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Pumping up your severance package
An article by Barbara Kiviat, In TIME April 20, 2009, p37-38

As the economic slump persist, companies are cutting back on the severance packages they offer laid-off workers. At the same time, more employees are asking firms to boost the terms of their parting pay. “In this economy, you really have to think about what you need to stay afloat,” says a Floridian who lost his job last year. “You have to advocate for yourself.”

[image: image1.jpg]The landscape of severance negotiation has changed dramatically since the last recession. In 2001, just 5% of professional workers and 4% of administrative and support staff negotiated their exit packages, according to a survey. In 2008, 31% of professionals and 22% of admins did. Building up the gumption to ask for a better deal is particularly important today: nearly a tenth of firms are planning to change their severance policies by reducing cash payments. 
So how do you bargain for a post-pink slip? First, keep your emotions in check. “You are going to be feeling fear, anger, resentment and anxiety,” says William Ury, co-author of the negotiation classic, Getting to Yes. “Those emotions are all extremely natural but they don’t make for effective negotiations.” Before you say anything, go home and process the news. Take a few days to put yourself in the right frame of mind. Severance is money a company gives you so that you’ll sign a release promising not to do things like sue or trash-talk the firm in the press. “It’s not love; it’s not a gift – it’s a business transaction,” says Alan Sklover, an employment attorney. If the firm will profit after you’re gone from a big client you landed, mention that. It should be worth something extra. 

When an executive in Florida went to negotiate his package, he thought not just about what he wanted, but also about what he could offer his employer in return, like being available to answer questions from the people taking over his responsibilities. He also put some things on the table that he didn’t mind not winning – like asking his form to help finish paying for the car he’d bought for work. The company refused the car-payments, but he did receive his full salary for three months instead of the 80% pay he’d initially been offered. “Everyone felt like they got something,” he says.
Employers often like to think of severance as a bridge to your next job; putting requests in that light helps. Call a few recruiters and ask how long it will take a person with your experience to land a new job. Then make the case that your severance should cover the entire period. Even being allowed to use your company e-mail, and perhaps your office, while you job-hunt can help with networking and preserve an aura of employment that makes you more attractive to other firms. Experts also suggest asking for a letter of recommendation and making sure you’re listed in your company’s HR system as a person whom the firm would rehire; a potential employer may call and ask. And keeping your employment status as “active” – even if you’re no longer collecting any money or benefits – can help too. And you will also have an easier time refinancing your mortgage if necessary.
Throughout the negotiations, make sure to keep a pleasant, professional tone. “If you say you’ve got a lawyer, it’s almost like a threat, and the other party gets defensive,” says a former division head at a pharmaceutical firm. “I was getting advice behind the scenes, but I don’t think they ever knew.”

1. Choose the best answer to the questions based on the information in the article.
What is severance in reality?

A) The company basically bribes you to keep your mouth shut.

B) It’s a sign that a company is taking good care of its employees.

C) It’s a business deal that should be mutually beneficial.

How do you negotiate?


A) Take your fear, anger and resentment and turn it into persistence and assertiveness. 


B) Deal with your emotions first and be composed and considerate.


C) Suppress all your feelings and be completely emotionless.

Which trick can you pull that could work?
A) Ask also for things you do not need.
B) Trash-talk the firm in the press.

C) Make an official complaint with the authorities.
D) Asking your boss to help you find a new job.

What could seriously endanger the negotiations?
A) Threatening the firm with your lawyer.

B)  Asking for a higher severance package in cash.
C) Revealing that you are in a bad financial situation. 
What is it that does NOT help you find a new job?
A) Using your office e-mail address.

B) Asking for a letter of recommendation,

C) An aura of employment.
D) Your name among the people who the firm would rehire.

E) Collecting benefits from the company.

F) Possessing an “active” employment status. 

2. Fill in the gaps in the brief summary of the article. 

Before you approach the human resources department ________ down and draw up a _______ of what you want and what you could _______ for the company in return. Negotiate to keep using your ________ account and even your work ________ in order to maintain an atmosphere of _________ while hunting for the next ________. Ask for a letter of _________. Don’t forget that a severance agreement is a ________ transaction and not a parting gift. If you have _________ a big client and the firm will _________ from that for years to come, be sure to mention it. If you consult a _________, keep him or her behind the scenes. Remain friendly and maintain a ________ attitude, but don’t be afraid to ________ for yourself. 
3. Which subtitle would suit the article best?

A) Recession impacts severance packages and firms are ready to pay for you to go

B) As firms look to cut back on parting deals, more workers are fighting for better terms

C) Blackmail or beg: you need a big severance package to stay afloat in bad times

4. Reread the article. How many expressions can you find in the article for the money that is paid by the firm when an employee leaves? 

	1.
	4.

	2.
	5.

	3.
	


5. Write an article for the local paper about what you read titled “5 tips for a bigger severance package”.

6. Mark the statements below on a scale of 1-4 where 

1=I entirely disagree; 
3= I partly agree;
2= I partly disagree, 
4= I completely agree.
Discuss it with someone and don’t forget to give reasons.
Severance package at the company I work for is a business transaction. (
The tips in the article only apply to leadership and managerial positions. (
It is better when there are laws on severance payment rather than negotiating. (
7. WHAT DO YOU THINK? 

Finish the sentences for yourself. If you can, discuss them with a peer.
From the article, I learnt that….

The best tip in the article is….

The tip that is less useful in the article is…

CARDS TO MAKE

	cut back on payments
	being available to answer questions

	laid-off workers
	put something in that light

	stay afloat in bad times
	land a new job / a big client

	advocate for yourself
	make the case that…

	administrative and support staff
	cover the entire period

	do not make for effective negotiations
	preserve an aura of employment

	put yourself in the right frame of mind
	a person whom a firm would rehire

	trash-talk the firm in the press
	have an easier time refinancing a mortgage

	take over responsibilities
	keep a professional tone

	put things on the table
	consult a lawyer

	help finish paying for the car
	keep behind the scenes

	offer something in return
	be (no longer) on payroll

	process the news
	it makes one more attractive (to)

	to get more defensive
	throughout the negotiations


Key
1. C, B, A, A, E

2. calm, list, offer, e-mail, space, employment, job, recommendation, business, landed, benefit/profit, lawyer, professional, advocate
3. B)

4. parting pay, severance package, post-pink slip, exit package, severance agreement
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