
INTRODUCTION

Loss of a job through permanent mass layoff
or business closure is a fact of life for many
American workers. Between January 1979 and
January 1984, 11.5 million American workers
were displaced because of plant shutdowns and
relocations, rising productivity, or shrinking
output.e In the 2 years 1983 and 1984, over a
million workers lost their jobs due to business
closure or permanent mass layoff in establish-
ments with more than 100 employees, accord-
ing to preliminary results from a recent nation-
wide survey done by the General Accounting
Office. 7 It is likely that at least as many more
were similarly affected in smaller establish-
ments. The GAO survey showed that manufac-
turing workers were harder hit than workers
in service industries, and that the Midwestern
and northeastern regions had disproportionate
shares of closings and mass layoffs. The sur-
vey also showed that large numbers of work-
ers lose their jobs in business closures and
permanent mass layoffs even in a period of eco-
nomic growth and recovery, such as 1983-84,
as well as during recessions. Dealing with the
consequence—worker displacement—is there-
fore an ongoing task.

The consequences of involuntary job loss are
both painful and long lasting for many displaced
workers. Displaced workers are likely to experi-
ence prolonged unemployment: one-fourth of
all workers displaced between January 1979
and January 1984 were without work for a year
or more during the period.a Most displaced
workers do return to work, but the majority take
a cut in earnings, either through lower wages
or acceptance of part-time employment in place
of a full-time job. Many drop out of the labor

oPaul O. Flaim  and Ellen Sehgal,  “Displaced Workers of 1979-
83: How Well Have They Fared?” Monthly Labor  Review, June
1985.

7U. S. Congress, General Accounting Office, “GAO’s Prelimi-
nary Analysis of U.S. Business Closures and Permanent Layoffs
During  1983 and 1984, ” paper for presentation at the OTA-GAO
Workshop on Plant Closings, Apr. 30-May 1, 1986.

aDescriptions  of the consequences of displacement are taken
from Flaim  and Sehgal,  op. cit.; and from U.S. Congress, Office
of Technology Assessment, Technology and Structural Unem-
ployment: Reemploying Displaced Adults, 0’I’fi-IIW-250  (Wash-
ington, DC: U.S. Government Printing Office, February 1986).

force, sometimes after many weeks of discour-
aging job hunting. Most displaced workers lose
benefits; health benefits usually stop with the
loss of a job or shortly thereafter, pension ben-
efits suffer, and seniority is usually wiped out.9
The economic stresses of displacement also
take a toll in mental and physical health. Ef-
fective adjustment assistance, helping displaced
workers to find or train for new jobs, helps to
minimize the costs of displacement.

Advance notice of plant closings and perma-
nent mass layoffs is generally regarded as a val-
uable tool facilitating worker adjustment. Al-
though advance notice is required in many
industrialized nations, the U.S. Government has
no such requirements.10 For over a decade, bills
have been introduced in Congress which would
mandate advance notice. While none of these
bills has been passed, advance notice remains
a legislative issue. In late 1985, Representatives
Silvio Conte, William Clay, and William Fordll

asked the Office of Technology Assessment to
hold a workshop exploring the benefits and
costs of advance notice. Senator Orrin Hatch
endorsed the request. The requesters asked
OTA to examine a number of issues connected
with advance notice, including the following:

●

●

●

How many workers receive advance no-
tice, and what is the extent of notice?
What are the costs that advance notice re-
quirements would impose on business? Do
such costs vary by industry? Are there ways
to mitigate such costs?
Is advance notice effective in triggering ef-
forts to prevent closings and mass layoffs?

sIn some cases, when displaced workers are transferred to
another plant owned by the same company where the layoff
occurred, the workers take their seniority rights with them. Often
in transfers of this kind, seniority for benefits is retained, but
not for order of layoff. Relocation to another company-owned
plant is quite infrequent for blue-collar workers.

IoTwo States  and a few local  governments require advance no-
tice. See the section entitled “State and Local Programs. ”

IICosponsors  of H.R. 161Ei, a bill requiring 90 days’ advance
notice of plant closings and mass layoffs. H.R. 1616 was nar-
rowly defeated by the House of Representatives in November
1985. See the section entitled “Legislative Proposals” for a
description of H.R. 1616.
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●

●

●

●

How rapidly can services be delivered to
workers following notice of plant closings
or mass layoffs? In particular, what is the
capacity of public sector programs, such
as those established under the Job Train-
ing Partnership Act Title III, to respond
rapidly with adjustment services?
To what extent do workers in the so-called
“sunrise” industries, or high-tech firms, re-
ceive advance notice? What services do
workers in such industries typically get?
What is the experience of U.S.-based busi-
nesses with Canadian notice requirements?
To what extent is the Canadian system ap-
plicable in the United States?
What other countries require advance no-
tice? How do American businesses cope
with such requirements when they oper-
ate in those countries?

A workshop was held April 30 and May 1,
1986. The report that follows is based partly
on the discussions that took place at the work-
shop, and also on pertinent literature and re-
search conducted by the Office of Technology
Assessment and the General Accounting Office,
which cosponsored the workshop. This report
focuses quite specifically on the issues of ad-
vance notice of and rapid response to plant clos-
ings and permanent mass layoffs. OTA previ-
ously conducted a much broader assessment
of worker displacement, publishing the results
in the February 1986 report, Technology and
Structural Unemployment: Reemploying Dis-
placed Adults. In the earlier report, OTA con-
sidered the causes of worker displacement, the
effects of displacement on workers and com-
munities, the effectiveness of adjustment pro-
grams in helping displaced workers find or
train for new jobs, and some of the continu-
ing, long-range efforts needed to avoid displace-
ment—including efforts to improve adult edu-
cation and training, or to adopt new forms of
work organization that are appropriate and ef-
fective with advanced computer-based technol-
ogies. In addition, in its continuing studies of
competitiveness of various U.S. industries, OTA
considers effects on jobs and workers as im-
portant parts of the assessments.

How Much Notice?

There is broad—though not unanimous—agree-
ment that early action is an important part of
assisting displaced workers. Advance notice of
plant closings or permanent mass layoffs greatly
facilitates an early start. Employers respond-
ing to a Conference Board survey noted that
“advance notice is beneficial to employees and
is an essential element in a plant-closure pro-
gram.” GAO’S recent survey found that 88 per-
cent of larger establishments provide some kind
of notice to at least some of their displaced
workers, but many people get little or no spe-
cific warning that their jobs will be lost.13 Thirty
percent of employers give no specific notice
to individual blue-collar workers that their jobs
will be lost, and another 34 percent give 2 weeks
or less. The amount of notice that most work-
ers get is 1 to 2 weeks—too little time to pro-
vide much in the way of adjustment services
to workers by the time layoffs begin.

The GAO survey is a source of new informa-
tion on how many U.S. employers give notice
of plant closings and mass layoffs and how
much notice is given. The survey covered the
experience of larger establishments (100 or
more employees) in 1983 and 198414; establish-
ments of this size account for about 44 percent
of the U.S. work force. Preliminary results of
the GAO survey indicate that the amount of
advance notice provided varies a great deal.
Twelve percent of establishments reported they
gave no notice of any kind to any employees
of possible closure or permanent layoff; 30 per-

IZROna}d  E, Bermt)elxn, Company Programs TO E8Se the  im-
pact of Shutdowns, Conference Board Report No. 878 (New York:
The Conference Board, 1986).

ISU.S. Congress, General Accounting Office, op. cit.
lqThe method  GAO used in its survey was to select  a stratified

random sample of 2,400 establishments which appeared, on the
basis of Dun& Bradstreet data, to have experienced either a clo-
sure or a permanent layoff involving 200 or more employees or,
in the case of establishments with fewer than 1,000 employees,
20 percent of the work force. GAO reached by telephone repre-
sentatives of 90 percent of the 2,400 firms, and identified about
500 that had experienced a closure or a layoff which met the
criteria. GAO then distributed a questionnaire to these 500 firms
on the amount of advance notice and assistance offered to the
workers involved in the closures and layoffs. Preliminary results
of the survey cited here are based on a 70 percent response.
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cent gave at least some of their workers 1 to
14 days’ notice; 40 percent gave 14 to 90 days’
notice; and 18 percent gave more than 90 days’
notice (table 1).

These figures represent what GAO called
“overall” notice, including either general no-
tice—announcements intended to provide work-
ers and communities with some warning with-
out specifying the exact closure date or which
workers are to be laid off—or specific notice—
which informs individual workers when their
jobs will end—or both. General notice can be
quite useful in letting workers and communi-
ties know that they may be facing job losses,
and may be effective in catalyzing adjustment
efforts or planning for worker adjustment serv-
ices. In the case of a plant or business closure,
general notice and specific notice often amount
to the same thing. However, when mass layoffs
but not closings are involved, specific notice
may be needed before adjustment service de-
livery can begin; few workers are likely to sign
up for services until they know that their jobs
will be affected.

Of the two types of notice, general notice was
longer than specific notice. Of the establish-
ments surveyed, 18 percent provided more than
3 months’ general notice of closing or mass lay-
off to at least some of their employees; only 9
percent provided more than 3 months’ specific

notice. Over half (54 percent) of establishments
provided 2 weeks’ or less specific notice; 55 per-
cent of establishments provided 2 weeks’ or
more general notice. It appears that the typi-
cal establishment with over 100 workers an-
nounces that job losses will occur more than
2 weeks before the occurrence, but gives spe-
cific notice to individual workers about 1 week
in advance to blue-collar workers and 2 weeks
in advance to white-collar workers.

The GAO figures are consistent in some ways
but dissimilar in others to figures in a recent
Conference Board report.15 The Conference
Board, like GAO, reported that about 12 per-
cent of firms gave no advance notice of closure,
with some advance notice apparently the norm
for larger establishments and firms. However,
The Conference Board survey reported substan-
tially longer periods of notice given than did
the GAO survey (table 2). Why the difference?

The inconsistencies probably reflect differ-
ences in the ways the surveys were conducted
and what was asked. GAO’s figures are based
on a 70 percent response rate; firms that did
not at first reply were contacted repeatedly.
(GAO’s finaI analysis was not complete at the
time of this report; a final response rate near
80 percent is expected.) Also, the firms ques-
tioned in the GAO survey were from a strati-

Table 1 .—Percent of Establishments Providing
Various Lengths of Advance Notice

Percentage of establishments

Days General Specific Overall

o 20 23 12
1-14 : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : 25 31 30
15-30 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 19 20 21
31-90 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 18 17 19
91-180 . . . . . . . . . . . . . 10 6 9
181 or more . . . . . . . . 8 3 9

15 Berenbeim op. cit. p.9

Table 2.—Amount of Advance Notice Given:
Comparison of GAO and Conference Board Figures

Percentage of establishments
or companies

Days GAO Conference Board

o . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 12 13
70 41

91-180” : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : 9 21
181 or more . . . . . . . . . . . . . 9 25

NOTE: The “Overall” category includes all establishments which gave at least
some workers the designated amount of notice. Establishments are in-
cluded in the category which designates the maximum notice to any wor-
kers. For example, if an establishment gave 7 days’ specific notice and
30 days’ general notice, it is included in the ‘ (15-30 days” category.

SOURCE: U.S. Congress, General Accounting Office, “GAO’s Preliminary Anal-
ysis of U.S. Business Closures and Permanent Layoffs During 1983 and
1964,” paper for presentation at the OTA-GAO workshop on plant clos-
ings, Apr. 30-May 1, 1986,

NOTE: GAO survey figures are for overall notice, including both general and
specific notice. This category designates the maximum amount of general
or specific notice establishments give (see explanation of table 1).

SOURCE: U.S. Congress, General Accounting Office, “GAO’s Preliminary Anal -
ysis of US. Business Closures and Permanent Layoffs During 1983 and
1984,” paper for presentation at the OTA-GAO workshop on plant clos-
ings, Apr. 30-May 1, 1986; and Ronald E. Berenbeim, company Programs
to Ease the Impact of Shutdowns (New York: The Conference Board,
1986),
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fied random sample. Thus, GAO’s results are
derived from a statistically valid representation
of U.S. establishments with 100 or more em-
ployees that had plant closings or mass layoffs
in the 2 years 1983 and 1984.

The Conference Board figures are based on
a 27 percent response to a questionnaire that
was mailed to human-resource vice presidents
of 1,900 U.S. companies; one followup letter
was sent to those that did not reply to the first.
The companies selected were the largest (in
terms of sales of services or goods) in seven cat-
egories of industry: large manufacturing, bank-
ing, insurance, retail trade, gas and electric util-
ities, diversified services, and transportation;
the selection was not planned to match the dis-
tribution of these kinds of industries in the U.S.
economy. Of the 512 companies responding to
the questionnaire, 224 reported that they had
had at least one closure. Major differences from
the GAO survey were the lower response rate
(indicating greater self-selection) and the fact
that the original sample was not selected to rep-
resent U.S. businesses generally. In addition,
many of the 224 companies had experienced
more than one closing. According to the re-
port’s author, the more experience with clos-
ing the more notice and service a company is
likely to give.16 The Conference Board figures
thus probably represent best practice of large
firms,17 rather than typical practice.

Comprehensive figures derived by statisti-
cally valid methods on who gets advance no-
tice and how much notice is given are avail-
able only for establishments with 100 or more
employees, through the GAO survey. Some
good case examples of managing shutdowns
are presented in The Conference Board report
as well. There is little information, however,
on advance notice practices in smaller firms.
It is likely that small businesses give less ad-
vance notice of layoffs or shutdowns. Small
businesses may have a harder time anticipat-
ing layoffs and very limited resources to man-
age work force reductions.

lopersona]  communication with Ronald Berenbeim,  The Con-
ference Board, June 1986.

lpRespondents  to The Conference Board survey were mostly
medium-size to large companies; 83 percent had more than 1,000
employees.

Who Gets Notice?

Employers generally give white-collar work-
ers more notice of impending job losses than
blue-collar workers; on average, white-collar
workers receive 14 days’ specific notice of job
loss in plant closings or mass layoffs, while blue-
-collar workers get 7 days’ specific notice.18
Thirty percent of establishments reported they
gave no specific notice to blue-collar workers;
26 percent gave none to white-collar workers.
Sixty-five percent gave blue-collar workers 2
weeks’ or less specific notice, versus 53 per-
cent giving 2 weeks or less to white-collar work-
ers (table 3).

Unions make a difference in the amount of
notice workers get. Eighty-four percent of es-
tablishments with union workers gave blue-
-collar workers some amount of general notice;
71 percent of establishments with no union
workers gave general notice. Unionized estab-
lishments typically gave longer notice; blue-
-collar workers in establishments with unions
got an average of 2 weeks’ specific notice, while
those in establishments without unions got an
average of 2 days’ specific notice.

Case Study: Silicon Valley

Information on advance notice by industry
is usually not available. For industries with
— . . —

InThis section is drawn from the GAO study; see U.S. Con-
gress, General Accounting Office, op. cit.

Table 3.—Amount of Advance Notice
Establishments Give, By Type of Worker

Percentage of establishments

Days White collar Blue collar Overall

o 26 30 23
1-14 : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : 28 34 31
15-30 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 19 16 20
31-90 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 17 13 17
91-180 . . . . . . . . . . . . . 7 5 6
181 or more . . . . . . . . 3 2 3
NOTE: Establishments are included in the “overall” category according to the

maximum amount of notice given to any workers. For example, if an es-
tablishment gives 7 days’ notice to one group of workers and 30 days’
notice to another, it is included in the category”1 5-30 days” in the “Overall”
column.

SOURCE: U.S. Congress, General Accounting Office, “GAO’S Preliminary Anal-
ysis of U.S. Business Closures and Permanent Layoffs During 1963 and
1964, ” paper for presentation at the OTA-GAO workshop on plant clos-
ings, Apr. 30-May 1, 1966.
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large or industrywide unions, collective bar-
gaining contracts are an indicator of how much
notice is given. Union membership is declin-
ing, however, and now represents less than 20
percent of the work force. One of the purposes
of the workshop was to find out more about
how growing industrial and service sectors—
most of which are not heavily unionized—han-
dle mass layoffs and closings. To provide some
information, OTA did a small case study on
worker displacement in California’s Santa
Clara County, a center of the computer and
semiconductor industries,

Up until the mid-1980s, both industries ex-
perienced rapid employment growth. Between
1977 and 1984, U.S. semiconductor industry
employment increased by slightly more than
9 percent per year, while computer industry
employment rose even faster, at nearly 10 per-
cent per year, Since early 1985, however, both
industries have faced difficulties stemming
from import competition and leveling or fall-
ing demand. Employment in both industries has
declined. In the semiconductor industry, em-
ployment in June 1986 was at mid-1984 levels,
having fallen by about 21,000 since its peak in
January 1985. In the computer industry, em-
ployment had fallen by over 50,000 since the
1985 peak.

Falling employment has meant widespread
layoffs in the high-tech industries of Silicon Val-
ley. However, layoffs are associated not only
with employment decline; between 1979 and
1984, when California’s high-tech industries ad-
ded 322,000 jobs, layoffs in high-tech industries
numbered 177,000, N According to Philip Shapira,
who has made a study of displacement and in-
dustrial restructuring in California, workers

19 These figures come  from an analysis of a Bureau of Labor
Statistics survey of worker displacement over the period from
January 1979 to January 1984. These data, along with additional
information on plant closings and layoffs in the State of Califor-
nia, were analyzed by Philip Shapira, a doctoral candidate at
the University of California, Berkeley. The high-tech industries
analyzed included a number of sectors besides the computer and
semiconductor industries, which accounted for 30 percent of
California’s high-tech employment in 1984. See Philip Shapira,
“Industry and Jobs in Transition: A Study of Industrial Restruc-
turing and Worker Displacement in California, ” unpublished
draft doctoral dissertation, Department of City and Regional Plan-
ning, University of California, Berkeley, 1986.

from high-tech industries “experienced a sig-
nificantly longer median period of unemploy-
ment than basic industry workers. ” Part of the
reason, according to Shapira, is that high-tech
workers are less likely to have received advance
notice of layoffs than basic industry workers.
Shapira’s analysis of the Bureau of Labor Sta-
tistics’ data shows that 54 percent of Califor-
nia’s displaced workers “received advance no-
tice or expected layoff” (the survey question
was phrased in this way), But only 45 percent
of California’s high-tech workers received ad-
vance notice or expected to be laid off.

Shapira’s findings for California high-tech
workers are in line with the findings of the case
study of advance notice and adjustment serv-
ices in Santa Clara County commissioned by
OTA. Interviews with workers, company spokes-
men, employment experts, and industry experts
in California found that laid-off workers in Sili-
con Valley typically get little or no advance no-
tice, a small amount of severance pay (about
2 weeks), and minimal or no help in finding
a new job.20 In part, this may reflect the fact
that many high-tech firms in Silicon Valley are
relatively small, with limited ability to antici-
pate future conditions or to withstand even
short business downturns without cutting costs,
Andrew Johnson, of the Electronics Associa-
tion of California, cites the example of a com-
pany that makes machines in which semicon-
ductor chips are baked. The firm, with annual
revenues of about $20 million and 160 to 170
employees, competes with at least three simi-
lar small companies and several much larger
companies. One of its machines costs $950,000,
“When a couple of the company’s customers
back off from previously stated intentions to
buy one of these machines or actually cancels
an order, it makes a substantial impact on the
company’s financial status. The company’s abil-

20 David Sheridan, “Worker Displacement in the California
High-Tech Industry: A Report to the Office of Technology Assess-
ment ,“ contractor report prepared for the Office of Technology
Assessment, May 1986. A case study of job security in Massa-
chusetts high-tech industries had similar findings. Of 23 firms
studied, there was “no evidence of any firm giving more than
one day notice to affected employees. ” See The High Tech Re-
search Group, “Whatever Happened to Job Security? The 1985
Slow Down in the Massachusetts High Tech Industry, ” January
1986.

62-642 0 - 86 - 2 : QL 3
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ity to predict accurately, say, six months ahead
of time how many employees it will need is not
very good. 

Small firms may indeed have special difficul-
ties anticipating cutbacks. However, thousands
of the layoffs in Silicon Valley occurred in me-
dium-size and larger firms, and many of these
firms also laid people off without notice. In
1983, the Atari computer and video games sub-
sidiary of Warner Communications terminated
nearly 600 employees with no prior warning.
According to newspaper accounts, the work-
ers were called off their jobs, informed that they
were no longer needed, and immediately es-
corted out of the plant by security guards.
Intel, a company with 21,500 employees in
1984, laid off 2,000 employees in 1985 and 1986,
and gave no notice. Intel did provide employ-
ees with severance pay and opened a placement
center to help its laid-off workers find jobs. Sev-
eral other large or medium-sized high-tech com-
panies also dismissed workers without advance
notice in 1986.23

Another likely reason for limited or no no-
tice in Silicon Valley is that almost none of the
high-tech firms there are unionized, and estab-
lishments with unions are more likely to give
advance notice than those without.

While the general picture in Silicon Valley
is of workers receiving little or no advance no-
tice, there are important exceptions.24 Apple
Computer, Inc., decided that it had to close
down three of its less-automated microcom-

Zlsheridan,  op. cit., pp. 26-27.
a~j)aniel A. Beucke,  “The Ax Falls in silicon  Valley, ” fhln ]058

IUemuqy,  Mar. 28, 1983; “Atari Ex-Employees  Sue, Charging Firm
Concealed Layoff Plan,” WaZIStmetjournal,  Aug. 16, 1983; Tamar
Lewin, “Workers’ Rights in a Closing Tested,” New York Times,
July 19, 1984. In the Atari case, an out-of-court settlement was
subsequently reached in 1986 in which 535 workers laid off with-
out notice each received $1,11!3  from the company. The payment
represented the average salary of the workers for 4 weeks.

z~see for example  Carrie Dolan, “High-Tech Concern’s Sud-
den Fall Leaves Small Town With Problems and Questions,” Wall
Street Journal, Feb. 22, 1984; Mary A. C, Fallen and Ray Alverez-
torres,  “Out of Work—Overnight: In this Valley, Pink Slips Often
Come With No Notice,” San Jose  Mercury, June 16, 1986; Karen
Southwick, “The Rush To Push Fired Workers Out the Door,”
San Francisco Chronicle, June 16, 1986; see the section entitled
“Response to Advance Notice” for discussion of employer-pro-
vided services to displaced workers.

24The following examples are from Sheridan, op. cit.

puter plants during the personal computer glut
in early 1985. The 750 permanent employees
who worked at these three plants—one in Mill
Street, Ireland, one in Garden Grove, Califor-
nia, and one in Dallas, Texas—received 2 to 3
months’ advance notice of their layoffs, and
help from what turned out to be an exception-
ally successful outplacement center.25 These
cuts, however, were not enough; Apple was in
deeper trouble than initially thought. A few
months later, Apple laid off an additional 450
permanent employees throughout the company,
most of whom received 2 weeks’ advance no-
tice. All of them, however, even those just hired,
received at least 6 weeks’ severance pay, and
were given first crack at jobs when Apple be-
gan hiring again.

Notably, some Silicon Valley companies were
able to survive the downturn without layoffs.
Advanced Micro Devices, Inc. (AMD), like
other semiconductor firms, showed net losses
in quarterly reports during the downturn, and
sales dropped 50 percent between December
1984 and December 1985. AMD had a company
policy of no layoffs, handed down by its CEO
Jerry Sanders, who had been fired by another
high-tech company years before. AMD avoided
layoffs by cutting executive and professional
salaries 10 to 15 percent, deferring all pay in-
creases, and freezing hiring. AMD did shed
about 1,000 workers through attrition, but
nobody was laid off involuntarily throughout
1985. 28

Another way Silicon Valley companies avoid
layoffs is through the employment of part-time
and temporary workers. The use of temporary
employees is an increasingly prominent feature
of Santa Clara County’s high-tech industries.
Nationwide, 1 of every 165 workers is a tem-
porary; in Silicon Valley the ratio is 1 in 60,

25Some  1,500 temporary  employees who were also let go re-
ceived no notice or severance benefits, See the following dis-
cussion of temporary employees in Silicon Valley.

Z61n August 1986, after continued financial losses, Advanced
Micro Devices announced the dismissal of 200 employees with
less than 1 year on the job—the company’s first dismissals in
a decade. At the same time, AMD rescinded its no-layoff policy
for employees with more than 1 year of service. See Brenton
R. Schendler,  “Semiconductor Indicator Fell Again in July,” Wall
Street  Journal,  Aug. 13, 1986.
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and the number is growing. According to an
official in the San Jose office of California’s Em-
ployment Development Department, the use of
temporaries is “one of the most striking trends
in the Silicon Valley work force since 1980. ”27

The temporary agencies fill all kinds of jobs,
from software designer to quality control in-
spector to word processor or assembler.

To employers, the advantages of temporary
workers are that they can be quickly hired and
fired, without advance notice or severance ben-
efits; they often do not get other costly bene-
fits; and they can provide a buffer for compa-
nies that want stable employment policies for
their regular employees. The disadvantages of
having too many temporaries are that they can
hardly develop a sense of company pride or ca-
maraderie, and any training they get is lost
when they leave. From the employees’ point
of view, freelance work can be highly reward-
ing if one has skills that are in demand—in soft-
ware design, for example. For workers in the
much more numerous, less skilled jobs—such
as assembling circuit boards, stocking shelves,
or cleaning out chemical tanks—intermittent
jobs and pay can make for a precarious exis-
tence. The San Jose Mercury News calls these
temporaries “migrant electronic workers. 

At least one company (Intel) is creating a
“flexible work force program,” in an effort to
overcome the drawbacks of employing tempo-
raries. The flexible workers must agree that they
can be called on to work as much as 40 hours
a week or as little as none. It is expected that
they will average 20 to 25 hours a week, and
they will receive partial benefits. The company

ZT1nterview  with RiCa Pirarli,  San Jose office, California Em-
ployment Development Department, Apr. 28, 1986, reported in
Sheridan, op. cit.

ZaSheridan,  op. c i t .

anticipates that most of these jobs will be filled
by women who do not want to work full time
because they have children at home.

Company practices in Silicon Valley are di-
verse, but there is something of an industry
norm. Although some companies provide ad-
vance notice; most provide little or none. Some
companies provide worker adjustment and out-
placement services, but most workers do not
receive such services, either from their com-
panies or from government programs.

Companies that provide notice and services
generally do so because advance notice is seen
as good for business and community goodwill.
According to The Conference Board:

Company managers responsible for closure
believe that advance notice, combined with
generous severance plans, reduces pressure
and anxiety, generates good will, and contrib-
utes to improved productivity. 

Jay Elliott, Apple’s Vice President for Human
Resources, puts it this way:

Talent is a strategic consideration in the elec-
tronics business. People aren’t interchange-
able parts like in the old smokestack industries
where machines were basically more impor-
tant than people, We don’t go out, hire some-
one, hand him a lug-wrench, and tell him to
screw bolts all day. You have to value people
and their input . . . Frankly, when we laid peo-
ple off last year, we were as concerned about
the impact on the people who weren’t laid off
as much as on those who were. If you don’t
treat the people who are being laid off with
dignity–share the responsibility for finding
another good job—then it sends a message to
the employees still with you that they are ex-
pendable.30

2QBerenbeim,  op. cit., pp. 7-8.
Sosheridan,  op. cit., p. 11.


