contribution of our study pertains to the definition and measurement of a new
construct - job-hopping. We have developed a three-item scale showing satisfactory
psychometric properties (good reliability and discriminant validity). Future studies can
examine the scale in avariety of settings to establish itsreliability and validity.

We found job-hopping common in the retail and the food and beverage industries (job-hopping

explained 13% and 5% of the unique variance, respectively, in the turnover model).

We found organizationa commitment by far the most important factor influencing turnover
intention. Unfortunately, not many companies in Singapore take it serioudly. One plausible
explanation for the lack of interest in organizational commitment is that companiesin
Singapore rely mostly on control-based management philosophy (Khatri, 1998a). The control-
based management emphasi zes compliance/obedience over commitment, written rules over
informa norms, and authority over participation. We think that employee turnover in
Singapore can be brought down by focusing on organizational commitment. For example,
Debrah (1994) found an evidence of a move towards enhancing employee commitment to
combat employee turnover in their sample of eleven hotels in Singapore. Organizational
commitment can be enhanced by proactive socialization of employees (Aryee, 1991), by
gradually moving away from control-based management philosophy to commitment-based
philosophy, and by managing appropriately the organizational culture (Debrah, 1993).

Finally, we would like to note the limitations of our study. First, although we did our best to
construct appropriate measures and took all possible precautions in administering the
guestionnaires, self-report biases cannot be ruled out completely. Second, since we have used
a cross-sectional methodology and correl ational/regression analyses, we have assumed the

causal direction. Thus, the reader needs to use caution as far as the causality is concerned.
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