GuestOpinion

Consider the downs. of downsmng

magine a family: a father, a mother
and four children. The family has
been together for a long time, liv-
ing in a nurturing and trusting envi-
ronment. The parents take care of the
children, who reciprocate by being
good. Every morning the fam-
ily sits down to breakfast
together, a rltual that func-
tions as a.bonding experi-
ence. One morning, the chil-
dren sense that something is
wrong. The parents appear
nervous, and after a painful
silence, the mother speaks.
“Father and I have
reviewed the family budget,”
she says, “and we just don’t
have enough money to make
ends meet. As much as we

ann
reed

transition.” m—

The next moming, the parents
emphasize to the two remaining chil-
dren that they should be grateful
“because, after all, you’ve been
allowed to remain in the family” To
show their gratitude, the
remaining children will be
expected to work harder on
the family chores, because
the workload remains the
same even though there are
two fewer people.

This metaphor comes
from the book “Healing the
Wounds: Overcoming the
Trauma of Layoff and Revital-
izing Downsized Organiza-
tions” by David Noer. I often
use this story in leadership

would like to, we just can’t
afford to feed and clothe all four of
you.” After another silence, she points
a finger. “You two must go.”

“It’s nothing personal,” explains
the father as he passes out a sheet of
paper to each of the children. “As you
can see by the numbers in front of
you, it’s simply an economic decision
- we really have no choice” He con-
tinues, forcing a smile, “We have
arranged for your aunt and uncle to

help you get settled to aid in your
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seminars to help people
experience how it might feel to be
downsized out of an organization or
left as a survivor. This metaphor is rel-
evant because companies continue to
talk about organizations as communi-
ties where they take care of one
another as family, and mission state-
ments often emphasize that employ-
ees are their most important
resource. Companies expect integrity,
creativity, courage, teamwork and loy-
alty, but often these same characteris-

tics are not returned.

Research indicates that the pace
of downsizing continues to acceler-
ate. Morgan Stanley estimates that
about 80 percent of recent U.S. lay-
offs involved white-collar, well-edu-
cated employees. The logic that
drives most downsizing is that there
are only two ways to make money in
business: Either you cut costs or you
increase revenues. Predicting future
costs is easier than predicting future
revenues.

Those of us who believe people
are assets to be developed also
believe that the only long-term sus-
tainable sources of competitive
advantage are the people within the
company. Technology, resources, sys-
tems and processes can be imitated,
sometimes rather quickly. When peo-
ple are engaged, involved and com-
mitted, they can be extremely cre-
ative when given the opportunity in
finding ways to improve the situation.
The way to solve problems that cus-
tomers think are important is to value
and protect your human capital. (J
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