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With empathy, respect and a deeper understanding of people’s mental and emotional needs, 
your company can prioritize the long-term health and performance of your people.

Layoffs & Mental Health:

Insights to Guide Employers

Tips for communicating before, during and after a layoff

Conversation do’s and don’ts

Insights on the impact of layoffs

Key concepts to guide your company

Equity considerations

Introduction

Layoffs take a heavy toll on your people. 

For those who are let go, there’s the financial uncertainty in the wake of the pandemic, as well 
as the loss of identity, purpose, relationships and structure that can come from work. Layoffs 
are also a source of distress for employees who remain in their jobs and managers who have 
a role in delivering the bad news.

So it’s true that “layoffs are never easy.” But, by using insights gained by mental health 
researchers, you can conduct layoffs with compassion and fairness. The people who are 
losing their jobs deserve no less—and it will also help you support the mental health of your 
remaining employees and maintain their trust through a difficult transition.

This guide is informed by psychological research and real-world leadership by business 
leaders. Inside you’ll find:
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It’s crucial to understand that the pain from layoffs is felt 
throughout your organization.

Insights from Mental Health Research

The Impact of Layoffs

The loss of income and health insurance can 
threaten their sense of security—an essential 
foundation of mental well-being. 

The stigma of being unemployed, along with the 
sudden loss of routine, purpose and a social circle of 
colleagues also contributes to increased anxiety and 
depression. Laid-off employees even often become 
less satisfied with their marriages and families.

Older employees especially may find it harder 
to readjust or find a new job to restore their 
mental health.

Employees being laid off commonly experience a 
decline in their mental health.

Stress-related illnesses are

50% higher
in companies that have 
downsized their workforce, 
compared to other companies.
Source: Journal of Service Science and Management,  

March 2020
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https://dictionary.apa.org/maslows-motivational-hierarchy
https://www.apa.org/monitor/2020/10/toll-job-loss
https://www.scirp.org/html/2-9202305_99284.htm
https://www.scirp.org/html/2-9202305_99284.htm
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0001879109000037
https://www.scirp.org/html/2-9202305_99284.htm
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Feeling “responsible” for inflicting 
distress on co-workers is a source of 
guilt and shame. 

It’s a lot to carry. These managers/
HR professionals often deal 
with an exhausting cognitive 
dissonance from trying to separate 
their personal views from their 
professional responsibilities, or 
from treating colleagues they care 
about in an impersonal, “it’s-only-
business” manner. 

Managers and HR professionals who conduct layoffs are vulnerable to distress of 
their own.

Productivity declines in

74%
of layoff survivors
Source: Leadership IQ

Feeling uncertain about job 
security over a long period of time 
is even worse for a person’s mental 
health than being laid off.

It shows up in performance. When 
employees lack psychological safety 
at work, they often try to “lay low.” 
That results in taking fewer of the 
chances that unlock innovation and 
taking more sick leave, impacting 
productivity. Meanwhile, a reduced 
headcount may leave survivors with 
an unrealistic workload, which is a 
recipe for burnout.

Their trust may be damaged, especially if they believe that the process was unfair, the 
communication was inconsistent or the support for their colleagues was insufficient.

Employees who remain in their jobs Experience “survivor’s guilt” and a damaging 
insecurity about their futures, too.

Burnout is

2x as high
 

at downsized companies.
Source: Journal of Service Science and Management,  

March 2020

https://go.gale.com/ps/i.do?id=GALE%7CA182035189&sid=googleScholar&v=2.1&it=r&linkaccess=abs&issn=15480518&p=AONE&sw=w&userGroupName=anon%7Ea4254b70
https://behavioralpolicy.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/07/BSP-Journal_Special-Online-Covid_Cheng-Bilotta-Ng-Corrington-Watson-King-Hebl_2p.pdf
https://www.leadershipiq.com/blogs/leadershipiq/29062401-dont-expect-layoff-survivors-to-be-grateful
https://www.apa.org/pubs/journals/releases/ocp-ocp0000295.pdf
https://www.scirp.org/html/2-9202305_99284.htm
https://www.scirp.org/html/2-9202305_99284.htm
https://www.apa.org/monitor/2017/11/trends-workplaces#:~:text=According%20to%20the%20report%2C%20workers,cost%20to%20employers%2C%20she%20says.
https://www.healthaction.org/whatsnew/08-29-22-digest
https://www.bentley.edu/news/research-tallies-human-cost-downsizing
https://www.scirp.org/html/2-9202305_99284.htm
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Perceptions matter. To safeguard your company’s trust and your people’s well-being, pay close 
attention throughout the process to these essential psychological principles.

Insights from Mental Health Research

Key Concepts to Guide  
Your Company

When a person feels like they have some control over what’s happening to them, it becomes easier 
for them to process what’s happening around them and identify how they can cope. 

Fairness

A Sense of Control

In the rationale for deciding layoffs were necessary at all01

02 In the criteria for determining who will be laid off

03 In treating people with respect and dignity

04 In offering support (e.g. severance or assistance in finding a new job) 

5
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Communication should be continuous, two-way, and based on compassion for your 
employees.

Putting Insights into Action

Communicating Before, During & 
After a Layoff

Before a Layoff

Let employees know early on that you are considering or planning layoffs. Speaking openly 
about the circumstances that have led you here will help prevent employees from feeling 
shocked by the bad news, and also allow you to quash rumors. This may require multiple 
town halls.

Provide a timeline for updates, and stick to it so you don’t keep employees in a prolonged 
and open-ended state of anxiety.

If possible, ask employees for their ideas of alternatives to layoffs. These might include rotating 
furloughs, a four-day workweek, voluntary buy-outs or internal reassignments. 

Assist managers with the information and key messages they need to prepare for layoffs, 
restructure workloads and offer updates without making promises they can’t keep. 

Let your teams “talk it out” with you—and listen actively to them. These discussions can help 
employees process their feelings and draw on their own resources for resilience. Active listening 
will make these conversations productive.

Apple avoided the large layoffs that swept much of the tech industry, and instead reduced 
the CEO’s salary, delayed bonuses, streamlined travel and other expenses, and left vacant 
positions unfilled.

Nokia gave employees a year’s notice of a restructuring in 2011. During that time, the 
company helped employees find new roles internally, get new jobs elsewhere or even 
start a business.

https://hbr.org/2016/02/a-guide-to-being-compassionate-during-layoffs
https://hbr.org/2016/02/a-guide-to-being-compassionate-during-layoffs
https://behavioralpolicy.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/07/BSP-Journal_Special-Online-Covid_Cheng-Bilotta-Ng-Corrington-Watson-King-Hebl_2p.pdf
https://hbr.org/2020/03/the-coronavirus-crisis-doesnt-have-to-lead-to-layoffs
https://www.apa.org/pubs/journals/releases/ocp-ocp0000295.pdf
https://www.apa.org/pubs/journals/releases/ocp-ocp0000295.pdf
https://hbr.org/2018/05/layoffs-that-dont-break-your-company
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During a Layoff

Stripe CEO Patrick Collison’s written layoff message was praised for its accountability, 
human touch and clarity.

Your CEO should inform your entire workforce what steps the company is taking and how they’ll 
be affected, ideally in-person, with an opportunity for Q&A. Empathy, compassion and respect 
are crucial. One essential aspect of respect is being clear about how decisions were made and 
what’s next (in terms of severance and support).

But a message from your CEO should only be the start of the discussion. On the day of a company-
wide announcement, you should have one-on-one conversations between affected employees 
and their direct managers—not a consultant. In a smaller layoff, these conversations should come 
first so employees get the news individually.

Video calls have become standard in the era of hybrid work—but in this context, they may leave 
employees feeling unsatisfied. If you must break the news by Zoom (for example, to a full-time 
remote employee), offer the opportunity for a follow-up in person. The Harvard Business Review 
published additional guidance for hybrid workplaces.

Offer supportive benefits to ease the transition. Consider severance pay, an extension of health 
and mental health benefits, career coaching and access to recruiters (including your own talent 
acquisition teams). Offer—or even do it without being asked—to write a letter of recommendation 
for a member of your team. 

Twilio CEO Jeff Lawson framed post-layoff assistance as a matter of fairness: “We owe it 
to you to help as much as we can.” That help included an opt-in list to be shared with other 
companies that are hiring, severance and “high-touch service” from the company’s recruiters.

Practice Active Listening
Active listening—through your body language, your comprehension, and letting the other person 
lead the conversation—empowers others with the sense of control that you want employees to 
feel before and during a major transition like a layoff. It’s a skill that takes many forms—and lots of 
practice. A few basics:

Really listen, don’t just wait for your turn to speak. Don’t jump in with what you think.

Give people your full attention (close your 
computer and silence your phone). Show an interest.

Let the other person fill the silence. Reflect back what you’re hearing.

https://fortune.com/2022/11/07/layoffs-tech-ceo-figured-out-how-to-do-them-right/
https://www.jstor.org/stable/45022844
https://hbr.org/2022/11/layoffs-are-painful-but-you-can-communicate-them-compassionately
https://www.twilio.com/blog/a-message-from-twilio-ceo-jeff-lawson
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Your remaining employees may be feeling destabilized about the direction of the company, the 
future of their team or how their roles and responsibilities will change. Address these questions 
head-on in an all-staff town hall and/or departmental meetings. 

When layoffs are unexpected, providing an avenue or channel for the the laid off employee to 
ask questions, review support resources, etc. a few days or week post will be helpful. People 
may experience some shock and not be able to process the news in the moment. They may 
need a few days for the reality of the situation to sink in and this is when additional questions or 
needs may grow clearer for an individual experiencing the layoff.

Remind all your employees of available counseling services through your EAP, or even make 
a counselor available in person. Pay special attention to managers and HR professionals who 
were directly involved in conducting the layoffs, to help them decompress.

Leave opportunities for employees to pose their own questions, either in group meetings or in 
ongoing one-on-one availability.

Check in on the mental well-being of your teams. Give them space to process their emotions, 
and ask them how they’re adjusting to changes in workload. 

After a Layoff
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https://vendordirectory.shrm.org/category/talent-management/outplacement
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Putting Insights into Action

Conversation Do’s and Don’ts
Do

Schedule face-to-face conversations.

Be direct, honest and transparent with the news.

Validate their emotions. (“It’s totally normal to feel sad/scared/angry.”) 

Lead with compassion. (“I am so sorry. This is not your fault.”)

Express gratitude for the employee’s contributions to the company.

Share the reason behind the decision.

Allow the employee to ask questions.

Ask questions of your own to learn more about their needs or concerns.

Offer a break if needed, or give the employee an opportunity to call a loved one 
before asking additional questions.

Follow up via email to recap information and resources. 

Express gratitude for the employee’s contributions to the company.

Share the reason behind the decision.

Limit your communication to a company-wide email.

Use euphemisms like “go forward” or “rightsizing.”

Block exits—it’s okay for an employee to need a break from the conversation.

Tell the employee “Everything will be okay.”

Overuse expressions like “family” or corporate nicknames (“Googlers,” “Amazonians,” etc.). They’re 
people first, and the layoff has cut them off from that corporate identity.

Pressure employees to make immediate decisions, such as signing severance agreements. Give 
employees an opportunity to process and make an informed decision.

Cut off communication. Instead, invite employees to reach out with additional questions or the chance to 
say goodbye to team members.

Offer platitudes such as “Focus on the brightside,” or “There’s a silver lining to all of this.”

Shift responsibility onto the employee with expressions like “Colleagues who are leaving us.” 

Argue or debate if an employee gets angry. Instead, de-escalate: “I hear that you are angry. It’s normal 
to feel that way. Let’s take a break and meet again once you’re feeling a little calmer.”

Don’t
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DISCLAIMER: Public health guidance on workplace mental health is 
evolving. Health Action Alliance is committed to regularly updating 
our materials once we have engaged public health, business and 
communications experts about the implications of new guidance from 
the mental health community and effective business strategies that 
align with public health goals.

This Guide provides an overview of workplace mental health issues, 
and is not intended to be, and should not be construed as, legal, 
business, medical, scientific or any other advice for any particular 
situation. The content included herein is provided for informational 
purposes only and may not reflect the most current developments as 
the subject matter is extremely fluid.  

This Guide contains links to third-party websites. Such links are 
only for the convenience of the reader, user or browser; the Health 
Action Alliance does not recommend or endorse the contents of the 
third-party sites.

Readers of this Guide should contact their attorney to obtain advice 
with respect to any particular legal matter. No reader, user, or 
browser of this material should act or refrain from acting on the 
basis of information in this Guide without first seeking legal advice 
from counsel in the relevant jurisdiction. Only your individual 
attorney can provide assurances that the information contained 
herein – and your interpretation of it – is applicable or appropriate 
to your particular situation.

This project was funded in part by a cooperative agreement between the National Safety Council and the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention 
(CDC) grant number NU50CK0005. The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention is an agency within the Department of Health and Human 
Services (HHS). The contents of this resource do not necessarily represent the policy of CDC or HHS and should not be considered an endorsement 
by the Federal Government.

Your values—including a commitment to equity—should guide you through layoffs, not be 
abandoned. 

Putting Insights into Action

Equity in Layoffs

If your company honored a pledge to diversify your workforce in the last few years, 
then a “last in, first out” method of determining who will be laid off will fall harder on 
these employees. Picture instead the company you want after the transition, and start by 
identifying whole groups, teams or divisions that don’t fit that future vision.

When you announce the restructuring, be clear about what steps you took to prevent layoffs 
from having a disproportionate impact on workers from historically marginalized groups.

If managers make layoff decisions independently, look at what the overall impact 
will be on your organization—for example, whether your cuts are worsening racial or 
gender gaps in pay—before approving their lists.

Make sure that you haven’t decimated the ranks of your ERGs, including their leaders and 
executive sponsors, or DEI teams.  

67%
Source: Worklife, Jan. 5, 2023

of senior leaders are concerned about 
losing diversity due to layoffs

https://www.worklife.news/dei/dei-layoffs/

