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Responding to RIFs

By Karen Halperin Shor

Shor is with Catholic Charities, 253
East Market Street, York, PA 17403. The
Jollowing repgrt was researched and
comptled by the staff of tbe Unem-
ployment NOW Program of Catholic
Charities.

A study was recently conducted
with six York County, Pennsylvania,
companies. Ali had dealt with re-
ductions in force (RIFs) berween
1981 and November 1988. Some
were temporary reductions, dueto
market conditions; many workers
were later called back to work.

Before the reductions, the labor
force of all the comparnies was
about 10,000. A total of 3,838 work-
ers—from upper management to
unskilled labor—were laid off. Two
of the reductions involved plant
shutdowns. One company had two
separate layoffs.

What they did
Four companies provided depart-
ing employees with advance notice
of the layoffs, ranging from one
week to five months. One company
gave employees 24 hours’ notice,
and one gave pay in lieu of noticc.
All six companies helped their
departing employees in some way.
Support services ranged from hiring
an outside agency for complete out-
placement services, 1O providing in-
formation on how to apply for un-
empioyment compensation and
continuing benefits.
Quiplacement support services
provided by the companies:
N severance pay (four companies);
B extended medical benefits (three
companies—one for a full year);
m clerical support such as typing and
photocopying (four companies);
m usc of elephones, including long
distance (four companiesy
B tmnsportation allowance for inter-
views (Iwo companics);
m job club/job-search program (three
companies);

W help with resume writing (
companies); :
® help with interviewing skills (
companies);

® time Off with pay for interviews,
(four companies—one for salaricd 2
employees only); .
m supportive counseling, including &f
emotional, vocational, an¢ financi i
(four companies).

Other services inciuded job
Jeads; instructions on applying for
unemployment compensation; 3
swers to most-asked questions;
tion refunds for training and ed
tion; job-search seminars; calls
the HRD department 1o S¢€ if oU¥
companies were hiring locally; 3
source center with job notices, |
newspapers, and othe? reso
and supplemental un’ Moye
compensatiorn.

FOIIDJI' companies providcd
placement services throu 53
own staffs. Three hired Qutp
ment agencies—one for non-¥
gaining employees Oﬂlg'm,
another for management 5
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selling its retail p
g G mbels. ‘

roperties, in-

e EE

The traditional resporise would
cen to'get arigry and quit. But
§o0k another course.

e Gimbels Pittsburgh division in-
d 3,000 employees and six stores,
id, almost century-old érganiza-

1 for many years'itheld its own in
-presid -head, compétition: with two
Jels depg big -hains in the Pittsburgh area.
ision whegfrda the decade prior to my return in
sale in 193681 had been a Gimbels manage-
n engapeq i Bt [faince. there almost 20 years

nd it was running a distant

| ted t0 Gimbels, a new chairman—

® lcvy, now with Montgomery
t-—had been hired, and was trying
Wi -

fing “he bus;ness back. L

it v re We to do with theé team- *

Gimbels’s market share had

bout two years' before I re-

fing momentum we had gener-" -+

market share, slowed employee murn-

ver, and found a more competitive
" “merchandise mix for the stores. Te
:izAbout a year into that process we ex-
tended the team-building effort to
“about 40 people on the next manage-

ment level down., Our first outing vWith
that group was highly successful, and

‘we planned to continue quarterly
meetings for the expanded group. - .

we began a team-building process with
the executive committee. Our progress
was good: we met quarterly, set up and -

' dedenly up for sale <

Then we woke upkone morning and
read that we were for sale. Three days

later it was confirmed. BATUS was di-

vesting itself of retail businesses. It
hurt. We hadn't failed in our efforts at

_turning the company around; we had

scarcely been given a chance to fail. We
were victims of a change of strategy.

.

riting (three  Fervices were provided on-site. One
" ¥ompany that used both its own

g skills (four " guaff and an ourplacement agency
fud the agency provide services
[ interviews  $ifsite,
for salaried Of the four comparies that used
Wtpizcement in response to their
5, Including  §istleoffs, three incorporated out-
1d financidl - Flcement support into their com-
v policies. One company al-
luded job jJwudy had outplacement services as
>plying for - {ipolicy; another had a policy
wation; an- - $3ainst outplacement support.
stions; Wi ffany of the companies did not
and educa Pifer extensive outplacement ser-
;7 calls by fiices because the labor reductions
iee ifothel  f¥ere temporary and workers had
cally; are: fallback rights,
tices, Jocal
resources;  {Whar you can do
\ployment 1§ Here are some suggestions on
Yanning which services your com-
ided outany hould provide to outgoing
ugh thelf fmpiovees, from human resource
OutplICE  fipecizlists who've been there.
non-5a A b6 vour homework. Familiarize
nly and oty with your company’s
t siff. Al

Piicies and benefits. If your com.-

pany is unionized, be sure to check
the contract for any provisions that
apply.

W Arrange for outplacement ser-
vices, either through your own staff
or through an ourplacement com-
pany. At the very least, services
should include supportive coun-
seling, help with resume-writing
and interviewing skilis, and clerical
support.

8 Be sure to include Jabor in your
plans. You will need union support,
and the union may have ideas you
can use.

® Include spouses and families of
the affected workers. It can be a big
stress reliever,

8 Be supportive and empathetic.
This is a difficuit time for the outgo-
ing emplovee. Treat him or her zs
you would like to be treated. Ar-
range training for vour suff on the
grieving process that employees will
be going through, so that HRD peo-
ple understand why employees
react the way they do.

]

& Prepare to deal with the remain-
ing workers. There will be a lot of
uncerainty and many questions;
the most frequent question will be,
“Am I next?” Be aware that “sur-
vivor's guilt” will affect production
after a layoff.

B Don't take it personally. Many
workers will be angry or bitter
toward the company and the situa-
tion and may take it out on you. Be
prepared for it

B Use community resources.
That's what they are for.

W Make use of the expertise of
your peers. Many are willing to
share insights and experience,

al, June 1987,
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It quickly became clear that likely
buyers wouldn't need Gimbels’ top
management. Likewise, most of those
in the next management layer would
probably lose their jobs. From a busi-
Nness perspective, the question was,
“How can we hold this group together
during the transition?”

Organizations in crisis often react by
denying that anyone is at risk. They
fear that talking openly will only rush
people into early departure. The orga-
nization plays pretend: “Let’s pretend
nothing’s really happening. Let's pre-
tend that it's going to be okay” That
approach was tempting. We were wor-
ried and fearful, for our business and
for ourselves,

Playing a hunch

After some consideration, the team
made an important decision. It wasn't
backed up by much research or expe-
rience; we were piaying a hunch based
on our beliefs and values,

We decided to continue the team-

building process—it’s only in retro-
spect that I refer to it as team “un-
building”"—and to bring the process
into confluence with the situation. We
corntinued regular team-building ses-
sions through the next nine months. At
each, depending on what was going
on with the team at the moment, we
engaged in one or more of the
following;
W Legitimization of emotions, Qur
purpose was to provide the man-
agers—for themselves and for those
they managed—with some rational
basis for understanding the feelings
they would encounter. I hired a ther-
apist from outside to help design and
facilitate sessions.

Team members were encouraged to
talk openly about stages of grief, in-
cluding anger, denial, bargaining, de-
pression, and resolution. We knew
people would go through those stages.
We could either pretend it wasn't hap-
pening, or we could tell them what to
expect of themselves and of thase
around them.

The response was one of relief.
Many people made such statements as,
“Boy, it feels good to have this on the
table,” and, *'I was feeling so shameful
for being as angry as Iam. Now I know
that it's OK to wlk about it”

Values clarification. To what values
would we appeal as we made decisions
in the crisis? For example, under the
circumstances, some employees’

performances would certainly falter.
Do we put them on warning and go
through with terminations if they don't
shape up, ruining their chances for
decent severance packages? Or do we
allow for the circumstances and give
them a break? We decided to be cau-
tious about acting on problem per-
formers, o review cases carefully, and
to try 10 give people the benefit of the
doubt.

8 Critical-incident forums. We asked
managers to tell us how they were
handling confusing but critical issues.
For example, what do we do when a
key emplovee wants to bail out early?
Our purpose was to establish a data-
base of information on how managers
were handling such issues, so that
other decision makers didn’t have to
rely soicly on their own judgment in
tough spots. Generally, on difficult calls
we decided to take employees’ best in-
terests into account. But if we had a
superordinate interest-"for example, if
a crucial manager was considering
leaving—we decided to offer special
compensation to encourage the per-
son 1o stay,

® The buddy system. Through the
grapevine, we determined who was
particularly hurting and assigned such
individuals “buddies” For example, if
someone’s spouse had just lost a job
also, we sent someone over to talk, But
if we knew somebody needed a swift
kick, we assigned a person with the leg
for it. 1 took on an executive who at
first refused 1o consider leaving the city
for another job. He needed regular
reality doses. Eventually, I got through
to him.

B Communications. Many people
can't tolerate uncertainty, but we tried
to overcommunicate, even when we
weren't certain about what was going
to happen. We did a pretty fair job of
telling management, unions, and
hourly workers what we knew and
didn't know.

The response was generally good,
but our honesty led to some pretty hot
meetings—people screaming at the
chairman and saying, “You're lying!
You do know and you're not telling
us!” I have tremendous respect for the
chairman, Dan Levy, who was able to
tolerate being called a liar, and say
simply, “I'm sorry. 1 don’t know any
more.”

W Support forums. Sometimes we
simply announced we were ordering
pizza, and invited people to drop by
and just be together. People would
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come and go. 1 loved this ¢ne, We
called it “circle the wagons.”

The final shock

Eventually, despite all our prepar,.
tion, we had a shock anyway, Oy
competitor, May Company, bough,
Gimbels and put us all on the Streey.

But many of the memories from the
very end are gratifying rather thap bir. §
ter: BATUS offered workers Eeneroyg @
severance packages including ep,.
plovee-assistance services and g job. [k
search center. Hourly workers apq §
vice-presidents stood shoulder.rq. §
shoulder peering at the job boarq  §
persen just back from a fruitless ing,. §
view might suggest the opening tg F
another job hunter,

How well did our team un-building ;
approach work? There are some i f%
triguing ouicomes. For one thi g, degl. §5
ing openly with people didr't cause §3
them to run away eariy. During the
nine-month transition, even though
most empioyees were not guaranteed ¥rce oz
severance packages, we had less wm- B35
over at all levels of the organization J#7
than in the previcus two vears. No
doubt some people were shocked intg §¥i#2
doing nothing. But that kind of loyalty i
is still astounding to me. [t ciceeded
any of our expecuations.

Qur finest hour
Now, when I visit my hometows,
Pittsburgh, former Gimbels salespeo-
ple greet me in their new jobs and w §
talk about years past. The old manage-
ment team has scaitered, but theres
still a sense of camaraderie. I dont
remember ever being part of a team S
uation where 1 felt more re:pect {0
team members—or for myscif,
When the end came, most membes B
of the management tearmn waiked 2%
feeling it had been our finest hour, th#
we had done something special. =
With corporate consolidations 2% gy
job elimination so widespread, "*Mo
might well consider how such i@,
ble positives can be used in other SiLZ
tions to allay the business and b e |
COSts.
The old crisis paradigm c:iis 0f &)
cluding people, shutting them oub g
telling them as little as possible;
Gimbels case shows that if peopl¢ :
treated as adults, if their concerns *:
values are addressed openly, % &
they’re inctuded as members of Lhibi’
building team, they can rise © ;g
finest hour. .
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