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Old Mutual - a Lesson in Corporate Suicide

If you’re an investor - my recommendation is go short. Old Mutual is in trouble. As 9 February
2022, it has 22000 unhappy staff - and "unhappy" is putting it mildly. The workforce is divided,
demotivated and angry, no matter which side of the divide they lie. After announcing mandatory
vaccinations for South African employees in mid-November, Old Mutual has now backtracked,
allowing unvaccinated employees to do weekly PCR tests to avoid dismissal. The change of
heart notionally comes after consultation with Dr Karim and "evolving science", but is actually
the result of mass non-compliance as well as intensive legal and union activity.

The reasons for the blanket mandate are unclear. The company insists that it has an obligation
under OHSA to provide a safe working environment, but exactly why vaccination is an
acceptable measure, and how it provides safe working environment is unclear. While the
medical officer in charge made statements about the vaccine stopping transmission, some
executives admitted it's less about transmission and more to protect staff against severe illness.
The rationale for the sweeping decision to vaccinate all staff - despite the company's own risk
assessment clearly differentiating between job-related and individual risk levels – has still not
been provided. Pleas from the staff to take recent data and research into consideration as well
as the lack of vaccine effectiveness against Omicron, natural immunity, the ability to work from
home, potential short and unknown long term risks, personal experiences with adverse effects -
all fell on deaf ears. Unions were "consulted" by being notified of the policy a few days before
while the company, in its announcement, mislead staff that unions are on board. Prior to the
announcement some executives took the initiative to consult with senior staff who had disclosed
their intention not to vaccinate, trying to assess the opposition without actually engaging with the
issues raised.

Two weeks before the mandate announcement, fewer than 3000 of 22000 staff members had
been vaccinated and had uploaded their certificates. By then anyone who really wanted to be
vaccinated had had ample opportunity to do so, leaving the overwhelming majority of staff with a
choice to either vaccinate under duress or lose their livelihoods. Some chose a third option: to
fight for their rights, by union and legal action or by not complying. By 9 February, 16000 staff
out of 22000 had vaccinated and submitted their proof of vaccination, meaning many had not.
The backtracking on the dismissals of unvaccinated staff has left the workforce split into several
frustrated camps. The passionately pro-vax employees are livid that the non-compliant are not
being fired; the "anti-vax" employees are upset about all the bullying, intimidation and
discrimination over the last three months; and, among them, those who folded under the
pressure now feel cheated. They too want their unvaccinated colleagues fired, to make
themselves feel better about their failure to stand firm.

Divisions are deep, and unlikely to ever be bridged. Injecting people with a substance they do
not want inside their bodies is a violation of their bodily autonomy. Having to work with (or for)
someone who wanted you either violated or homeless, is not to be forgiven.



Apart from sowing division, the mandate has led to some other significant consequences. For
those who did not want to yield, it made them connect, organize, unionize and take their power
back. Employees started flooding the system with applications, appeals, questions, legal letters,
grievances, human rights violation reports and counselling requests. They systematically
recorded all interactions with management and HR and built a collection of evidence of
intimidation and discrimination.

For these employees, it's not just about keeping their jobs anymore. That is a battle won, but the
war is not over. They want an apology, they want personal liability and punishment for
instigators and enforcers, they want compensation for their emotional suffering. And, most
importantly, they want to reassert human rights in a way that no-one will ever attempt to remove
them again.

It should also be of concern to Old Mutual that vast resistance to the mandate lies within their
advisor force, the people who bring in the money. These people do not want to work for an
unethical company. Now connected and large in number, they have an opportunity to branch
away and form a company of their own, taking a sizeable chunk of business out of Old Mutual's
hands. Free Mutual, New Mutual anyone?

The great irony of this lose-lose situation is its timing - two more months and it would have been
obvious that the vaccines don't work against Omicron, and that Omicron isn't a public health
emergency.

Old Mutual now faces the majority of their staff feeling disgruntled, betrayed, disloyal and in
search of vengeance, class action law suits for bullying and discrimination, staff sabotage, a
possible spinoff advisory company, reputational damage as well as legal and settlement costs.

Whichever way things pan out, Old Mutual is in for a long, painful and expensive atonement for
their sins.


