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7. Organizational decision-making and 
criteria for lay oft of blue collar 
workers under conditions of 
economie crisis and restructuring 

Abstract 

Using interviews and group feedback analyses 
with subject matter experts (SME'S) and a Del
phi technique with social partners, this study 
tries to inventarise the criteria used for lay off 
of blue collar workers in a declining economy. 
Besides discussing the used qualitative meth
ods, the article also gives an overview of the 
different decision processes used to select 
workers that are to be fired. The core of the 
study is the identification workers vulnerable to 
firing. 

Introduction 

The last years 'Iay off procedures' are among 
the most frequently bargained issues in Belgian 
industrial relation activities. Lay off is a typical 
process that fluctuates with the economical 
conditions. Unemployment is caused by many 
reasons: sector, region, productivity, new tech
nology, buying power, value of money, out
sourcing, etc. 

No direct relation seems to exist between the 
criteria used in firing decisions and the various 
business reasons for the lay offs. It is commonly 
found that the unemployment ra te amongst 
youngsters is the highest for the lowest ski lied 
wor kers. On ce hired and somewhat older, it is 
clear that it is no longer the same group of un
skilled workers who are fired during the early 
lay off waves. 

This study was commissioned by regional 
social partners to try to identify the whole 
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range of selection criteria used for firing blue 
collar workers due to economical reasons or 
restructuring1 in the metal sector in one Belgian 
province. 

Once the groups vulnerable ofbeing fired are 
known, the final aim is to find ways to 
strengthen them, to train them so that they will 
not be fired, or to assist them in the best way to 
be reintegrated into employment. 

The commis sion ers dispose of a budget to 
develop a program to help fight the different 
types of vulnerability. They are the decision 
makers in the project and are, at the same time, 
weil informed about the subject. 

Methods 

As we were only interested in identifying all 
types of firing decision processes and not in the 
relative frequency of the use of each decision 
procedure, we approached the problem with 
qualitative methods. On the one hand we used 
interviews of subject matter experts (SME'S), 
followed by a group feedback analyses (GFA) 
which mainly served to do an objective data
reduction, to structure and to provide correct 
interpretations. On the other hand we used a 
Delphi technique for synthesizing the data and 
providing a final formulation. 

Interviews 

The data collection was based on discussions 
with 71 people, all from the chosen economical 
sector. Basically, there were two groups of in
terviewees. The first group is composed of 3 
types ofworkers: fired workers, workers at risk 
of being fired, and workers without a risk of 
being fired. The second group were subject 
matter experts (SME'S): first line supervisors, 
production managers, personnel managers and 
union representatives. They all were considered 
subject matter specialists because they knew 
from experience what the firing procedures 'in 
use' were. They usually receive direct and suffi-

1 Further in this article we always mean 'firing for economie 

or reorganizational reason' when we speak about firing or lay 

otTs. 
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cient information about the painful turbulence 
oflay offs. 

Three questions where adressed in the inter
vIews. 

Do you know about lay offs for economic 
reasons or because of restructuring? Teil 
me about the context. 
What is the process the organization uses 
to choose the people that have to be fired? 
What are the procedures known to you, 
which are currently used, or were used in 
the past 10 years to select those who have 
to be fired? 

Only for the last question it was necessary to 
probe to gain all the information. Too often, in 
their spontaneous reaction respondents only 
gave the main technique: retirement or early 
retirement. By investigating in depth it was 
clear that in most organizations, either openly 
or concealed, other selection criteria than the 
ones already mentioned were also used. 

Group feedback analysis 

The group feedback analysis was used to struc
ture the strange array of examples, stories, ver
batim quotations and idiosyncracies. Besides 
reducing and grouping facts into families of re
lated facts, interpreting the different firing ap
proaches was important. The final stage, after 
the proper feedback act, was a check on the 
meaningfulness of the interview results. At the 
same time, it was a method of obtaining more 
information and it was used to amplify the in
terim results (Heller, 1969). 

Following Heller (1981), in our case, valida
tion was also the prime function of G F A in this 
research. Respondents gave reasons why they 
produced certain answers and got the opportu
nity to vent their doubts about several findings. 
Indeed, as we fed back information to four 
separated subgroups, together 32 of the 71 
SME'S, in some cases described processes or 
procedures were not recognized as really exist
ing and were classified as pure fantasy. We only 
dropped a proposed process or procedure when 
none of the four G FA groups recognized the 
phenomenon. 

The promises to the respondents and the use 

OfGFA was also used as a motivating factor to 
ensure participation in the whole study. Finally 
the technique also acted as a change agent 
(Heller, 1970); we were intensionally doing ac
tion research, and if not changing the approach 
used in firing decisions, we we re at least mak
ing the process and procedures more conscious. 

Delphi 

Because the social partners were the commis
sioners, acceptance of the formulation was im
portant. They want the truth and the facts, but 
preferably phrased clearly so they can assume 
that what is said is really wh at happened. AIso, 
the explosiveness of the matter requires a text 
that is acceptable for social bargaining. The 
formulation should be without implicit cri ti
cism or evaluation. 

Using a Delphi method for the formulation, 
not for the fact finding, is particularly suitable 
for the purpose of the study because this com
municative method builds on the subjective 
base of norms and opinions. The technique was 
not used to reach a common opinion among 
experts, but to find a common label and for
mulation for the reported cases of firing pro
cesses. Van Dijk (1989) points out that results of 
the Delphi technique are not facts, but opinions 
about facts. In our case, the results are refor
mulations of opinions about facts. The panel of 
experts uses 'real people' to respond to the 
question: 

'How to formulate? Wh at should be formu
lated in another way ?' 

That question did not have a clear-cut an
swer, but was of concern for all participants. 
Even with data from Delphi rounds in an ex
perimental setting, working with 11 partici
pants, acceptable levels of concept reliability of 
.76 can be reached (Dalkey, 1972). It seems th at 
reliability is also acceptably high in real situa
tions (Dagenais, 1978). Con vergen ce occurs but 
remains problematic because there is no known 
way to insure that the responses will converge 
to avalid answer. However in our case using 
the Delphi procedure after the interviews and 
the GFA was not aimed only at improving the 
reliability ofthe data, but also at increasing the 
validity ofthe results. It is, in a certain sen se, a 
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cross validation based on another group of 
SME ' S. 

The method used differs from the conven
tional Delphi technique because the panel 
didn't participate anonymously and at a dis
tance. In part it was an alternation between 
real-time Delphi and written reactions. Partici
pants met, knew each other and knew of each 
others participation. Although the source of a 
particular written response was kept anony
mous, it could be retraced by others as the 
group was sm all and composed of social part
ners. Instead of administring a questionnaire, 
the final text of integrated reactions was sent 
around several times to elicit reactions. The re
actions were brought to a group meeting by the 
researcher-animator where, af ter discussion, 
new formulations we re adopted or additional 
sentences were integrated into the document. 
Because the text was to be the final input for 
taking decisions to initiate actions, the method 
used was a type of Decision Delphi (Rauch, 
1979). The results obtained were not neutral 
perceptions, but instead their aim was to influ
en ce future developments directly. 

For the formulation of the assignment there 
were two rounds, whilst for the final text there 
were three rounds. 

Respondents 

Three remarks: 

The Delphi-group implied equal power 
among representatives from the social 
partners. 
The GFA group of eight blue collar workers 
consisted ofthree sub-groups: two persons 
from threatened workers, at risk of being 
fired , three workers without any threat of 
being fired and three who had already been 
fired . 
The mixed GFA group was made up out of 
4 first line supervisors, 3 production man
agers and I personnel manager. 

The respondents came from 18 different organ
izations in the chosen sector and from 3 dif
ferent uni ons. The organizations were in the 
chosen sector with an optimal spread concern
ing product, manufacturing type and economic 
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situation. Participants were selected at random. 
However, in two cases, respondents were se
lected for sheer practical, opportunistic rea
sons: they already had a meeting planned to 
discuss other matters. 

Findings 

The process of deciding on selection procedures 

First of all we have to state th at deciding to lay 
off people for economic reasons or because an 
organization is reorganized is, in itself, a most 
difficult act. It tends to result in a lengthy, and 
particularly conflictuous decision-making pro
ce ss. Viewpoints of the bargaining participants 
are diametrically opposite. It is a pure win-Iose 
situation. 

From the workers' side there is only an emo
tional 'no' that acts as a constraint on the pro
ce ss of deciding on the lay off procedure. Nor
mally, final decisions and numbers are more a 
function of the power relation between the par
ties and less a function ofthe economic situa
tion or the need for restructuring. 

From the union leaders' perspective, the 
number of people to lay off and the procedure 
for selecting the people to be fired - such as the 
criteria for selecting the vulnerable persons -
are implicitly one-and-the-same in the decision 
process. The number of people to be laid off is 
solely defined by the selection process and not 
by the economic conditions or restructuring 
needs. For example: using as selection criterion 
'women older than 50' would implicitly mean 
to lay off some lOO persons; whilst the restruc
turing need could only be the lay off of 70 per
sons. In nearly every case, the decision of col
lective lay off is taken on a level that exceeds the 
needs of the organization. 

For three reasons, lay offs are often repetitive: 

1. in order to be politically acceptable, lay 
offs are accomplished in groups that are 
too smalI, this represents a diplomatic op
portunistic approach; 

2. because of the lack of agreement on a rea
listic number between the parties; 

3. because business becomes worse and 
worse. 
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Accepting the need to fire people nearly auto
matically includes the procedure for defining 
who to lay off. Note that in this sense the deci
sion captures many of the elements of Cyert 
and March's (1963) behavioral theory ofthe 
organization including the concept of slack, 
side payments, bargaining power, coalition 
formation, etc. 

Concerning the process of deciding on the 
procedure to identify and select the workers to 
be dismissed, we found seven different types. 
We can c1assify them based on a combination 
of the use of participation, the extent of open
ness of the process, and the amount of inter
ference of forces from outside the organization. 

The seven processes we registered consist of 
the following types of lay offs: with govern
mental as si stance; with official reconciliation; 
with a collective agreement; with information 
of the works council; with discussion and in
formation of the union delegates; open but 
without participation; hidden, secret or denied. 

I. With governmental assistance. In this cate
gory the main goal is to reach the criteria 
needed to be c1assified an 'organization 
with economical problems or in restruc
turing'. Having economical problems is 
defined by the financial results of the last 
two book-years. Being considered a re
structuring organization depends on the 
number ofpeople who are to be fired col
lectively (for instance, 10 persons for an 
organization where 100> N > 20 employ
ees, or 10% for organizations that count 
100 or more workers). These guidelines are 
defined in detail by Collective Work 
Agreements, Royal Decrees or Ministerial 
Orders. 

To obtain the official c1assification an 
'organization in economic problems or in 
restructuring' is very important. This c1as
sification is needed to be entiteled to cer
tain subsidies or to gain the possibility of 
creating a system of early retirement al
lowances. This c1assification crosses most 
of the types of collective lay offs and it 
certainly completely dominates the selec
tion criteria for the first slices of disrnis
saIs. 

For us it is important that -'to be given this 
c1assification' - the dossier has to include: 

- a collective agreement of the social 
partners th at a preretirement plan will 
be installed; 

- a restructuring plan that was presented 
to the workers council for advice; if not 
applicable to the uni on representation; 
ifnot applicable to the committee of 
safety and hygiene; or if not applicable 
to the local of sector representatives of 
the uni ons. 
(The restructuring plan also has to in
c1ude items about women's employ
ment and redistribution of work within 
the organization). 

So in this first category there is an important 
participation process. Without the positive col
laboration of workers representatives the em
ployer can never reach the official status of 'an 
enterprise with economic problems or in re
structuring'. The consequence of not reaching 
th at status is th at a whole program of financial 
assistance by the government can not be real
ised. Besides the fact that employees participate 
in this process with a certain power base, much 
power in the decision-making process is in 
hands of governmental bodies. Openness is 
complete in this category. In nearly all of the 
cases of type I the selection procedure deter
mining which employees are to be fired is com
pletely based on the early retirement system. 

2. With official reconciliation. Very similar to 
the previous formula is one where a pro
cess of dismissal is preceded by a phase of 
collective bargaining which fails and ends 
in a blocked situation. Professional recon
ciliators, nominated by the government, 
then guide negotiations. 

This situation mostly occurs when the 
organization does not have the possibility 
to offer employees an early retirement 
plan. Organizations then fall back on the 
simple procedure of collective lay off. In 
order to make th at popssible, management 
is obliged to inform the employee repre
sentatives and the governmental unem
ployment office. The organization must 
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also pay fired employees a supplement, 
enlarging their unemployment allowances. 
The employee representatives who have to 
be informed are nearly the same as in the 
previous case. The employer is obliged to 
provide all information to parties 'who 
have some interest'. In any case they have 
to provide in writing: 

the reasons for the lay off project; 
the criteria th at will be used for the se
Jection of employees th at have to be 
dismissed; 
the number of and the salary categories 
of the concerned employees; 
the number of and salary categories of 
remaining employees; 
the calculation method that will be 
used to determine the lay off premium 
for employees that are not yet incIuded 
in an existing collective agreement; 
the period in which the lay offs will 
take pI ace. 

All these issues are communicated to offer re
presentatives the opportunity to give 'their re
marks'. Management 'can take these remarks 
into account'. 

Evidently, in most cases this system does not 
work, and therefore the bargaining process is 
blocked almost every time. Intervention of re
conciliators from outside the organization is 
necessary. 

In the case of collective firing processes, 
having an information duty as a type of parti
cipation is not sufficient to ensure bargaining 
continues. The bargaining process mostly ends 
up in a situation of conflict, where again much 
ofthe decision power is relinquished to persons 
outside the organization. Openness is high and 
there is a certain amount ofparticipation. Also 
here the selection procedure is, or has to be, in
cIuded in the collective lay off decision. 

3. With a collective agreement. When the pre
vious formula is successful and the help of 
the reconciliators from outside is not 
needed, the employer can re ach a collec
tive agreement with the employer repre
sentatives. In that agreement the parties 

Pol Coetsier 

involved define all conditions surrounding 
the lay off procedure. 

We very seldom encounter this situ a
tion, and if it does occur it is mainly found 
in organizations with a homogeneous 
population ofwhite collar workers. In that 
case, a normal bargaining process takes 
place where the participants are looking 
for a win-win situation. Incredible cIever
ne ss and flexibility can appear and, of ten 
creative solutions are found. Here we have 
real participation, the power game takes 
place inside the organization and openness 
is high. 

4. With information of the works council. 
Sometimes, only a very small number of 
employees are fired for economical rea
sons or due to restructuring. The lay off is 
then not officially cIassified as a collective 
lay off. 

This condition can be openly or not 
openly discussed in the works council. In 
these cases the deal is often fixed in ad
vance with the individuals who have in 
most situations a very fair proposal. 

In this situation, the selection procedure 
is a rather one-sided management ap
proach. Mostly the choice of who is to be 
fired is based on opportunity, on volun
teers or on the cIosing of a subunit or the 
termination of an activity of the organiza
tion. 

In this procedure there is - in the case of 
volunteers leaving the organization - di
rect participation of the considered work
ers, a rather low openness and the power is 
kept inside the organization. The discus
sion is to a large extent a shop floor mat
ter. 

5. Discussion with and information of the 
union de/egates. This formula is identical to 
the previous one but the frequent informal 
involvement ofunions representatives is 
easier because discussions can be totally 
confidential and there is no public pres
sure. Often discussion concerns only uni
lateral information provided to union 
delegates by management. Normally the 
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solution is 'in the bag' in advance. In this 
case, power remains in the organization, 
participation of employees is medium and 
openness is low. 

6. Open but without participation. This is a 
situation where there is no collective lay 
off, but there will be lay off of individuals 
for economic reasons or due to restructur
ing. Management keeps the number of 
fired employees below the number that of
ficial regulations specify as defining a col
lective lay off. Realor fake arguments for 
the reasons to use this procedure can be 
given. Everybody knows the real reasons. 
The employer is formally or informally not 
hiding the truth. To avoid problems em
ployees remain silent. Here, power resides 
within the organization, participation is 
low and openness high. 

In this case there is no bargaining and 
no participation in the process. For the se
lection the whole array of criteria de
scribed later in this article are used. 

7. Hidden, secret or denied. Here, the same 
process as in the previous situation takes 
place. Only very few people, usually in 
managerial positions know the truth. To 
those who harbour a suspicion of an im
pending lay off for economical reasons, 
management will issue a denial. In some 
cases commercial or business reasons are 
the basis for this approach. 

Of course there is no participation, no openness 
and power remains within the organization. 
Various criteria are used to select the employ
ees to be fired. 

Fig. 1 gives an overview of characteristics of 
power, participation and openness of the 7 
processes. 

Who are workers at risk to be selectedfor firing 
through the procedure? 

J. Vulnerable workers in the literature. The 
literature lists a whole series of types of 
vulnerable workers (see Davidson and 
Earnshaw, 1991). Independents, minority 
groups, part-time workers, women, dis-

abled persons, illiterates, workers from 
other countries with special work-permits 
('guest-workes'), homosexuals, ex-con
victs, etc. We didn't find any of these 
groups to be selected for lay off by prefer
ence. The opposite is true. The organiza
tions who have employees from one of 
these groups of vulnerable workers take 
extra care not to include them or to over
represent them in the group th at is to be 
dismissed. 

There are taboos such as 'No ending 
contracts of guest-workers'! (Thielemans, 
1979). A unique case of firing a pers on for 
his status is reported. This was not related 
to economical reasons, but to the job this 
employee had (see also Adele et al., 1984, 
p. 113 and 119). 

2. Being vulnerable as afunction ofregion and 
economie sector. We found that a lot of or
ganizations use the region of their opera
tions as aselection criterion. The cost of 
employees' salaries is often the rationale 
behind this approach. Business tries to 
move to regions with lower salaries and a 
better social climate. 

Furthermore, of ten in conjunction with 
region, the economic sector is used as a 
criterion. Businesses cut back manpower 
in the sectors where the financial results 
are decreasing, or where the introduction 
of new manufacturing techniques greatly 
improves productivity. We further discuss 
this group in the paragraph on manufac
turing technology. 

3. Being vulnerable due to individual charac
teristics. 

a. People who can take early retirement. 
Age combined with early retirement is 
the most of ten used criterion for lay 
off. In some extreme cases the age re
quired for early retirement can go 
down to 50 years, whereas normally it 
is 52 years. Management is of ten 
against this practice, as many experi
enced workers are lost and an age gap 
is created. 

It is also said that a certain group of 
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1. With governmental assistanee 
Early retirement plan & tinancial allowances from government 

Open high participation Power Outside 

2. With official reconciliation 
First blocked - official reconciliation and premiums from the organization 

Open information duty +/- Power 
+/- participation outside 

3. With coUective agreement 
Both partners are looking for a win-win situation what ends in a collective 
agreement 

Open high participation Power Within 

4. With information of works council 
Small number of lay offs- participative discussiOllS -mostly a fair deal 

Not open high participation Power within 

5. With discussion and information of union delegates 
Small number of lay offs- some participative discussion but private - solution in 
advanvance in the "bag" 

Not open +/- participation Power within 

6. Open without any participation 
Small number of lay offs- direct open buy out- paternalistic approach- often 
bluffing 

Open no participation Power within 

7. Bidden, secret or denied 
Very few people know the truth, offen commercial or business reasons are the 
reason for this approach- often fair deal 

Not open no participation Power within 

Fig. I. Classification of the 7 decision making processes 
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blue collar workers aspire the early re
tirement age being 50 years, because 
for them the financial position of the 
early retirement situation is very com
fortable. 

b. Those who arefrequently absent. Once 
the group of people who can be sent 
with early retirement is exhausted, se
lection is oriented to those people who 
are frequently absent. Obviously, the 
genuinly sick people are avoided. 
Management, coworkers and even 
union representatives are well able to 
identify those profiting from non-gen
uine sickleaves. Workers formally or 
informally easily accept this selection 
criterion. For these employees there is 
no social protection or solidarity from 
the group of co-workers. This would 
also seem to be a finding consistent 
with equity theory, social comparison 
processes, and social justice theory in 
social psychology. The solutions are 
accepted because the group perceives a 
procedural fairness. 

Some SME'S categorize th is group 
together with the following one be
cause they consider non-founded ab
senteeism as a symptom of a 'bad char
acter'. 

c. 'Bad character : Once early retirement 
and absenteeism are exhausted as 
selection criteria, the category of em
ployees with what is called a 'bad char
acter' comes up. Many traits in differ
ent combinations can be classified as 
'bad characters'. Mainly, elements such 
as inflexibility, immobility, failing of 
polyvalency and lack of motivation are 
mentioned. 

There is also a strange mixture of 
behaviours connected with the term 
'unskilled'. SME'S have the tendency to 
identify the employees at stake with the 
label 'unskilled'. Nevertheless, when 
the personal files are opened it seems 
th at the employees with a so-called 
'bad character' are not the 'unskilled' 
people. On the contrary, the unskilled, 
who are long-term members of the or-

ganizations tend to be flexible. They 
are motivated to become more polyva
lent and are somewhat mobile. Some 
research indicates th at these blue collar 
generalists 'tour' the plant and work in 
different jobs, because they quickly be
come bored with a particular assign
ment. Nevertheless, if they had devel
oped these positive attitudes, unskilled 
as they are, they would never survive in 
the organization. Because they are un
ski lied and still in the organization, 
they are good collaborators; that's why 
they are not on the list ofthe employees 
th at are to be fired. Note th at these 
people represent Cyert and March's 
notion of slack. They create a flexible 
reserve labour force for any job, should 
a situation require their assignment. 

Another fact is that unskilled, low 
educated, people experience difficul
ties to be hired by other organizations. 
Indeed, it seems that hiring criteria 
normally include a demand for a cer
tain level of intellectual talent, even 
when it concerns low skill functions. 
The underlying idea is that skilled 
newcomers, with a normal school cur
riculum, provide a greater guarantee of 
possessing the correct attitudes than 
do unskilled workers. Because they are 
unskilled they probably acquired the 
wrong behaviour during their school 
period so they will probably be labelled 
'bad characters'. This explains why un
ski lied, low educated people have 
problems finding a job and have high 
unemployment rates. Nevertheless, 
when unskilled people have longer 
tenure in the organization they are not 
especially vulnerable. They become 
more of a protected group which, even 
if lacking the requisite abilities, dis
playing wh at Organ (1990) calls good 
cÎtizenship behaviour. 

By flexibility the SME'S mean the 
willingness to change planned work, to 
change methods, to change workplace, 
to change shift (coming one hour ear
lier, staying one hour longer, coming in 
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on a saturday or sunday, supplemen
tary hours, etc.), or, to change from one 
job to another. Acceptance of ambigu
ity, openness for relative rather than 
absolute situations and for situations 
requiring some flexibility in interpreta
tion are also mentioned as factors. 

Mobility considers the micro level of 
the factory, as wel1 as possible moves 
from one town to another involving 
actual geographical displacement. 

Polyvalency in this context only 
means changing from one job to an
other without the necessity of theoreti
cal training. Nearly al1 SME'S believe 
that most workers can, because they 
have the abilities, acquire the skil1 level 
needed for this polyvalency. Problems 
are nearly always caused by attitudes 
or pecuniary obstructions, though this 
may be an instance of attribution theo
ry. 

By motivation SME'S mean elements 
such as engagement, identification, 
vigilance, self starting, initiative, re
suIt-oriented, politeness, attentive lis
tening, interested, disciplined, mature, 
proactive. 

Some ofthe SME'S identify the so
cal1ed 'bad characters' as the non-per
formers. It is a fact that supervisors, 
first line supervisors and leading hands 
are very consistent in identifying who 
belong to the group of bad characters. 

d. The objectively tired and older workers. 
According to most SME'S, management 
also uses a system of selection where 
they are looking for people who are 
objectively fatigued, or who are real1y 
physical1y or psychological1y old. One 
remark is important here. Chronologi
cal age is a bad parameter for the iden
tification of the 'physical1y or psycho
logically older worker'. 

e. Workers who are stigmatized by facts 
from the past. It seems th at the organi
zation has a very good memory. When 
all the previous selection criteria to 
find candidates for lay off have ex
hausted, and the organization still 
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needs more 'victims', negative events in 
the past are used to find arguments to 
fire people. 

Negative critical incidents or con
flicts are dug up. The partners in the 
group easily accept this criterion and 
confirm, indeed, that these factual in
cident in the past did happen. Solidar
ity with the fired colleague is, in this 
case, very low. The selection procedure 
used is countered by a low resistance. 

f Eventually good hard workers whose 
skilIs can easily be replaced. Indeed, if 
lay offs still have to continue, the or
ganization starts to expell good, hard 
working employees. The selection is 
then based on the replaceability of the 
skilIs employees possess. Firms don't 
fire the hard to replace personnel and 
will eventually assign them to a simpIer 
task. Managers need to plan for the 
subsequent reacquisition of ski lIs that 
are deemed to be in surplus during the 
shrinkage program me (Hartley et al., 
1991, p. 175). 

4. Being vulnerable due to characteristics of 
one's task or profession. 

a. Professionals whosefunctions are 
changed by new techno logies. A first 
group is the group of functions where 
the number of occupants is diminishing 
due to automation, the increase of 
productivity and the new design of 
products. Component integration as 
well as smaller and more powerful 
components have diminished assembly 
working hours. New techniques of as
sembling and testing are also a men ace 
to certain jobs. Moreover, some tasks 
executed by blue collar wor kers before, 
are now done by white collar workers. 

The second group offunctions which 
will see lay offs are those where the 
tasks have evolved in such a manner 
that job occupants lack the capacities 
necessary to execute the task. Accord
ing to SME'S the first stage ofmanufac
turing technology, where 'traditional 
non-automated manufacturing ma-
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chines are operated by humans', only 
affects few victims. The second stage, 
represented by conventional or 'hard' 
automation (Davids and Wall, 1990), 
creates more redundancy of man
power. Only the third stage, called 'soft 
automation' where machinery is con
trolled by software programs, creates 
the need for operators that are different 
from the previous operators. This last 
stage requires other ski lis. 

Nevertheless, our SME'S report th at 
selection of employees to be fired is 
rarely based on a search for people who 
can keep up with technological evolu
tion. Because of the investment pro
grams, this evolution is too slow within 
blue collar jobs. Only the experienced 
workers are sent to learn about the new 
technologies, not the highly educated 
newcomers. The stee ring techniques 
and operation manuals are sufficiently 
user friendly to allow the effects on 
worker jobs to be acquired through 
good collaboration and thus most can 
follow the evolution. Basically, the in
troduction of technological evolution 
is done in interaction with the workers. 
This is not the case for the employee 
level where innovations are done in 
much more aggressive waves. 

b. Set-up persons, adjusters, inspectors, 
quality controllers, oldfashion crafts
men. Due to the existence of computer 
control, and programmabie produc
tion technology, total quality and lean 
production concepts, many jobs, pre
viously technically supporting core 
manufacturingjobs, are now disap
pearing. 

This is clearly the case for adjusters, 
quality controllers and some classic 
types of craftsman whose skilIs have 
not evolved, a.o. millers, turners, 
borers. The tendency is a movement in 
two directions: in cum bents become 
overskilled because the job is now sim
pier, or they become underskilled be
cause the job is now different. Working 
with CNC machines, robots and flexible 

manufacturing systems is perhaps not 
necessarily more difficult, but it de
mands totally different capacities. The 
craftsman, or specialist who is not 
capable, or does not have the flexibility 
to evolve becomes redundant. SME'S 

conclude that there is a demand for 
both more ski lied and less skilled em
ployees at this moment. 

Selection criteria which are used are 
'which people are highly paid but are 
no longer doing jobs at the propor
tionallevel they are paid for?'; 'which 
employees are overpaid due to wage 
attainment regulations?' 

c. In some organizations the overskilled 
are the vulnerable group. Organizations 
where the work changed in the direc
tion of more simplification and auto
mation replace the overskilled. Where 
the aim of Advanced Manufacturing 
Technology (AMT) is programmabie 
automation, flexible automation, and 
computer based manufacturing tech
nology, it of ten, at the blue collar level, 
has the side-effect of simplification of 
work content. Because the machines 
take over all the complex tasks, there is 
a 'deskilling' effect. The new controller 
or operator no longer needs the same 
skillievel as the old craftsman. Of 
course, salary levels play an important 
role here. AMT is also developed as a 
cost reduction tooi through lower skill 
criteria for the workers. 

Thus, in some organizations 'being 
overskilled' is used as selection cri te-
ri on for determining who to lay off. 
Sinfield (1981) describes a similar con
clusion when he says: 'The sharp in
crease in major redundancies means 
that many highly ski lied and non
manual workers from larger firms that 
pay higher wages have been thrown out 
ofwork' (p. 19). 

d. Aiming for people with low intellectual 
capacities. The evolution within tasks 
often demands an increase in intelli
gence and vigilance, and decrease in 
purely professional knowledge and 
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motor ski lis. Many organizations tend 
to conceal a demand for more pure in
tellectual capacities with terms like 
'skill or education'. 

Problem diagnosis, causal analysis, 
upgrading the processes and planning 
of analyses, prevention plans, forecast
ing, program application, interpreta-
ti on of evolutions of norms and cali
brations, and registration of statistical 
data are typical ex am pIes of the higher 
intellectuallevel often asked for. Many 
wor kers are not suffiently capable to 
execute these highly complex tasks, 
therefore intelligence also becomes a 
selection criterion. 

5. Being vulnerable due to the job. Here we use 
the concept 'job' as the integration of the 
task and the place where the task is exe
cuted. Often, when ajob disappears in one 
organization, it reappears in another or
ganization. This other organization can be 
in the same location, in another agglom
era ti on or in a different country. 

Seven strategies contribute to this ten
dency: 
- Only retain the tasks in which you spe

cialize within an organization. 
- Through outsourcing one keeps the 

number of employees low and the or
ganization flexible for handling the 
economic fluctuation . 

- Less people on the pay-rolllowers your 
socialliabilities. 

- Moving the labour co st to other eco
nomic sectors possibly makes products 
or services Ie ss expensive. 

- Moving work to smaller organizations 
can of ten reduce costs and make the 
situation more flexible. 

- Lean production reduces manpower. 
- Bring simpIe, planable, unskilled and 

semi-ski lied work to low salary coun
tries. 
a. The exclusion ofthose who are doing 

work that is not part of the core
business. Outsourcing makes inter
nal housekeeping and kitchen per
sonnel, guards and security men, 
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physical handling specialists and 
transport workers vulnerable to 
firing. Often, these employees work 
in departments th at Mintzberg 
called support staff. 

The more the workers have speci
fic skilIs which are directly related 
to the core business and are difficult 
to replace, the Ie ss vulnerable they 
are. Thus, another selection cri te-
ri on is whether a certain task is di
rectly relevant to co re business ac
tivities. 

b. Employees doing sub-assembly. Em
ployees doing sub-assembly which 
blocks the introduction of lean pro
duction methods are vulnerable. 
The make-or-buy decision fre
quently ends in buy when it involves 
sub-assembly. In most cases simple 
work is concerned that, in time as 
weil as in quantity can easily be 
planned, which is a reason to leave 
this work to a cheaper supplier. 
Many lay offs find their origin in 
these subunits of organizations. 

c. The influence ofthe low salary coun
tries. It is weil known that work th at 
can be done in the low salary coun
tri es, and that does not generate 
high transportation costs is relo
cated to those countries. Whilst re
cently also higher ski lied work is 
flowing to these countries, the work 
th at is threatened most is simp Ie, 
unskilled work, where planning and 
logistics permit exporting the work 
to low salary countries. A supple
mentary condition is, that the direct 
labour costs account for a sufficient 
percentage of the total product 
manufacturing cost. Products which 
only have a low percentage of direct 
labour costs, do not go East as 
easily due to logistic reasons. 

Therefore, workers vulnerable 
due to relocation of business are still 
mainly those who do simpIe, low 
skilled work. For different reasons 
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this tendency is typical for well
defined types of business. 

6. Sophistication and ideosyncratic situation. 
Among skilled workers and craftsmen the 
most highly skilled people are of ten m~st 
threatened. Indeed, in their case evolution 
in their job content is not only g;adual, but 
?~ten concerns fundamentally new activ
ltIes t~~t .eventually ask for a totally differ
ent ablhtles. The electromechanic -blue 
collar worker- who has to evolve to the 
status of.an electronician has to change 
part of h~s true self. For instance, changing 
from typlcal blue collar activities such as 
work preparation, to white collar activities 
such as program ming of numerical ma
chines, is a real metamorphosis. 

.The u~skilled workers on the contrary 
wlll contmue to do different, but still sim
ple, work whereas high skilled workers 
professionals, who can not change a p;rt 
of their identity become vulnerable. 
Other types of skilled professionals who 
did not learn their craft in school are also 
in a weak position. They include people 
who ~ere trained in an accelerated up
gradmg program or in a purely practical 
program. They of ten miss the roots of the 
knowledge they apply. For them it often 
becomes more difficult to evolve because 
the fundamentals ofthe skilIs they have are 
weak. 

A group of outstanding workers, who 
were kept on their job by their supervisor 
bec~use of their excellent quality, did not 
recelVe the opportunity for job-rotation. 
They become too specialized. They did not 
have the opportunity for horizontal 
?roadening of their knowledge and are not 
mterchangeable. If their job disappears 
they also disappear. In contrast, collab~ 
orators who were easily lent out to other 
departments, of ten because their supervi
sor did not consider them the best work
ers, become in the end, the most polyva
lent and can stay. In this situation the best 
employees are hindered in their develop
ment and become the most vulnerable. 

Of course there is the group of employ-

ees who are vulnerable by statute. Interim 
workers, people in their probation period, 
the temporary and provisional workers are 
laid off first. 

Furthermore, because this is the path of 
least resistance, the workers who more or 
less openly say that they would like to be 
fired are a target. It seems that indeed 
many are interested in the lay off premium 
and have al ready found new jobs including 
self employed, moonlighting jobs, home 
work or whatever. 

It turns out that some organizations 
take their age pyramid into account, and 
base their selection of personnel to lay off 
on attempts to harmonise their age struc
ture. 

Two last types of ideosyncratic selection 
criteria include employees who take credit 
hours for their education. They are fired 
b~cause they, by their irregular absence, 
dlsturb the work organization. 

Somewhat similar are the group of 
youngsters who cannot be included under 
eligibility consideration for governmental 
employment allowances (too old, too 
young, too skilled, not enough months of 
unemployment, etc.). They are easily laid 
off at the first signs of economical prob
lems. 

Conclusions and proposals 

The decision-making processes concerning 
procedures ?f selection of the people to lay off 
for economlcal reasons or restructuring, differ 
strongly from one organization to another. 
The~ ~ary. along three dimensions: openness, 
part~clpatIon and involvement of power parties 
outslde the organization. 

The possibility to get subsidies and to use 
early retirement plans, dominates the whole 
situation. Once these two elements are excluded 
from the process, most procedures are handled 
without openness, with a varying degree of 
participation, while all power to decide on the 
procedures remains within the organization. 
Because ofthe possible constraint on the pro
cess caused by an initial negative response to 
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lay offs by some social partners, less openness 
is probably a plausible procedure; except in the 
case of the aforementioned sixth aIternative 
where the employer is bluffing. 

Of ten there is an incongruence between the 
real reasons of the need for lay off and the cri
teria used for the selection of the people to fire. 
Age is the most typical example of this incon
gruence. 

In general , vulnerability seems to apply to 
every type of blue collar worker, depending on 
the organization and the situation. In some or
ganizations the skilled people are the affected 
category, in other situations the unskilled. 

Here, the conclusion has to be th at help for 
vulnerable people has to be organized on the 
micro level of the organization and not in an 
integrated manner for a whole sector. 

Certainly the groups of people at risk to be 
laid off differ from the unemployed groups in 
the labour market. lt are not the young un
skilled women who are systematically fired. 
Vulnerability for employed people follows 
other logics than those of the vulnerable unem
ployed people. Indeed, in practice, the real vul
nerability problem only starts af ter the lay off. 
It is a problem of reintegration tactics much 
more than the risk of being fired. 

Because the organization decided to start lay 
offs for economical reasons or due to restruc
turing, training or retraining related to their 
branch, whatever the content, will not re duce 
the percentage of the dismissals. The utmost 
result is that we can switch who will be dis
missed from one person to another. Moreover, 
in the coming years, the sector at stake will 
systematically diminish the number of employ
ees in its workforce. The strange situation then 
arises that we have to ask the fund of the sector 
in question to train workers to work in another 
sector, because their own is permanently 
shrinking its number of employed people. 
Training workers to stay in the same industrial 
sector is like bringing water to the sea. 
AIthough it is a difficult idea to sell that one 
sector's created funds have to be spent for 
training ski lis for another sector; it is the way in 
to best help vulnerable people. 

Furthermore, it is a heli of a job to retrain 
people, not starting with skilIs and knowledge 
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they al ready have, but to starting from scratch. 
Moreover, the basic attitude of people who 
have been laid off is ususally to try to go back 
into their own sector. Changing jobs between 
firms in the same sector is much more common 
than changing to other sectors. Skill transfer
ability may account for this, but the low geo
graphic mobility of the labour force is also a 
factor. 

Nevertheless, ifwe regard all vulnerable 
groups and look for positive measures we end 
up with two categories of actions: general per
sonnel management policies, and training and 
development. 

General personnel management policies 

Long term forecasting, correct mutual infor
mation of business development, marketing, 
development of production technology, and, 
early detection are of paramount importance. 
A proactive approach and good human re
source planning, can help to avoid the creation 
ofvulnerable groups. 

A correct policy of efficient selection is to 
hire employees who are flexible, motivated and 
intelligent. Once employees are in the organi
zation, the strategy is to create the c1imate and 
conditions to keep them growing, flexible and 
motivated. Flexibility has to be build in as an 
objective of motivation programs and compen
sation strategies. For example: the golden 
handshake should have a favourable con nota
tion. 

A norm al non-problematic turn over rate can 
also help prevent extreme situations. The use of 
important buffer groups of interim workers and 
flexible outsourcing is important. 

Training and development 

Our SME 'S had three training and development 
approaches in mind: preparation for work with 
less emphasis on pure professional knowIedge, 
the c1assical training in the organization, and 
finally, education around work instability. 

1. Preparationfor work with less emphasis on 
pure professional knowIedge. Oue to the 
democratisation of the educational system 
everybody, even those with littIe intellec-
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tual capacity try to stay in the school sys
tem as long as they can. This, especially 
with men, results in the fact that those who 
present themselves to the labour market as 
blue collar workers, are often not at all 
prepared to work. The socialization pro
cess, concentrating on work and organiza
tion is then a very difficult problem. Often 
the organization has to rebuild their work 
personality and so help them to avoid 
again becoming unemployed. 

The SME 'S suggest redefining the objec
tives of the lowest grades of vocational 
schools and of the retraining centres of 
governmental unemployment agencies. 
Schools should train all , even intellectually 
weak people, in logical thinking, critical 
and diagnostic analysis, expressive abil
ities, analysis-synthesis, planning, etc. 
Furthermore, schools should help people 
to develop mature attitudes combining in
terest, motivation, flexibility, listening, 
communication, formulation of critic 
reasoning, bargaining attitudes, and self
help. 

2. The classica! training in the organization. 
An organization can never engage in too 
much training. Obligatory levels of spend
ing time and money or subsidies can im
prove the training strategy in the weakest 
organizations. 

Courses for new disciplines or for up
grading, should also include the funda
mentals otherwise ex-trainees will encoun
ter problems in their further evolution. 

Another concern for classic training is 
the (re)education ofthe personnel depart
ment's responsibles on how to handle la
bour market problems; such as good hu
man resource planning techniques, and 
simulation techniques. 

3. Education around work instability. A speci
fic point that our SME'S brought forward 
concerns the problem of the atmosphere 
and attitudes on work flexibility and work 
instability. Everybody is aware of the fact 
that for supervisors and management 
work instability is a taboo discussion sub
ject. Supervisors should stabilize and cre
ate security, and not increase a climate of 

uncertainty by predicting 'one day you will 
have to change from one job to another, or 
from one organization to another'. 

This lack of authenticity cannot go on. 
Everybody should be convinced of struc
tural instability. Instead of telling lies, by 
suggesting a life long work contract, first 
line supervisors, supervisors and manage
ment should speak openly about these 
problems and the associated risks. The 
whole blue collar population has to under
stand this and should know how to handle 
such situations. The problem is that 
neither management nor supervisors have 
learned to adress such issues. They did not 
learn to listen, or to provide guidance to 
blue collar workers about career or life 
planning. Burying or hiding these topics 
demonstrates a lack of responsibility, and 
is the opposite of the duty to develop our 
collaborators and make them less vulner
able. 

Training management and supervisors 
how to provide th is type of guidance will 
pre pare them to better handle such prob
lems, and will, at the same time, help 
workers to react to situations of instability 
in the right way. 

Furthermore, guidance programs for 
the vul ne ra bie groups themselves are im
portant. The initiative of outplacement of
fices goes in the right direction, but is still 
too weak to be a real good approach. Also, 
their too much commercial orientation is 
an obstacle. Such outplacement programs 
could be brought into the organization or 
into governmental unemployment agen
Cles. 

Aspecific barrier is that the guidance 
program should start long enough before 
the lay off, at a moment when the worker is 
still at harmony with his organization. 
Only then can a mature, natural approach 
to possible turn over, take pi ace. This is a 
vicious circle and neither management, 
nor employees have this assertive maturity. 
This is one of the great challenges for in
dus trial relations and human resources 
management the coming years. 
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Discussion 

The use of a qualitative methodology allowed 
us to create a text that could be the input for fi
nat alloca tion of a budget managed by social 
partners. The combined use ofa GFA and Del
phi method brought to the content ofthe advise 
a rather creative and renewed vision. 

The social partners were evolving together in 
accepting each others viewpoints and demon
strated highly authentic attitudes throughout 
the process. The end report was totally different 
from the previous ideas which were rooted in 
prejudices. 

The old program was ' training in sector spe
cific professional skilIs'. Now a completely new 
and different approach is available. The part i
cipants are satisfied with the end result of the 
project and had substantial confidence in the 
final report. During the process they changed 
their minds concerning several issues. 

Finally, one problem remains. While com
missioners and participants in the Delphi pro
cess agree completely with the final report, they 
do not want to risk publishing it. Ifthey bring it 
to the public audience, both partners will re
ceive many comments and thunderbolts from 
their backing. The organizations will fulminate 
against their representatives, who participated 
in the project. It would, for instance, be unac
ceptable to the rank and file of their union and 
employer federations that they accepted the 7 
processes ' in use' as the truth. How can they? 
Some of the procedures are against the rules -
so how is it possible th at they exist? 

That way we are back at the beginning of the 
cycle. Bargaining will start again at another 
time as a new process. The action researcher 
will once again come in from the outside to be 
the naive reconciliator. 
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