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This paper examines the psychological impact of organisational redundancy processes on both
employees who exit and those who remain, often referred to as “victims” and “survivors”. Drawing
on practice-based reflection, established psychological theory, and the author’s lived experience, it
highlights how poorly managed redundancy programmes can undermine psychological safety, trust,
identity, and well-being across the workforce. The paper argues that redundancy should not be
understood solely as an economic or operational intervention, but as a prolonged psychological
process with distinct emotional phases and long-term consequences for individuals and
organisations alike. Attention is given to the role of leadership communication, perceived loss of
control, and breaches of the psychological contract in shaping stress responses, guilt, anger, and
disengagement. Alongside these risks, the paper explores conditions under which redundancy may
also serve as a catalyst for resilience development and post-traumatic growth, including increased
self-awareness, values clarification, and reorientation of purpose. Implications for practice are
discussed, with a focus on the preventative and supportive roles of coaching, clinical, and
counselling psychologists in mitigating harm, scaffolding recovery, and embedding psychologically
informed approaches to organisational change. The paper concludes that organisations should
critically weigh the psychological costs of headcount reduction strategies and, where redundancies
are unavoidable, adopt evidence-informed interventions to reduce harm and support sustainable
workforce well-being.
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Redundancies are not a new phenomenon in the workplace. However, the increasing frequency of
redundancy programmes and their psychological, physical, and financial consequences continue to
exert significant strain on individuals and organisations alike. Recent statistics from the Office for
National Statistics indicate that between March and May 2025, 3.9 out of every 1,000 employees
were made redundant, either through voluntary redundancy schemes or as part of organisational
cost-cutting and restructuring initiatives (Office of National Statistics, 2025). Evidence suggests that
redundancies are on the rise (CIPD, 2020), and alongside the expanding use of Al technologies,
which may offer benefits when implemented responsibly, there is a growing need to examine how
redundancy processes are managed and experienced. Rather than responding reactively to their
negative consequences, organisations and practitioners must consider how such processes might be
approached in ways that support learning, adaptation, and longer-term psychological sustainability.
If redundancies are likely to remain a feature of contemporary working life, there is a collective
responsibility to ensure that culturally, ethically, and psychologically informed practices are
embedded to support both individuals and organisations at risk.

In considering the psychological impact of redundancy, greater attention must be paid to
employees’ lived experiences and to the provision of meaningful avenues for managing the
considerable stress associated with these processes. Disrupted sleep patterns, deteriorations in
physical and emotional health, increased reliance on pharmacological or therapeutic interventions,
and prolonged sickness absence or resignation are commonly reported outcomes. Attachment
theory (Bowlby, 1979) provides a useful lens through which to understand how prior relational
experiences with significant others may shape the ways in which individuals encounter, interpret,
and respond to subsequent relational disruptions, including those occurring in professional contexts.

Research further indicates that organisations which share a reasonable degree of financial and
strategic information, and which communicate openly with employees, are more likely to foster
trust and cooperation, thereby reducing resentment and disengagement during periods of
organisational change (Kets De Vries & Balazs, 1997). In contrast, a substantial body of research
suggests that the anticipated benefits of redundancy programmes are frequently not realised
(Brockner et al., 1985; Cascio, 1993, 2013). One explanation for this persistent failure is that financial
metrics, spreadsheets, and key performance indicators rarely capture the full psychological and
relational costs of workforce reductions. In many cases, financial considerations dominate decision-
making at the expense of skilled, ethical, and psychologically informed people management.

Positioned as a practice-informed and reflective contribution, this paper draws on established
psychological theory alongside the author’s lived experience to examine the psychological impact of
redundancy across its different phases. It attends not only to those at risk of leaving the organisation
but also to those who remain. Lessons learned are articulated through a structured framework that
incorporates art-based tools to illuminate the redundancy journey as a process of rejection and
discovery. This framework offers practical insights that may be integrated into coaching, clinical, and
counselling psychology practice.

Central to the paper is the proposition that redundancy, while frequently associated with
psychological harm, may also create conditions under which resilience can be nurtured. Resilience is
conceptualised here as both a set of resources and a dynamic process, encompassing biological,
psychological, and social capacities, as well as the ways these resources are mobilised to prevent,
respond to, and recover from stressors (Relojo-Howell, 2020). In this context, post-traumatic growth
(PTG) is understood as a potential outcome of sustained engagement with adversity. Tedeschi et al.
(2018) define PTG as “positive psychological change experienced as a result of the struggle with
trauma or highly challenging situations”, which may manifest as shifts in self-perception,
interpersonal relationships, and life philosophy (Tedeschi & Calhoun, 1996).
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Figure 1 illustrates the redundancy journey over time, mapping key psychological experiences and
their evolving impact. This staged journey provides the organising structure for the paper, with each
subsequent section exploring a distinct phase of the process in greater depth.

Figure 1
The psychological stages of redundancy from rejection to discovery

Inner Fight

Sense of Rejection, Mistrust

Psychological Safety

Communication as a Two-Way Process
Intentions & Grit Self-Discovery

‘ Rest & Recovery ! [ Epilogue: PTG & J

Act II: Disbelief, Denial, Act IV: Acceptance & Act V: Acceptance
Numbness Guilt & Guilt

\ 4

Act I: The Act llI: The Fight Act IV: Acceptance
Announcement & Guilt

Loyalty No Longer Sense of Acceptance Purpose & Meaning
the “Old” and “New” Sense of Guilt Learning & Growth

Act I: The announcement
1.1 Communication as a two-way process

In organisational contexts where speed and efficiency are prioritised over depth and meaning,
communication as a two-way, bi-directional process becomes a critical leadership skill when
redundancies are announced. The convenience of MS Teams meetings, despite their practical
benefits, can displace more empathic, kind, and compassionate communication styles. In many
organisations, the stated rationale for restructuring is framed primarily in financial terms rather than
operational effectiveness, and the benefits claimed for redundancies are often not realised
(Brockner et al., 1985; Cascio, 1993, 2013).

There is an important distinction between being dismissed for misconduct, where employees are
found culpable for their actions, and being made redundant without fault on the part of the
employee. In redundancy situations, the employer removes the employee’s control over outcomes,
which can significantly disrupt the psychological contract and make future trust in employers harder
to rebuild. Control and autonomy are fundamental psychological needs associated with well-being
and health (Ryan & Deci, 2000). When control is removed, autonomy is also diminished, and this can
intensify the psychological impact of the redundancy process.

1.2 Psychological safety

The psychological impact of redundancy announcements varies across individuals, including those
leaving the organisation, often described as “victims”, and those who remain, often described as
“survivors”. Individual responses are shaped by prior experiences, available external support, locus
of control, and attributional processes (Weiner, 1985). These factors influence how individuals
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interpret events, including whether they locate causes internally or externally, and how they
perceive future outcomes in terms of hope, hopelessness, and learned helplessness (Seligman,
1975). Perceived control is central to whether the situation is appraised as manageable. Where
redundancy is experienced as a threat, individuals may show heightened stress responses, including
physiological arousal associated with survival mechanisms. In such circumstances, identifying and
sustaining effective coping responses can be difficult, particularly when the situation is perceived as
externally determined. Job insecurity and reductions in self-esteem following redundancy
announcements have been linked to lower confidence among employees (Stevens, 2022a).

Act II: Disbelief (denial) and numbness
2.1 Loyalty no longer a currency

Following the initial redundancy announcement and the perceived breach of trust in the
organisation, employees may experience disbelief, expressed through emotional numbness and or
denial. Questions such as “Why me?” or “Surely my 20+ years of continuous employment will count
for something” often reflect emerging self-doubt and diminished self-worth. The long-held
expectation of careers for life has largely eroded, and this shift can be particularly destabilising for
individuals whose identity and sense of security have been closely tied to organisational loyalty.

In contemporary working cultures that prioritise speed, flexibility, and constant change, experience,
depth, and continuity are frequently devalued. Change itself may become a form of currency,
sometimes pursued for its own sake rather than for meaningful adaptation or sustainability. A more
balanced approach is required, one that recognises the complementary value of both established
expertise and innovation across industries and organisational contexts.

Redundancy processes can weaken employees’ commitment and trust, particularly when they are
perceived as procedurally unfair or poorly managed. Such effects are not limited to those who exit
the organisation but also extend to those who remain. Procedural failures at this stage can carry
long lasting psychological and relational consequences for both survivors and those made
redundant, underscoring the need for respectful and psychologically informed management of
organisational change.

Act lll: Anger and feelings of rejection
3.1 The inner and often invisible fight

When individuals are exposed to perceived threat or potential harm, activation of the sympathetic
nervous system can trigger well established survival responses, commonly described as fight, flight,
freeze, or fawn (Chu et al., 2024). These responses may manifest in varied ways and can remain
partially or wholly invisible, even to the individual experiencing them. When a sense of safety is
compromised, familiar routines are disrupted, and confidence in personal competence is
guestioned, physiological stress responses are mobilised to protect, restore equilibrium, and ensure
psychological survival.

Such responses are not pathological in themselves but reflect adaptive mechanisms shaped through
human evolution. However, when the threat is prolonged or perceived as uncontrollable, these
stress responses may persist, increasing emotional reactivity and narrowing cognitive flexibility. In
the context of redundancy, this can intensify emotional distress and hinder reflective processing
during a period when clarity and support are most needed.

3.2 Sense of rejection and mistrust
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Stress responses during redundancy processes can also give rise to powerful feelings of rejection,
particularly when they follow long periods of commitment, sustained effort, and personal sacrifice.
Employees may experience a sense that years of loyalty, additional responsibilities, and investment
in organisational goals have been abruptly devalued. These experiences can shape future working
relationships, influencing expectations of trust and reciprocity.

As suggested by Bowlby (1979), earlier relational experiences play a role in how individuals perceive
and respond to subsequent relational disruptions. Within organisational contexts, breaches of trust
may therefore resonate beyond the immediate event. Although difficult to quantify, the impact of
broken trust can be substantial and enduring. Repairing this trust requires deliberate rebuilding
processes, supported by adaptive coping strategies and the gradual re-engagement of
parasympathetic regulation. The process of rebalancing emotional and cognitive functioning, often
described as restoring integration between emotional and reflective systems, is typically slow and
fragile.

In the absence of psychologically informed leadership practices, mistrust towards authority figures
may persist. Employees affected by redundancy may become more cautious in subsequent roles and
less willing to invest the same level of commitment or loyalty as before (Stevens, 2022b). Over time,
these patterns can undermine not only individual well-being but also organisational cohesion and
long-term effectiveness.

Act IV: Acceptance and sense of guilt
4.1 The process of acceptance

For some employees, the process of acceptance following redundancy may be prolonged, while for
others acceptance may never fully occur. Coming to terms with the loss of a role held over a long
period can evoke a profound sense of disrupted identity, purpose, and meaning. This experience is
particularly salient when work has been closely integrated into an individual’s sense of self.
Employers who recognise this disruption and respond with appropriate support are better
positioned to mitigate longer-term psychological harm.

For some individuals, acceptance may involve reorientation rather than resolution. Redundancy can
be reframed as an opportunity to pursue alternative forms of employment, self-employment, or
long deferred personal goals and priorities. While such outcomes are not universal, supporting
employees through this transitional phase may represent an important step towards psychological
recovery and adaptation.

4.2 Sense of guilt

Feelings of guilt may be experienced by both those who leave the organisation and those who
remain. Among individuals exiting the organisation, particularly those with high levels of
conscientiousness, guilt may arise in relation to the increased workload transferred to colleagues
who stay behind. This can include concern for unfinished projects that may never reach completion,
as well as distress linked to clients or stakeholders who may no longer receive the same level of care,
continuity, or professional support.

For employees who remain, guilt may take the form of survivor guilt, often accompanied by shame
and persistent questioning, such as “Why not me?” or whether the circumstances leading to the
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redundancy programme could have been avoided. These unresolved questions can complicate
adjustment and undermine psychological safety within the organisation.

When sustained over time, guilt can exert a detrimental effect on both psychological and physical
health. Prolonged guilt has been associated with heightened anxiety and depressive symptoms,
increased emotional and cognitive rigidity, and a narrowing of perception and attention. Such
patterns may impede recovery and adaptation, with consequences that extend across both short
and longer-term trajectories.

Act V: Healing and building resilience
5.1 Rest, recovery, and healing

Although threats and potentially traumatic events can exert long lasting negative effects on
individuals, such experiences may also create conditions for effortful recovery and psychological
healing. Drawing on mindfulness informed practice, Treleaven (2018) emphasises the importance of
developing the capacity to recognise when it is appropriate to remain with uncomfortable emotional
and bodily experiences, and when it is more adaptive to work actively with those experiences. This
discernment is central to safe and effective healing processes.

Treleaven (2018) describes this capacity through the concept of the window of tolerance, defined as
the range of emotional arousal within which individuals can function effectively. Arousal levels may
fluctuate between hyperarousal and hypoarousal depending on perceived threat and stress
exposure (Siegel, 2007). A narrower window of tolerance reduces the individual's capacity to
withstand stressors, increasing vulnerability to dysregulation.

For individuals undergoing redundancy, access to appropriate support, guidance, and resources may
create opportunities to recognise and respond more effectively to their emotional and physiological
reactions. Learning to differentiate between holding a fragile internal state and actively engaging
with emotional experiences can support recovery, provided that such processes are aligned with the
individual’s available resources and coping capacity.

5.2 Clear intentions and grit

Potential opportunities emerging from redundancy processes may be supported by facilitating the
exploration and re articulation of personal values and intentions. Engaging in both goal based and
process-oriented activities that align with these values can provide direction and coherence, even in
the presence of adversity. Moran (2009) describes purpose as an internal compass that integrates
engagement in meaningful activity, self-awareness of motivation, and the intention to sustain such
engagement over time.

During redundancy, purpose and intention are particularly vulnerable to erosion as stress responses
intensify and future orientation becomes constrained. Supporting individuals to reconnect with
purpose may enable greater cognitive flexibility, creativity, and reflective capacity. These qualities
can be strengthened through sustained effort and practice, contributing to resilience over time. Grit,
in this context, is understood not as an inherent trait but as a capacity that develops through
continued engagement and intentional action.
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Epilogue: Post-traumatic growth and self-discovery

As highlighted by Petzer (2020), redundancy programmes can exert wide ranging psychological
effects across the entire workforce. Those affected include employees who leave the organisation,
those who remain, and individuals tasked with planning, implementing, and managing redundancy
processes, including communication, restructuring, and strategic decision making. The psychological
impact of redundancy therefore extends beyond individual job loss to encompass broader
organisational systems and roles.

Given that redundancies are likely to remain a feature of contemporary working life, alongside
longer working careers and the evolving influence of Al technologies, there is a growing need to
approach these experiences with greater psychological awareness. Rather than viewing redundancy
solely as an organisational disruption, such experiences may, under certain conditions, provide
opportunities for post-traumatic growth and self-discovery. This requires supporting individuals to
regulate emotional responses and to reflect on how adversity may contribute to learning and
psychological development.

Coaching, clinical, and counselling psychologists have a central role in advancing evidence-based
practice in this area. Their contribution includes supporting individuals through exit and re-entry
transitions, as well as designing and delivering psycho-educational interventions aimed at restoring
motivation, strengthening resilience, and facilitating goal setting that supports self-worth, self-
esteem, and identity reconstruction. At an organisational level, increased commitment to
psychologically informed practices may help to mitigate harm and promote more sustainable
approaches to workforce change.
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