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To Alice, Laura, Jane, and Chris, workers all, who have made their marks in the world of work.


INTRODUCTION

Being fired or laid off is one of the most devastating events one can experience. For trauma, it ranks up there with divorce, loss of a loved one, and permanent personal injury. It is no longer that which happens to someone else. Most likely it will happen to you, too, when you least expect it … like in mid-career when you thought your job would last forever. Today, it is no longer thirty years with one company, a retirement dinner, a goldplated Apple Watch, and a fat pension.

It goes by different names: fired, bounced, riffed, sacked, whacked, downsized, canned, rightsized, laid off, let go, or whatever it might be called tomorrow. Regardless of what the process is called, the result is the same: you are no longer employed, which means that going forward you will have no paycheck, no bonus, and no benefits. And the title Director of Marketing for Microsoft will be gone too. Henceforward, you are just plain Mary Jones. When an employer decides that you are expendable, you are going, regardless of social status or length of time with the company. Not fair? Sorry. That’s just the way it works.

The most serious error one can make after starting a new job, whether it is an entry-level position or a presidency, is to assume the job will last throughout the work cycle. In reality, how long will the job last? It could be six days, six weeks, six months, or six years. In today’s workplace, all workers must prepare for the day when their jobs might end. For example, if you had been working with Ford in May 2017, you would have been facing a layoff because Ford had missed its quarterly revenue goal and subsequently announced that it was planning to cut 10 percent of its global workforce.

Many workers believe their jobs are secure and will last forever because of social status. They might think, “I’m a veteran. My employer won’t let me go.” Or “I’m a woman, and if they fire me, that’s gender discrimination.” Or “I’m sixty years old and they will never fire me and risk an age discrimination lawsuit.” Or “I’m African American, and if they lay me off, that’s racial discrimination.” Dream on! This is not your grandparents’ generation. Anyone is subject to being sacked on any given day for any reason.

How does it happen? Assume you have been on the payroll for two years. One ordinary workday, your boss calls you in for a chat. In the past, she has given you high fives for performance, but now she says your job has been eliminated because your division is not profitable. She has been ordered to reduce her staff by 50 percent. The company gives you a severance check and a folder of benefits, and you are escorted from the building by a security guard. You return home, seeking answers and wondering how you are going to survive.

Adding to the concern of losing a paycheck and benefits is the psychological trauma that accompanies being fired or laid off. Now you are just another human being trying to make it in a seemingly unfair world. Your thoughts and feelings run wild. You feel humiliated. You are angry. You blame everyone but yourself. You enter a period of deep grieving and possibly serious depression. You feel pressure to get a job, sometimes any job, to relieve the pain.

Losing your job will crush your ego like no other event because in our culture self-esteem and a positive self-image are closely tied to a job title and a company name. Working through the aftereffects of job loss and rebuilding a career is a serious matter. It involves more than crafting a dynamite resume and sending it off to numerous job boards and career pages. It’s a process with many moving parts.

Job loss will negatively affect any worker regardless of rank, title, age, or time on task. However, mid-career workers suffer the most because they have the most to lose. They have high personal expenses like mortgage payments, car payments, various insurance premiums, student loans, and childcare. For them, losing a job has life-changing ramifications.

How does one cope with the trauma and begin the rebuilding process? How does one redefine persona? How does a discharged worker tread through the grieving process? Most importantly, how does one find new employment opportunities to make the bottom line black again? After we cut through the hype about fulfillment, purpose, and mission, this thing called work has a universal purpose—to make money in order to survive. No salary? No food, no shelter, no clothing. The bottom line is this: work is all about the paycheck, as crass as that might sound. Mission, fulfillment, and purpose are important but secondary.

Based on my experience in the staffing industry and on research from various sources, I have identified the major issues resulting from job loss. They are the basis for the six major themes that run through Moving Forward:

1.     Losing a job is a major life crisis. Frequently, it comes unexpectedly, catching one unprepared to deal with its trauma and ramifications. Coping and rebuilding involve working through humiliation, denial, anger, blame, and grief, and finally accepting responsibility for your life and career going forward.

2.     The majority of workers will have a series of jobs over the course of their working life. The era of “thirty years with AT&T, a retirement party, and a new smartphone” is over. On average, workers will change jobs six times during their working years.

3.     Workers are fired or laid off for a variety of reasons, most of which are not related to their personal work productivity.

4.     Fired workers must learn to fine-tune character and redefine persona independently of company affiliation or job title.

5.     Searching for new career opportunities is productive only after recovering from the initial trauma of losing a job and after redefining career and life goals.

6.     Secular and spiritual help can be instrumental in recovering and moving forward.

Moving Forward will guide your search for meaning and understanding while providing solutions for the challenges at each stage of the process, from the initial shock and humiliation of being let go to rebuilding your persona, examining your character, crafting a new resume, and seeking new employment opportunities. The book has two major objectives:

•   To provide timely support for workers who have lost their jobs and are in process of rebuilding their careers.

•   To provide job-hunting rubrics for workers reentering the job market.

The writing style of Moving Forward is informal, encouraging, conversational, and instructive. Each chapter concludes with two important features:

1.     Chapter Takeaways, a series of succinct rubrics in bullet-point format.

2.     Print and Digital Resources, a list of books and Internet references that extend the chapter content.

Throughout the book are personal stories of fired or laid-off workers that detail how they managed their job loss and what they did to move forward. They reflect a broad spectrum of the workplace: editors, sales representatives, marketing directors, presidents, video producers, and information technology managers.

You can read Moving Forward sequentially or proceed directly to chapters that have immediate appeal. Either way, the contents of this book will help you through the trauma, lead to a better understanding of who you really are, and help you through the process of building a new career.

So why did I decide to write this book? For two reasons.

1.     In my job as an executive recruiter I witness firsthand the trauma that workers experience when let go in mid-career. This book is my solution to guide them through their crises and help them move forward into other careers.

2.     I was laid off in mid-career myself, so I know from personal experience the many ramifications of this life event. When I was laid off, I had a huge home mortgage, car payments, insurance payments and tuition expenses for three children in college. I was laid off in a company-wide conference call with the CEO. I was given two days’ notice, three weeks’ severance pay, and two weeks of outplacement services. All other company employees suffered the same fate. Laid off in a conference call in mid-career? Does that really happen? Yes, it does, but I never thought something like that could happen to me. After my outplacement time, I vowed never again to work for someone else and started my own entrepreneurial business as an executive recruiter focusing on the education industry. That was twenty years ago and I have never looked back.


Part I

COPING WITH THE RAMIFICATIONS OF JOB LOSS

It takes 20 years to build a reputation and five minutes to ruin it. If you think about that, you’ll do things differently.

—Warren Buffett


Chapter 1

HOW AND WHY WORKERS ARE FIRED OR LAID OFF

A typical day goes something like this for most workers. Wake up at six. Breakfast at seven. Report to work at eight. Do your thing until noon, with a break for coffee at ten. Lunch at twelve. Return to work at one and slug it out through the rest of the afternoon. Leave work at five and return home. Alternatively, on some days you might go shopping or for a drink with friends. Dinner at six. Then spend some quality time with the children, watch TV, or read a book. Maybe go to a movie with your spouse or partner. Go to bed between ten and eleven. This routine continues indefinitely until something else happens at work, usually late in the afternoon, near quitting time.

HOW THE LAYOFF PROCESS WORKS

That something else emerges like this. At 3:00 p.m. your boss invites you to the office of the human resources director for a chat. A bit unusual but nothing to worry about, you think. You know the HR director; nice woman, understanding, supportive. They call her Mrs. Friendly. Nothing to worry about. Probably some change in office routine or maybe a new office. Maybe an out-of-sequence performance evaluation. Maybe a promotion. Maybe a change in health benefits. She is all smiles and so is your boss who closes the door. Mrs. Friendly asks you to sit down in the chair in front of her desk. Your boss sits down beside you. Here’s what happens next.

Your boss begins the chat saying something like this. “Joe, you have really made a solid contribution to the company, and we appreciate it. You were great. Always on time. Job requirements fulfilled. Good leadership potential. Nice job, Joe!” So far, so good. But why are your palms feeling a bit clammy? And what did the boss mean by “were great”?

Mrs. Friendly says, “Yes, Joe. I echo all of what your boss said. And I do like your last performance review. Nice job, and we thank you.” Hey, you think. How nice of them to single me out for some well-deserved recognition after three years on the job.

She continues, “Joe, don’t take personally what I’m going to say next because it has nothing to do with you. And I really mean that. However, the CEO and the president believe the company needs to cut expenses as we head into the next quarter. Unfortunately, the highest company expense is employee compensation. In order to save money and maintain profitability, we are having a reduction in force. So, Joe, we have to make some cuts, and it really pains me to tell you that we have decided to eliminate your position.” Your boss nods his head in agreement. “And so, today is your last day working here, Joe. I’m truly sorry.”

Then Mrs. Friendly hands you an envelope and says, “Joe, enclosed are your severance benefits which include your COBRA options, a check for your two remaining paid holidays for this year, and a check for three weeks of base salary, one week for each of the three years you worked with us. I know you will be happy with that. Your wife will be, too.”

Now your boss chimes in: “Joe. I could not be more upset to see you go, but it happens sometimes. I’ll give you a good recommendation. You will probably find something else very soon. Look, it’s only 3:30, but you can leave early today. I’ll walk you back to your office and wait while you collect your personal belongings and then escort you out of the building. Oh, by the way, we have already eliminated your company email address and shut down your company cell phone. And Ed, the security officer, will walk us to your car. Nothing personal. Just company procedure. Routine, Joe.”

You don’t know what to say to your boss or Mrs. Friendly. You are shocked into silence. In addition, you are humiliated because you feel the eyes of your coworkers sneaking peeks at you from their cubicles. You collect your personal items, including pictures of your wife and fifteen-month-old daughter, and walk out of the building in a daze, accompanied by the security officer and your former boss. You are hurt … hurt so much that your hands are trembling and you are mad as hell and humiliated in the extreme.

And you wonder out loud, “Why didn’t my colleague, Marsha, get sacked like I did? And what about Bill? He’s still there. All of us had comparable jobs in the marketing department. What am I going to tell my wife? I didn’t do anything wrong, so why did they let me go? Was I fired? Laid off? What’s going on here? Maybe I should get an attorney to sort this out.”

Does it really happen like that? Count on it. On any given day, thousands of workers will be fired just as you were. Use any euphemism you want, but when your employer tells you to leave the premises, consider yourself fired. However, you can use laid off or let go if it makes you feel better.

So what’s next, Mr. Fired? First, it means finding another job in order to put food on the table for you, your wife, and your kid. And a roof over your head for you, your wife, and your kid. And clothing for you, your wife, and your kid. In addition, it means collecting your unemployment compensation check each month, with embarrassment. By God, you never imagined that you would be on welfare! A college degree was supposed to prevent this from occurring. Now what, food stamps? Section 8 housing? A government cell phone? Medicaid? Asking friends and family for a long-term, no-interest loan?

The first next step means finding another job—any job, you believe, to stop the nightmare. This means going through the job-hunting process again, a hated activity that keeps you awake nights. Resumes? Interviews? Rejection? Who needs it! You get advice from everyone: your spouse, your friends, your industry network, your neighbors, and those irritating bloggers who tell you that finding another job is just a matter of crafting a dynamite resume, which they will do for a price. And so you sit at your computer day in and day out scouring the job boards and firing off your brilliant resume to places like Box 21, Position 47, and Employment Manager. The result? Nothing. Might as well send your brilliant piece of dynamite to the third ring of the planet Saturn.

Finding new employment is not just a matter of creating a resume and firing it off to multiple job boards. It is a multistep process that requires your patience, time, and understanding.

WHAT TO DO AND NOT TO DO AFTER LOSING YOUR JOB

In a US News and World Report article, Alison Green lists ten things to do immediately after being let go. They are:

•   Don’t panic.

•   Don’t freak out.

•   Don’t do anything rash.

•   Don’t sign a severance agreement immediately.

•   Negotiate how your departure will be described.

•   Look over your finances.

•   File for unemployment.

•   Plan to keep in touch with clients and coworkers.

•   Remain objective.

•   Remember that you’re not alone.

This list is a good starting point to rebuilding your career. Consider it a bit of first aid to get past the initial trauma. The last bullet point is something to always keep in mind as you navigate the rest of your working years. Today, as you are reading this page, thousands of workers will get laid off just as you did … through no fault of their own. Being laid off, being fired, and being hired are just impersonal events in the world of business. (This brings to mind my experience, being laid off in a company-wide conference call. Laid off by phone? It does not get more impersonal than that.)

We hear so much from the pundits, financial gurus, and national media about companies letting go thousands of workers at a crack. One might think that the US economy is in a constant state of recession. Reality, however, is much different. Workers are let go for a number of reasons, all of which have to do with the numbers. A look at the reasons why workers are laid off will set the record straight.

WHY MID-CAREER WORKERS LOSE THEIR JOBS. IT’S ALL ABOUT THE NUMBERS

Learning why workers are laid off is important not only for those out of work now, but also for those still working because one never knows when the ax will fall. Going forward, you will be looking for good job opportunities, not just any job. This requires information about how employers operate, why they do what they do—like lay off ten thousand workers at a crack. The last thing you need is to jump into another job that will disappear in six months. To avoid that potential tragedy, you need to do your homework while you are unemployed, or still employed and preparing for what could happen on any work day at 3:30 pm.

One could argue night and day about why workers are laid off or fired. You hear one story from the academics, another from business executives, another from the talking heads on the financial channels, and still another from politicians. And do not forget the chatter on social media. To cut through the hype, let’s go to the numbers.

Workers are constantly being downsized, reorganized, or rightsized. For example, data from the Bureau of Labor Statistics indicates that approximately 55,250 workers are fired or laid off each day. That’s approximately 21 million per year! On the plus side, millions of workers will be hired each day. Because of this constant churning in the workplace, workers will change jobs an average of six times during their working years.

The American workplace employs over 155 million workers, making our workforce alone the world’s eighth largest “country.” There are many moving parts in the workplace, some working in sync and others fighting against each other. Employers are constantly revising plans, merging, acquiring competitors, moving operations to another country, going into bankruptcy, and going out of business. All of this means that workers are going to lose their jobs. For you, the laid-off worker, it is important to remember that being let go is usually not about you personally. It’s about an employer fighting to survive and remain profitable.

THE UNEMPLOYMENT RATE

Daily, we hear the pundits, talking heads, and media gurus screaming about one of their favorite topics—the unemployment rate. To hear them talk, one would think that America is heading for financial disaster with unemployment taking a leading role. The numbers help us sort fact from fiction. And they will help you understand why you got that sorrowful “goodbye, Joe” from the human resources director at 3:30 p.m. on a day you were not expecting it.

The average rate of unemployment in the United States since the Great Depression has been approximately 6 percent. Many economists interpret that to mean that an employment rate of 94 percent is truly full employment. Since 1970, our lowest rate of unemployment was 4 percent in 2000, and the highest was 10 percent in 2009.

The three main causes for unemployment are seasonal unemployment, when workers are laid off because of bad weather; structural unemployment, when workers are laid off because their jobs are replaced by technology; and cyclical unemployment, when workers are laid off because of changes in the economy, such as a recession that weakens consumer demand for products and services. These three causes of unemployment will always be present. There will never be such a thing as 0 percent unemployment.

The numbers tell us that America has an average employment rate of 94 percent. If workers in America claim they can’t find work, it is not the fault of the president, elected officials, their teachers, or their mothers and fathers. The fault lies with them alone. If you really want a job, it is there for the taking—if you use the rules for job hunting in this book and other resources.

FACTORS THAT CONTRIBUTE TO JOB LOSS

Seven major factors are responsible for the large number of job losses each year.

1.     Reduction in force. Businesses exist to make money. If they make money, they remain in business and grow, which results in more hiring. This applies to for-profit and nonprofit businesses alike. If a company does not make money after deducting expenses and taxes, it will go out of business and workers will lose their jobs. To maintain profitability companies are constantly adjusting the size of their staff. For example, when a fast food company like McDonald’s experiences a downturn in profits over a period of two or more quarters, it will downsize its staff. The result? Massive layoffs. This process is frequently called a reduction in force, a RIF. Those laid off in this process are referred to as having been riffed.

2.     Mergers. Tens of thousands of companies combine forces each year for a variety of reasons. When two companies merge their operations, workers are laid off. For example, when company A and company B merge, the new company C will need only one vice president of sales. The result? One of the VPs from A or B will be laid off.

3.     Acquisitions. You hear it every day. “Company X buys company Y.” Again, when two companies are combined into one, workers are laid off to prevent duplication of services. Also, businesses sometimes sell only their products or services. The result? Massive layoffs occur because the acquiring company does not take the employees, only the products. It is called an asset acquisition.

4.     Trade deals that send jobs overseas. Staff employees are usually the last to hear that their American employer cut a deal to have their products manufactured in a foreign country. It is only after the layoffs that workers learn their jobs were lost because the company’s products can be made more cheaply outside of the United States. The same applies to services. For example, when was the last time you spoke to an American-based customer service worker? And what is the country of origin of your new pair of Nike shoes?

5.     High American business tax rates. Another reason why companies move out of the United States is our high federal tax rate for businesses. America has the highest business tax rate of any developed country. Companies are in business to make as much money as possible, and our high tax rate takes much away from the bottom line. However, stay tuned to what is happening in Washington. Changes in tax policy are part of the political process.

6.     Bankruptcies. When a company is consistently unprofitable, it uses the business tactic called bankruptcy to pay off creditors. When a company files for bankruptcy, what usually follows is a reorganization, which results in massive layoffs.

7.     Reorganizations. Periodically, companies reorganize to improve day-to-day operations. For example, General Electric is moving its corporate home office from Connecticut to Massachusetts. GE offered to relocate workers with key positions, but this was not acceptable for those firmly rooted in Connecticut. Those who did not accept that offer were laid off along with workers in support positions. The same thing happened to workers employed by Merck in some of its New Jersey offices. When the company decided to relocate some operations to other states, many workers were laid off. Frequently, it is less costly for companies to lay off workers and hire new talent in the new location.

When you are seeking a new job, it is prudent to learn as much as you can about a potential employer’s plans going forward. This information is available from company press releases, from TV interviews with company executives, and from company hiring managers during interviews for a new position.

MOVING FORWARD

Being fired or laid off is a traumatic experience, one like no other for a mid-career worker with financial and family responsibilities. All workers who have been let go, regardless of the reason, experience several stages of grieving, and it is of paramount importance to deal with this process as soon as possible. In the next chapter, we will identify the various stages of grieving and provide help for moving through them as quickly as possible.

CHAPTER TAKEAWAYS

•   Working for someone else is a hazardous occupation.

•   No job is forever. Always remain is a state of readiness to look for another job.

•   Companies lay off workers primarily for business reasons, not personal reasons.

PRINT AND DIGITAL RESOURCES

Berman, Karen, and Joe Knight. Financial Intelligence: A Manager’s Guide to Knowing What the Numbers Really Mean. Harvard Business Review Press, 2013.

Doyle, Alison. “The Difference Between Getting Fired and Getting Laid Off.” The Balance, December 6, 2016. https://www.thebalance.com/difference-between-getting-fired-and-getting-laid-off-2060743.

Molly’s Middle America. www.mollysmiddleamerica.blogspot.com.

US Small Business Administration, SBA, www.sba.gov.

US Department of Commerce, www.commerce.gov.


Chapter 2

WORKING THROUGH THE GRIEVING PROCESS

When I was laid off in mid-career, I thought that finding another job would be a quick and easy process. After all, I had been in the educational technology business for quite some time working with the likes of Apple Computer. Write a resume, make some phone calls, and a job will follow, fast. However, I was caught off guard when I entered the grieving process after losing my job because of an asset acquisition. Everyone goes through a period of grieving after a significant loss, which could be the death of a loved one, loss of a spouse by divorce, loss of a physical function through permanent injury, or loss of a job. Losing a job frequently triggers a period of grieving as severe as that caused by death or divorce. For verification, ask anyone who has been let go.

The severity of the grieving process caused by job loss is proportionate to the separated worker’s rank, compensation, and age. Mid-career workers usually suffer the most because they have the most to lose in terms of status, rank, and compensation. They are likely to have significant mortgage or rental payments, automobile payments, credit card payments, childcare expenses, college tuition payments, insurances payments, and more. Being forced to deal with all of those responsibilities will throw most laid-off workers into the classical stages of the grieving process.

CLASSICAL STAGES OF THE GRIEVING PROCESS

Swiss-born psychiatrist Elisabeth Kübler-Ross worked with terminally ill patients and their loved ones and noted certain patterns that emerged in the dying process. In her book On Death and Dying, she states that there are five stages in the grieving process:

1.     Denial

2.     Anger

3.     Bargaining

4.     Depression

5.     Acceptance

The length of time one stays in the grieving process is proportional to the closeness of the bond between the two individuals. The closer the bond, the longer it takes to move ahead and restore normal life balance. Most people work through the grieving process using their own resources, but others require professional help from a psychologist, psychiatrist, clergy member, or career counselor.

THE GRIEVING PROCESS EXPERIENCED BY LET-GO WORKERS

In my work as an executive recruiter, I have seen laid-off workers go through a grieving process parallel to that experienced by death of a loved one. However, it is usually abbreviated because workers quickly become preoccupied with finding another job, a time-consuming task that pushes the worker through the grieving process. I have noted the following stages of grief when counseling, and consoling, job candidates who have lost their jobs, especially those in mid-career.

Denial

After hearing those torturous words from the boss or the human resources director, “We have to let you go,” most workers say aloud or silently, “This can’t be happening to me. I’ve given my blood, sweat, and tears to this company and there is no reason why I should be laid off.” Many workers refuse to believe they were asked to leave the premises and petition the boss and HR director for reinstatement. If that does not work, they persist in seeking reasons for dismissal that make sense to them. They want more than “We’re having a reorganization.” Some take it to the next level and demand to see their boss’s boss or the president or CEO. Usually, the appeal to a higher authority bears no fruit and the laid-off worker leaves the premises dejected but still in denial.

After leaving the premises, some workers take it to the next step, seeking help from a colleague in the company. Some ask a company friend to intercede with the boss or human resources director to reinstate their jobs. Others seek the help of a lawyer to have their employment reinstated. These initiatives are rarely successful.

Humiliation

A person who has just been told that their presence in the company is no longer needed feels a great sense of humiliation. When it happens, it seems that the eyes of all coworkers are on you. You feel that they know that you were sacked. Word travels fast. The most humiliating event is being walked out of the workplace accompanied by a security officer as though you committed a crime. It hurts like nothing else and sets you up for the next stage, anger.

Anger

A worker enters the anger stage of the grieving process when attempts to become reinstated have failed, and when the humiliation continues as more people become aware that you were let go. Anger is usually directed at three sources: the company, the boss, and the human resources director, the one who frequently delivers the bad news. If not resolved quickly, the anger stage will prevent the fired worker from thinking clearly and planning the next step, rebuilding their career. Usually, workers in the anger stage will hurl epithets at the boss and the company to anyone who will listen. Some will curse using language heretofore unused. Some will lose it completely and resort to violence by physically injuring the human resources director or the boss. When you find yourself in a prolonged stage of anger, do everything possible to move forward, like seeking counseling from a psychologist, a career coach, or a clergy member.

Depression

Fired or laid-off workers lose that sense of professional identity that sets them apart from the rest of the pack. Frequently, laid-off workers enter a stage of pessimism, inadequacy, helplessness, and despondency, which is manifested by constant complaining to family members, friends, colleagues, and anyone who will listen to their tale of woe. Unfortunately, for some workers it goes beyond constant complaining, and they enter a state of depression that requires clinical help from a psychiatrist. However, most work through this stage of the grieving process by activating their network of family and friends for support and encouragement.

Acceptance

Acceptance is the final stage of the grieving process for those who have lost their jobs. In previous stages of the process you may have tried to resolve the problem but to no avail. You are not going to be rehired. Period. You must put the past behind you and move forward, but on your own terms. Acceptance is a liberating process. It closes the grieving stage and enables you to move forward to rebuild not only your career, but also your entire life. In a sense, being fired or laid off can prove to be one of the best things that has ever happened to you. When you accept your situation, you take total ownership not only of your career, but also of your entire life.


Put aside your regrets of the past.

Put away your fear of the future.

Move forward with confidence.



FIVE SOLUTIONS FOR WORKING THROUGH THE GRIEVING PROCESS

Workers at every rank can move through the grieving process using these resources: the Internet, print and digital books and magazines, a career coach, a friend or family member, faith-based resources, an outplacement service, and common sense. I have witnessed let-go workers use some or all of these resources to move forward successfully. Here are five initiatives to hasten your trip through the grieving process.

Take a Break

The first thing most let-go workers do is plunge into the job-hunting process, and that is a huge mistake. First, take a well-deserved break. Consider beginning the process by going out to an upscale restaurant or pub today or tomorrow, preferably with a trusted friend. Go out and let loose. Have a good time. Lift your glass and get it off your chest shouting the title of a song made famous by country singer Johnny Paycheck, “Take This Job and Shove It!” Pay in cash and leave a generous tip. While you are at dinner, begin planning the next step—leaving the house and having more fun.

The day following your night on the town, make a written list of activities for the next seven days that you can do alone. Do not include anything work related. You will have time for that later. Include in your list all of those things you could not do when you were working because your job sapped all of your time and energy. (Remember those irritating text messages at 10:00 p.m.?) Plan to leave the house each day to participate in physical activities such as visiting museums and art galleries, playing golf, swimming, hiking, skiing, biking, mountain climbing, and exploring locations that arouse your curiosity. Make sure they take place away from home. At the conclusion to this week of physical activity, move forward to the next step, leaving town.

If you have enough discretionary income, leave town for a week, preferably alone, to a faraway national or international destination. You can find attractive and reasonably priced travel deals with a bit of research. How would you like six days in Ireland? London? How about nine days touring the Grand Canyon, Sedona, Monument Valley, Bruce and Zion National Parks? Getting out of town is the best remedy I know to forget about the past, particularly about that nasty employer who had the temerity to let you go. The hell with them! Move on. You can live without them. Truth be known, you never really liked working there. Other jobs are out there, as you will discover upon returning home from your vacation.

Take a Personal Inventory

Make a list of all of the good things that you still have: your spouse or partner, children, family members, friends, intelligence, job skills, energy, and education. Your former employer could not take all of that away from you. Most of all, you still have your attitudes and opinions, which you will use moving forward. You are still intact.

In addition, record the personal possessions that your work has enabled you to acquire (i.e., the best of the basic three: food, shelter, clothing). While millions in the world will go to bed hungry tonight, you will not. Be thankful for what you have and remember that you are among the most fortunate people in the world, a worker in the United States. While millions of people from around the world are banging on the door of America in order to get a job, you are already here. As a mid-career worker, most likely you have reached an income level in your previous job that placed you in the upper 15 percent of the income bracket. Looking at the numbers always puts things in perspective.

Study the Numbers

When you are out of a job, there is a tendency to hear only the bad news. Tune out the media babble about the dire state of the economy and conduct your own research. Study the numbers from the Bureau of Labor Statistics, the Department of Commerce, and the Pew Research Center.

Also, look at the employment rate (as opposed to the unemployment rate) in America and others countries. As I discussed earlier, we have had an average employment rate of 94 percent over the past seventy years. Look at European countries, like Greece, where the employment rate is a mere 75 percent, and you will count your blessings. It does not get better than living in America when you are looking for a job.

Evaluate Your Work-Life Balance

For some fortunate workers, work-life balance was never a problem. Their employers were cognizant of the fact that life existed away from the office, storefront, or construction site and planned the work day accordingly. However, for others, especially those whose jobs were technology driven, work never seemed to go away. Tweets at 10:00 p.m. on a Tuesday from the boss. Texts at 8:00 a.m. on a Saturday requesting a work-flow summary for a meeting on Monday morning. An email at 7:00 p.m. on Friday “asking” you to show up for an emergency meeting the next day. What did you usually do after work? Did your last job, where you worked sixty hours a week, leave you so exhausted that you can’t recall when you last visited an art museum or seen a movie? Were there any “after work” hours, or were work and personal life one and the same?

Define your life priorities beginning with family responsibilities: spouse, children, parents. Next, write down what brings you pleasure and satisfaction in your life outside of work and after fulfilling family responsibilities. In your last job, how much time did you devote to those strictly personal pursuits? One hour each day? Maybe a few hours on the weekend after the usual household chores? Vow that you will never again permit an employer to control your life. This is your life. Define it on your own terms.

Evaluate Your Work History and Objectives

Did you really like your last job or did you go there every day solely for the money? Do you want to continue working in your specialty or would you be happy to move forward to something else? Many workers fall into a specific area in the workplace for which they really have no particular liking. It may have been the need to pay off the student loan after graduating with a master’s and the most easily accessible job that had an above-average compensation level was one in sales, first as a territory sales rep, then as a district manager, and most recently as a regional sales manager. You were on the road more than 50 percent of the time, rushing from one airport and hotel to another. You were constantly making pipeline reports and evaluations of your subordinates. Did you really enjoy that? If not, define and write down your five ideal jobs. Are you ready to move to a new career? Will one of your five ideal jobs provide the compensation you need to maintain your desired style of living and meet current living expenses?

If your financial situation is such that you can make a change, do it now. Why wait until you are thinking about retirement?

MOVING FORWARD

Transitioning to the acceptance stage of the grieving process is a prerequisite for moving forward to defining a new you, independent of job rank or title. However, it is important to evaluate your financial situation to make sure that you can meet obligations related to your own personal well-being and that of your family and your dependents. In succeeding chapters, we’ll examine the financial ramifications of job loss and what you can do to minimize the impact. Stay tuned.

CHAPTER TAKEAWAYS

•   All let-go workers experience a period of grieving.

•   Accepting the fact that you were laid off and have no chance of having your job reinstated is a liberating experience.

•   Put away the regrets of the past.
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