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Letting go of workers in a downturn doesn’t 
have to be as cold and callous as we’ve seen 
in some of the recent tech retrenchments, 
say business school experts.
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Letting go of workers in a downturn doesn’t have to
be as cold and callous as we’ve seen in some of the recent

tech retrenchments, say business school experts.

TECH LAYOFFS’
MISSING HUMANITY

BY WONG PEI TING
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WHEN tycoon Elon
Musk completed
his US$44 billion

takeover of US-based social media 
giant Twitter in October, Paul knew
that a mass layoff at the Singapore
office was on the horizon. But the
message that arrived in his personal
e-mail on Nov 4 still came as a shock.

The 160-word notice told Paul (not
his real name) that he had been
locked out of the company systems
because his job was at risk, although
not yet officially cut. 

The e-mail, which opened with
“Hello”, did not even address him by
name. Paul had never before felt like
“just a number”. Anxiety soon gave
way to disappointment.
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On Nov 9, Twitter offered Paul and others that
were to be let go only half a month’s salary per
full year of service, capped at three months. 

This is a fraction of what the company had
earlier indicated a “general severance pack-
age” would look like on Oct 24: At least two
months’ base salary, prorated performance
bonus and some health coverage. 

It was also after Musk mentioned “three
months of severance” in a Nov 5 tweet.

Even when no layoffs have been declared,
working conditions can sometimes feel like
worker retention is no longer a priority. 

An employee at Singapore-headquartered
consumer Internet company Sea told The Busi-
ness Times (BT) that he felt like he was caught
in the middle of a “disguised retrenchment”, in
which companies create intolerable work en-
vironments so that employees quit of their
own accord.

The Sea employee said that on Jan 19 – a few
days shy of the Chinese New Year holidays –
staff were told that those whose positions are
assistant manager and up would not get a cash
bonus this year. 

Instead, they would get an equity bonus
that would only be fully vested after four
years, with the first tranche only paid out in
February 2024. 

Unvested bonuses are typically forfeited in
the event the employee quits.

The news came after a 100 per cent work-
from-office rule in October, assurances that
the team was working on ensuring the com-
pensation structure was in line with market
practices, and a wage freeze and bonus cut an-
nounced just before Christmas.

“Optics-wise, sure, they still give a bonus.
But it is all deferred,” he said. “Who in their
right mind would want to take their bonus two
years later?”

In response to queries, Sea told BT that it
was “disappointed” at being associated with
layoffs. The company noted that workers who
were laid off in 2022 “received very fair sep-
aration packages that were above market
rates to support their transition to new roles”.

“Our bonus programmes are intended as
an additional acknowledgement of team
members’ contributions even at a time when
the industry and macro environments remain
challenging, and they enable those who are
granted shares to further benefit from the
company’s growth over the long term,” the

company said.

Peak callousness
Confusing communications. E-mail pink slips.
Lack of explanations. Time pressure. Uncaring
processes. Retrenchment via Zoom, even.
Layoffs are already painful for workers who
are being let go, so why make it worse than it
has to be? 

Yet the recent wave of tech layoffs has un-
veiled what organisational behaviour re-
searchers and human capital consultants see
as corporate callousness reaching new
depths.

Nanyang Business School (NBS) senior lec-
turer Kelvin Yeo said such practices are sad-
dening to hear about, and speak volumes
about the companies involved. 

“Often times, we hear businesses talk about
their company culture and values – which are
easy to apply in good times. However, it’s in
bad times that these declared values are test-
ed,” he said.

Many companies that take a cold approach
to layoffs come from the perspective of trying
to shield themselves from the fallout of re-
trenchment. “They think they protect them-
selves by being tough,” said Guido Gianasso,
professor of leadership at HEC Paris in Qatar,

as he pointed to a sub-trend of lawyers head-
lining the job of orchestrating terminations.

“Nothing against lawyers, but lawyers tend
to have a mono-dimension. They think in
terms of ‘how much money I can lose in court’
– but that’s 10 per cent of the risk,” he said. 

“And in Singapore, how bad can it go in
court as an employer? … Zero risk. The real
risk is not there.”

Gianasso, a former associate dean and pro-
fessor of global leadership at NBS, was refer-
ring to the poor statutory protections for re-
trenched workers in Singapore’s Employment
Act, which is generally seen as favourable to
employers. 

In contrast, some countries write into law
minimum notice periods and severance entit-
lements.

Walter Silvester, managing director and
commercial lawyer at Silvester Legal, con-
firmed that there are no legal obligations for
payments on layoffs in Singapore. 

“If anything, it has to be contractual,” he
said. “Negotiate before you sign the employ-
ment contract.”

Yeo said practices such as abruptly cutting
employee e-mail access and marching them
out of the office has a lot to do with the ex-
tremely competitive nature of business today
and the fear of what employees could do at the
point of termination.

Notwithstanding that, companies should
still inform affected staff face-to-face, as it is
the most sensitive way to assist the employee
concerned to start processing what has just
happened and move on, he said.

“Since the world has started to recover
from the pandemic, there is very little excuse
today for terminating someone over e-mail or
on the phone,” he added.

Doing right
Companies need to take a more holistic view
of the risks in a layoff, said Gianasso, who had
conducted large-scale layoffs while he was a
chief human resource officer.

These risks are “image, reputation, scars
for the team, clients, information”, he said.

“And ultimately, they are physical. Tragically,
sometimes people kill themselves.”

With all these in mind, companies “have to
be prepared to put enough resources and to
give the person concerned hope for the future
– enough to be able to go back home and pre-
pare (for) the next steps”, he said. 

He added: “Many companies think layoffs
are a loss of money. The less you give, the bet-
ter, right? They think, ‘Let’s not waste money.
If we can give you three months instead of
four, let’s fight for three months.’ That’s
wrong. It should be seen as an investment.”

A proper severance is also not just a parcel
of money, but also dignity and respect – giving
affected employees the time to say goodbye,
options for outplacement, and support to find
another job, he said. 

The bottom line: “You don’t fire people on-
line … you just don’t do it,” he emphasised. 

“It’s just like your spouse announcing their
decision to leave you by WhatsApp. How
would you feel?”

Angela Kuek, director of search and recruit-
ment firm The Meyer Consulting Group, said
more mature industries such as banking,

which are used to weathering redundancies
through economic cycles, can serve as role
models.

Kuek recalled that when a major Dutch
bank decided to pull out of Singapore in 2020,
staff were given heads-up a year or more in ad-
vance, asking them to hold the shop in return
for a certain amount of pay, gratuity, and sup-
port in securing another job. 

It paid off, with employees staying on, she
said.

She is, however, not optimistic that a lot can
change in the tech industry, with hypergrowth
as a part of its DNA – “where it is bullish, they
hire, but when things are not looking good,
they fire”. 

The clean-up has to start from an overhaul
of its hiring practices, she said.

Tech companies should perhaps be mind-
ful of the long memory of the Internet.

Evelyn Kwek, regional managing director
of global workplace culture consultancy Great
Place To Work, said: “The way the business and
its leaders demonstrate the company’s core
values and stance on putting valuing their
people will be remembered on the Internet,
and this will have a very real and tangible im-
pact on the employer brand, the remaining
employees’ morale and productivity, and
whether the company is able to attract their
desired candidates in the future.”

“Often times,
we hear
businesses
talk about
their company
culture and
values –
which are
easy to apply
in good times.
However, it’s
in bad times
that these
declared
values are
tested.”
Kelvin Yeo, senior
lecturer, Nanyang
Business School

///////////////////

In a tweet on Nov 5, 2022, Elon Musk said Twitter’s retrenched employees were offered three months of severance, 
adding that that is “50 per cent more than legally required”. PHOTO: REUTERS

“You don’t fire
people online
… you just
don’t do it.”
Guido Gianasso,
professor of
leadership, HEC 
Paris in Qatar

////////////////////
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LAYOFFS can and should be carried out
in a respectful and humane way, say re-
searchers at Singapore’s business
schools. Here’s how:

1. Develop a clear communication plan
Kenneth Tai, associate professor of or-
ganisational behaviour and human re-
sources at Singapore Management Uni-
versity, said impacted employees
should be provided with a clear and
open explanation of why a layoff is nec-
essary and what options the organisa-
tion has considered before resorting to
retrenchment.

Management should also place
strong emphasis on what will be done to
support them, such as counselling, or
opening a helpline to keep communica-
tion lines open.

The plan should cover every step of
the rollout, including what is said be-
fore the layoff slips are handed out, fol-
low-up actions, all-hands meeting for
employees, and notifications to busi-
ness partners, investors and the media.

Kelvin Yeo from Nanyang Business
School (NBS) said companies should al-
so be transparent about the retrench-
ment criteria – the functions or jobs that

are particularly impacted relative to
their business situation and planned re-
alignment. 

This should come across as objective
and business-driven with no implica-
tion of any bias or prejudice, he said.

David Yew, a senior lecturer from
NBS, said leaders should also aim to re-
duce the uncertainty for staying em-
ployees and address organisational via-
bility, continuance of pay and benefits,
job design, management distrust, and
survivor’s guilt.

2. Prepare relevant personnel
Tai said senior leadership must be vis-
ible, with the chief executive officer tak-
ing on the role of the leading spokesper-
son for the announcement. They should
be coached on delivering such news
with the appropriate emotional tone
conveying sincerity, sympathy and au-
thenticity. 

Alist of relevant points and frequent-
ly asked questions can be on hand to en-
sure consistency of communications,
but they should be discouraged from
blindly sticking to the script. 

Managers should check where every-
one will be on announcement day. If an
affected employee will not be on-site,
arrangements should be made for the
notification meeting to be conducted by
video conference, and not via telephone

or e-mail.
Coordination with the information

technology (IT) department is also key
to ensure that the affected employee’s
systems access will not become a cold,
distant reminder that they have been
laid off.

3. Coordinate the unfolding of events
All employees should be given a heads-
up on the announcement date, with the
layoff notices themselves conducted
through private meetings between the
impacted employee and their direct su-
pervisor and a human-resources repre-
sentative, Tai said.

The company should then follow up
with an in-person all-hands meeting,
with video arrangements made for
those who cannot be physically present
to accommodate all attendees, where
employees are allowed to clarify their

doubts and have their questions an-
swered. Ensure opportunities for ques-
tions and answers – two-way dialogue
and communication – and that the meet-
ing is recorded for future availability.

Agreeing, Yeo highlighted that com-
panies should not continue to keep the
two groups separated after the private
meetings – although most companies
don’t do it today for fear that the termi-
nated employees will potentially pass
on their distress to those staying.

“If the company has already outlined
and explained their plans beforehand,
this fear is largely unfounded as their
staff would have been mentally pre-
pared to some extent,” he added. 

“If anything, allowing the terminated
staff to continue to have contact with
their colleagues helps both parties to
better manage and come to terms with
the situation.”

Senior
leadership must
be visible in a
retrenchment
exercise, with
the CEO taking
on the role of
the leading
spokesperson,
says SMU's
Kenneth Tai.
PHOTO: 
JASON QUAH, ST

The stand-up way to lay off
By Wong Pei Ting
wongpeiting@sph.com.sg 
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Retrenchments tracker
Number of tech employees let go, as of Jan 27, 2023
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Severance tracker
Minimum weeks of severance paid out to US employees, according to tech career advisory site TrueUp
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