Who to Lay Off?  Who to fire, singles or married?
Background

My husband is a sales rep for a small, family owned landscaping company in Western Wisconsin.  The company has 32 employees: four sales reps, two office support staff, and 26 field workers.  While they do operate year round, about 60% of sales are done in the summer.  Every winter the company lays off about one third of their workers for four months.  These employees can collect unemployment and usually find some temporary work during this time.
Here are some facts about the employees:
· All the field workers are male.
· Yearly turnover amongst the field workers is about 15%, meaning they replace about 4 guys per year.
· Approximately 50% of the field workers are under 25 years old.
· Approximately 50% of the field workers have families.
· The majority of the field workers are not college educated.
The Situation

This past winter, with the job market looking particularly bleak, the employees were getting very anxious about winter layoffs and concerned about finding supplementary winter jobs.  Some employees can get by on the unemployment benefits alone – maybe because they saved up some money, or they are single and have fewer expenses.  Others, especially those with families, must find other work for those four winter months.  The field workers were starting to talk amongst themselves and it was becoming clear that the guys with families thought the single guys should be the ones laid off.  Traditionally the owner, John, has done winter layoffs based strictly on merit.  He keeps his most productive and valuable employees due to the fact that many of the employees he lays off end up finding other jobs and staying there, instead of coming back in the spring.  He wants to retain his top talent and does not feel it is fair to lay off for any other reason other than job performance.  John makes this clear to the guys throughout the year and reminds them that if they want a year round job, they need to prove their worth.
This year, some of the guys with families got together and asked to have a meeting with John.  John agreed, but had a feeling he knew what he was in for.  As John suspected, the guys tried to explain how without their current salary, they would not be able to support their families.  They also tried to show how the younger, single guys should get laid off because it would be easier for them to find other jobs, or live off unemployment.  They went so far as to point out that Bill didn’t even have a car or house payment and Pete could easily go work at his Uncle’s pizza shop.  John reminded the guys that layoffs were based strictly on job performance and that their concerns should have prompted them to work even harder this past year.  The guys thanked John for his time and left him in his office to think it over.  
The Dilemma

John felt very firmly about his rules on winter downsizing, but was this year different?  It was going to be a tough decision anyway, as the guys had worked really hard the past year and there wasn’t as much “low hanging fruit” as in past years.  But still, there are some guys who gave 110% every day, and some who only gave 90%.  Would it really be fair for John to layoff the single guys over the guys with families?  What if one of those single guys was supporting his parents, or had a mortgage to pay?  John didn’t know all of their circumstances.  Maybe he should try to keep more guys on this winter since the job market is so bad.  But then the whole company would suffer.   
Question:  

What should John do at this point?   Be explicit and comprehensive in your answer. 

