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A SHRINKING FEELING

FROM PAY CUTS TO FURLOUGHS, WORKERS ARE MAKING

By VIRGINIA BACKAITIS
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ALL FOR ONE, ONE FOR ALL: To reverse a half-dozen layoffs, firefighters in Yonkers recently agreed to work an extra shift each for no pay between now and June.
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Bottom of Form

When corporate executive Jane Brown (not her real name) was called into her boss' office last December, she knew the news wouldn't be good.

Given that the once-robust real estate development firm she works for had already let go about half of its workers, "I fully anticipated getting laid off," she says.

But it wasn't her job Brown was going to lose; it was 50 percent of her paycheck. Not only was she being asked to do her job for less, but she'd also have to ask the people she managed to do the same.

"How did you feel about that?" seems like a stupid follow-up question, but there's compassion rather than anger in Brown's answer.

"The company is struggling to survive," she says, "and we're trying to hold onto as many people as we can. The people who remain are here not only because we need them, but because there aren't better options outside our doors. There's a world of hurt out there."

As the economy falters, a growing number of workers are facing the same prospect as Brown: They're not being downsized, but their hours, salaries or benefits are. To avoid or reduce layoffs, companies are asking workers to accept pay cuts, forgo bonuses and raises, go on furloughs or switch to four-day workweeks, even to relocate to places where labor rates are lower. 

In a survey released last week by Watson Wyatt, which tracks compensation trends, 12 percent of firms responding had reduced 401(k) matches (up from 3 percent of companies in a December survey), 13 percent had instituted a shortened workweek (up from 2 percent) and 7 percent had cut salaries (up from 5 percent).

Experts say such measures are due in part to a recognition that expendable folks are now gone at most firms, and that further layoffs would cut into their musculature.

"Most companies think they've done enough in terms of sweeping RIFs (reductions in force)," says Margaret-Ann Cole of Watson Wyatt. So they're reducing costs in other ways.

At the office supplies firm Acco, that means a 46 percent pay cut between now and June. At the Virginia-based Comstock Homes, paychecks are at least 20 percent smaller than they were at the end of last year. Many other firms have instituted smaller cuts, such as FedEx, which in December cut wages by 5 percent for 36,000 workers.

(It's not just the little people who are feeling the pain - FedEx head Frederick Smith faces a 20 percent cut to his $1.4 million annual salary; chief execs at Starbucks, Hewlett-Packard and Brown University have likewise stepped up to downsize their own pay.)

Meanwhile, mandatory furloughs, which have traditionally been imposed on factory workers when inventories are high, are hitting white-collar workers in unprecedented numbers. Employers turning to furloughs range from the New York City Opera to the Gannett newspaper chain to the University of Maryland. A rising number of state and local governments are also furloughing workers, including New Jersey, where state workers have been ordered to take two unpaid days off in May and June.

&#9733; quiet acceptance

While last year at this time workers might have sung "take this job and shove it" to employers who shrank their paychecks or sliced their benefits, quiet acceptance seems to be a more common response in these unstable times.

"I think they understand that their employers are fighting for their lives," says Cole.

She's echoed by Carl Van Horn, professor of public policy at the Heldrich Center for Workforce Development at Rutgers University. He notes that any workers who might be angered by the cutbacks are generally keeping it to themselves.

"In this kind of labor market, workers have little leverage," he says. "It's not a good time to tell your boss you're ticked off."

Gannett employee Cindy Capitani said she and her colleagues took it in stride when the media giant, which operates 85 newspapers nationwide, sent out an e-mail memo announcing a one-week furlough for nonunion employees.

"The first thing most of us said was, 'Thank God it's not another layoff,' " she says. 

And while it goes without saying that furloughs hit employee pocketbooks big-time, workers like Capitani are doing what they can to keep their chins up and make the best of it. The popular messaging site Twitter is full of missives from workers posting about their furloughs, dubbed "fur-cations" (see box, below).

"I had a threesome every day - me, the couch and my laptop," jokes Capitani, who took her week off in February.

In California, where Gov. Arnold Schwarzenegger has ordered state employees to take the first and third Fridays of each month off without pay, area businesses have stepped up to relieve their pain. The Sacramento Ikea offers a free breakfast to affected workers on "Furlough Fridays," while the ski resort Squaw Valley offers discounted lift tickets.

For legal reasons, one thing workers generally can't do during furloughs is keep doing their jobs, even for free. Some companies, like Gannett, forbid workers from checking work e-mail or voicemail messages, or otherwise keeping tabs on things.

"For the first time in my life, I've been locked out of my workplace," says one Gannett employee who asked for anonymity. "I'm not allowed to call in to work to see how things are going. I did all these things while I was on my honeymoon, on all my vacations, and even once from a hospital bed."

&#9733; Stepping up

While cutbacks like furloughs are usually mandated from the top down, in one local case it was workers who volunteered for them. When Yonkers wanted to eliminate a fire company, lay off six firefighters and demote 19 lieutenants, Patrick Brady, president of Yonkers Firefighters Local 620, went to work to save their jobs.

The deal he struck was a compromise of sorts: To reverse the layoffs and most of the demotions, each of the city's firefighters would work an extra shift for free in the coming months.

"Not everyone's happy, but they did what they had to do to save a brethren's job," says Brady.

Employees weren't quite as quick to step up when Armonk-based IBM recently introduced a program called Project Match, which invites US workers whose positions are being eliminated to apply for permanent IBM jobs in places such as India, Nigeria and Slovenia, where they would live on their own and work for local wages. An IBM workers' group was among those that slammed the offer, which quickly became grist for bloggers.

"Interest has been light," says IBM spokesman Doug Shelton. He acknowledges the program is "not for everyone" but says it offers younger workers a chance to live overseas - or, for US immigrants, to return home with a job already in hand.

It's not only company employees who are feeling the pressure to share the pain - self-employed workers are being asked to make concessions, too. Comedienne Nancy Lombardo, who's appeared on "Saturday Night Live" and Colin Quinn's show, says she's regularly asked to drop her rate for a gig.

"I'm willing to work with people," says Lombardo, who's been supplementing her income with editing and coaching work. "I understand that money is tight and that it doesn't cost anything to stay home in front of the television."

As a result, Lombardo is one of a number of workers @work interviewed who's recently had to talk with her family about how concessions are affecting their lifestyles. She's told her son that if he wants extra snacks or treats, he'll have to earn the money to pay for them.

"This recession, maybe it's not bad for my son's generation," says Lombardo. "He's getting a good lesson in economics."
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