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MY NAME IS MATTHEW, and I’m a layoff  survivor. 

I knew the day was coming for months. I 
understood the economic and operational realities 
at my company; I’d even directed some early phases 
of  the downsizing. I’d started my job search well in 
advance (including signing up with TheLadders). I’d 
built a solid landing pad that included plenty of  con-
tract work and some pre-planning with my family. 
I’d even started moving personal effects discreetly 
out of  my office … Shades of  “The Great Escape”! 

But there’s no way to prepare completely for the moment when 
you’re told to box up your stuff, turn in your equipment and 
leave the premises. The anxiety and self-doubt it provokes need 
to be respected — and channeled in positive ways. 

In my case, my regimen included visits to the family doctor, 
who did indeed diagnose and medicate mild hypertension. It 
meant monitoring my daily routine to stay busy and engaged 
with the rest of  the working world. And it meant keeping very 
close tabs on warning signs of  depression. 

The result? My time “between engagements” was 
one of  the most rewarding of  my adult life. I kept 
money coming in, and I had a real opportunity to 
re-engage with my family (the real reason for that 
paycheck). 

In this package, veteran writer and editor Debra 
Donston-Miller asks certified experts in the mental-

health field to identify precisely what we layoff  survivors are 
likely to experience when the axe falls. While no single report 
will address every question, we hope these articles can start a 
dialogue with our readers about the tools they need to turn these 
universal, human impulses into fuel for new triumphs. 

What did you think of this package?
Got a story of your own to tell? Have ideas for future coverage? Please write Editor-in-Chief Matthew Rothenberg at matthewr@theladders.com.

In small doses, anxiety is necessary fuel to drive achievement. But in a prolonged job 
search, the effects of  stress can work against you. Here are some practical insights to 
gain control of  your body’s fight-or-flight mechanisms. 

Your Layoff, Your Brain: 
How to Get Out of Your Own Way

By Debra Donston-Miller

GRACE BARRY DID EVERYTHING RIGHT.

After being laid off  from a high-level IT posi-
tion at a government agency in December 2007, she got 
right to work at the job of  finding a job.

“I didn’t anticipate having a difficult time,” said Barry. 
“I knew that looking for a job was a full-time job, but 
I’m very organized about it. I take advice. I went and 

rewrote my resume so that it was more achievement-
based; I read the books; I signed up for TheLadders; I 
scoured the Internet; and, at one time, I had more than 
100 applications out there.”

Barry added that, through it all, she never stopped net-
working.
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The result of  doing “everything right” for about seven 
months? One interview.

Barry did receive an offer as a result of  that July 2008 inter-
view — but the job was in financial services, and the offer fell 
through when the industry collapsed.

Looking for a job after being involuntarily let go from a po-
sition is difficult under any circumstances. In today’s economy 
— with a national unemployment rate that recently topped 8 
percent — a job search can be prolonged, and the effects can 
be even more pronounced on your body, mind and spirit.

“It’s a big challenge to your capacity to adapt, just like a 
prolonged illness is a challenge or going through war is a 
challenge,” said Michael Jolkovski PhD, a psychologist and 
psychoanalyst in Falls Church, Va., and principal at Working 
Through, a consultancy focused on helping creative teams 
work effectively together. 

When a person loses a job, he or she is likely to experience 
anger, stress, and feelings of  anxiety and depression. Left un-
checked, these feelings can become detrimental to a person’s 
physical and mental health, hindering her ability to search 
effectively for a new job.

In short, our natural responses may work against us.

Anxiety triggers a sense of  alertness

In itself, anxiety isn’t a bad thing. Indeed, it’s a prime moti-
vator when it comes to tackling challenges. 

“People do have physiological changes when they get anx-
ious — their fight-or-flight system gets going, and, biologi-
cally, through evolution, if  we perceive a threat we need to 
fight it or run away or, in some cases, freeze and hope that it 
ignores us,” said Kathryn J. Fraser, a psychiatrist and associ-
ate professor of  psychiatry at the University of  New Mexico 
School of  Medicine in Albuquerque. “Unfortunately, the way 
our culture is, we don’t have people to fight or to run away 
from. We’ve got bigger, more nebulous things.”

Fraser — who has been medical director of  the Continuing 
Care Clinic at the UNM Psychiatric Center for seven years 
and whose just-completed first novel, “A Journey, a Reckon-
ing and a Miracle,” will be published in July — said physical 
responses to an involuntary job loss can include sleeplessness, 
tension leading to headaches and stomachaches, and panic 
attacks that generate myriad physical symptoms.

Anxiety symptoms, like heightened senses, might be useful 
to propel us in the short term, but they can lead to depression 
if  experienced over longer periods, Fraser said.

For seasoned professionals, the 
loss of  a job can shake their sense 
of  self. Here are some psychologi-
cal insights for keeping things in 
perspective. 

By Debra Donston-Miller 

ONE BIG CHALLENGE profes-
sionals face when they’ve lost 

their jobs is that they’ve also lost a big 
piece of  their identity.

“Being out of  work is a terrible feel-
ing,” said Elizabeth Friedman PhD, 
a clinical psychologist in New York. 
“We identify at least part of  our self  
with what we do. Hopefully it’s not all 
of  our self-definition, but it is a big 
part of  it. So we lose our grounding, 
our footing, in certain ways. ‘Who am 
I? Where am I going? What do I do 
tomorrow morning at 8:00? Do I get 
up? Do I stay in bed?’ ” 

Staying in bed is not the right an-
swer, experts agree. In fact, sticking to 
a routine and applying control when 
and where you can is key.

“Take one day to feel terrible, and 
then get moving,” Fried-
man said. “It’s very 
important to keep basic 
routines. You can’t sud-
denly be up all night long 
watching ‘Law and Order.’ 
Get up in the morning; 
take a shower. If  you’re 
a guy, shave; if  you’re 
a woman, do your hair. 
Send out a million e-mails, 
contact all of  your friends.”

A sense of  identity loss can affect 
a person’s relationships and family 
dynamics, as well.

“When you’ve lost a job, you start 
to question your own identity,” said 
Kevin Skinner, a doctor of  psychol-

ogy and a licensed marriage and family 
therapist, who shares expert advice at 
MyExpertSolution.com. “Sometimes 
if  it’s an extended job loss, you begin 
to feel guilty, especially if  it’s affecting 

your family, and maybe your 
wife has to go back to work. 
You start to feel like, ‘What’s 
wrong with me?’ And it’s not 
about that.”

What it is about, said Skin-
ner, is reaching out to oth-
ers and focusing on realistic 
solutions. 

“The best thing we can do 
in these times is get additional 

support.” he said. “You might have 
to turn to family for support. You 
might have to go live somewhere else 
— downgrade your home, downgrade 
your cars. The resilient people are go-
ing to say, ‘I’m going to find a solution 
— I’m a person who finds solutions 
to problems.’ ” 

LOST: Identity! Stop Job Loss from Stealing Your Confidence

Skinner
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• Exercise regularly.

• Eat a healthy diet.

• Maintain a regular schedule, espe-
cially when it comes to sleep.

• Stay away from anything that can 
dull your edge, such as alcohol.

• Don’t try and go it alone. Connect 
regularly with other people, both 
in your professional and personal 
circles. If  all of  your connections 
were through your job, consider 
seeking out religious or commu-
nity organizations.

• Make yourself  useful. Reaching 
out to others during this time is 

one way to help you feel valuable 
— and valued.

• Limit your exposure to television 
and the Internet. Sitting passively 
while consuming bad news is 
detrimental in many ways.

• Seek out free services in your 
community. Many people who 
have been working don’t real-
ize that there is a safety net out 
there, experts say — everything 
from the library to mental-health 
services.

• There are many things you can’t 
control right now, so focus on 
the things you can: how many 

resumes you send out, how many 
phone calls you make and so on.

• Don’t put your eggs in one basket. 
If  you pin all of  your hopes on 
one “perfect” job, you have to 
start all over again if  you don’t 
get it.

• In fact, think outside the box. 
Your next job may not be the 
same — in function or in pay — 
as the one from which you were 
laid off. 

• Count your blessings. There are 
worse things than losing a job. 
Try to be grateful for what you        
do have.

“If  people get more into depression it’s partly because of  
what’s called the hypothalamic-pituitary-adrenal axis, abbrevi-
ated as HPA,” she said. “It has to do with cortisol — that’s 
a part of  our endocrine system that gets going. This is very 
useful in short-term threatening situations, but with longer-
term anxiety, like with losing a job, that kind of  response 
predisposes people to depression.”

This can lead to a destructive Catch-22.

“If  [people are] anxious and depressed and 
can’t sleep,” said Fraser, “they might be less able 
to do the things they need to do to find another 
job or to at least keep their spirits high enough to 
feel good about other things that may be going 
on in their lives.”

Experts told TheLadders that external support 
should be sought if  these symptoms worsen or 
extend over time, or if  feelings of  hopelessness 
set in.

“We all feel stress — but the shift … to anxiety 
or depression typically comes when you start to experience 
feelings of  hopelessness, and some of  the things you used 
to enjoy you no longer enjoy,” said Kevin Skinner, a doctor 
of  psychology, licensed marriage and family therapist, author 
and radio-show host. “And so you shift gears from, ‘I’m go-
ing to make it through this — I don’t know the answer, but 

I’m going to make it through this,’ to, ‘I don’t know if  we’re 
going to make it.’ ” 

“You need to have some anxiety — we all have some anxi-
ety,” said Justin Tobin, a psychotherapist in private practice in 
downtown Chicago. “If  we don’t have any anxiety, then we’ll 

never be able to meet any of  our own goals. ... It’s 
when we start to buy into the belief  that there’s 
only six months left — what if  I don’t find some-
thing? Those thoughts can push on the anxiety 
and make the anxiety uncontrollable.”

Mass depression

Coping with the feelings that go along with a 
job loss is challenging under any circumstances, 
but, as the economy continues to flounder and 
the news seems to go from bad to worse each 
day, job seekers find themselves dealing with 
negative group-think and perhaps even a mass 
depression.

Jolkovski likened the current situation to the 
aftermath of  9/11. “The analogy I would make is, after 9/11, 
we all saw that film loop of  that horrible, horrible fireball. 
After a while, we needed to turn off  the TV — we’d seen that 
fireball enough.”

See BRAIN Page 5
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Staying Healthy through Troubled Times
Being let go from a job is difficult under any circumstances, but in today’s economy, it can be even more stressful. 
Mental-health experts and people who have been through the job hunt themselves offer the following advice for 
maintaining your emotional and physical health during what can be a prolonged job search.
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Emotional Stages of a Job Loss

By Don Straits

YOU’VE KNOWN FOR MONTHS that it has been com-
ing, but you cling to the hope that it won’t happen to 

you. After all, you have been with the company for many 
years. You have produced great results. The company can’t 
survive without you.  

But the economy is suffering from one of  the worst reces-
sions in years. Your company has not been doing well. You 
have watched others around you lose their jobs. But you tell 
yourself  they won’t let you go. They need you.

You, of  course, know you are in denial. Although you 
haven’t lost your job yet, it is the first stage of  having to start 
over; of  having to go through the agonizing process of  find-
ing a new job. The questions pound through your head:  

“How long will it take?” “Will I have to move?” “Do I have 
enough resources to survive a long job search?” “Will I have 
to take a cut in pay?” “Will I like my new job?”

Suffering the loss of  a job can be an emotionally wrench-
ing experience. Regardless of  the reason for the job loss, 
it is usually difficult to understand. Extensive research has 
demonstrated a consistent pattern that is exhibited in the              
following diagram:

Let’s briefly take a look at each stage:

1. Denial  

You want to believe that it won’t happen to you. But too of-
ten you are fooling yourself. It is the wise person who recog-
nizes what is coming and begins the process of  seeking a new 

opportunity. According to the Bureau of  Labor Statistics, the 
average tenure for all workers is 4.1 years. Meanwhile, career 
experts agree that tenure for senior-level executives is consid-
erably less on average. You should always position yourself  
for new opportunities.

2. Disbelief   

When the day comes and you receive your discharge, the 
first reaction is to think, “I can’t believe it. They have made a 
mistake.  They will call me back.” But in your heart, you really 
know they won’t call you back. This leads you into the next 
stage.

3. Outward anger  

The anger may take many different forms. It may be direct-
ed toward your boss (“How stupid can she possibly be?”) or 
to the company, the economy or any other convenient outlet 
for your anger. Sometimes, unfortunately, it is directed toward 
family members and friends, resulting in high stress and ten-
sion for everyone. At this point, you should seek out support.  
Surround yourself  with family and friends who understand 
your challenge. Perhaps seek professional counseling or guid-
ance from your minister. There are also many community job 
search support groups available.  Seek them out and partici-
pate. As your outward anger subsides, you start to move into 
the next stage.

4. Inward self-criticism  

This is the most difficult stage. You may begin to blame 
yourself  for what happened (“What did I do wrong?”  “How 
did I fail?” or  “I must not be any good”). Typically, this is 
when your self-worth and self-confidence begin to wane.  
When you start to question yourself, you reach the onset of  
stage five.

5. Withdrawal  

All of  a sudden you find every excuse to avoid contact with 
the external world. You experience periods of  depression. 
You stop your usual social activities. Your physical activity 
declines.  You start to gain weight. Ugh. It is at this point that 
your inner strength and support systems are most important. 
It is imperative that you move through this stage quickly. 
Get up. Get out. Get moving. The more active you become, 
the more quickly you move through stage five.  You begin 
to think through what has happened and stage six begins          
to unfold.

6. Reflection  

Being depressed is no fun, and that extra ten pounds 
doesn’t look good either. It is time to do something about it. 
You begin to take stock of  your life and career abilities and 
ask yourself, “What should I do now?”  “Where do my talents 
best fit?” and “How do I conduct my search?”  Now, instead 
of  looking back, you start to look forward and move into the 

See STAGES Pagee 6
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Fraser took the notion a step further, saying that too much 
exposure to television and the Internet — regardless of  the 
program — can have mental as well as physical consequences.

“I think it’s important that people limit their time [watch-
ing] the TV,” said Fraser. “There are actual studies that show 
that too much TV goes along with increased depression. And 
part of  it is, physically, people are just sitting there, watching 
something, and our bodies were not meant to do that. Again, 
back to evolutionary psychology, we need to be out running 
around and doing physical exercise.”

In fact, experts told TheLadders time and again that regular 
exercise and eating right are key 
to maintaining the healthy mind 
and body that will be required for 
an arduous job search.

“We all sweat from anxiety,” 
said Elizabeth Friedman, a clinical 
psychologist in New York. “It is 
way better to sweat from a good 
workout. There is all kinds of  
evidence that exercise releases all 
kinds of  good stuff  in your brain 
and makes you more positive.”

Indeed, people will have to 
work hard to overcome the 
repeated rejection that can come 
with an extended job search. 

“The mind has to change to the 
concept of, ‘It’s going to take me 
a while to find a job,’ ” said Skin-
ner, who also shares his expert 
advice at MyExpertSolution.com. 
“[Think] ‘It’s not a matter of  if, 
but a matter of  when I get that 
new job. And until then, I’m go-
ing to be hitting up against a lot 
of  rejection.’ And we don’t deal 
with rejection very well as human 
beings, especially when it has to 
do with our finances and being 
able to provide for our families.”

Jolkovski agreed. 

“It’s sort of  like the entrepre-
neur’s mentality, where people are 
doing something and the success is uncertain,” he said. “Just 
like certain salespeople — if  they get a 1 percent response 
rate, then they’re doing well. They have to have the mental-
ity to make 99 calls and say, ‘Well, there’s one more down,’ 
instead of  saying, ‘Oh, I’ve been rejected 99 times.’ ”

Creative thinking

The experts also noted that job seekers would do well to 
employ some creative thinking. In today’s market, your next 

job might not be the same as the one from which you were 
let go — in function, responsibility or pay. But that may have 
to be OK and, in some cases, can be a positive life change.

“Try and flip it around as an opportunity,” Friedman said. 
“There are jobs out there — not as many, but there are jobs. 
You could find something a little different, and that’s cool. 
Change is growth. For many of  us, change can be a very 
scary thing. For people who are very successful, change is 
usually a very positive challenge and, potentially, a very excit-
ing thing. To do a job that’s a tiny bit different or even a lot 

different — but within your 
skill set in any case — that’s 
kind of  nice.” 

After her lone job offer 
fell through and nothing else 
“hit” despite her best efforts, 
Grace Barry decided it was 
time for something a lot dif-
ferent. She set out to build 
a consultancy of  her own 
and began doing research 
and networking for the new 
business.

During that process — and 
completely out of  left field 
— she was recruited by a 
person she had gone to for 
advice and was hired for a 
position at his company.

“[The position is] actually 
in business development, 
and I had only been on the 
engineering side, and it’s 
certainly at quite a salary 
cut,” said Barry of  her new 
job. “But I’m working today, 
and I’m very, very happy to 
be working. ... You always 
hear, ‘Keep networking, 
keep networking’ — I never 
stopped networking. I never 
stopped doing what I was 

supposed to do. I did everything that I read about, everything 
I heard about. It was almost like an act of  desperation got me 
someplace where I could interview for a job.”

Setting expectations is key to maintaining a sense of  hope. 
It may take a while, but your journey won’t be exactly like 
Grace Barry’s, or any one person’s. It will be your own, and 
reminding yourself  that you are the one in control of  the 
situation can be the key to keeping your composure.
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Warning Signs

THE LOSS OF A JOB HITS BOTH your 
pocketbook and your very identity. Negative 

feelings are only natural after being laid off  and 
going through a job search — especially in the 
current economic climate — but there are some 
red flags that indicate outside support should be 
sought, according to experts, especially when you 
experience symptoms over prolonged periods    
of  time.

• Depressed mood

• Insomnia

• Significant weight gain or weight loss 

• Withdrawal from activities

• Withdrawal from family

• Increased substance use

• Little things setting you off  that didn’t 
before

• Feelings of  shame

• Feelings of  helplessness

• Feelings of  hopelessness
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final stage. There is a light at the end of  the tunnel, and you 
begin to see it.

7. Acceptance  

“Hey, it’s not my fault. My company fell on 
hard times. I am a great person with excep-
tional talent, so when I land my new job, my 
new employer is going to get one dynamic, 
motivated employee. I’m excited. This is a 
great opportunity for new experiences, new 
friends and a whole new positive outlook on 
life.” You have made it. You have survived 
the loss of  your job.  You are now ready to 
move on to a new opportunity.

By recognizing the different stages, you 
are able to move through them quickly, rather than languish 
in them for weeks. Yes, you still face the arduous task of  
conducting a tough job search with all its inherent frustra-
tions. Be creative in your search. Seek out job search advice 
and help from friends and work colleagues. Network like 

crazy.  Practice the “Three Foot Rule”: whenever you get 
within three feet of  someone, engage them 
in a conversation and find a way to help each 
other. There are tons of  resources on the 
Web and in your community to assist you. 
Through persistence and hard work, you 
will land a great new job.  When all is done, 
you will probably end up saying, “You know, 
losing that job was the best thing that ever 
happened.  It was not easy, and the job search 
was tough, but I couldn’t be happier in my 
new opportunity.”

Don Straits, CEO and Dragon Slayer of  Corporate 
Warriors, is recognized as a nationwide authority on con-
temporary job-search strategies.  His organization provides 

world-class job search marketing services utilizing state-of-the-art technologies, 
search innovations, and alliances with recruiters.  Corporate Warriors has 
earned industry acclaim for its high-impact multimedia resume portfolios that 
include video clip introductions.  You are welcome to contact Don personally, 
read his blog, and participate in his free career search webinars.
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Around the Web:              
Coping with Job Loss

No single article can cover all the 
physiological and psychological 
effects of  losing a job and facing a 
prolonged job search. If  you find 
yourself  interested in more, there 
are great resources on the Web that 
can provide more in-depth informa-
tion on specific topics as well as 
direction on how to seek help if  you 
need it.

• Anxiety Disorders Association     
of  America

Dedicated to the prevention, treat-
ment and cure of  anxiety disorders, 
the Anxiety Disorders Association of  

America (ADAA) Web site provides de-
scriptions of  different anxiety disorders, 
self-tests, recommendations for treat-
ment, resources and case studies.

• BrainSource.com

Your brain on stress is described 
at BrainSource.com, which also pro-
vides tools and resources for coping         
with stress.

• HelpGuide.org

HelpGuide.org is a site designed to 
help people “understand, prevent and 
resolve life’s challenges.” The site pro-
vides information on the symptoms and 
types of  depression, as well as recom-
mendations for where to find help.

• Mayo Clinic

An adjustment disorder is a severe 
emotional reaction to a life change. The 
Mayo Clinic’s Web site offers valuable 
information on the symptoms, causes, 
risk factors, complications and treat-
ment for adjustment disorders, as well 
as advice on prevention and when to 
seek medical advice.

• MedlinePlus.com

A service of  the National Library of  
Medicine and the National Institute of  
Health, MedlinePlus provides informa-
tion to help answer health-related ques-
tions. The site provides useful recom-
mendations for managing stress as well 
as an interactive tutorial that illustrates 
how stress affects the body’s systems. 
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