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Job loss, death, and divorce are
three of the most stressful events

in life.  Each triggers the grief
process and emotional recovery can
be protracted if  the event is
especially traumatic.  There is little
argument that employee
terminations for poor performance
and business restructuring can be
good for business.  However, few
will argue that a poorly executed
termination can be costly and
generate considerable ill will for a
supervisor, a company, and even a
brand.  Consider these recent
examples of employee terminations
with unforeseen, negative
consequences:

  Employee terminations happen
every day in the United States and
are a normal part of the on-going
changes in the business
environment.  According to the US
Dept. of Labor’s Bureau of Labor
Statistics,  over 1 mill ion
terminations take place annually.
As such, one would think that a
common, well-vetted termination
process would be in place for most
companies.  Unfortunately, that is
not the case.  Few small businesses
have well-established procedures in
place for firing an employee.  Still
others have processes that focus on
protecting the company’s assets with
little concern for the well-being of

the person being discharged.
Because of the high emotional
content associated with
terminations and the potential for
disruptive behavior and legal
liability, employee terminations
carry an elevated degree of risk.
Some business processes require a
high degree of task focus by the
supervisor.  Others necessitate a
high focus on interpersonal skills.
Unfortunately,  employee
terminations require both.  This is
a challenging requirement for even
the most experienced manager and
entails thoughtfulness, planning,
and attention to detail  to be
effective (as illustrated on page 14).

 A software company employee
fired after acting as a whistle-
blower to a government agency.

The plaintiff received $2.5M for
lost wages and emotional
distress. The company ’s
government contracts were
suspended and the CEO fired.

An older worker fired for taking a
red-bell pepper worth $.68 from
the company cafeteria.

The plaintiff received $3.2
mill ion in compensatory
damages and $22.8 million in
punitive damages. The
supervisor was fired.

The single mother who was
sexually harassed by her
supervisor.  She suffered
retaliation for complaining.

The plaintiff received $300,000
in compensatory damages and
$7.2 million in punitive damages.
The supervisor was fired.

A 36 year old employee, fired for
being late to work, goes on a
rampage kil l ing five other
employees including the company
owner.

The company is sued by one of the
victim’s families for handling the
termination in a negligent manner.

common sense employee terminations
Edward Wright, Ph.D.



14

Planning the Termination
  Employee terminations should be
carefully planned with the
involvement of Human Resources or
higher level management.  Be
prepared to deal with the questions
that will likely arise.  In many cases,
it may be difficult to get back to the
employee on an issue so try to prepare
for al l  of the questions and
circumstances that might arise.
Typical questions would relate to when
the employee should leave, when final
compensation will be presented,
insurance continuance,
announcements about the
termination, future job references, and
collecting personal items.  Give
severance benefits a good deal of
consideration.  Removing the threat
of severe financial hardship helps to
reduce the fear and anxiety on the
recipient’s part and eases some of the
pressure on the supervisor as well.
When one considers the negative
publicity via social media and nuisance
lawsuits that a disgruntled employee
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Supervisor Skill Requirements for Terminations

can generate, the benefits of
a generous severance package
with a legal claims release
becomes both pragmatic and
prudent.  Have all paperwork
prepared, proofed, and ready
for signature.  A letter
documenting the termination
and severance benefits
presented at the conclusion of
the termination session is
generally standard fare.
  Most terminations carry a
minimal risk of disruptive
behavior or retaliation;
however, it is important to
evaluate ever y employee
discharge for potential risk.
A useful approach is to
conduct a fai lure mode,
effects, and criticality analysis
for the proposed employee
firing (FMECA).  In an
FMECA analysis ,  the
super visor and other
knowledgeable managers
identify potential problems

and likely reactions with the
termination plan.   Steps in the
termination process are listed along
with the most likely failure modes,
causes, and effects of the failure.
Next, the likelihood of the failure
occurring and the severity of the
failure are listed.  These last two
estimates are multiplied together
and by ten to calculate a Risk
Priority Number (RPN).  For those
items with an RPN above a certain
threshold (typically 100), a Risk
Mitigation Action is initiated to
prevent the failure from occurring
or to mitigate its adverse effects to
the degree that is practical (see table
on page 15).
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Te rm in atio n Fa ilure Failure Fa ilure
Seve rity 

Level 
R isk

Pro ces s Mo de C au se Effect (1–10) Mitig atio n

Ste p
(see  cha rt) Actio n

1. In itial  n ew s 
o f firing an d 
d is cus s ion .

Em ployee      
very ups et.  

B lam e s 
othe rs ; 

cons piracy.

Em ploye e 
un able to ta ke 

pers on al 
res po ns ib il ity

Em p lo yee 
ang ry, 

po ss ib le  rage 
&  dis rup tive 

be havior.

2 10 200

R efram e  
d is cus s ion  to 

"C om p an y 
wants  to m ake 

chang e."  
Ha ve se curity 

avai lab le .

3.Em ploye e 
exit o f fa ci li ty

Em ployee 
refus es  to 

leave  
p rem ise s

Em ploye e 
w an ts  a ns we rs  

to  ques tio ns

Safety & 
security 

concerns .  
Poss ib le  
d is rup tive 
be havior.

2 8 160

H a ve se curity 
avai lab le , if 

wa rra nted , to 
e xit e m p lo yee 
from  bu ilding .

Em ploye e to  
con su lt 

atto rney for 
advice  / actio n.

7 2 140

Proba bili ty 
of 

Occurren ce 
(1 –10 )

R isk 
Priori ty 

N um be r 
(R PN)

1 .Initia l ne ws  
of firin g an d 
discus s ion.

Em ployee 
anxious , 
unable to  

lis ten

Sta ge  
im p rope rly se t 

b y p rio r 
fee db ack.

Em ploye e 
u na ble to  

co m pre hend; 
sh ock , & 
disbelie f.

3

Severi ty Leve l : 1 represen ts a low  severity of  the ef f ect, 10  repres ents a h igh sev erity of  the ef f ect

Risk Prior ity Numb er : The v alue c alcu lated f rom the tw o numeric parameters  x 10  that is  the combined prio rity  of  the f ailu re  
mode

Risk Mitigation: The action in itiated  to ameliorate the f ailure mode

In su re  n o prior 
m ixe d 

m e ss ag es  on  
pe rform ance 
to em p loyee

Allo w 
em ploye e to  

re tu rn  s igne d 
d ocum en ts  a t 
a la te r, ag reed  

up on  tim e.

Def in itions :

F ai lure  Mode : What can go w rong?

F ai lure  Cause : What caused the fa ilu re?

F ai lure  Effect : W hat happened as a res ult of  the f ailure?

Probabi li ty of O c currence : 1 represents  low  like lihood of  occurrenc e, 10  repres ents high likelihood of  oc currence 

Probabi li ty of Detection : 1 represents a low  likelihood o f detecting the failure, 10 represents high like lihood of  detection 

4 120

2. S igning  o f 
se verance 
a gre em e nt 
a nd  c la im s  

relea se .

Em ployee 
u nw ill in g to  

s ig n releas e.

Em ploye e 
wish es  to take  
a dd itiona l tim e  

to co ns id er

Example of a Failure Modes and Effects Chart for an Employee Termination

  An important component of the Risk Priority Number calculation is the Severity Level.  The following guidelines
are offered for Severity Level estimates.
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Failure Modes Severity Rankings

                      10   Catastrophic   • Physical harm of employee(s)
          • Major destruction of company property

                      7     Major            • Destruction of company records
          • Minor damage to company property
          • Threat of physical harm to employee(s)

                      4     Moderate       • Verbal abuse of supervisor / others
          • Vague or implied threats to supervisor / others

                      1     Minor           • Little or no hard feelings toward company or others

Performing the Termination
  The actual termination should
always be performed face to face by
the employee’s supervisor.  Schedule
the termination early in the week to
avoid aggravating the situation over
a weekend.  It is usual to arrange for
the termination discussion at the
end of the business day when other
employees are absent. Meet in a
private office or conference room.
Get right to the point.  Do not
engage in small  talk.  Let the
employee know that there is bad
news and that he or she has been
fired.  State the reason for the
termination in one short sentence
and be specific about what will
happen next regarding pay, benefits,
vacation time, and any severance pay.
Keep the tone calm and business-
like.  Be concise and clear.  If
appropriate, thank the employee for
past service and offer to provide a
favorable reference in the future.

  The termination meeting should
be brief (less than 20 minutes).  This
is not the time to debate termination
causes, application of policy, or
perceptions of fairness.  Simply stick
to the facts and avoid personal
attacks or accusations.  Sometimes
an employee may keep turning the
discussion to his or her perception
of an unfair situation and the
blaming of others.   On such
occasions, it may be useful to state
that “regardless of the
circumstances”, the company has
decided “to make a change.”  Be
certain that the person has heard the
fact that their employment is over.
Allow the employee to ask
questions, vent frustration (up to a
point), and go over the termination
letter, severance package, and claims
release to understand the contents
of the documents.  If the employee
is willing to sign the claims release,
go ahead and collect it.  If the

employee attempts to negotiate the
settlement, it is standard to advise
that the severance package is the
final compensation offer.  It is
recommended that initial severance
packages be as fair and generous as
possible to mitigate the anxiety of
the employee and the risk of
protracted negotiations and legal
expense to the company.   Allowing
even one severance agreement to be
negotiated sets a precedent leading
to future negotiations.
  It is typical to escort the employee
back to their desk to collect
personal belongings or to arrange
for personal items to be collected
and delivered later.   An
announcement regarding the
employee’s departure should be
distributed soon after the
employee’s exit from the facility.
Just because the employee has been
terminated does not signal an end
of a relationship with the employee
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or the end of the employee’s
inf luence on the company’s
reputation.  Treat all employees,
even former ones and their legacies,
with respect and dignity.  It will be
noticed both within and outside of
the organization.  For reduction-in-
force terminations and some for-
cause ones, a continued effort to
help former staff with advice,
contacts, and job leads may be
warranted.  Such efforts, especially
if successful, may be especially
valued by the employee and his or
her family and ref lect favorably
upon the super visor and the
business for years to come.
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