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panies to use if they are to improve 
the efficiency and effectiveness that is 
the goal of their downsizing efforts.  
When Ryan says during the film “we 
are sharks not swans”, he is exhorting 
others to be fast change agents but 
without equipping them with any of 
the necessary tools to be such.
The downsizing methods depicted 
in the film are inherently imperson-
al and cannot possibly convey any of 
the compassion or openness we ad-
vocate.  They cannot express regret 
or responsibility—in fact, Ryan spe-
cifically told Natalie “never to express 
regret”. Based on our ongoing re-
search, we argue that a manager from 
the employee’s organization should 
be the one to layoff the employee 
face to face. This because it sustains 
trust and loyalty even among those 
who lose their jobs. 

Performance ‘Head chopper’ specialists

The writers of Up in the Air obviously 
did not read any of our research or 
institute any of the best practices we 
advocate.  Then, again, most corpo-
rations doing the actual downsizing 
these days don’t follow experts’ ad-
vice, either.  The movie Up in the Air 
stars George Clooney as Ryan Bing-
ham. He works for Omaha, Nebraska-
based Career Transition Counseling, a 
fictional firm that specializes in pro-
viding corporate downsizing services 
for companies that don’t want to fire 
their employees themselves. Although 
the film and characters are fictional, 
there are many realistic aspects. The 
film provides several lessons that are 
consistent with our own experience as 
researchers and consultants who have 
studied downsizing for the past two 
decades.  

emotions that go through 
the Process

Part of the realism comes from the fact 
that director Jason Reitman cast several 
real downsizing victims to play those 
who lose their jobs during the course 
of the film, and the emotions that they 
convey are those we have found in our 
own research:  anger, fear, cynicism, 
disgust, and distrust. What is missing 
from almost all of the downsizing vic-
tims is the hope that their lives will 
somehow become better as a result of 
having to find jobs somewhere else.  
We are neither surprised at the bleak-
ness of these victims’ reactions, nor of 
the overall despair of the film.  This 
is because Ryan Bingham and his col-
leagues went about their downsiz-
ings without resorting to any of the 
methods that we and other research-
ers have exhorted managers and com-

effects of downsizing

By Karen and aneil MisHra
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We have been advocating for effective doWnsizing strategies for almost two decades, arguing that firms who treat 
their employees fairly, and with compassion and openness during the process of laying them off, will end up better 
trusted by both those who leave and those who stay. We advocate for transparency during the downsizing process, 
open communication at all levels of management, and transmitting a hopeful attitude for the future, for both those 
who leave and those who stay.

Personal resPonsability
As an example of one company that we 
have been following for more than a 
decade, we have found that President 
Ted Castle of Rhino Foods in Vermont 
is one of those compelling leaders who 
is willing to take personal responsibility 
for any downsizing that has to be done.  
As a result of Castle’s courage and com-
passion, employees who lose their jobs 
at his company are willing to leave their 
new jobs at other companies to return 
to Rhino Foods when business condi-
tions improve.  Given that Rhino Foods 
is in the highly cyclical food business, 
Ted has had to downsize his firm more 
than once.  Nevertheless, because he-
has been transparent in showing the fi-
nancial reasons for the downsizing, and 

01 natalie Keener 
listens as ryan 
bingham (actor 
George Clooney) 
prepares to fire 
someone. 

02 natalie Keener 
(actress anna 
Kendrick) tries to 
reduce her luggage 
at the airport before 
leaving on a business 
trip with ryan 
Bingham.
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03 ryan Bingham 
and alex Goran 
(actress Vera Farmiga) 
accidently meet 
at airport hotel 
bar during their 
respective business 
trips

04 airport scene at 
the end of the movie: 
ryan Bingham (actor 
George Clooney) 
thinks about his life 
wondering if this is 
truly the life (and job) 
he wants.

because he has worked hard to help 
downsizing victims find meaningful em-
ployment elsewhere, he is able to en-
gender strong loyalty not only among 
the downsizing survivors, but also 
among the victims as well.
Ryan does provide a bit of hope to one 
victim, when he notices how this em-
ployee has always had an interest in be-
coming a chef, but never pursued that 
career.  Ryan is able to help this down-
sizing victim see the possibility that there 
is a future outside the corporate world, 
and that this can be a source of hope 
for him, however small.  We think this 
is a good approach, and one he should 
have taken the time to do with all of the 
victims.

imPortance of training
We have also long advocated for better 
training for front-line managers who 
have to implement the layoffs.  Many 
times, they are thrown into a room 
with their friends and colleagues with 
nothing more than a list of who they 
will have to layoff, and no training on 
how to deliver the bad news, or how 
to handle the range of emotions they 
are about to encounter.  We believe 
that character of Natalie (played by 
Anna Kendrick) is in many ways a re-
alistic portrayal of what those manag-
ers will feel, especially if they have not 
had previous experience firing people 
who are not being fired for poor per-
formance.  Natalie is initially quite de-
tached, and uses the scripted informa-
tion that she is supposed to convey 
to the downsizing victims as though 
she really believes it.  Once she begins 
accompanying Ryan to give the bad 
news face-to-face rather than across 
a video connection, the victims’ un-
scripted reactions unnerve her. Their 
responses force Natalie to confront 
the reality of what she has been asked 
to do.  As she progresses in her job, 
however, she becomes hardened to it, 
as Ryan has, as a result of years of giv-
ing horrible news to countless down-
sizing victims.  It is only at the end 
of the film, when the results of their 
downsizing messages turn even more 
tragic for one victim, that Natalie re-
discovers her humanity and chooses 
another path for herself. 

While downsizing is never the best 
first option, it would be handled more 
humanely if managers were trained 
to provide compassion, if they made 
sure to be more closely involved in 
the communication process, and pro-
vided their employees with hope for 
the future.
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Why is mentoring imPortant?
Management faces the never-ending 
challenge of responding to changes 
while maintaining industry integrity. 
Cutting-edge organizations have found 
that facilitated mentoring is a mecha-
nism for rejuvenating itself from with-
in and preparing the workforce for the 
challenges of tomorrow. No longer will 
people happen into jobs. Advancement 
by seniority or obligation is replaced 
with advancement by skill, knowledge 
and organizational savvy. 

Who benefits from mentoring? 
everyone !! 

For the Protégé
•  Improved performance
•  Career guidance assistance
•  More realistic career goals, 
 strategies and options
•  Increased visibility
•  Greater understanding of the   
 organization, its culture and values
•  Access to a role model
•  Opportunities to participate   
 in challenging developmental   
 assignments
•  Encouraged growth beyond usual   
    expectations

For the Mentor
•  New perspectives
•  Sharpened leadership and   
 interpersonal skills
•  Expanded business contacts
•  Greater appreciation of workforce   
    perspectives
•  Personal satisfaction in helping   
 protégé
•  Docemur Doscendo:  he who   
 teaches, learns

For the Organization
• Highly skilled and professional   
 workforce
•  Enhanced leadership potential
•  Retention of “corporate memory”
•  Improved transfer of knowledge   
 and skills
•  Tool for recruitment and succession  
 planning
•  Improved flow or organizational   
 information and sharing

Let me stress that a formalized or facili-
tated mentoring program is not a train-
ing event but rather a long-term process. 
Mentoring employees is no longer just a 
‘nice thing’ to do, but is key to building a 
solid foundation for change, transitions, 
growth, and innovation.

Jan northup, President of Management Training, is 
an author, speaker and organizational strategist

Unemployment Percentage change 
over the same period of the previous year

26 February 2010. ILO Department of Statistics on-line statistical database
LABORSTA at http://laborsta.ilo.org.
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