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Difficult economic situations seem to magnify any existing weakness within an organization and can force employ-
ers to take drastic steps to save the business, often through the use of staff reductions. This article will review 
strategies used by leaders and managers in great workplaces, when faced with impending layoffs. Ensuring that 
staff reductions occur in a manner that shows respect and care for those directly and indirectly affected by layoffs 
is critical to keeping any business moving forward during tough economic times.  

The Best Companies to Work For are not immune to stressful circumstances, however, as these stories and 
practices will illustrate, leaders in great workplaces are skilled at addressing staff reductions in a manner that 
maintains and even builds trust with employees.

What sets great workplaces apart in managing staff reductions is not the “benefits” 
offered to employees who are let go – though the Best Companies to Work For gener-
ally offer generous severance packages and out placement services. Rather, it is how 
leaders approach these difficult situations and how information about the process of 
staff reductions is communicated throughout the organization that makes a differ-
ence.  When great workplaces cannot avoid layoffs, the reductions are managed in a 
way that maintains the trust that managers have built with their employees.  A review 
of information we have collected over the years about how leaders in Best Companies approach layoffs points to a 
number of themes about how they make it through:

Employees in Best Companies trust that layoffs are only being pursued as a last resort
Employees are kept informed about the business conditions that necessitate the reductions
Reductions are communicated in a way that is appropriate to the culture or circumstances of that particular 
workplace
Details regarding the reductions are communicated to all employees, even those not directly affected

Layoffs Pursued as a Last Resort
The Best Companies to Work For frequently make an explicit commitment to employees that layoffs will only be 

considered as a last resort option.  Saying this regularly and directly helps employees to feel that they are valuable 
and essential to the success of the organization.  Moreover, leaders in great workplaces regularly communicate 
with employees about what the organization is doing strategically to avert layoffs.  For instance, at TD Industries, a 
Construction and Real Estate company in Texas, and #35 on the 2008 100 Best list, when an economic slowdown 
is anticipated, company leaders assess workforce needs, capacity, and workflow in an attempt to avoid a situation 
that might necessitate layoffs.  A Production Oversight Committee evaluates upcoming projects and may recom-
mend taking on temporary labor instead of hiring for positions that could later need to be eliminated.  Additionally, 
during difficult times TD Industries will consider taking projects at little or no margin in order to make an extra 
effort to avoid layoffs.  

Similarly, leaders at American Fidelity Assurance, a Financial Services and Insurance firm in Oklahoma, and 
#24 on the 2008 100 Best list, use careful business planning to anticipate difficult times and use the natural 
attrition of their workforce as a way to avoid mandatory job eliminations.  Layoffs are clearly a last resort for these 
companies who instead rely on strategic planning and forward thinking to anticipate ways to survive difficult situa-
tions with minimal impact to employees.  A commitment to work strategically to avoid layoffs and more importantly, 
clearly communicating this commitment, help employees at great workplaces to trust that they are valued and that 
layoffs will be used only as a last resort.

Understanding Business Conditions
Particularly in difficult times, it is important to address the business conditions and forces at play that may 

threaten an organization’s success.  “Maintaining Trust in Difficult Times” by Great Place to Work® Institute Direc-
tor of Corporate Research, Amy Lyman, offers tips on trust-building behaviors that are particularly relevant during 
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challenging business conditions.  Among those recommendations is “share information broadly and consistently.”  
Minimizing the potential for gossip and speculation at this time is critically important.  Organizations use a vari-
ety of mechanisms to communicate business conditions to their employees. At Town Hall meetings or in internal 
memos a strong, clear commitment to publicly address any and all questions about the health of the business and 
any staff reduction plans is vital.

Herman Miller, a Michigan-based manufacturer of office furniture, experienced a 40% staff reduction a few 
years ago as a result of an industry-wide downturn.  Herman Miller, #96 on the 2008 
FORTUNE 100 Best list, has emerged from the crisis not only financially successful 
but is also experiencing greater employee commitment to the organization.  Herman 
Miller, an employee-owned company, consistently conveys to employees that they 
share both the “risks and rewards” of the business.  Generously sharing the rewards 
of business’ success through employee ownership and an innovative profit sharing 
program demonstrates that employees are full stakeholders in the business.  As own-
er-employees, everyone is kept abreast of the business climate and made aware of 
how variances might affect them.  Though layoffs may sometimes be unavoidable, 
an ownership culture has contributed to Herman Miller’s ability to weather a severe downturn while maintaining 
positive employee morale.  

It is not enough to simply state the company’s intention to only pursue layoffs as a last resort.  Leaders in the 
organization must remain committed to openly and honestly communicating about the state of the business in a 
timely manner, and must assure employees about steps being taken to avoid layoffs.

Culturally Appropriate Communications
When last resort layoffs are pursued, the Best Companies to Work For understand the importance of communi-

cating with employees in a way that is consistent with the company’s culture and values.  Camden Property Trust, 
a Texas-based Real Estate Management firm and #50 on the 2008 100 Best list, boasts a company-wide value of 
“Have Fun” that over the years has morphed into a pattern of using skits and role-playing to communicate both 
positive and negative information.  A few years ago, when addressing some challenging market conditions at the 
company’s annual conference, the CEO addressed employees in full-costume as Captain Kirk of StarTrek fame.  
Using the discourse of the “Wrath of the Khan” as the basis of his speech, the CEO communicated the “attacks” 
the company was suffering and laid out a plan for how the Enterprise-ing crew would 
help Camden survive.  Since the “Have Fun” value pervades all behaviors at Camden, 
this mode of communication was effective and appropriate.  Bad news and challeng-
ing situations need to be communicated to employees in a manner that is consistent 
with the organization’s culture and other communication practices.

At American Fidelity Assurance, when staff reductions occur, they are first an-
nounced to the affected Division by the Division president. This occurs before any 
company-wide announcements are made.  This gives affected employees an opportunity to react, respond, and 
have their questions directly addressed by the leaders of their Division.  Having a “corporate” communication 
come down to employees when they are accustomed to receiving communications from their Division could cause 
discomfort and doubt, and leaders at AFA are very sensitive to the impact that news about staff reductions can have 
on people. The Office of the Chairman has also made a commitment to be responsive before, during, and after any 
mandatory staff reductions. Each and every question submitted by employees to the Chairman’s Office is addressed 
head-on.  Almost a year after experiencing staff reductions, the Chairman’s Office was still responding to inquiries 
submitted anonymously via the company’s intranet.  

At R. W. Baird, a Financial Services and Insurance firm and #39 on the 2008 100 Best list, associates directly 
affected by any changes in staffing are the first to receive news of the changes. The person affected is told in an 
individual meeting held with their department head and in the presence of HR representatives and other individu-
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als best able to offer support to the affected individual. This approach fits with Baird’s culture and is consistent 
with other communication practices used in the firm.  

Sharing Details about the Layoffs
Communicating details about the benefits made available to employees who are being let go ensures that 

employees who are remaining know that their colleagues are being well cared for. This gesture helps to maintain 
the trust that exists between management and employees.  At R. W. Baird, managers and leaders understand the 
emotional reaction that can be created by a workplace change such as a layoff, and use Town Hall meetings and 
memos to reinforce that the organization is handling the reductions in a respectful and compassionate manner.  In 
a unique situation a few years ago brought on by the change in a significant business 
relationship, R. W. Baird went above and beyond to accommodate displaced employ-
ees by offering outsourcing services prior to termination, offering a 50% COBRA re-
imbursement, fully vesting the 401K of employees with fewer than 5 years of service, 
offering the full 401K match for the year (even if terminated in the beginning of the 
calendar year), and contacting local businesses in similar industries to see if they 
had positions for displaced Baird employees.  These actions contributed to creating 
an environment where even those directly impacted by the layoffs worked diligently 
and in their clients’ best interests until they left the firm.  Even more notable is that 
morale at Baird and the company’s standing as one of the 100 Best Companies to Work For remained intact despite 
this challenge.  

When a bank acquisition resulted in the need to eliminate 112 positions at Umpqua Bank, #13 on the 2008 
100 Best list, executives committed to showing compassion, understanding and support for affected associates.  
Immediately after receiving the news, those who were directly affected by the layoffs were invited to the Career 
Center to search for jobs, both other positions within the bank and at local companies, and were given a chance 
to practice their interviewing skills.  Sharing with all staff the 99% success rate in placing affected associates in 
new jobs, including the 33% who were placed in other positions at Umpqua, conveyed to all employees the com-
mitment of leaders and managers to respecting and caring for people at Umpqua.  

Difficult times and challenging situations present every organization with an opportunity to do right by continu-
ing to build and foster trust with employees.  Moreover, companies that already experience high-levels of trust 
between employees and management are better situated to survive challenging times with employee morale intact.  
While mandatory staff reductions are certainly one of the more stressful situations an organization may need to un-
dergo, layoffs certainly do not preclude an organization from being a great workplace.  For companies that already 
sport strong workplace cultures or are Best Companies to Work For, staying focused on employees during these 
times may be key to continued success.  

For those working to build a great workplace, difficult times should not be a deterrent to pursuing measures to 
enhance the relationship between management and employees.  Focusing on your people throughout challenging 
times may indeed be the key to current and future success.  
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Any Company Can Create a Great Workplace
Our Mission is to Help Them Do It

Great Place to Work® Institute, Inc. has conducted pioneering research on the characteristics of great 
workplaces for over 25 years. We believe all companies can become great places to work, and our mission 
is to help them succeed. Our Great Place to Work® Model© is recognized as the standard for assessing great 
workplaces. In 40 countries around the world, we are proud to:

Recognize the Best Companies for their achievements through our international Best Companies lists. 
In the U.S., these lists include Fortune’s 100 Best Companies to Work For®, as well as the “Best Small 
& Medium Companies to Work for in America” published in collaboration with SHRM. 

Help companies create and sustain great workplace cultures through our consulting services. Our 
data collection tools (employee survey, focus groups, 360º professional development tool) educational 
workshops and training programs, action planning system, and strategic advising services all support 
the transformation process within any organization. The Institute’s unique access to Best Companies’ 
data allows us to offer unparalleled benchmarking opportunities, best practice information, and trans-
formation insight to our consulting clients.

Share resources, best practices, and Institute research through our education services. These include 
peer networking groups, workshops, conferences, and publications which enable organization leaders 
to learn directly from each other, as well as benefit from our wealth of knowledge and lessons learned 
from the Best Companies and our clients.

For more information, please contact us:
Global Headquarters
Great Place to Work® Institute, Inc.
169 11th Street
San Francisco, CA 94103
Phone: 415.503.1234
Fax: 415.503.0014

info@greatplacetowork.com
www.greatplacetowork.com
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Additional Resources 
Join us for the 2009 Great Place to Work® Conference, May 6-9 in Miami Florida, to learn more about how to create 
great workplaces directly from Best Companies leaders. For more information, visit   
www.greatplacetowork-conference.com

Nominate your company to be on Best Companies lists in North America, Europe, Latin America and Asia by visiting 
www.greatplacetowork.com/best/index.php

Consulting Services: We believe passionately that any organization of any size or industry can become a great work-
place. Great Place to Work® Institute, Inc. consulting services are based on 25 years of researching Best Companies, 
and our in-depth knowledge of how companies transform can help you achieve higher levels of productivity and profit. 
Through our assessment, action planning, and advisory services, we can help you to measure, benchmark, and posi-
tively impact employees’ experiences of your organization.
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