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Those left after downsizing can feel disenchanted

By GARY GOSSELIN
Press Business Editor

With tens of thousands of workers being downsized, bought out or simply terminated in 
Michigan nowadays, there are hundreds of thousands more still working, picking up the 
slack and generally not feeling too good about it.

It's called "survivor syndrome," a
documented malaise that can lower 
productivity, increase illness and send 
a company's best workers fleeing for 
greener pastures.

"With the large number of downsizings
that have occurred in recent years, 
companies would be well-advised to 
investigate their layoff procedures," 
reported William A. Nowlin in 
Supervision magazine. "Often 
overlooked in layoffs are the effects on 
those who remain. Survivors may 
experience anxiety as to their own job 
permanence, guilt from the loss of 
friends among their co-workers, or 
anger that can arise from insensitivity 
shown in terminations."

And that doesn't take into account the work those folks left behind either, said Lee
Meadows, management professor at Walsh College in Troy.

"Much has been written about the best way to conduct layoffs, but little prescription has
been given for the day-to-day malaise of layoff survivors - the individuals now expected 
to lead the company into success," Meadows said.

Resentment is an issue in those remaining, reported Suzanne Behr and Margaret White in
Executive Excellence magazine.

"The real intriguing thing is that part of the survivor guilt is people say, ÔBecause I've
kept my job, I'd better not complain when things change," he said, an attitude that fosters 
resentment.
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Increased workload is an added strain when employees are cut.

"Even though they are gone, their jobs are not, and it falls on the survivor," Meadows said.
"They go through a thing called job extension; that person to the left and right of you, 
they are not there, but your job just extended to their desk and you have to cover for 
them."

Maryann Hazen, professor of business administration at University of Detroit Mercy, says
massive job cuts violate an implied contract.

"There was a psychological contract, the implicit agreement between the employee and
employ- er, and for most people the contract is, 'If I do my job and do good work they will 
continue to employ me.' But with downsizing that's out the window," she said.

That not only causes resentment of those who have left and might understandably be upset
anyhow, but also fosters insecurity for those who remain, creating suspicion and worry 
that they may be next, she said.

"Recognize that you're not alone," Meadows said. "It's OK for survivors to have remorse,
but not to hold each other down. You do have to go through a grieving process, but then 
you have to say, 'We all know what we're up against; and now what do we do about it? 
Complaining is not going to do anything for us anymore.' We may say, 'We have to figure 
how we can work it out together.'

"You still keep everybody actively engaged, and therapeutically help get each other
through it," Meadows added. "You don't want someone who is a survivor to go through it 
alone. All they're doing is accelerating the process, and they may end up unemployed."

Reducing anxiety 

Survivors also may feel relieved that the company has retained them, Nowlin noted, and
businesses can take a number of steps to minimize all the negative feelings among 
survivors.

"Both those remaining and those laid off should be made aware of the basis for decision
choices," Nowlin said in his report. "Notify the survivors when layoff goals have been 
achieved. Be truthful and consistent. The wise employer will make counseling services 
available to those employees who remain disturbed about the layoffs."

Meadows said you can expect a much higher rate of burnout, as those remaining feel they
have to work later and longer to take up the slack.

"With as much as we do planning in an organization, we never teach (employees) how to
get ahead, we teach them to rally at the last minute, and they're really always putting out 
fires," Meadows said. "We face these issues all the time. At some time the organization will 
fi nally have to come up for air and say ÔWe have to rethink how we do things.' That's
inevitable for any organization that has downsized. Either get rid of tasks or hire more 
contract work to maintain quality with less people."

The manager's job is to encourage teams to view layoffs as a means of survival and
strengthening, rather than a slow and painful death, Behr and White said. During times of 
stress, management support is needed in four vital areas: emotional support, informational 
support, directional support and tactical support. Right after the layoffs, the healing 
process begins with the manager asking and answering questions that pertain to the four 
key support areas.

"Layoffs affect the security of the remaining employees, and many companies do not know
how to handle the resulting decline in morale and motivation. Symptoms of stress appear 
in the workers, and often the best workers will leave, assuming they will have more 
security elsewhere. While not all of the problems related to layoffs can be prevented, they 
can be stemmed by being straightforward, Behr and White explained.

"The company should quickly let everyone know what has happened after a layoff and give
fair compensation to those leaving," they said. "The remaining employees will know that if 
another layoff occurs, they will be treated fairly."

Meadows urges pushing past the emotional fallout.

"First you get mad, and once you got over that, figure what to do about it, work it out
constructively," she said. "Figure what are you going to do about it, and stick with the 
strategy so you can see the end.

"Some of that anger is healthy in an odd way, but you have to get over it. Survivors are
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going to have to get past the guilt, and never lose your compassion for colleagues, but 
understand under other circumstances that could be you."
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