The Care of the
Un-Downsized

By Bob Nelson, Ph.D.

mployees that survive a downsizing
Eare a company’s future. Here are
some guidelines on how to treat sur-
vivors to ensure their well being and the

company’s success.

By now, we all know the sad tale of
downsizing:

had increased their profits after layoffs; only
one-third reported an increase in productivi-
ty. Worse, the study revealed that downsiz-
ing seems to beget more downsizing. Two-
thirds of firms that cut jobs do it again the
next year.

Kim Cameron, a

e Citigroup, down
73,000 jobs.
e Starbucks, down

University of Michigan
professor and an expert
in downsizing, sees lay-
offs as a quick fix that

12,000 jobs.

e General Motors, down
34,000 jobs.

sizing:

We could go on.
Instead, let’s ask whether
layoffs are really needed
to get organizations back
on the right

Maybe not. e,

According to a study
by Watson Wyatt
Worldwide, a pension
and profit sharing com-
pany located in
Washington, D.C., only

Here are some common myths about down-

#1 Downsizing occurs quickly and centers
around a definitive event.

#2 Survivors are glad to still have jobs. six
#3 Time heals all wounds.
track. |#4 The weak people are the ones who

#5 Survivors who seem to be OK really are.

#6 Involve employees in decisions, espe-
cially as those decisions affect them.

#7 People take what management tells
them at face value.

Source: Drake Beam Morin, New York

usually doesn’t work.
Cameron studied 30
auto-industry companies
that had been through
layoffs. “Only five or
had a marked
increase in productivity,”
he says. “In all other
cases, performance went
down.”

Downsizing, howev-
er, may not be the true
culprit. The real problem
is that many companies
don’t plan for downsiz-

46 percent of the companies surveyed met
their expense-reduction goals after downsiz-
ing, less than 33 percent met profit objec-
tives, and only 21 percent enhanced share-
holders’ return-on-investment.

In another study, the American
Management Association found that fewer
than half of the firms downsized since 1988

ing. They just reduce
head count, neglecting to figure out how
they’re going to move forward in their new
“leaner and meaner” environments.

In such cases, the most important element
of downsizing is ignored-the survivors. As
downsizing analyst David Noer points out,
“Survivors are left to fend for themselves, to
somehow manage on their own.”



From Guilt to Growth

Downsizing is a traumatic experience-not
only for terminated employees, but also for
those who remain. Joel Brockner-a professor
of management at Columbia University and
an expert in survivor guilt-says, “When peo-
ple react negatively to change such as down-
sizing it shows up in reduced productivity
and low morale. The real cause is that peo-
ple’s self-esteem is threatened.”

Ironically, survivors are perhaps the most
critical factor in determining the future suc-
cess of a downsized company. They are
expected to assume additional workloads,
work more efficiently, and adapt quickly to

help employees focus on a larger vision of
what is needed, emphasizing the strategies
and values that will help make the vision
attainable. For example, instead of telling
people what to do (and risk being wrong),
management should encourage workers to
take the initiative when appropriate.
Managers should meet regularly with
employees to map goals and to seek ideas on
how they can work together to meet the
goals.

Managers and employees should agree on
goals, both big and small. In addition, man-
agement should identify the kinds of rewards
and recognition that motivate employees to

the new work environ-
ment in order to attain
company goals.

Managers must
anticipate  survivors’
reactions to downsizing

try to attain goals.
Having the end in sight
and empowering

employees to be creative
and to develop their own
skills and abilities can

and help them grow in

spite of the situation. Management must find
ways to help survivors cope with concerns
that they might lose their jobs, with guilt
about the termination of co-workers, and
with resentment and burnout because of pres-
sure to work harder.

Though the steps below aren’t a panacea,
they can help management channel its ener-
gies and efforts in the right direction.

Lead by vision and values, not com-
mands. In a downsized company, it’s
increasingly difficult for management to tell
employees exactly what they should be doing
to be most effective in their jobs. That’s
because their jobs-and their work environ-
ment-are changing so fast. In fact, in many
cases, employees are in the best position to
know how to solve problems or serve their
customers because they are closest to the sit-
uations.

It is more important for management to

tap into a tremendous
reserve of energy, ideas, and initiative.

Communicate more, not less. During
times of change and downsizing, communi-
cation should be uppermost. Surviving work-
ers need to talk to managers and co-workers
about their guilt, anger, and concerns. They
also need information about what’s going on
in the company. Immediately following a
downsizing, management should hold a com-
panywide meeting to explain the reasons for
layoffs, to outline the changes and their
impact on survivors, to spell out the compa-
ny’s future, and to discuss what’s needed
from those employees who remain.

Management must communicate to
employees what is expected of them in order
to keep the company profitable and avoid
more layoffs. Management should update
employees regularly about the possibility of
future layoffs. Never let employees read it
first in the newspapers. Rumors must be
addressed so that survivors understand what
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lies ahead.

Management must realize that it’s impos-

best. In return for the efforts, survivors will
respect and continue to serve the organiza-
tion well. Involve people

sible to “overcommuni-
cate” with employees
during turbulent times.
That’s when the quality
and quantity of commu-
nications should be

early on. Managing is
what you do with peo-
ple, not to them. To get
the most from employ-
ees and obtain their

greater than usual. One
reason is that more distortion occurs in a rap-
idly changing environment. The lines of
communication that worked well in the past
may be inadequate now. Past communication

commitment, start with
them: who they are, what they want, and
what they need. Then, build on that founda-
tion by putting the best interests of employ-
ees first. Let them take part in decisions that
affect their workloads

channels may be over-
loaded, too formal, or too
slow to provide employ-
ees with information
when they need it most.

and work environment.
That can make them feel
important and reassure
them that they are truly
making a contribution.

To enhance commu-
nication, management
may choose to experi-
ment with new ways of
talking with employees,
including

e informal sessions
between management

and small groups of change.

e message boards in the
restrooms or
lunchroom

ance to change.

e department visits by
top managers

e clectronic displays of
announcements and

Here are some truisims about downsizing:

#1 When survivors are more involved in
changes in the workplace, their reactions
become less negative.

#2 The intensity of survivor’s emotional
reactions is proportionate to the speed

#3 The longer an employee has been in a
position, the greater his or her resist-

#4 Though rewards and incentives may not
lessen survivors’ feelings of loss, they
can motivate people and help them to
positively change

Source: Drake Beam Morin, New York

One way to involve
employees in decision
making is to let them
assist with a downsizing.
Noer recommends that
employees be involved
in preliminary discus-
sions so they can help
shape the criteria on who
will go and who will
stay: “If you can involve
people in the process and
give them options such
as job-sharing or part-
time work-you’ll be bet-
ter off.” Then, layoff
survivors are less likely

updates
e chat sessions on the organization’s intranet

e hotlines for employees’ questions and
concerns.

Some of the suggestions will work; some
won’t. By experimenting, an organization
can discover what meets employees’ needs

to experience feelings of guilt and depres-
sion.

Another way to involve survivors in deci-
sion making is to have them help manage-
ment determine how they all can work
together in the leaner organization. After
downsizing, peoples’ roles and responsibili-
ties will be new, and they may seem over-
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whelming. Involving employees in crucial
decisions will help secure their commitment.
They will have a better understanding of
what is expected of them, and they will see
how their support and hard work fit into the
overall picture.

Involving employees in decisions also
builds trust-vital to sparking their motivation
and enthusiasm to do their best. By working
through issues as a team, management is
telling survivors, “We’re in this together.”
The way employees are treated during stress-
ful times of change says a lot about how
they’re regarded by management. Are they
pawns in a game? Or, are they individuals to
be treated with respect? Involving employ-
ees in decisions will demonstrate that even
when times are rough, management has their
best interests-and those of the company-in
mind.

Recognize and reward performance.
Many companies fail to recognize and
reward the performance of survivors-think-
ing, perhaps, that they will be criticized for
spending tight dollars foolishly. Nothing
could be further from the truth.

After downsizing, management should
recognize and reward performance that
makes a difference. Employees feel ambigu-
ous and unclear in times of flux, and they are
likely to be skeptical about their future with
the company. So that vital employees don’t
jump ship, they need to feel that their hard
work and devotion are appreciated. Now,
more than ever, management must reward
them. Rewards and recognition go a long
way to keeping employees motivated, satis-
fied, and committed.

Management should recognize employ-
ees for both their progress toward and
achievement of desired performance goals. It
should show appreciation for small accom-
plishments as well as big ones. The recogni-
tion must be ongoing to reinforce employees’

need to feel that they’re doing a good job.

Moreover, the best forms of recognition
typically have little or no cost. Here are
some suggestions for managers:

e Thank each employee personally for his or
her hard work.

e Conduct morning chat sessions to update
employees on the status of projects and to
highlight desired performance by team
members.

e Hold weekly team lunches so employees
can share with co-workers and managers
their ideas on how things are going.

e Write about employees’ accomplishments
in the company newsletter. Circulate
companywide bulletins of outstanding
results.

e Institute and encourage an open door
policy-from lower-level workers to people
at the top. Encourage employees to talk
about their concerns and their ideas for
new approaches.

Above all else, management must treat
employees with trust and respect. Because
survivors are likely to feel that their career
paths are unclear, management must reassure
them that it cares about them and their future
with the company.
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One of the hardest things any manager will ever have to do is to fire an employee. Is there a humane
way to terminate an employee? I like to think there is. If you focus on being fair and keeping the person
whole, you have a good chance of minimizing the negative impact while making the best of a situation
that is not working. Here’s some guidelines that can help you make this difficult transition a little easier.

Give Them the Benefit of the Doubt. You need to be sure you are giving the employee a fair chance
to succeed - not necessarily an endless number of chances - but a fair chance. This is especially impor-
tant when the employee is new. You might say something like: “I don’t know how you’ve been managed
in the past, but [ want to make it clear what is expected of you in this position so that we can agree on
some mutual goals for your job.” Summarize your expectations in writing and set up a timeframe for
reviewing progress on the employee’s goals. Ask the employee to come to you if they have questions or
need help in meeting their expectations and acknowledge when the employee has done good work. Don’t
expect your employees to know what it is you want without open, two-way communication.

Make it Clear When Expectations are Not Being Met. It is much easier to deal with problems
when they are small than when they become huge. Bring up your concerns and the reasons why they are
concerns. You can use a disclaimer, such as, “I know you are capable of improving in this area of your
job,” but you also at some point need to be clear that if improvement is not forthcoming, the employee
could lose the job. Document these discussions for clarity, reinforcement, and - if necessary - to provide
evidence that you have made an honest attempt to manage the employee fairly.

Exhaust Alternative Approaches to Dismissal. Some managers find it useful to try one or more
attempts to get through to an employee who is not performing well. You can discuss other opportunities
that might better match the employee’s abilities, for example. Or you can offer the employee a “career
day”: “Tom, I’d like you to take a Career Day tomorrow. Take the day off and don’t come to work. I'm
still going to pay you, but [ want you to go to the beach, a museum, your kid’s school—or even watch TV
all day—and simply focus on one question: ‘Is this really what you want to be doing with your life right
now?’ Come back and give me your answer, and if you do really want to stay in your position, we have
to talk about what needs to change in order for you to keep your job...”

Another approach is offering a “zero percent increase”: “Jane, we have some mutually agreed upon
goals, but I haven’t seen where you have actually changed your behavior or obtained any of the results
we have discussed. I don’t like surprises, and I’m sure you don’t either, so I wanted to make it clear that
your next performance review is in a few months and if there has not been substantial improvement in
your performance, you won’t be getting any salary increase...” Typically in this approach the person will
either quickly fall in line or end up leaving of their own accord and—either way—your problem is solved.

Act Quickly to Dismiss. When all is said in done, if someone is not working out well, the sooner
you deal with the situation the better - for the employee, yourself and the workgroup. You have to move
from hoping the person will improve to looking at the evidence as to if they are, in fact, improving.
Remember, sometimes the most motivating thing you can do for your workgroup is to get rid of the per-
son who is not performing, thereby sending a clear message to everyone else that the group can’t afford
to have anyone who is not contributing per their level of responsibility and compensation. Even at dis-
missal, you can still be gracious: “I thought things would work out, but they haven’t and we’re going to
let you go.”




