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Many people professionals will now be helping employers prepare their response to a period of national recession. This research explores the potential impacts these employer responses can have among employees, and what these findings mean for practice.
Employee reactions to workplace austerity. Recessionary actions and absence: A workplace-level study, Steven Wood, George Michaelides, Chidiebere Ogbonnaya. Human Resource Management, March 2020, online first.

Article review
Actions taken by employers in response to periods of national austerity or recession, such as work restructuring or pay freezes, are widely assumed to decrease employees' job security and detrimentally affect perceptions of management's trustworthiness.
Using data from Britain's Workplace Employee Relations Survey 2011, the authors of this study assess whether these effects occur and if they influence workplace absenteeism.
The findings
The authors define recessionary actions as a specific form of organisational change taken in response to a downturn, which are likely to affect employees' experience of work. These responses are perceived by employers to be capable of improving an organisation's performance more quickly than is possible through changes targeted at increasing revenue.
Recessionary actions are typically associated with cost-cutting and include such options as layoffs, pay freezes or cuts, recruitment embargoes, reductions in employee benefits, work intensification, training budget cuts and reduced working weeks. As the authors point out:
‘In stressor–stress theory terms, they are stressors as they alter the demands placed on employees or reduce the resources at their disposal, such that we would expect adverse effects on employees' wellbeing and, in turn, on their behaviour’.
The researchers hypothesize that job security and trust perceptions, independently, may firstly mediate a relationship between recessionary actions and employee wellbeing. Secondly, wellbeing influences absenteeism in the workplace and hence increases ‘strain- or stress-based absenteeism’. Job security and trust perceptions may also, independently, mediate the relationship between recessionary actions and workplace absenteeism, and increase a contrasting type of absenteeism known as ‘withdrawal absenteeism’. These are often associated with different degrees of voluntarism; as stress-based absenteeism may reflect mental or physical health problems it is often seen as involuntary, while withdrawal absence is considered more voluntary.
Their research finds that recessionary actions may not be strongly associated with stress-based absence. The only relationship between recessionary actions and absence involving wellbeing is through anxiety associated with the negative relationship between recessionary actions and trust perceptions, but this is associated with lower absenteeism. The authors point out that: ‘Given the level of anxiety, one can treat this as indicative of a degree of presenteeism, since employees are attending when their mental health may not be perfect’.
Recessionary actions were also found to be negatively related to workplace absence through their negative association with job security. In other words, people more readily attended work for fear of increasing their insecurity and risking their future employment or promotion prospects. By contrast, recessionary activities are positively related to workplace absence through their negative association with trust perceptions. In other words, people more readily take time off work in response to feelings of unease about the trustworthiness of their employer.
As the authors highlight, these findings:
‘shows that recessionary actions' association with lower levels of trust perceptions can simultaneously increase and reduce absenteeism, thus adding to the emerging discussion of presenteeism and its coexistence with absenteeism’.
What does this mean for practice?
In terms of organisational policy and practice, according to the paper, there are three main implications:
· When considering taking recessionary actions, managers should be ‘mindful of their effects on employees' perceptions of the organisation and wellbeing, and how these affect absence’. They warn that the insecurity generated by recessionary actions may result in employees attending work when not well, physically or mentally, and that focusing on this issue might be more productive than reinforcing absence procedures or considering further ways of controlling absenteeism.

· Specific interventions to prepare management for when recessions occur may be necessary, such as training them to be able to communicate difficult decisions in a fair and useful way. There is evidence that such training can help reduce the negative impact on employees' trust perceptions. While the authors suggest that information processes should involve consultation and provide employees with a voice, they also recommend developing new forms of involvement (or modifying existing practices). Employers should ensure that all actions are designed and implemented according to current concepts of high involvement management and applied consistently throughout the organisation.

· Managers should consider ways of compensating employees for the loss of reward or increased workloads. While there may be limited financial scope for this, the option of enriching job content may be relatively low-cost, suggesting managers should practice more conscious job design aimed at increasing the quality and meaningfulness of work. There’s also evidence that such redesign can help to maintain performance during financial cutbacks.
Given that most of the world is currently suffering from the economic consequences of the coronavirus pandemic, this research is timely for those HR professionals helping their employers plan for recessionary activities. How employees respond to these activities will depend in the investment the organisation has made in ensuring that it’s:
· decision-making processes are fair, open and transparent
· communications are effective
· line managers show compassion
· employees are able to raise issues of concern.
The research also highlights to people professionals the possibility that conscious job and work design can not only help compensate employees for recessionary activities, and that the improved productivity of doing this may also reduce the need for some of these recessionary activities to be so drastic.
An abstract of the article is available.

