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D
own siz ing is a dif fi cult pro cess and the
tasks un der taken to make re dun dan -
cies are com plex. How ever, the chal -
lenge does not stop when this pro cess

has ended and the ex it ing em ploy ees have left
the or gani sa tion.

A re dun dancy ex er cise is likely to have an
im pact on ev ery one as so ci ated with it, in clud -
ing em ploy ees re maining with the or gani sa tion 
who will be at risk of de vel op ing sur vi vor syn -
drome.1

Sur vi vor syn drome is an emo tional re ac tion
to re dun dan cies ex pe ri enced by those who re -
main with the or gani sa tion. The sur vi vors may
ex pe ri ence all or some of the fol low ing emo -
tions af ter a re dun dancy pro cess:
• Re lief: This is an im me di ate re sponse to the

fact that they were not made re dun dant.
• Guilt: Em ploy ees may feel guilty that their

friends were made re dun dant and they were
not and they may start ques tion ing whether
they de serve to re tain their roles.

• Envy: They may be en vi ous of the re dun -
dancy pay ment dis trib uted to oth ers.

• Re sent ment: Re tained em ploy ees will usu -
ally be ex pected to un der take ad di tional
work with no ad di tional ben e fit.2

These emo tions, if not ef fec tively dealt with,
can have a neg a tive im pact on the mo rale of the
or gani sa tion. When mo rale is neg a tively im -
pacted, it will tend to rep re sent it self in the fol -
low ing ways:
• Loss of pro duc tiv ity: Em ploy ees may have

trou ble con cen trat ing on work and may lack
mo ti va tion. Em ploy ees may con stantly en -
gage in dis cus sions re gard ing the fu ture (of
both their role and the or gani sa tion). Em -
ploy ees may also spend work time look ing
for al ter na tive jobs.3

• In creased ab sen tee ism: Em ploy ees may try 
to dis tance them selves from the en vi ron -
ment by tak ing leave.4

• Re duced loy alty to the or gani sa tion: Em -
ploy ees may view re dun dan cies as a break in
the psy cho log i cal con tract of trust they have
with the or gani sa tion. They may re spond by
re duc ing their loy alty and com mit ment to
the or gani sa tion.5

• In creased turn over: Em ploy ees may:
m Leave be fore they are re trenched
m Leave in pro test against the re dun dan cies

that have been made
m Leave as they no lon ger en joy work ing for 

the or gani sa tion.6

Or gani sa tions need to be aware of the en dur -
ing im pacts down siz ing can have and im ple -
ment pro cesses to en sure cost sav ings they are
achiev ing by re duc ing sal ary ex pen di ture are
not ne gated by is sues as so ci ated with sur vi vor
syn drome.7

Over com ing sur vi vor syn drome
Sur vi vor syn drome can be mini mised and

po ten tially avoided al to gether with care ful
com mu ni ca tion and plan ning. Or gani sa tions
are en cour aged to en gage in the fol low ing be -
hav iours to help re duce the im pact of sur vi vor
syn drome.
Communication8

Or gani sa tions need to pro vide in for ma tion
reg u larly and hon estly. A cul ture should be
adopted in which ques tions about the fu ture of
the in di vid ual and the or gani sa tion can be
asked openly. Or gani sa tions must reg u larly ex -
plain the busi ness ra tio nale for re duc ing the
workforce and what the or gani sa tion wants to
achieve from the reduction. >>Bree Bignell is the Queensland Law Society Human Resources Consultant.

Redundancies can
impact heavily on
the remaining
employees – the
survivors.
Bree Bignell offers practical tips 
on handling ‘survivor syndrome’. 
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Leader vis i bil ity and ac ces si bil ity9

Lead ers must be vis i ble and ac ces si ble
through out the pro cess. If lead ers (from
the CEO/man ag ing part ner down to su -
per vi sors) at tempt to be in vis i ble and in -
ac ces si ble at this time, it will re in force fears
there is more bad news to come, paralysing
productivity.
Coun sel ling

Many outplacement pro vid ers in clude coun -
sel ling ses sions for sur vi vors as part of their
ser vice. The ses sions pro vide sur vi vors with an 
op por tu nity to re lease any neg a tive emo tions
they may have whilst also con cen trat ing on
how to ac cept change and move for ward.10

Man ag ers can uti lise LawCare to ob tain im -
me di ate as sis tance in deal ing with staff in ter- 
per sonal is sues (through the Man ager Sup port
Pro gram). Man ag ers should also en cour age
their em ploy ees to ac cess LawCare.11

Seek in put12

Where ap pro pri ate, seek in put from the re- 
main ing em ploy ees on how they wish work to
re dis trib uted or re ar ranged. By seek ing em -
ployee in put, the or gani sa tion is un der tak ing
the f irst step to ob tain em ployee buy-in and
em ploy ees will be more likely to com mit to the
changes made.
Job se cu rity13

Or gani sa tions should in form em ploy ees
once the re dun dancy pro cess is com plete. This
en ables re main ing em ploy ees to feel se cure in
their roles and as sists them to move for ward.
Emphasise the positives14

Ac cen tu ate the WIIFM (what’s in it for me)
from the em ployee’s per spec tive, fo cus ing on
what will be gained rather than what has been

lost in terms of em ploy ees. Ex am ples may in -
clude the po ten tial to ac quire new skills and
take on ad di tional responsibility.
Cel e brate quick wins15

Re cog nise all achieve ments, par tic u larly the
small achieve ments ini tially. Suc cess sto ries
should be pub licly re cog nised and cel e brated.
This ac tively dem on strates that the or gani sa -
tion val ues the em ploy ees and can lead to in -
creased employee engagement.
Iden tify stress16

Ed u cate man ag ers on how to iden tify em -
ployee stress. Man ag ers must be alert to fa -
tigue and work over load. Man ag ers should use
the re dun dancy pro cess to look at how work
can be per formed more ef f i ciently to ul ti -
mately as sist em ploy ees to per form their role
more effectively.
Training17

Re view train ing needs, par tic u larly for those
who are tak ing on a new role or ad di tional
du ties.

Re dun dancy pro cesses are stress ful for all
stake holders. An ef fec tive or gani sa tion will
place the fo cus on the open ness and fair ness of
the pro cess for those who are leav ing. An even
more ef fec tive or gani sa tion will place a sim i lar 
fo cus on re spond ing to and man ag ing the
chang ing needs and opin ions of the re main ing
em ploy ees. Man ag ing sur vi vor syn drome is
im per a tive for those or gani sa tions want ing
real ise ben e fits from the re dun dan cies.n
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Man ag ing sur vi vor syn drome is im per a tive 
for those or gani sa tions want ing real ise

ben e fits from the re dun dan cies.


