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“Our company is in cost-cutting mode and I’ve 
been told I need to lay off three people on my 
team, each of whom has worked here for a long 
time. I’ve never done this kind of layoff before 
and am feeling pretty anxious about it. How can 
I make sure things go as smoothly as possible in 
this difficult situation?”

RealizingLeadership.com

MENTORING  MATTERS

Glain Roberts-McCabe sat 
down with Roundtable member 
Trevor Lewington, Chief 
Executive Officer for Economic 
Development Lethbridge, who 
shares his experience in making 
things go as smoothly as possible 
in the difficult situation of cost-
cutting layoffs.
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http://www.theexecutiveroundtable.com/
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I’ve always said that when you have to terminate a team member’s 

employment due to repeated poor performance or some clear 

violation of rules, those are circumstances where people have 

generally fired themselves. Assuming expectations were clear 

and the proper guidance was provided, poor performers must be 

removed for the greater good of the organization and team. In 

many cases you are actually doing the terminated team member a 

favour—freeing them up to pursue another role that is better suited 

to their skills, situation, or commitment level.

When there is a labour-force reduction for cost-cutting purposes, 

the moral high ground is a little tougher to find—and it can be 

difficult for team members to accept if in their own minds they have 

done nothing wrong. It is, however, a leader’s role to deliver this bad 

news and to do it in such a way that empowers the team member 

to move forward. 

Here are four things to think about to help you to be as confident as 

you can be in this situation:  

Plan Ahead

Be Direct

Be Compassionate

Provide Tools
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1. PLAN AHEAD 

Consider an appropriate room/location for the meeting, along with 

timing and other logistics, and think through the details of the 

conversation in advance. While these types of termination discussions 

rarely follow a predictable path, you can minimize your anxiety by 

planning and anticipating what is likely to unfold given what you know 

about the team member, their circumstances, and your relationship 

with them. You may also consider role playing what you will say 

and what you might get in response with an appropriately selected 

colleague. And it’s always handy to have tissues nearby in case of tears.

2. BE DIRECT 

Call it what it is. It’s a decision driven by the business needs for 

efficiency and the team member’s role is part of that corporate 

decision. Don’t try to sugar coat the truth or talk about how hard you 

fought for them. A decision has been made and it’s not up for debate. 

A termination meeting is also not the time for lengthy philosophical 

discussion about the direction of the company or its leadership. Stick to 

the mission at hand.

3. BE COMPASSIONATE 

While team members may have observed closed door meetings 

in recent weeks, and/or other cost cutting measures leading up to 

this, the termination may still come as a surprise. Recognize what it 

must feel like to be on the other side of the table and don’t lose your 

humanity in the myriad of legal documents that you are to talk the 

person through. And, remember that everyone has other sources of 

stress in their life. Whether they are family obligations, health issues, or 

fear of what others may think, these are things that may compound the 

impact of this difficult news. 
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Trevor Lewington is the Chief Executive Officer for 

Economic Development Lethbridge. Trevor is proud to 

work with a talented team that develops and delivers 

on initiatives to promote Lethbridge as an excellent 

place to live, work, visit, invest and do business. 

With over 15 years of 

executive management 

experience in the food 

processing industry, 

in addition to many years living the trials and tribulations of small business 

owner combined with roles in the public sector, Trevor strives to provide a 

broad based perspective which will enhance initiatives that drive continued 

economic growth in southern Alberta. 

Trevor holds a Bachelor of Commerce with a major in Human Resource 

Management, completed a Change Leadership Certificate with Cornell 

University and is a Certified Human Resources Professional through the 

Human Resources Institute of Alberta. He is also a Certified Logistics 

Professional through the Canadian Institute of Traffic and Transportation. 

Trevor serves as the Deputy Mayor in the Village of Stirling and sits on the 

Board of Directors for the Ridge Country Housing Authority, Intelligent 

Community Forum - Canada as well as the Dominican Starfish Foundation.
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Glain Roberts-McCabe is passionate about the art of leadership  
and supporting ambitious mid-career leaders. She created  
The Roundtable to provide emerging leaders with the navigational  
skills, tools and savvy needed to manage increases in scope, pressure 
and leadership complexity.

4. PROVIDE TOOLS 

As soon as the team member reads the subject line of their 

termination letter, or when they figure out that strange look in your 

eyes, they will stop listening. It’s important that they leave the room 

with links to government websites, phone numbers for support 

services, and the detailed document that explains their severance 

payment or any other benefits being offered. While you should 

take the person through such details during your conversation, 

recognize that they will not really hear what you have to say and 

many questions will arise following the meeting, as the reality of 

their situation sinks in.

These conversations are never easy ones, but some thoughtful 

preparation will help ensure it is as smooth as possible.
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