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Redundancy: 'They called me the Angel of Death'

How does it feel to make a close colleague redundant? All eyes may be on those losing their jobs but, as Cath Janes finds, the individuals burdened with breaking the bad news suffer too.

If the recession has done one thing, it's this: it has refreshed our memory of the personal pain of redundancy. Worse, in the wake of recent boom years, a whole generation is coming to terms with job losses for the first time.

Take Joanne Lucas, a director at a manufacturing company, as an example. Here's what she says about her experience of redundancy: "I didn't sleep for weeks and had headaches all the time. The night before a redundancy meeting things were so bad that I developed a terrible migraine, and I couldn't even get off the floor.

"A doctor came to my house to inject me with painkillers and on the day of the meeting I was so drained I simply had to accept what was happening and, somehow, get on with it."

If you've ever received your P45 you may sympathise with what she went through. So would you be shocked to learn that she never did actually lose her job? Because when Lucas went through these agonies, it was she who was making the redundancies.

"There were changes to the business," she explains, "which meant one woman in particular had to go. She was very aggressive, and when she knew that her job was on the line she suddenly started telling me her personal problems and how bad it would be if she lost her job. I can't describe how things were the night before the redundancy meeting."

So, it seems, it's not just the jobless who are suffering. Imagine it; you spend years building up your business, recruiting key players and team-building, all the while forging relationships with your employees as they negotiate their marriages, house purchases, divorces, births and deaths.

You see pictures of their kids on their desks, eat the chocolates they brought back from holiday and discuss TV around the watercooler.

They ask if you fancy a drink on Friday, or offer to work late to help with a deadline. Then, out of the blue, there's economic collapse and, rather than asking your PA if she saw Torchwood last night, you're telling her that she's out of a job.

According to the Office for National Statistics, UK unemployment rose to 2.4 million in the three months leading up to June, with some 277,000 workers made redundant during that period.

The Advisory, Conciliation and Arbitration Service (Acas) claims its redundancy helpline has seen a doubling in the number of calls requesting advice, and, earlier in the year, even extended its opening hours to cover evenings and Saturday mornings. That makes for a lot of managers who are delivering the sickening news.

Is it any wonder that so many businesses are resorting to temporary shutdowns and reduced hours in an effort to avoid the "R" word? Naturally, the focus is on the people packing their bags. Yet those who deliver the bad news have their own emotional fallout. Worse, they often have to do it in isolation.

"The hardest is when you know, but they don't," admits Jacqui Williams who has worked at group HR and director level. "That's when you are gathering information and you find out that they are booking a holiday, or buying a house. Once the redundancy process has started, you don't want to know about their lives. In one case I was friends with the chap I was making redundant.

"I knew his wife and his five kids, and that was a tough thing to do. You want to give them a warning of what you are about to do, but how can you without giving them the news?"

If you've never made someone redundant, it's natural to think in the first instance about how much worse it is for those losing their incomes.

However, managers who say that they have been deeply distressed as a result of making redundancies feel that the experience bears serious comparison with other harrowing scenarios that life throws at us.

Justin Spray is a chartered occupational psychologist and director at Mendas, which supports businesses through times of change. Here's how he describes breaking the bad news.

"Telling someone they have been made redundant almost feels like telling someone that a loved one has died. It's a painful situation and there are so few things in life that prepare you for it.

"Also, because we have recently lived through economic growth, there is now a generation that has never experienced the negatives of being a manager. They are simply not equipped to deal with redundancy."

It's all very well promoting your star saleswoman or architect to management status simply because they are great at what they do, but this doesn't equip them with the realities of management. Even if they have had to redeploy colleagues, negotiate disciplinaries or reject pay rises, none of it compares to handing an employee their notice.

Michelle Edgerton is one manager who is willing to admit how tough this really is. In fact, so tough that she will soon be a former manager – she has resigned from her job as a result.

"I had been a manager for just a year when I was told that I'd have to make cuts," she explains. "I had to make someone redundant and this kick-started nine months of reviewing roles.

"It's one of the worst things I've ever had to do. Sitting down with the two account managers whose jobs were in the balance was awful. One of them started crying, and that started me off. I'd already done a lot of crying privately, hadn't slept and felt sick, but still knew I had to do it.

"The truth is that you work your way up through the ranks because you're a good people manager, get offered the role of boss – which seems like a good opportunity – and then you find yourself dealing with people who are shocked, scared, hurt and upset.

"That's why I've handed in my notice. This isn't the right job for me and I don't think I'll ever go for a job like this again."

Edgerton's honesty is startling, not least because so few managers admit they find redundancy so draining.

The stiff upper lip many employees are faced with isn't necessarily down to uncaring or greedy managers. It's because those managers are as scared and as distressed as they are.

It's often only because the focus is on the employee and they need to exude an air of professional control that managers can't afford to show it.

"I recall having to appear calm and strong when I was making people redundant," says Ali Moran, who is now a freelance HR specialist and associate with Workplace Law.

"Really, though, I was nervous and terrified because I had recruited almost everyone in the company and knew them so well.

"I worked for a small telecoms company and was employee number four. We built it up to 85 people before the dotcom bubble burst and then I had to make more than 30 of them redundant.

My nickname became the Angel of Death because it was my job to tap on the shoulder the people who were going to be made redundant."

Believe it or not, though, there is a positive side to the entire experience. For those able to ride the storm, it is said that making people redundant makes more rounded managers.

They survive the bad times as well as the good, and learn about themselves to boot.

Moran says that this experience made her better at her job. She was used to giving people good news to compensate for the bad, but this particular experience, where there was no good news, has helped her to be more direct, something that has permeated all of her work.

Spray, of Mendas, agrees. For him it teaches people about the art of making decisions, about soul searching and guiding a team through rough seas.

That's scant consolation for anyone in the midst of redundancy-induced angst, though. Having to console a sobbing administrator while you hold back your own heartbreak doesn't feel good for anything, especially the future of your own career.

Which is why "it is so important that you don't blame yourself", says Geoff Taylor, a consultant for Axa Icas and a specialist in stress management. "Remember that none of this is your fault. It's the job that is being made redundant, not the person.

"It's unpleasant but it has to be done to save the business and the jobs of those who remain."

Some names have been changed
How to break the bad news
Andy Dickson is senior consultant of Impact International, specialising in business transformation. Here are his tips for making someone redundant sensitively but properly:
• Don't kid yourself that it's easy and don't take on full responsibility. Share it with colleagues.

• Know your law, because even the most loyal employees will look for a loophole.

• Talk through all the outcomes with your employee so that they understand the situation.

• Also talk through the situation with those not affected because they'll be nervous, too.

• Have a witness for every conversation, however well you know your employee.

• If you manage the person being made redundant, don't shirk your responsibilities to help them cope.

• Offer as much support to your employees as you can.

• Practice what you are going to say over and over again, including with an HR specialist.

• Have someone ready to talk to afterwards because you'll have your own emotions to deal with.

• Emotions are the reality but also being professional will earn you respect.

