PREFACE

It had been nearly a year since I'd visited my friend and client in
Charlotte North Carolina. At that time, Charlotte was buoyant and
bustling, the banking capital of the South with glass-encased build-
ings filled with creative, optimistic people. This time it was differ-
ent. From the profusely sweating employee who refused eye contact
as he nervously scuttled out the front door carrying a cardboard
box crammed with personal photographs, company trinkets, and
carelessly packed papers, to the empty offices, eerie silences, and
the thousand-yard stares that hovered above desks and conference
tables. It was all too familiar. In the immortal words of Yogi Berra,
it was “déja vu all over again.” I'd been here before.

My friend was a top executive in the financial services industry,
and the economic meltdown had dealt his firm a staggering blow.
It was entering its third round of layoffs: a hoped-for merger had
fallen through, and federal bailout money, which my friend
described as “fool’s gold,” wasn’t helping. His employees were suf-
fering the classic symptoms of layoff survivor sickness—a toxic com-
bination of fear, anger, and anxiety—and he was struggling to hold
his own anger and depression in check. At the very time that cre-
ativity and innovation were crucial to turn the organization around,
employees at all levels were risk averse, hunkering down in the
trenches, paralyzed by their survivor symptoms. This was not a team
you would bet on to compete and thrive in the global economy.

As we near the second decade of the new millennium, that scene
in Charlotte is being played out around the world. Organizations of
all types—public, private, profit, nonprofit, government—are expe-
riencing a pandemic of downsizings where people are viewed as
expenses to be reduced as opposed to human resources to be grown
and nurtured. Both employees and organizational leaders need to
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shed comfortable but outdated concepts of loyalty, motivation, and
commitment and, in order to ensure their individual relevance and
their organizations’ survival, venture into the uncharted waters of
the new reality.

As I left the building that afternoon, I saw an unmanned crane
parked in front of a half-constructed high-rise building, initially
intended to house still another bank, and was struck by the sym-
bolism. Would it ever be finished? Was the glass half full or half
empty, not just for the financial services industry, but for the global
economy and the psychological employment contract between
employee and organization? We’ve been there before, but the
lessons didn’t take. The layoffs of the late 1980s and early 1990s—
what I call the first act—were an early wake-up call but one that was
not adequately passed on and was overridden by the short-term
noise of the recent boom. Today we have reached the tipping
point, and we have no choice but to accept and accommodate the
new reality. What is at stake is the survival of our organizations and
individual relevance.

The new psychological employment contract has experienced
a long and painful birth, but it is here, it is real, and it has a major
impact on our ability to revitalize our organizations. My focus in
Healing the Wounds is on those who remain in organizational sys-
tems after downsizing. For the employee, a primary danger is what
I call layoff survivor sickness. I explain the nature of this disease and
discuss ways to become immune to its toxic effects. For organiza-
tional leaders, I outline strategies, perspectives, and models con-
gruent with the unique leadership challenges of the new reality.
Too often organizations institute layoffs to cut costs and promote
competitiveness, but afterward, they find themselves worse off than
before. All they have to show for it is a depressed, anxious, and
angry workforce that is confused, fearful, and unable to shake an
unhealthy and unreciprocated organizational dependency.

Audience

Although anyone interested in the profound changes taking place
in the relationship of person to organization will find Healing the
Wounds useful, I direct my comments here toward three often over-
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lapping audiences: organizational managers and leaders, layoff sur-
vivors, and layoff victims.

Organizational Managers and Leaders

If you are a manager or leader in an organization that has been,
or is about to be, downsized, you have a tremendously important
role and a difficult twofold task. First, you must come to grips with
your own survivor status. You must deal with your own feelings
while you work toward a relationship with your organization in
which you are more empowered and less dependent. You cannot
be of much help to other layoff survivors until you have helped
yourself. Second, you must take on the most vital and complex
managerial role since the industrial revolution. You must lead the
other people in your organization through a painful and irrevo-
cable shift in the terms of the psychological contract that exists
between employee and organization.

This book can help you reach a personal understanding and
acceptance of your own survivor feelings while also providing
insight into the ways employees can develop a more autonomous
and less dependent organizational relationship. Chapters Seven,
Eight, and Nine offer examples of managerial actions that support
the new psychological employment contract, which no longer guar-
antees job security. Chapter Ten sets out an important frame of ref-
erence for those striving to understand the basic shifts taking place
in the new reality. Many organizational leaders feel a great deal of
pain and guilt over what they perceive they have “done to” employ-
ees in the service of organizational downsizing. This chapter helps
alleviate this guilt by pointing out that the organizational changes
are systemic.

If you are a manager, you are caught up in a basic change in
the relationship of individuals to organizations, and you are asked
to play a vital leadership role during this painful transition. You
must lead the change from within the change. Chapters Eleven,
Twelve, and Thirteen provide valuable perspectives and models for
leading in the new reality. This book will help you deal with your
own survivor issues and frame the environmental changes under-
lying downsizing; it will help alleviate guilt you may feel for what
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you have “done to” employees; and it will offer practical ideas for
exercising leadership in the midst of fundamental change.

Layoff Survivors

If you are among the increasing legions of people who remain in
organizations that have been downsized, merged, or delayered,
Healing the Wounds will help you understand that you are not alone.
The anxiety, fear, and sometimes depression that you experience are
normal survivor feelings. However, many who survive cutbacks work
in organizational cultures that do not permit individuals to admit to
natural survivor reactions. Even in organizations where emotions
are considered valid data, it is difficult for most people to be truly
open about their survivor feelings. After cutbacks, there is great, if
often subtle, pressure to dig in, tighten your belt, grit your teeth,
and work harder to move the organization forward. After layoffs in
macho cultures, people feel it would be selfish or not teamlike to
admit their true anguish and say how debilitating that anguish is.

If you are a layoff survivor, the most immediate benefit of this
book may well be a clearer understanding of your normal and yet
often unshared survivor feelings. The first three chapters show why
those who survive layoffs universally feel such a deep sense of vio-
lation. In Chapters Four and Five, readers will discover both per-
sonal and organizational echoes in the actual voices of layoff
survivors. Chapters Four and Five legitimize survivors’ repressed
feelings and begin a necessary catharsis, and Chapter Nine points
the way for survivors and victims alike toward breaking an
unhealthy organizational dependency and learning to create an
empowered employment relationship, with reduced susceptibility
to layoff survivor sickness.

If you are among those who remain after cutbacks, Healing the
Wounds will help you toward a deeper understanding and accep-
tance of your survivor symptoms and give you strategies for an
employment relationship in which you are more autonomous and
less likely to feel like a victim.

Layoff Victims

Most layoff victims—those who have left involuntarily—eventually
find themselves employed in another organization. A surprising
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number, particularly managers and professionals, rebound into
organizations with worse epidemics of layoff survivor sickness than
those the layoff victims came from. In this way, many employees sim-
ply transport their survivor symptoms from one place to another.

I have a friend, now in his third organization, who reports feel-
ing less enthusiastic with each successive move. When it comes to
life planning, his scarce and marketable skills, good network, and
interviewing savvy ironically have made it easy for him to rebound.
He has not taken the time to deal with his survivor feelings, take
stock of what he really wants to do, or come to grips with the real-
ity of the new employment contract, which calls for a more auton-
omous, less dependent employment relationship.

If you are a layoff victim, you must make your transition a
learning experience. An understanding of the nature of this new
employment contract (Chapter Ten), the personal perils of orga-
nizational dependency (Chapter Nine), the survivor symptoms that
probably exist in many of the organizations to which you are apply-
ing (Chapter Four), and the empowering possibilities of your
choices (Chapter Fourteen) will be of great help in your personal
transition.

Overview of the Contents

Layoff survivor sickness debilitates both organizations and individ-
uals. Organizations should develop systems to accommodate the new
linkages that are called for between individuals and organizations,
and individuals should develop more entrepreneurial and less
dependent connections to organizations. What is at stake is nothing
less than the survival of our organizations and of our self-esteem and
autonomy as employees. That survival is also the subject of this book.

Because denial is a primary symptom of layoff survivor sickness,
its effects are nearly always underestimated. Moreover, the higher
a person is in an organizational system, the more she or he denies
the symptoms. For these reasons, I devote the first six chapters to
an explanation of the pathology of layoff survivor sickness. In the
remainder of the book, I show what to do about the sickness using
a fourlevel intervention model (Chapters Seven to Ten), and then
I outline leadership strategies and perspectives that fit the new real-
ity (Chapters Eleven to Fourteen).
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I have divided the book into four parts. Part One outlines the
profound changes in the relationship of person to job that leads
to the mistrust and sense of violation that survivors of organiza-
tional layoffs feel. Chapter One examines the dynamics of layoff
survivor sickness through a case study and a metaphor. Chapter
Two outlines the fundamental paradigm shift that has occurred in
the relationship of person to organization.

The universality of the survivor experience and the similarities
between the feelings of layoff survivors and the feelings of survivors
of other traumatic situations are the subjects of Part Two. Chapter
Three explores the universal traits of survivorship, demonstrating
the emotional links between layoff survivors and others who have
survived trauma and tragedy. Archetypal survivor themes emerge
that are also apparent in the statements of layoff survivors.

Most research on layoff survivors is conducted in a laboratory
or is a summary of questionnaire results. Chapter Four presents
raw data on actual layoff survivors, bringing home to readers the
depth and complexity of these survivors’ symptoms. It will be a rare
person who is not reminded of his of her own organizational situ-
ation. The host organization for the research sample in Chapter
Four was revisited five years later, and the results of a second sam-
ple are presented in Chapter Five. It is apparent that, unlike wine,
layoff survivors do not automatically improve with age.

Part Three is centered around a four-level intervention model
that serves as a road map to reestablishing healthy and productive
relationships between employees and organizations in the midst
of continual downsizing and trauma after layoffs. Chapter Six sums
up the research and introduces the model, a method of dealing
with research results. Chapter Seven explores level 1, or process,
interventions. These are basic first-aid interventions at the point
when layoffs take place. Level 1 interventions will not cure layoff
survivor sickness but will provide damage control until more per-
manent solutions are found.

Layoff survivors carry heavy emotional baggage, and unless they
are given the opportunity to drop it, they are unable to progress
beyond their debilitating funk. Level 2 interventions allow survivors
to grieve. Chapter Eight outlines processes for breaking blockages
and stimulating catharsis.
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Chapter Nine applies the concept of codependency to organi-
zations. Level 3 interventions deal with the painful but liberating
process of breaking away from organizational codependency.
Employees are codependent with an organization to the extent
that they index their self-worth by their success in that organiza-
tion and attempt to control and manipulate the organizational sys-
tem. Organizationally codependent people are always susceptible
to layoft survivor sickness. Those who break the bonds of organi-
zational codependency are immune.

Chapter Ten reviews the series of shifts that have made a new
employment contract necessary. It explores processes for making
organizational systems relevant to the new contract, which demands
profound and evolutionary changes in our organizational systems
and in us as individuals. On the personal level, they often require
us to behave in accordance with a reality that opposes the values
conditioned into us through organizational cultures that were
formed just after World War II.

Level 4 interventions alter organizational systems to accom-
modate the reality of the new employment contract. In discussing
levels 1 and 2 (Chapters Seven and Eight), I have been as pre-
scriptive as possible and include case studies and specific advice to
both the employee and the manager. My advice is more general
for levels 3 and 4 (Chapters Nine and Ten). Implementing the new
employment contract demands complex individual and organiza-
tional changes. Therefore, I help readers explore the changes in
their own organizations and personal careers.

Part Four deals with the critical leadership challenges within this
new environment of change, ambiguity, and violated employee
expectations of long-term job security. Today’s leadership requires
new skills and a great deal of courage. Chapter Eleven examines
leadership competencies relevant in the new reality that are not
often found in business schools or corporate training programs.
Chapter Twelve reviews the critical leadership task of reconceptual-
izing perspectives of loyalty, commitment, and motivation from the
old paradigm. Chapter Thirteen outlines the core skills and relevant
models necessary to lead organizational systems in a new paradigm.

The death of the old patterns of organizational thought and
behavior, painful though it may be, opens up the possibility that
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we as individuals will acquire greater personal empowerment and
autonomy and that more organizations will survive these competi-
tive times. Chapter Fourteen discusses the ultimate existential
choices that individuals and organizations now confront.

Healing the Wounds is the culmination of multiple ways of per-
ceiving and responding to the global epidemic of downsizing and
the need to put the pieces together—both individual and organi-
zational—and move on. It combines research, case studies, and
methodologies from my own consulting practice and specific
advice based on my experience. The case studies have been dis-
guised to ensure client anonymity. Although this book is based on
research, it is for practitioners and can be used at several levels: to
help line managers intervene in their organizational systems, con-
sultants and consulting managers develop intervention techniques,
and individual survivors understand what is happening to them
and see that they are not alone.

Healing the Wounds views layoff survivor sickness as the symp-
tom of a condition even more toxic to the human spirit: unhealthy
dependence. For organizational leaders and employees who respond
courageously to the call to combat this symptom, there is the excit-
ing promise of reclamation of lost autonomy, the ability to index
self-worth by good work, and the exciting potential of a quantum
increase in organizational productivity and customer service.
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