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How France Télécom broke the law
On 20 December 2019, the Paris Criminal Court delivered a landmark verdict, 
finding France Télécom and seven of its former senior managers guilty of 
“institutional moral harassment” in the health and social welfare crisis that hit 
the company between 2007 and 2010, during which 35 employees committed 
suicide. This judgment, following an unusual trial that lasted 46 sessions, was a 
world first. Here we look back at its key elements.

For Vincent Talaouit, this 
trial should help to bring 
back some humanity in 
the contemporary world 
of work. 
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Sociologist
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The word uttered most often during the ten-
week trial was "NExT": "New Experience 
of Telecommunications".1 In the light of the 
crisis it caused, the term now sounds like a 
crass mistake, but in 2005 it was used almost 
innocently to refer to the three-year plan de-
vised by the new management team at France 
Télécom (subsequently rebranded Orange). 
The original plan was a strategic and finan-
cial one: a business policy, pure and simple. 
In 2006, however, company bosses started 
judging its success by a new metric: the ob-
jective of 22 000 staff departures, "through 
the window or the door"2, and 10 000 relo-
cations within three years out of a workforce 
of almost 120 000, most of whom had civil 
service status. In this market leader in the 
French telecom sector, where the workers 
had already experienced repeated rounds of 
cutbacks, first after privatisation and then the 
introduction of market competition followed 
by massive debt, this policy of drastic head-
count reduction created a toxic workplace en-
vironment.

Management, keen to shed personnel 
they regarded as surplus to requirements 
and avoid a costly redundancy scheme (and 
therefore union consultation), couched its 
PR message in terms of "organic" and "vol-
untary" departures and relocations.3 But this 
language concealed the brutality with which 
their "forced-march" policy was introduced. 
Everyone was obliged to participate, and 
any methods were permissible. The com-
pany encouraged junior management to set 
aside qualms about the task they were giv-
en by training them in highly destabilising 
tactics – for example, removing chairs from 
offices, demoting colleagues arbitrarily, and 
excluding people from team meetings – and 
by offering them financial incentives.4 This 
quickly created the desired climate of uncer-
tainty: working conditions deteriorated, col-
lectives and solidarity were undermined, and 
the working environment became stressful. 

Misery spread among the company’s repre-
sentatives and employees nationwide: stress, 
arguments, bouts of weeping, burnout, in-
somnia, anxiety, depression and other men-
tal health issues, and increases in suicides 
and attempted suicides. Management re-
mained unmoved, despite a growing number 
of warnings about the intensifying crisis from 
all those with safeguarding responsibilities; 
their attention was focused on performance 
indicators for their NExT scheme.

The “butterfly effect” defence:  
an exercise in denial 

Under media pressure, France Télécom’s 
top management finally broke its silence 
in 2009, after the suicide crisis (28 sui-
cides in 20 months) attracted publicity and 
aroused public feeling. On 15 September 

Management remained unmoved, despite 
a growing number of warnings about the 
intensifying crisis; their attention was 
focused on performance indicators for  
their "NExT" scheme.

1. The trial was notable 
for its four-year preliminary 
inquiry, its million pages of 
investigation files, and its 
more than 100 plaintiffs 
and criminal charges 
being brought against 
the top management of a 
CAC40 company (France’s 
benchmark stock market 
index).
2. This was how Didier 
Lombard expressed it in his 
speech to France Télécom 
senior management on 
20 October 2006.
3. The term applies both to 
changes in role (for example 
from technician to call-
centre advisor) as well as 
geographical relocations.
4. The trial established that 
a proportion of managers’ 
salaries was linked to 
achieving the target 
number of departures. 

Samira Guerrouj went 
to all the hearings to 
understand the extent 
of the managerial 
strategy that she 
suffered under.
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2009, then-CEO Didier Lombard demon-
strated his absence of compassion when he 
remarked, "This suicide trend has to end." 
The apology that followed resembled that of 
a technocrat who was unkeen on press con-
ferences apologising for a slip of the tongue. 
But when he referred to the "Werther effect" 
(copycat suicides) on the stand last year, it 
was clear that the denial of responsibility was 
strategic. Lombard maintained that media 
attention had caused the suicide crisis and 
that this attention had "spoiled things" and 
"deprived colleagues of their success".5 The 
plaintiffs were stunned by this, as they were 
throughout 10 weeks of debates in which 
denials of responsibility were accompanied 
by attempts to normalise bullying. As well 
as the Werther effect, the accused and their 

counsel put forward a line of defence alleg-
ing a "butterfly effect": words were uttered in 
Paris headquarters and deaths subsequently 
occurred in the regions, but a butterfly can-
not be held responsible for a storm. This line 
of reasoning enabled the defence to suggest 
the accused had neither intention nor respon-
sibility, emphasising their physical distance 
from victims and France Télécom’s struc-
tural complexity. The underlying aim was to 
deflect responsibility onto middle manage-
ment for misinterpreting instructions from 
Paris and applying them with a harshness 
that was middle management’s doing alone. 
They also claimed the effects of the storm had 
been exaggerated. The suicide rate at France 
Télécom was not "abnormal", they suggested, 
compared to the national average, and suicide 

entry on arrival at work. Within three months, 
this cruel and dehumanising regime had taken 
its toll on him, with psychological effects that 
were inevitable, dramatic and debilitating.

Vincent Talaouit hoped the trial would 
bring acknowledgement of the harassment 
he suffered and the conviction of those 
responsible. But he also wanted to make 
his own contribution to creating a working 
environment that is less brutal than the one he 
experienced, so that he would not have to tell 
his children, who will join the labour force in a 
decade, that he stood by and did nothing.

Vincent Talaouit described his experiences 
in a book co-written with Bernard Nicolas: 
Ils ont failli me tuer (They Almost Killed Me), 
Flammarion, 2010.

felt like The Raft of the Medusa,2 and he was 
left brandishing his employment contract 
and constantly demanding its amendment. 
He invoked his rights and the law. Something 
made him want to fight on, convinced that the 
misunderstanding could not go on, the climate 
would change. And while he waited, he tried, he 
says, to “remain dignified and upright”.

An apparent lifeline that was thrown to him 
turned out to be nothing of the sort. On the 
pretext of helping him find a new role, under the 
ACT programme (the social component of the 
NExT scheme), Talaouit was regularly summoned 
for interviews with Orange Perspective’s 
Development Space. But no real development 
was on offer; the objective was quite different. 
The company had repurposed the “cycle of grief” 
diagram, devised to help patients undergoing 
palliative care,3 to prompt workers it wanted 
to get rid of into a stage of “mourning for their 
jobs”. There followed interviews with “psycho-
babblers”, as he calls them, who for months met 
his resistance with impatient suggestions, such 
as “You’re in denial!” and “Accept it, Mr Talaouit, 
you can see the diagram! This is the moment 
to grieve.”

The coup de grâce came in 2007, when his 
team was relocated from the Montrouge site to 
Issy-les-Moulineaux in the Paris suburbs. Having 
received a tip-off that he and two others had not 
been “factored in” to the move, they received 
a last-minute assurance that they would not be 
left behind. But the day after the move, after all 
his things had been transferred, he was refused 

Left behind in 
the move
Vincent Talaouit, an inventive, enthusiastic, 
productive engineer, long wondered why France 
Télécom suddenly decided to get rid of him. 
Why did a company that claimed it had to meet 
technological challenges or die begin treating 
an engineer who seemed ideally suited to the 
competitive battle to innovate as persona non 
grata? There was no plausible explanation to be 
found in Vincent Talaouit’s day-to-day activity 
for the company, where he was kept busy 
working on projects and filing patents. The 
trial that recently concluded instead provided 
another response to his question: it wasn’t 
personal. Slashing costs is indeed a logic-
defying kind of madness.

Things turned sour for Vincent Talaouit, a 
France Télécom employee since 1996, when 
his research and development team was 
reorganised in 2004. Orange France’s new 
technical director was intent on reducing team 
headcount from 15 to 10. Two relocations 
reduced his target to three, and Talaouit was 
one of them. Problems began to mount up 
for him: his working conditions were changed 
without consultation,1 and he was increasingly 
sidelined in ways that were insidious and 
painful. He was put in an unbearably stressful 
position: at work, and doing nothing wrong, 
but aware that his presence no longer 
mattered. Eventually he was removed from 
the organisation chart. His company now 

1. Over this period, his 
normal annual salary 
increases and the variable 
portion of his pay were 
suspended and he 
was demoted without 
consultation. 
2. The title of a famous 
oil painting by Théodore 
Géricault (1791-1824) 
depicting a shipwreck.

3. This was developed 
by the psychiatrist 
Elisabeth Kübler-Ross. 
France Télécom’s version 
of the diagram has six 
stages: announcement, 
refusal to understand 
(corresponding to Kübler-
Ross’s denial), resistance 
(anger), decompression 
(depression), resignation 
and integration 
(acceptance).

5. Burel L. (2019) ‘L’ex-PDG 
[…], toujours sans regrets 
au procès France Télécom’ 
(Former CEO […] still has 
no regrets at the France 
Télécom trial), L’Obs,  
7 May 2019.
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In this market leader 
in the French telecom 
sector, the policy of 
drastic headcount 
reduction created 
a toxic workplace 
environment.

In September 2009, having been aggressively 
rebuked by a supervisor, she was again taken 
ill at the office. The following day her badge 
was deactivated and she was intercepted 
on arrival. Without explanation, she was 
detained for two hours and prevented from 
sitting down, making a phone call or going 
to the toilet. She was then forced to go to an 
occupational doctor who, without listening 
to her, declared her unfit for work. Guerrouj 
understood this unilateral opinion was 
intended to trigger the dismissal procedure. 
She challenged it and succeeded in getting 
the doctor to reverse his original opinion 
in October 2009. Having returned to work, 
she was now sent to ‘Discovery Days’, which 
required long journeys in search of jobs 
that did not exist or were unrelated to her 
skills. Finally, she was told she was being 
compulsorily transferred to a made-up job 
at three different sites with three different 
managers. This cruel treatment was what 
made Samira Guerrouj crack. She decided to 
take her life by throwing herself under a metro 
train. “I couldn’t see any way out, any escape. 
I’d knocked on every single door.” An inspector 
managed to stop her just in time. Later, while 
heavily medicated, she fell and fractured 
her femur. Her post-traumatic stress was 
diagnosed as work-related.

need to be useful. “Being sidelined is never a 
trivial matter, even if you’re strong.”

In December 2007, when she was about 
to begin a new position as a customer 
complaints officer, her belongings were 
thrown in the bin. She made a complaint but 
came under strong pressure from her new 
manager to withdraw it. “You’re finished. 
You can be crushed like a cigarette butt,” 
she was told. When she gave in to these 
threats, withdrawing her complaint proved 
impossible. She ended up in a hospital A&E 
department, after which she was belittled 
and humiliated. In March 2008, following 
aggression on the part of management, 
she was again taken ill. She was put on 
compulsory sick leave while France Télécom’s 
investigation team conducted an inquiry 
and was judged fit to return to work in July 
2008. An occupational health doctor told 
her, “I realise you’re going into the lion’s den, 
but there’s nothing I can do.” On her return, 
she was given formal notice that she had to 
find a different position within a year or face 
dismissal. For several months, she had to sit 
in a large open-plan area on public view “with 
no equipment, brief or task to accomplish”. 
Every day, she had to endure her supervisor’s 
ritual enquiries: “When are you going to hand 
in your resignation? Aren’t you tired of living 
like this?”

“They preferred to 
destroy me rather 
than give me work”
Samira Guerrouj attended every sitting of 
the trial, hoping to understand, see justice 
done, and resume her life that was put on 
hold in 2007. The story of her ordeal shows 
the human cost of creating a workplace 
atmosphere that induces stress.

Work had a strong, fundamental value for 
Guerrouj; it gave her independence and 
financial autonomy, along with a sense that 
she was doing something useful, which was 
very important to her. She joined France 
Télécom in 2004 as a management secretary 
with a degree in business, marketing and 
PR, and a passion for customer service. 
In 2007, after three exhausting years, 
during which she came to see herself as the 
general dogsbody and resident punchbag, 
she requested an internal transfer, which 
was refused. She was then sidelined and 
thereafter had to try to organise an internal 
transfer for herself. “Most of the time, I 
had nothing to do,” she explained, giving 
evidence on the thirtieth day of the trial. 
“Facing my colleagues was torture.” The lack 
of work undermined her sense of self and her 

attempts were made only by those who were 
already vulnerable. Denial not only has a 
tough hide; it also has fangs.

On 20 December 2019, the Paris Crim-
inal Court delivered a judgment that rejected 
this normalisation of bullying. In a rigorous-
ly argued decision running to 345 pages, the 
judges upheld the unprecedented charge of 
"institutional moral harassment". This, the 
presiding judge explained, was the result of 
a business policy targeting a collective, with 
the aim or effect of degrading working con-
ditions to an extent that exceeds the normal 
exercise of management power. The methods 
used, which knowingly aimed to destabilise 
representatives and employees in order to 
force them to leave, were ruled unlawful. 
In addition, as it had been established that 
senior management had repeatedly exerted 
pressure on middle management to effect 
22 000 departures by any means, the judges 

dismissed the "shield" used by the defence. 
As a result, the company, as a moral person, 
and the seven managers accused, including 
Lombard, were found guilty of "institution-
al moral harassment" and collusion. Aside 
from the suspended element of the sentenc-
es, the court imposed the maximum penal-
ties for crimes of this sort. A legal precedent 
has been set.•
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