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CAREER ADVICE FROM THE SEARCH FRONT LINE

How to Resign Professionally
A practical guide to giving notice with clarity, composure and a handover 
that protects your professional reputation.

By Tan Aik Seng  |  Mandated executive search consultant with almost 40 years' experience 

in international executive searches.

My advice in one sentence: resign decisively, speak respectfully and leave 
behind work that another person can pick up without unnecessary 
confusion.

A  resignation  is  one  of  the  most  revealing  moments  in  a  person's  career.  It  tests 

judgment, emotional control and professional maturity. How you behave when you no 

longer need the job can leave a stronger impression than how you behaved when you 

were trying to secure it.

In almost four decades of executive search, I have seen excellent candidates enhance 

their reputations by leaving well. I have also seen people damage years of goodwill in 

one emotional meeting, one careless email or one indifferent notice period. Industries 

are smaller than they appear. Managers change companies, former colleagues become 

clients, and today's employer may become tomorrow's referee.

The objective is not merely to leave. It is to leave with your credibility, 
relationships and professional options intact.

Before you resign: make the decision operationally safe
Do not walk into the resignation meeting with only an emotional decision. Before giving 

notice, make sure the move is sufficiently secure and that you understand the obligations 

you are about to trigger.
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• Confirm the new appointment in writing. You should have received and accepted 
the written offer, understood the start date and reviewed all material conditions. If 
the offer remains subject to references, medical clearance, work authorisation or 
another approval, understand the risk before resigning.

• Read your employment documents. Check the notice period, leave treatment, 
bonus or commission rules, confidentiality, intellectual-property obligations, 
restrictive covenants, repayment clauses and the return of company property. Seek 
qualified advice if any term is unclear or consequential.

• Calculate the timetable. Align your likely final working day with the new 
employer's start date, allowing for any contractual notice, approved leave or 
possible garden leave arrangement.

• Decide your counter-offer position beforehand. Do not wait until you are under 
pressure in the meeting. Revisit why you began looking and decide what, if 
anything, could genuinely change your decision.

• Prepare the handover outline. You do not need a completed manual before 
resigning, but arriving with a sensible transition plan signals maturity and lowers 
the temperature of the conversation.

The resignation letter: short, neutral and permanent
A resignation letter is an administrative record, not a closing argument. Keep it brief. Do 

not catalogue disappointments, criticise colleagues or explain every reason for leaving. 

Those sentences may remain in your personnel file long after the emotion has passed.

Use the letter to record four things: your decision, the date of notice, the anticipated final 

day and your commitment to an orderly transition. A suitable template is below.Executiv
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Dear [Manager's Name],

Please accept this letter as formal notice of my resignation from my position as [Job 
Title], effective today, [Date]. In accordance with my contractual notice period, my 
anticipated final working day is [Date], subject to confirmation with HR.

Thank you for the opportunities and experience I have gained during my time with 
[Company].

During my notice period, I will remain committed to my responsibilities and to an 
orderly handover.

Yours sincerely,
[Your Name]

If your contractual final date is uncertain, call it your anticipated final working day and 

ask HR to confirm it. Do not promise an earlier release, leave encashment or waiver of 

notice until the organisation has agreed in writing.

The resignation meeting: be direct within the first minute
Tell  your  direct  manager  personally  before  announcing  the  move  to  colleagues  or 

posting anything online. Request a private conversation and deliver the decision early. 

Long introductions create anxiety and can make you sound uncertain.

A CLEAR OPENING

Thank you for meeting with me. I have decided to resign from my position, and I 
am giving formal notice today. Based on my notice period, I expect my final 
working day to be [date], subject to HR's confirmation. I am grateful for the 
opportunities here and want to make the handover as smooth as possible.

Then stop talking. Give your manager space to react. You can be warm without becoming 

vague, and firm without being disrespectful.
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Do not turn the meeting into a negotiation loop
Managers often ask where you are going, how much you have been offered or what they 

can do to make you stay. You may share what you are comfortable sharing, but do not 

lie, exaggerate or disclose confidential terms. If you prefer to keep the new employer 

private until you join, say so calmly.

IF ASKED WHERE YOU ARE GOING

I appreciate your interest. I prefer to keep the company's name confidential until I 
have joined, but the role is aligned with the next stage of my career. I will be happy 
to share more when the timing is appropriate.

IF YOUR DECISION IS FINAL

Thank you. I genuinely appreciate the confidence behind that offer, but I reached 
this decision after careful consideration and I intend to honour my commitment. I 
would rather focus now on leaving the team in good order.

This is the 'broken-record' technique: acknowledge the question, repeat the decision in 

slightly different words and return to the handover. Do not attack the company to justify 

your  departure.  The  more  reasons  you  debate,  the  more  openings  you  create  for 

argument.

When the reaction becomes emotional
A manager may say, 'We were about to promote you', 'You are letting the team down', or 

'This  is  the  worst  possible  time'.  Remember  that  the  resignation  has  created  an 

operational problem for the manager. You can recognise that problem without accepting 

personal blame for it.

A FIRM, EMPATHETIC RESPONSE

I understand that the timing creates pressure for the team. I will do everything 
reasonably possible during my notice period to document the work, brief the right 
people and support an orderly transition. My decision, however, is final.

Avoid matching emotion with emotion. Do not threaten, gloat, apologise repeatedly or 

make promises you cannot keep. Calm boundaries are more professional than either 

aggression or surrender.
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The handover: reduce risk, not merely activity
A useful handover is not a long list of everything you have ever done. It tells the next 

responsible person what matters, what happens next and where the risks are. For each 

active responsibility, record:

• Current status and desired outcome. Explain what has been completed, what 
remains and how success is defined.

• Deadlines and decision points. Identify dates that cannot move and approvals that 
are still required.

• Key stakeholders. Name the relevant internal and external contacts, their roles 
and any commitments already made.

• Risks and unresolved issues. State what may go wrong and what action you 
recommend; do not hide problems to make the handover look cleaner.

• Files, systems and working instructions. Use approved shared locations and 
access-transfer procedures. Never place passwords in the handover document.

• Recurring responsibilities. Include routine reports, meetings, renewals, customer 
follow-ups and compliance dates that may otherwise be missed.

A professional handover should allow the work to continue without 
requiring your former colleagues to reconstruct your memory.

Your notice period is the final reference check
Some employees mentally leave on the day they resign. That is a mistake. Your final 

weeks are often the period people remember most clearly because they reveal how you 

behave once the personal reward is ending.

• Maintain your normal professional standard. Complete realistic commitments, 
attend required meetings and remain responsive. Do not create heroic new 
promises that cannot be completed.

• Keep your explanation consistent and positive. A simple response is enough: 'I 
have accepted an opportunity that fits my next career step, and I am focused on 
completing a good handover.'
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• Protect confidentiality. Do not forward company files, customer information, 
candidate records, pricing, source code or internal documents to a personal account 
or device.

• Do not solicit improperly. Respect your contractual and professional obligations 
concerning colleagues, customers, suppliers and other business relationships.

• Return company property. Agree how laptops, phones, cards, keys, documents, 
samples and other assets will be returned and recorded.

Exit interviews: contribute, do not unload
An exit interview can be useful, but it is not a therapy session. Be truthful, specific and 

constructive. Describe observable practices, explain their effect and suggest a realistic 

improvement. Avoid labels, speculation about motives and a catalogue of old grievances.

If the issue involves harassment, discrimination, fraud, safety, regulatory concerns or 

another serious matter, use the appropriate formal reporting channel and retain proper 

records. 'Keep it positive' should never mean concealing misconduct or risk.

Digital housekeeping: preserve records and protect yourself
Do not delete company emails, work files or records before resigning. They belong to the 

organisation and may be subject to retention, audit, legal or operational requirements. 

Equally, do not copy company information for future use.

You may remove clearly personal material where policy permits, sign out of personal 

accounts and collect personal belongings. When uncertain, ask HR or IT to supervise the 

process. The safest principle is simple: leave the company's information intact and take 

only what unquestionably belongs to you.

Final professional-resignation checklist

Before the meeting

☐ Written offer accepted and material conditions understood.

☐ Employment contract, notice requirements and repayment obligations reviewed.

☐ Anticipated final day and new start date checked for alignment.
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☐ Short resignation letter prepared and dated.

☐ Initial handover outline ready.

During the notice period

☐ Active work, deadlines, stakeholders, risks and recurring duties documented.

☐ Colleagues and external contacts informed only through the agreed communication 
plan.

☐ Expenses, leave, commission, bonus and final-pay questions clarified with HR.

☐ No company information transferred, deleted or taken.

Before the final day

☐ Handover reviewed with the manager or designated colleague.

☐ Company property returned and acknowledged.

☐ Personal accounts signed out and permitted personal items removed.

☐ Personal contact details shared selectively with colleagues you wish to retain in your 
network.

☐ Thank-you and farewell messages kept brief, sincere and professional.

Leave the door open
You do not need to pretend that every experience was positive. You do need to leave in a  

way that reflects the professional you intend to become. Be clear about the decision, 

disciplined in the transition and generous in acknowledging what you learned.

Your last act in a role becomes part of your reputation for the next 
one.

The best resignation is not dramatic. It is calm, brief and well executed. Months later, the 

organisation should remember that although your departure created a vacancy, your 

conduct did not create a crisis.

ABOUT THE AUTHOR

Tan Aik Seng is a mandated executive search consultant with almost 40 years of experience in 
international headhunting for mission-critical leadership, engineering and professional 
appointments. His advice is drawn from direct, confidential work with employers and 
candidates across the full hiring journey.

Executiv
e W

ork
Place In

sights


