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As our society is changing, more and more people are likely 
to experience a job loss at some time in their career. In the 
past, there was a greater sense of loyalty between companies 
and workers, such that many workers would join a com-
pany with the expectation that they would remain there for 
their entire careers; in turn, companies valued such long-
time employees. However, over time it has become much 
more common for companies to have periodic employee 
layoffs in which even long-time employees are vulnerable. 
As a result, most workers today expect to remain at a 
company for a period, but anticipate changing jobs in order 
to advance their careers or ensure job continuity.

Although job loss is more common today than in times 
past, unexpected job loss can still be a shocking, frighten-
ing, and certainly stressful experience. Many experts 
suggest that the emotional reaction to a sudden layoff or job 
loss is similar to what is experienced with other significant 
losses, such as death. Many people will experience some or 
all of the following stages:

•	 Shock and denial: After initially hearing the news, it is 
common for people to be incredibly shocked by it, even 
if it was somewhat expected. It can be difficult to com-
prehend fully what has happened, and some people may 
need some time before they can process this information. 
As a result, they may not accept that it is truly happening.

•	 Anger: After the initial shock is over, people frequently 
experience anger towards the company or others per-
ceived to be at fault. People also may experience anger 

towards themselves for being in this situation, anger 
towards family and friends, and even anger towards other 
co-workers who did not lose their jobs.

•	 Resistance: Later in the process, people may engage in 
resistance to the idea of the job loss, and may believe that 
there are things that they can do to change the situation. 
They may think that doing something such as taking a 
pay cut or agreeing to work fewer hours will help them 
keep their jobs. In most cases, this is not a viable option.

•	 Sadness:  Once the reality of the situation has truly set in, 
people often feel very sad and hurt.

•	 Acceptance: Eventually, people learn to accept the 
situation and move on. 

It is important to remember that not all people will 
experience all stages, not all stages will occur in the order 
listed, and many who experience job loss will go back and 
forth among the stages before finally reaching acceptance. 
However, if you do experience feelings associated with 
these stages, keep in mind that this is normal, that you can 
work through these feelings and feel better. Some people 
may move through these stages more quickly than others 
may, and this is normal, too. However, anyone having great 
difficulty with the experience, or who is stuck in a certain 
phase, may need professional help in order to move on.  

Not surprisingly, studies show that people become more 
likely to experience depression and anxiety after a job 
loss. However, people are more surprised to learn that the 
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stress of job loss or even the threat of job loss can cause an 
increase in health problems. Because health problems are 
more likely when under stress, it is especially important 
that people try to take good care of themselves during this 
time, even if they don’t really feel like doing this. Here are 
some ways to take care of yourself during the stress of a job 
loss:

•	 Eating right:  Make sure you are eating enough, and that 
most of the foods you are eating are healthy. Sometimes 
people will want to indulge in junk food when they 
are feeling sad, and although a little bit of this may be 
okay, too much can be bad for your health. In addition, 
consuming too much alcohol or caffeine can lead to 
serious health problems. Finally, if you think your diet 
does not contain enough nutrients, you may want to 
consider taking a multi-vitamin or other vitamin supple-
ment in order to stay healthy. Check with your doctor 
or a licensed nutritionist for advice on proper diet and 
nutritional supplements.

•	 Sleep:  Stress often disrupts sleep patterns. Under severe 
stress, some people may want to sleep constantly, while 
others may find it difficult to sleep due to worries about 
what the future holds. However, research suggests that 
sleep is important in helping us process information and 
function effectively, so if possible try to get at least 7–8 
hours of sleep per night. If you find you are requiring 
much more sleep than that per night over a long period of 
time, or if you are unable to get enough sleep, you should 
speak with your doctor about what can be done to help 
you.

•	 Exercise:  Research suggests that physical exercise can 
help people deal with stress, and there is evidence that 
exercise can affect brain functioning so that people feel 
better after exercising. If you were already exercising 
prior to the job loss, this is good and you should continue 
with your regimen even if you don’t always feel like it. For 
those who are not accustomed to exercise, start slowly, 
and consult with your doctor before engaging in any new 
program of exercise. Remember that exercise does not 
have to be expensive: you can go walking with friends or 
family, or even do exercises at home using a video tape or 
instructions from a book or the Internet.

•	 Emotional support:  Especially during times of stress, it 
can be very helpful to have a strong network of people 
that you can turn to for emotional support. After a job 
loss, it may seem as though you will never find another 
job, or you may feel bad about yourself, but having the 
support of family members and friends can help you gain 

and maintain perspective. Seek out positive people who 
can help you identify good strategies, who encourage 
your efforts, and who remind you that this is a temporary 
setback.  This can help you weather this difficult time. 
Some also find it helpful to keep a journal in order to let 
out some of the thoughts and feelings they are having. If 
there’s one in your area, you may even want to consider 
joining a job seeker’s support group. Finally, don’t forget 
about professional contacts. Maintaining these relation-
ships may not only help you to feel good, but may also 
lead to new job opportunities.

•	 Time for yourself:  Taking time out for yourself to do 
something enjoyable will help relieve stress, and help 
keep your spirits up. This might include hobbies such 
as knitting, gardening, cooking, sports, art, or other fun 
activities. However, any activity that you enjoy, such 
as listening to music, reading, or watching a favorite 
television program can be beneficial. It helps to establish 
a routine in which you engage in your own enjoyment 
every day, even if it is only for 5–10 minutes. Taking time 
out for yourself will help you to cope during this stressful 
time.

•	 Keeping up a positive attitude:  How we think about 
things affects how well we cope with the situation. One 
thing that can help us in keeping up a positive attitude is 
remembering that it is natural to be sad or angry at times, 
and it is important not to judge our feelings. That doesn’t 
mean that we can’t try to take on more positive thoughts, 
such as reminding ourselves that this is a temporary 
problem, that we have gotten through tough times before, 
that we have options, that there are people who care 
about us, and that this, too, shall pass. For those who are 
comfortable with spirituality, seeking solace in religious 
beliefs or in meditation can be helpful. Some people even 
find comfort in thinking about the bad things they are 
leaving behind in their old job. Even though you may not 
always be able to think positively, practicing doing this as 
much as you can will help you manage the stress you are 
experiencing.

Sometimes the stress associated with a job loss is just too 
much for us to cope with alone. Those who continue to 
struggle emotionally for a long time after a job loss should 
seek professional help. Counselors or psychotherapists may 
be able to help you cope with the stress. You may want to 
speak with your doctor about your stress in order to get a 
referral to a specialist, or to discuss medications that can 
temporarily help you cope with the difficult emotions.
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Finally, research suggests that the financial strain associated 
with job loss can be the cause of additional stress, possibly 
leading to depression or other mental health problems and 
even problems with physical health. Therefore, whenever 
possible, it is good to keep stress levels related to financial 
strain at bay. Taking a proactive approach to financial 
planning can help you to retain a sense of control, and 
reduce financial strain. For example, knowing what your 
monthly expenses look like can help you to determine the 
impact of job loss. Setting aside whatever funds you can 
for a rainy day or emergency fund can also help people to 
minimize the financial impact. Finding ways to reduce your 
expenses may also be helpful to reduce the stress that often 
accompanies a drop in income. For more information on 
financial planning and dealing with financial difficulties 
during a job loss see: 

•	 Show me the Money Lesson One: Your Financial Action 
Plan

•	 Show me the Money Lesson Two Record Keeping: What 
to Keep, What to Discard

•	 Leaks in Spending

•	 Cutting Costs to Live Within Your Income.
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