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S
o, you were recently forced to let 20% of your workforce go 
in an effort to cut costs. While this was a hard decision, your 
main concern might have been with those you had fired, ex-
pecting that those who were lucky enough to stay with the 
organization would feel energized to keep their jobs, wor-

king harder and more efficiently to demonstrate that you made the right 
choice in not letting them go. Right? Unfortunately, not in the long run. 
Research on organizational downsizing and the psychological consequ-
ences that affect employees who remain in organizations paints a deci-
dedly different picture and points at challenges and opportunities that 
come as employees who keep their jobs grapple with their own “survivor 
syndrome.” 

The survivor syndrome 
The current COVID-19 crisis has posed severe challenges to many 

organizations and has created an unprecedented wave of termination 
notices. For instance, in March 2020 alone almost 37 000 individuals 
received notices of termination, the highest number in a single month 
ever recorded in Sweden. Following these layoffs comes a challenge that 
is likely to be overlooked as it contravenes common wisdom: Organiza-
tions must fight to keep workers who “survived” these and future layoffs 
engaged and motivated. 

It may be obvious that organizational downsizing has severe conse-
quences for those losing their job, but common wisdom suggests that 
those who manage to keep their jobs should be happy. They were the 
ones who managed to keep their jobs, no? In fact, because they are 
among the lucky ones to escape with their job, managers might believe 
that they will work even harder to demonstrate their renewed commit-
ment to the organization and to justify the decision not to let them go. 
While these are reasonable assumptions, they unfortunately disregard 
what research tells us about the unexpected consequences of surviving 
downsizing.  

A steady stream of research, pioneered by Joel Brockner, a profes-

sor at Columbia Business School(1, 2), has studied the reactions of the 
survivors of layoffs for almost 40 years. Somewhat surprisingly, this 
research finds that survivors consistently develop a series of negative 
reactions after getting to keep their job while others lose theirs. Termed 
the “survivor syndrome”, these negative reactions include a “set of atti-
tudes, feelings and perceptions that occur in employees who remain in 
organizational systems following involuntary employee reductions”(3). 
Typical reactions related to the survivor syndrome include feelings 
of anger, depression, fear, distrust, and guilt. Workers feel guilty that 
friends lost their jobs while they keep theirs. Additionally, they face the 
stress of knowing that employment in general – and at their place of 
work in particular – is no longer secure. 

These psychological burdens reduce worker productivity and crea-
tivity(4), while simultaneously increasing absenteeism and the risk that 
workers voluntarily leave(5). However, these reactions often go unnoti-
ced as managers do not anticipate that survivors would feel psycholo-
gically burdened and workers engage in various rouses to help disguise 
their lack of engagement and prevent losing their job when there are 
few new opportunities available. A study comparing the reactions of 
the “survivors” with those who found new jobs after having been laid 
off in the Canadian health sector showed that those who lost their jobs 
but found new ones were actually better off in terms of most outcomes 
studied than those who did not lose their job. It was the survivors, com-
pared to those entering new jobs following layoffs, who experienced 
higher levels of stress, less autonomy and job control, lower job satis-
faction, lower overall physical health, lower quality of life and had hig-
her absenteeism, outlining the pernicious effects of keeping one’s job. 
Those entering a new job following downsizing seemed to be the real 
winners, whereas the survivors, staying in the organization, ironically 
were the victims(6). 

These somewhat counter-intuitive findings have been explained by 
a number of different mechanisms. First, survivors go through the same 
kind of uncertainty and stress in the process preceding the actual layoff 



5 6

decision. However, while any help available is offered to those actually 
being laid off in an effort to help them cope with the difficult circum-
stances, the survivors are typically forgotten, as it is assumed they are 
grateful and motivated by not having been laid off. Second, work after 
considerable downsizing is seldom “business as usual”. Social networks 
have been shattered and work roles and routines need to be reinvented 
in light of the new situation. This typically adds up to a stressful situa-
tion for those remaining after downsizing reducing their commitment 
and motivation and increasing their intention to leave. Finally, commit-
ment and loyalty to the organization are challenged by a reduced faith 
and trust in management. Downsizing typically goes hand in hand with 
a considerable reduction in employee trust in management. Questions 
whether the layoff could have been avoided – or managed in a better 
way – will emerge in most cases.  

Faced with employees who feel guilty and stressed, lack faith in ma-
nagement, and carry the psychological burdens that result from keeping 
their jobs, what should management do? Surveying the literature on 
survivor syndrome, we point to three areas where management and hu-
man resource departments can effectively get employees back on their 
feet.  

Secure trust in management and the organization 
Trust – the expectation that one can be vulnerable without conse-

quence – is a critical component of highly effective organizations and 
teams. Research has examined how trust helps motivate employees to 
work harder, creatively, and activate their best self at work. Following 
downsizing, trust is perhaps even more critical at the same time as the 
downsizing process is a potential challenge to trust. Research tells us 
that when employees trust management in the wake of downsizing they 
are more likely to stay engaged, and as a consequence are less likely to 
succumb to survivor syndrome and leave their jobs.  

How can organizations foster trust in a downsizing context? First, 
management should be open and honest about operational and strate-

gic changes and why they are needed. If management is willing to trust 
employees by communicating their decisions and thoughts, including 
their concerns and uncertainties, employees will be more willing to re-
ciprocate this trust. 

Second, in the context of the COVID-19 crisis trust can been secured 
by involving employees in the problem solving regarding how to meet 
upcoming challenges. Employees need to understand why downsizing 
is the only option for survival, but ideally, they also need to see a future 
beyond downsizing where the current crisis may have contributed to 
something positive. Many organizations have been challenged to expe-
riment considerably with operational and business models. By acknow-
ledging how these experiments may eventually make the organization 
stronger, trust in management and commitment to the organization 
may be maintained.  

Third, to enable such collaborative problem solving, organizations 
need to create a sense of psychological safety, where employees feel they 
have a voice and some measure of control over what is going on. This 
means engaging in true two-way communication where employees are 
given a real chance to voice their concerns and be listened to at the same 
time as management is open about their concerns. Showing vulnerabi-
lity is a strong driver of psychological safety.  

Finally, be quick to engage with those who feel reluctant to trust 
the process. Research shows that having just one person on a team who 
does not trust others can motivate negative “trust spirals” where this 
person plants seeds of doubt in others and groups slowly descend into 
deeper and deeper feelings of distrust for others(7). Being clear to get 
everyone onboard, and specifically addressing those that do not want to 
be onboard, is thus very important due to the impact that single actors 
can have on groups and organizations in these troubling times.  

Establish a fair and respectful process 
One of the biggest drivers of survivor syndrome is caused by the 

relative (in)equity that employees feel during the downsizing. Surviving 
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employees want to feel like the process was handled in a just and fair 
manner, an understanding that helps them feel less guilty for keeping 
their job, but also reduces stress by showing that they will also be trea-
ted fairly if they have to be let go. Research shows that when individuals 
are faced with bad outcomes – what scholars call low distributive justice 
– they look to make sure the procedures were fairly applied (high pro-
cedural justice) and that they were treated well during the process (high 
transactional justice) before making judgments on the fairness of the 
decision. For instance, employees might ask if the layoffs were random, 
or did the process focus on employees and divisions that would likely be 
impacted far into the future anyway so that layoffs made sense? Were 
the procedures clear and managers considerate during the process, or 
did employees face blind Zoom calls or impersonal manager emails? 
Although survivors are not leaving now, they still harbor worries that 
future layoffs will come and use the fairness displayed in the dismissal 
of others as an indication of how they will be treated by management 
in the future. Based on these perceptions of fairness they will decide to 
what extent they will commit to the organization and whether they will 
put in their best effort or withdraw to the minimum acceptable level and 
potentially leave for another job.  

Provide support to survivors also 
While organizations typically offer support to the victims of down-

sizing, the survivors are left to their own devices to figure out the new 
situation. However, as has been argued above, they may also be in a 
challenging situation where increasing workload, a need to reinvent 
work routines and a shattered trust in the organization and its mana-
gement create high levels of stress and resignation. Management and 
HR need to acknowledge these feelings and provide support for dea-
ling with them. This could be done by creating formal opportunities for 
employees to discuss the challenges created by colleagues being laid 
off and finding ways to mitigate these rather than just assuming “bu-
siness as usual”. Support may also be provided by investing in training 

for survivors in order to help them better cope with potentially widened 
or changed work-roles. Even just acknowledging their challenging si-
tuation could be perceived as important support that may help them 
through the transitional stress and (re)install trust in management.  

Final Thoughts 
These are trying and troubling times for managers. Organizations 

will likely be faced with tighter budgets and smaller workforces. What 
we know from the literature is that organizations and managers need 
to pay strict attention to downsizing processes, making sure they are 
transparent, fair, and include support for leaving employees. Failure to 
do so will not only lead to bitter feelings from those leaving, but ironical-
ly may demotivate and discourage organizational survivors, leading to 
lower performance, higher disengagement, and organizational exit. Yet, 
organizations that get this right, supporting survivors as well as victims, 
are likely to be the ones that differentiate themselves from competitors 
following this crisis.
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