T E N

Y E A R S

O F

S E R V I C E

10

Volume 10, No. 6
June 2007

EMPLOYEE
ASSISTANCE REPORT
1997-2007

supporting

EAP

professionals

Corporate Downsizing:
Can the EAP Help Soften the Blow?
By Gene Vander

I

t is an unfortunate reality in
today’s American workplace
that many industries and companies, such as the domestic automotive industry, are struggling. To
ensure their survival, companies
implement plant closures, layoffs,
and mergers. Displaced workers
struggle throughout this process,
and surviving employees are also
affected. The EAP may be called
upon during the downsizing
process. The following strategies
should be considered:
1. Glean employees’ perception
of the event. This is a crucial point.
Some employees will tell you that
they have turned the entire matter
over to their higher power and are
perfectly OK with the changes,
while other workers’ trauma is
overpowering as they feel that their
entire world is crumbling.
Dr. Elisabeth Kübler-Ross’ pioneering work in describing the
stages of loss can be utilized by the
EAP throughout the downsizing
process. Her classic book, On
Death and Dying describes the
stages experienced by terminally ill
patients. These stages may be
adapted to any individual going
through loss, including workplace
changes. They include:
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• Denial — “This can’t be happening to me.”
• Anger — “How dare you do
this to me!”
• Bargaining — “I will never
call in sick again if I can just
avoid being laid off.”
• Depression — “It’s hopeless
— I can’t do anything else
after all these years.”
• Acceptance — “I always
wanted to start my own business — now is my chance.”
2. The EAP needs to understand what stage each employee is
in at any given time during the
downsizing process. This is the
central theme when helping companies, unions, and workers. A worker
in the “denial” stage may not wish
to discuss the event at all, and may
be distressed if overhearing other
co-workers discussing their anger
about the situation.
However, both groups may be
upset if yet another co-worker in
the “acceptance” stage mentions
that they look forward to going
back to school or moving to another
state to take a different job. If the
EAP leads group sessions, workers
will commonly be at different
stages. When consulting with union
leadership and management, it is
important to explain why differing
continued on Page 2

Four Points to
Make the
Process Easier

H

ow executives choose to
deal with employees,
whether negative or positive, will affect productivity,
morale, customer relationships,
and ultimately the company. To
ensure that your corporate client’s
downsizing, merger, or acquisition
goes smoothly, the EAP can help
by being involved in the following
areas:
1. Choosing the right transition
team. Make sure the team is
appropriate for the area or department they’re working with. For
example, you probably wouldn’t
continued on Page 3
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stages can lead to disagreements
and tensions, and to emphasize that
everyone will have different perceptions of the same event.
3. It is important for the EA
professional to help the company,
union, and workforce alike to
understand that emotional reactions are normal responses to a
difficult situation. Emotions, in
fact, can help employees progress
through the different stages of loss.
However, emotional reactions like
anger and depression are often suppressed in the workplace since such
expressions make others feel
uncomfortable. This is unfortunate
since stifling these reactions curtails
what therapists call “healthy ventilation.”
Certainly, safety needs to be
evaluated since some emotionally
distraught workers are a threat to
themselves or others. Nevertheless,
the emotions exhibited by most
employees are simply normal signs
of “depression” or “anger” stages.
4. Reaching out to family
members is a critical element
that’s often overlooked. Gaining
access to family members may be
difficult since the EAP is often
called in just to work with employees. However, spouses may be at
more of an “acceptance” stage, and
thus can be of practical assistance if
included. Unfortunately, in other
cases, workers don’t utilize the services offered to them by the company during the downsizing process.
5. Companies and EAPs often
overlook employees’ spiritual or
religious lives during the downsizing process. Chaplains may be
utilized during traumatic events
when deaths and serious injuries
have occurred, but have not often
been considered during downsizing
2 EA Report

events. Chaplains can be of tremendous comfort to employees with
spiritual or religious beliefs, and
workers may feel more comfortable
speaking with a chaplain than an
EA professional.
Chaplains and EA professionals,
working in a complementary fashion and not competing for clients,
can be a very effective team, similar to how self-groups like
Alcoholics Anonymous and substance abuse counselors complement one another.
6. The earlier in the process
the EAP is involved, the better.
All too often, the EAP is first contacted the day before a plant closure
or downsizing is to occur. This is
unfortunate since the EAP can help
implement a myriad of ideas if consulted earlier. For example, on-site
EAP counseling before, during, and
after the downsizing process can be
helpful.
Planning may also help devise
coping strategies for “surviving”
employees who often struggle with
guilt, increased workloads, and
other stress during and after the
downsizing process. Gaining early
EAP access to companies is difficult since companies are often overwhelmed with a number of factors
during this process. However, once
companies see the merits in involving the EAP early on, they are usually more receptive to early EAP
involvement should more downsizing or traumatic events occur.
7. Downsizing increases the risk
of employee suicide and workplace
violence. In fact, substance abuse,
marital problems, excessive gambling, and other destructive behaviors are also at high risk during this
time. Early intervention training to
the entire general workforce may not
be feasible, but training management
and union leaders is highly recommended.
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It’s further suggested that the
topics of suicide and workplace
violence be included in this training. Key departments for the EAP
to align itself with include Human
Resources, union leadership, security, and any medical staff.
8. Updates provided by the
company and union is crucial
throughout the downsizing
process. In the absence of information, workers and families (and the
media) will quickly spread rumors
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that can gain a life of their own,
making things more stressful for
everyone.
The downsizing process is
inevitable for some companies. It is
an extremely difficult time for
businesses, unions, workers, and
families alike. Since the EAP is in
a position to help soften the blow,
it behooves the EA professional to
gain training and expertise in this
area. By providing crucial support
at a critical time, the EAP can
facilitate acceptance and recovery
Points

Gene Vander, LMSW, ACSW, CEAP, is an
account services manager assigned to the
UAW-Ford account with Health
Management Systems of America, a
Detroit-based employee assistance company. He can be reached at (800) 550-7200
or gene.vander@hmnsanet.com.

Quick Fact: No industry is immune,
but the brunt falls on the manufacturing, construction, transportation, and
food-service industries, which account
for 33% of all mass layoffs, according
to the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics.
continued from Page 1

want a team of “suits” involved in
a hospitality merger to talk to a
group of housekeepers and maintenance people. Choose a trusted
employee from among their ranks
and you’re more likely to see
good communication as a result.
2. Having consistent, honest
communication with employees.
All employees want to know the
truth, even if it’s difficult. If your
employees feel out of the loop,
they’ll assume the worst, and you
can expect a negative effect on
productivity. (See also point #8 in
Gene Vander’s Corporate
Downsizing article.)
3. Providing resources for those
who will be displaced. Allow
employees who won’t be retained
to leave gracefully. Offer career
counseling, rèsumè services, contacts with outplacement firms, and
anything else that can meet individual needs. Severance packages
are crucial. For lower-level
employees, two to four weeks pay
may be sufficient; for middle and
senior management, six to 12
months pay may be more approJune 2007

for all affected parties. 

priate. Many times it’s wrongly
assumed that unemployment benefits will carry the departing
employee through the transition
period. By taking extra steps like
these, employees are less likely to
talk negatively about the company
to others, and the remaining workers will feel the firm treats its people with respect.
4. Helping with the “fallout”
that can be expected to occur.
Morale and productivity can take a
long time to return to previous levels. If there’s been perceived
untruthfulness, management has to
establish a long history of standing
by what they say they’re going to
do. Even if the process goes
smoothly, assurance will still be
necessary since apprehension follows major changes. Remaining
employees may need help to deal
with all the changes, even if it
seems minor to management. 
Source: Dan Stockdale, speaker, author,
consultant, and president of Adventures in
Leadership, Inc. For more information,
visit www.danstockdale.com or call (877)
358-6453.

Editor’s Notebook
There’s a right
way and a wrong
way of doing
things — and
that includes laying people off.
Consider the
large retailer that sent layoff
notices via email last year (see the
December 2006 EAR). Talk about
impersonal!
Although not as bad as this
example, I was once laid off on a
Friday night and told to clear out
my desk over the weekend. That’s
certainly one way of getting a full
week’s work out of you!
Fortunately, I’ve also been
given the “old heave-ho” in a
respectful way. In 2000, I was
given a month’s notice and told I
could continue to show up for
work, but if I had a job interview,
it wasn’t a big deal if I didn’t.
Moreover, I was allowed to
work one day into the next month
so I’d have health insurance coverage for another 30 days. Plus, I
was taken out for lunch on my last
day. Pretty good treatment for a
termination I’d say! Which
employer do you think left a more
positive impression on me?
It’s unfortunate that so many
layoffs occur in this day and age
— but there’s a compassionate
way of doing it (i.e. do unto others...), and there’s a disrespectful
way of letting people go that’s
sure to drag down morale and productivity, both for departing
employees and those remaining on
the job.
The EAP — like Gene
Vander’s organization — is in a
perfect position to help. Until next
month. 
Mike Jacquart, Editor
(715) 258-2448
mikej@impact-publications.com.
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On the Job

Marketing Matters

Strategies in Light of the
Virginia Tech Tragedy
By Dr. Steve Albrecht, PHR, CPP

T

here are a number of things
that an organization can do in
the aftermath of the Virginia
Tech incident. One is to see the
totality of the issue.
The events at Virginia Tech
changed the way that most
Americans felt about college campuses and their vulnerability to
attacks. Employees will have strong
feelings about this incident and most
will remember exactly where they
were and what they were doing
when they heard the news.
As we have seen following the
deaths of famous figures or elected
leaders, acts of war, or national disasters, many people choose these
incidents to reflect on their lives and
places in the world.
• Address the human connection. Remember that two
things — the two “T’s” — help
people recover from traumatic
events: time and talking. The
passage of time offers people
psychological distance and
allows their more vivid memories to fade. Talking about feelings and reactions, even in an
unstructured, non-therapeutic
environment, simply makes
people feel better about their
exposure to bad situations.
We know that people who talk to
one or more co-workers, friends, and
family about the events at Virginia
Tech have helped each other cope.
People who keep these things bottled up may have a harder time
putting this trauma behind them.
• Provide hope and strength for
the future. Leadership is rarely
easy and in times of stress and
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uncertainty, it’s even harder.
Many employees may have
expressed concerns about “waiting for the other shoe to drop,”
meaning they are understandably anxious about a copycat
attack at another college campus (especially if they have kids
in college themselves).
While we all hope violence will
never strike out schools again, we
can only strive to remain vigilant
and connected to each other, both at
home and at work. Employees will
continue to look to your organization for answers in times of need.
You have the opportunity, now and
in the coming months, to help coworkers feel hopeful and strong. 
Excerpted with permission from “Five Things You
Can Do as an Organization in the Aftermath of
the Virginia Tech Incident,” by the Employee
Assistance Professionals Association (EAPA,
www.eapassn.org). In 1994, Dr. Albrecht co-wrote
“Ticking Bombs,” one of the first business books
on workplace violence. He is a San Diego-based
trainer, author, and security consultant. He can be
reached at drsteve@drstevealbrecht.com. He will
be presenting “Employee Threat Assessment:
Stopping Workplace Violence Now” at the 2007
Annual World EAP Conference in San Diego.

Identifying
Hot
Prospects
By Brian Tracy

S

ome corporate-client
prospects are better than
others. Some prospects are
wonderful to deal with, while others are a complete waste of your
time.
Consequently, you need to
define the attributes of an excellent prospect. Then, you need to
find as many of them as possible.
One of the most valuable things
you can do in initial conversations
with a prospective client is to ask
the kind of questions that enable
you to determine your prospect’s
quality ranking on a scale from
one to 10, with one being low and
10 being high.
A good prospect has a pressing
need for exactly the service(s) that
you are selling. He/she has a problem for which your services are an
continued on Page 6
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continued from Page 4

excellent solution. The more
urgent the need, the less the customer will be concerned about
price and specific details. The
more prospects you can find that
have an obvious need for your
EAP’s services, the more sales
you’re likely to make.
Not long ago, a young salesman selling construction materials
lost a major order to a more
aggressive supplier. But exactly
when the supplies were required,
and in the middle of the construction job, the supplier’s workers
went on strike.
The customer was desperate
and called the young man to see if
his company could deliver quickly. They could, and even through
their prices were slightly higher,
the young salesman gained a firstrate customer who not only
bought large quantities from him
but who opened doors for him to
other people who also became
customers.
There are two things you can
do immediately to put ideas like
these into action:
1)

Ask lots of questions with a
new prospect to find out how
important your product or
service can be to his or her
business.

2)

Keep in touch with prospects
that can benefit most from
what you sell and continue
reminding them that you
want to do business with
them.
Finally, never give up! 

Brian Tracy has produced more than 350
audio/video programs and written over 42
books, including “The Way To Wealth.”
For more information, call (858) 4812977 or visit www.briantracy.com.

June 2007

Management Matters

Shattering the Myth of
the Celebrity CEO
By Richard Lepsinger

T

hey make great news stories,
but celebrity CEOs are not
great for your client company’s bottom line.
There is no way that a single person can be responsible for the success of an entire corporation.
Rational businesspeople know this,
but our desire to pin all our hopes on
one person — no matter how powerful, clever, or visionary — almost
inevitably leads to disappointment.
Sometimes it can even backfire in
dramatic ways.
What are the problems associated
with celebrity (or celebrity-like)
leaders?
• Overreliance on the leader to
solve all of the company’s
problems. Staff members are
unlikely to become involved if
they believe the leader has
“superhuman” abilities to singlehandedly find the right
answers. Nor is high involvement likely to be encouraged
by a leader with an exaggerated self-image.
• A single CEO misstep can
have a catastrophic effect.
Look no further than Martha
Stewart. Her company’s stock
prices fluctuated in tandem
with the ups and downs of her
insider-trading drama. Like it
or not, the stability of a company is inherently linked to the
stability of the public image of
the CEO. If your company has
a celebrity leader, make sure he
or she is a choirboy or choirgirl, and that no one is falsely

accusing him or her of wrongdoing.
• Celebrity CEOs are too sheltered to be fast on their feet.
In today’s volatile business
environment, the need to be
responsive to rapidly changing
conditions is too urgent to wait
until it penetrates the cocoon in
which many celebrity figures
live. Moreover, if people
depend entirely on top management to identify emerging
problems or threats or to recognize promising opportunities, it
may not be possible to make a
timely, successful response.
• Frankly, employees don’t
want to be led by a “figure
on a white horse.” Twentyfirst century workers want to
think for themselves, and to
formulate their own ideas, as
opposed to simply following
orders.
Companies need to realize that
effective leadership is not about
glitz, glamour, and charisma; it’s
about results. “Real world” CEOs
must have the flexibility to respond
to continually changing conditions,
the perspective to find an appropriate balance among competing
demands, and the commitment to
drive coordinated action by leaders
across different levels.
There are no easy answers, but
realizing that is the first step out of
the star-struck land of the celebrity
CEO and into the real world. 
Richard Lepsinger is president of On Point
Consulting and co-author (along with Dr. Gary
Yukl) of “Flexible Leadership: Creating Value by
Balancing Multiple Challenges and Choices,”
$44, Jossey-Bass/A Wiley, ISBN: 0-7879-6531-6.
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Time Management

Time Management
is All About Your Boss!: Part II
the best and most productive
use of my time?”
Listen carefully to your boss’s
answers. Using them as a guide,
you can begin to understand
exactly how your boss views your
contributions. It’s quite likely that
the way he or she measures your
value is different from the way
you might measure it.

By Vincent Thompson

F

or years we’ve heard that
time management is about
action items and prioritizing
tasks. Last month, we discussed
some of the key strategies to
“manage your manager.” This
month, we’ll examine additional
time-management strategies.
• Adopt a management
value- added mindset. The
concept of Management
Value Added is based on a
simple question that you
should ask whenever you’re
making a decision how to
invest your time and energy:
“What value does management add?”
One way to use the concept of
MVA is to sit down with your boss
to discuss his or her explicit needs
(see last month’s article). It
shouldn’t take long for the two of
you to agree on what they are and
to prioritize them. Then, ask your
boss questions like:
• “What are the activities that
you and the company most
need me to do?” or
• “What do you consider to be

6 EA Report

• Implement what you learn.
Use the information your
boss shares with you to help
you determine how to spend
your time, which projects to
support, and which meetings
to attend.
So if your boss replies, for
example, that your most important
contributions involve your abilities to 1) hire, nurture, and guide
talent; 2) build capacity; and 3)
stay close to the customers, then
before committing to any new
activity, ask yourself, “Will this
activity help me achieve my priorities? Will it help me put the right
people in the right jobs? Will it
help me build capability? Will it
help me know and connect with
our customers?” If the answer is
no, avoid the activity.
Abiding by the MVA concept
helps maintain a focus on the
things that matter while earning
the support of your superiors.
Then, when your boss or someone
else in the organization asks you
to commit time or energy to an
area that falls outside of the MVA
priorities, you and your boss can
determine whether a shift in priorities is warranted.

Each time you and your boss
are out of alignment, you have an
opportunity to further understand
your boss’s needs and goals. This
approach will remove useless time
from your work week, but also
realize that, sometimes, you’ll be
required to “suck it up” and go
along for the ride.
• Manage your future for
success. When you follow
this process and gain agreement, you’ll have a clearer
understanding of where your
focus should be each day.
With clear focus comes a
renewed sense of purpose,
because you’re now spending
your time on what truly matters — both to you and to
your boss. And when everyone’s needs are being met in
a way that supports the company’s vision, the result is a
more productive and happier
work environment. 
— Vincent Thompson is the author of “Ignited:
Managers, Light up Your Career for More
Power, More Purpose and More Success.” He
is a former executive for AOL and the principal
at Middleshift, a consulting company focused
on creating revenue for Internet businesses by
empowering those in the middle and super-serving customers. For more information on Vince’s
book or consulting, visit www.beignited.com.
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Workplace Surveys

Working Sick Doesn’t Work

P

eople go to work sick for
different reasons but the top
one is apprehension, according to a new poll by LifeCare®,
Inc., a provider of comprehensive
specialty care services.
Individuals were asked, “When
you go to work sick, what is your
main reason?” The leading
responses were:
• 31% — Too risky to take
time off (office politics/culture).

• 23% — Too busy to stay
home.
• 18% — I save my sick days
for child care emergencies.
“Obviously, there are occasions
when we need to go to work sick
but, frankly, they’re few and far
between,” said LifeCare CEO,
Peter Burki. “A large number of
our clients remind employees that
they shouldn’t come to the office
ill. And that’s good business
because people simply aren’t as

productive when they work sick.
“Plus,” Burki added, “there’s a
good chance they’ll spread their
illness no matter how careful they
try to be. Before you know it, half
the company is coughing and
sneezing. Bottom line, working
sick is costlier than having a few
people stay home for a while.” 
Source: LifeCare®, Inc. For more information, visit www.lifecare.com.

Follow the Leader?
Succession Plans Often Lacking

H

ope for the best and prepare for the worst,” an
old adage advises, but
according to a recent survey,
many executives may be doing
more hoping than preparing.
Nearly four out of 10 (39%) of
executives surveyed feel uncertain
that someone in their company
could fill their shoes if they had to
suddenly leave their position.
“Succession planning is a lot
like disaster planning — people
know they should do it, but it’s
easy to let it slip through the
cracks,” said Dave Willmer, executive director of The Creative
Group, which conducted the survey.
“Companies that create structured succession programs and
provide leadership training help
their employees grow professionally, which can boost loyalty and
productivity,” Willmer added.

The Creative Group (www.creativegroup.com) offers these tips
for developing an effective succession strategy:
• Start early. It can take time
to identify and groom a
promising candidate for a
leadership role, so begin the
process early.
• Keep an open mind. Don’t
overlook employees. Identify
the skills necessary to excel
in the role; then consider
candidates who either
already have, or who demonstrate the greatest potential
for acquiring these skills.
• Share the vision. Include
prospective managers in strategy discussions to help them
gain planning and leadership
skills.
• Make it ongoing. Provide
regular feedback to protègès

so they can continue to
progress.
• Take a trial run. A vacation
is a good time to have a
potential successor assume
these responsibilities. The
employee acquires experience, while the CEO learns
how prepared the person is to
take on a larger role in the
organization. 
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From Our Files

How One Company
Handled a Downsizing
By Richard H. Beatty

G

ood Company Inc., faced
with increasing international
competition and resultant
profit squeeze, decided to close one
of its U.S. plants, transferring both
the equipment and the work to a
foreign manufacturing facility
where labor rates were considerably
less than in the U.S. The affected
plant consisted of approximately
250 employees, many of whom had
been with the company a long time.
Hopefully the following account
will provide some ideas on how to
successfully tackle this problem,
and come out ahead of the game.
Management decided early on
that it was critical to retaining
employee trust and loyalty that they
be told of the plant closure at the
earliest opportunity and, in accordance with the principle of “open
and honest communication,” they be
told the exact reason for the company’s decision. Nothing would be
held back!
During the ensuing employee
meeting, held at an offsite conference center, employees were
informed, with great sensitivity, of
the shutdown and advised that the
decision was irrevocable. They were
told the shutdown reasons were
strictly economic, caused by
increasing international competition,
and had nothing to do with employee performance.
Management then expressed its
regrets, thanking employees for
their loyalty and contributions over
the years. Employees were also
advised the company was commit8 EA Report

ted to helping them make a safe,
successful career transition and
would provide them with comprehensive support servicies, including
personal assessment, career counseling, and job-hunting support services.
Additionally, during this meeting, employees were told the company was totally dependent upon
their full cooperation and support in
making the project successful. In
return for their help and partnership, the company was fully committed to their successful career
transition and would provide liberal
severance benefits as well as generous bonus incentives for remaining
on the job during the transition
period. This included not only extra
compensation, but also up to
$5,000 per employee for careerrelated education and skills training.
Providing individual career
counseling early in the process
(almost a year in advance of the
first layoffs) demonstrated management’s sensitivity and responsiveness to the needs of employees, and
its commitment to their successful
career transition. This provided a
definite morale booster, and it
earned the respect of the workforce.
This action also served to reduce
employee anxiety, and began to get
them thinking more constructively
and positively about their future.
Upon separation from the company, each employee received up to
six months of counseling and support through the company’s career
transition support center. A joint
staff, comprised of both employee
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volunteers and members of the outplacement consultant’s staff, shared
responsibility for management of
this center. It was a highly participative effort, one that provided considerable employee involvement!
Proof that open, honest communications, combined with sensitive
treatment of employees, can have a
huge payoff is clearly evidenced by
the following results achieved by
Good Company, Inc.:
• During the two-year shutdown, employee output and
productivity were among the
highest levels ever achieved
during the plant’s 25-year+
history.
• Lost-time injuries were nonexistent, and the plant set an alltime safety record.
• Economic gains were significant, and more than outweighted the costs of
implementing this program.
Employees benefitted as well. As
a measurement of the program’s
success, it was decided that it
would be considered successful
only if 75% or more of employees
achieved their established career
objectives. This outplacement success goal was greatly exceeded!
Clearly, both employee moral and
productivity CAN be maintained at
high levels, even under dire circumstances. 
At the time of this writing, Richard H.
Beatty was the CEO of Brandywine
Consulting Group, Inc. Editor’s note: This
article is condensed from a story that originally appeared in the February 2003 EAR.
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