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M
uch of a person's identity and 
sense of contribution and ac
complishment are related to 
the work that she or he does. 
Although most people enter 

the paid work force out of economic necessity, 
their work often becomes much more than a 
means to a paycheck. Losing a job is a threat to 
one's sense of identity and self-worth, as well as 
to financial well-being or security. Loss of 
employment may make it more difficult for some
one to contribute to the common good. 

Given the importance of work, it is not surpris
ing that most managers recognize layoffs as one 
of the most difficult tasks facing them. Decisions 
to reduce the work force probably will be neces
sary as the healthcare system continues to change. 
It is vital that leaders and managers of healthcare 
organizations focus on justice and human dignity 
in the workplace when faced with the possible 
need to downsize. 

DETERMINATION OF THE NEED TO DOWNSIZE 
Something as hurtful as layoffs should be avoid
ed, if possible. Administrators should clearly 
identify the goals of work force reduction and 
evaluate their importance. Before making the 
final decision to proceed with layoffs, leaders 
should consider whether these goals could be 
achieved through other means—for example, 
early retirement, elimination of overtime, a hiring 
freeze, additional training of present employees, a 
salary freeze for highest-paid staff. The point is 
not that everything else must be attempted first, 
but that the decision to layoff workers requires 
careful rationale and justification. 

Once they have made the decision to down
size, top managers must clearly communicate the 
reasons and the goals to those responsible for 
identifying the employees affected. Sometimes 
the goals will clearly determine which depart
ments or categories of employees will be affected; 
sometimes the application of the general goals to 
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It is also important to respect human dignity in 
the layoff process. Affected employees should be 
informed in advance and given an honest explana
tion for the layoff. Ordinarily, they should be 
encouraged to work until the effective date. All 
employees need a clear and honest explanation of 
the reasons for and the expected effects of the lay
off. There should be a stress on the free flow of 
information, without an effort to control it. 

How downsizing is handled says a lot about the 
nature of an organization and its leadership. 
Ethical downsizing is, first of all, a refusal to deny 
the complexity of the issues and evidence of the 
organization's commitment to justice and human 
dignity. 
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specific areas is not immediately evident and will 
require careful attention to ensure that appropri
ate criteria are used. For example, a goal like 
"reducing the work force to an amount appropri
ate for present and expected census" does not 
immediately point to who should be laid off. 

Employees who are laid off to meet organiza
tional goals bear the biggest burden of the reor
ganization. Thus it is important to be as generous 
as possible in benefits (like continuing health 
insurance for several months) and in outplace
ment assistance. ( "Generous" might be the 
wrong word to use because it is not charity but 
justice at issue here; laid-off employees are owed 
benefits to partially compensate them for the bur
dens they are bearing for the organization.) In 
addition, it is appropriate to give special consider
ation to laid-off employees when new positions 
become open. Administrators should make sure 
that policies on benefits for laid-off employees are 
adequate at the time they are making decisions 
about downsizing. 

SELECTION CRITERIA 
Employees selected for layoff should be identified 
on the basis of the articulated goals for work 
force reduction, whenever possible. Goals direct
ly related to specific services sometimes lead to 
clear identification of the positions to be eliminat
ed by department and job title. 

When the rationale for downsizing does not 
itself clearly identify which individuals will be laid 
off, the tough decisions can be based on a variety 
of factors. 
"Across-the-Board" Work Force Reductions S o m e t i m e s 
institutions that need to reduce overall work 
force costs ask each department to reduce by a 
particular percent. Although such a practice has 
the advantage of t rea t ing each depar tment 
"equally," "equal" is not always the same as "lair" 
or "just." A candid focus on quality and efficien
cy of services delivered will rarely suggest that 
"across-the-board" reductions are appropriate. 
Reductions Based on Employee Abilities, Qualifications, and 
Performance Sometimes layoff decisions are based 
on a comparat ive analysis of employee 
qualifications, experience, skills, and demonstrat
ed ability to work effectively and cooperatively. 
This method contains some obvious good sense; 
the ongoing needs of the department and the 
organization require that attention be given to 
workers1 quality and effectiveness. 

But there are reasons to be careful about 
overemphasizing qualifications and performance. 
The decision to reduce the work force should not 
be used as an opportunity to separate employees 
because of poor performance, behavioral prob

lems, or a perception that the employee does not 
"fit in." Those concerns should be addressed on 
their own merits, in a different context (with full 
attention to due process). Care needs to be exer
cised so that decisions presumably based on 
qualifications and performance are not, in effect, 
decisions that undermine the possibility tor 
diverse and challenging perspectives. 
Work Force Reductions and Diversity Any draft list of 
candidates for layoff should be reviewed for its 
effects on the institution's work force diversity 
goals, in particular the number of minorities and 
women at various employment levels. It is much 
easier to be committed to increasing the number 
of minorities and women in management posi
tions when adding to the work force than it is 
when reducing the work force. It is important, 
therefore, to establish a mechanism for reviewing 
those employees selected for separation before 
the decision is made final. A commitment to 
work force diversity should be viewed as essential, 
not a luxury. 

Reductions Based on Seniority Since the organization 
has or should have a greater loyalty to those 
employees who have served for longer periods, it 
is often appropriate to consider seniority when 
selecting employees for layoff. However, unless 
managers have made some previous commitment 
to honor seniority (in collective bargaining agree-
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ments or o ther con
tractual arrangements), 
seniority need not 
always be the decisive 
factor in se lect ions 
within job categories. 
Multiple Criteria T h e 
best decisions arc often 
made by taking a vari
ety of considerations 
into account and not 
letting any one serve as 

D ownsizing 

"survivors" are 

often demoralized 

Everyone who has that 
responsibility should 
receive guidance in 
advance about how to 
proceed. Ethical down
sizing requires honesty 
and clarity, sensitivity 
to an employee's need 
for privacy and dignity, 
and nondefensiveness if 
an employee is angry or 
threatens to file a griev-

a "trump card." Before ance. 

and insecure. 
decisions arc finalized, 
a systematic review of 
the criteria used in each 
case and the overall 
impact of the tota l 
selection process should be undertaken by some
one with authority (e.g., the director of human 
resources). Department heads (who will usually 
be the ones informing employees) need to be 
extremely clear about the criteria that were used 
in making the decision. 

LAYOFF PROCESS 
Just as it is important to clarify appropriate crite
ria for employee selection in work force reduc
tion, so also it is important to respect human dig
nity in the layoff process. The temptation to get 
past the difficult time as quickly as possible 
should be resisted. Everyone, both those leaving 
and those staying, needs time to adjust and ade
quate information. Attention given to handling 
the process well will likely lead to a more satisfied 
and productive work force in the future and to a 
better reputation in the community. 
Advance Notification Affected employees should be 
informed in advance of the impending layoff. 
This usually means that, as a minimum, written 
notice will be given 10 working days before sepa
ration. Treating someone with dignity seems 
incompatible with asking them to leave immedi
ately or even at the end of the week. 
Explanation for Layoff Employees should ordinarily 
be notified by their immediate supervisor and be 
given the rationale for the decision. Supervisors 
should explain the real reasons for the decision to 
cut the work force and the real reasons for the 
decision to include them among those to be laid 
off. If the decision-making process has been ade
quate, there will be nothing to hide. Withholding 
information or providing misleading information 
is an insult to those who have served the organi
zation. 

N4anagers and supervisors are not all well pre
pared to communica te the layoff decision. 

Early Departure Employ
ees being laid off 
should ordinarily be 
encouraged to contin
ue to work until the 

effective date. This recognizes their contribu
tions, accentuates that management cares about 
them, and assists in the transition process. The 
fear sometimes expressed that laid-off employees 
will "sabotage" the organization if they stay 
around seems to have no basis in the average 
employment setting. 

Informing All Staff of the Layoffs Downsizing does 
not always result in the expected benefits because 
the "survivors" are often demoralized and inse
cure. They may also feel somewhat guilty that 
they remain while some of their colleagues are 
gone. All employees need a clear and honest 
explanation of the reasons for and the expected 
effects of the layoffs. There should be a stress on 
the free How of information, without an effort to 
control it. 

ETHICS AND MANAGEMENT 
Increasingly, managers are recognizing that there 
are ethical issues in business and that it is helpful, 
at times, to give careful reflection to the ethical 
dimensions of particular practices or decisions. 
An important part of ethically responsible man
agement is maintaining a commitment to and a 
focus on justice, human dignity, and other funda
mental values in day-to-day administration of an 
organization. 

The issue of downsizing merits a major invest
ment of time and energy because it has major 
impact on the lives of many human beings. 
Downsizing is much more than a way of cutting 
costs or getting rid of some "dead wood." How-
downsizing is handled says a lot about the nature 
of an organization and its leadership. Ethical 
downsizing is, first of all, a refusal to deny the 
complexity of the issues and evidence of the or
ganization's commitment to justice and human 
dignity. • 
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