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The Emotional Aspects
Of Job Loss

ew professionals experience job loss solely because a ma-
jority of elected officials decide, “It’s time for a change.”
Yet, what is often an impulsive decision or reaction on the
part of a council or commission is a traumatic event to
local government administrators or managers who are
fired, as well as to their families, friends, and employees.
Knowing that job loss is a possibility you accepted when
_ you chose the profession is of some solace, as is the knowl-
edge that it has happened to other good managers.
Equally helpful is having the support that invariably
comes from other association members. Nonetheless, los-
ing a job is a real loss—personally, psychologically, and
B U PPN often, financially.
nealing In this article we want to talk about the emotional as-
pects of job loss, ways of preparing for and dealing with
w-th that loss, and to suggest some resources to aid you during

the transition.

The Emotional Realities of Job Loss

Change always equals psychological loss. The loss is the
loss of structure. Structure might be in the form of work
identity and work roles, or in lost values, traditions, repu-
Jerry W. Johnson tation, or ideals. Yet, structure is what gives life meaning,
& Nolan Brohaugh predictability, support, and purpose.

Losing a j;)b can create a profound sense of loss. For
xmost of us, work is a major source of our identity. When
we meet someone the second most frequently asked ques-

tion after “what is your name?” is “what do you do?” Our
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work identity helps establish our
sense of worth, where we fit in the hi-
erarchy of social status and achieve-
ment, and how others view us. Job
loss represents a threat to our self-
esteem. For many people the state-
ment “I am my work” is an accurate
description. This, of course, leads to
an unbalanced view of the impor-
tance of work to one’s self-esteem.

One of the dimensions of job loss
at any age is the loss of the work fam-
ily. Most of us spend more time with
our work families than with our real
families. The bonds that develop can
be powerful and a real source of
strength. When job loss occurs, often
the real family ties need to be
strengthened to provide increased
support during this transitional pe-
riod. Losing a job includes losing
power, salary, and status, as well as a
sense of belonging. It is usually felt to
be a narcissistic injury and leads to
disappointment. Facing disappoint-
ment seems to be a catalyst for posi-
tive change or a permanent retar-
dant of growth. The key challenge is
facing the disappointment.

Dealing With Job Loss

It is critically important to differenti-
ate self from work-self. We are sel-
dom called upon to differentiate be-
tween the two until such an event as
job loss occurs. Losing a job can be a
devastating experience, but also can
lead to new growth opportunities
and a better sense of balance and
control in one’s life. It is critically im-
portant that good leaders learn to
manage disappointment as well as
success.

Suzanne Kobasa, Salvatore Maddi,
and Stephen Kahn researched indi-
viduals who tended to cope best with
loss in their lives. Through their
work they defined a “Hardy Personal-
ity"—an individual who has a sense
of challenge, commitment, and con-
trol. The challenge, commitment,
and control were not necessarily
found to be expressed or realized in
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terms of their immediate jobs, but
rather, in more global or altruistic
terms.

“The commitment disposition is
expressed as a tendency to involve
oneself in (rather than experience
alienation from) whatever one is
doing or encounters.”

“The control disposition is ex-
pressed as a tendency to feel and act
as if one is influential (rather than
helpless) in the face of the various
contingencies of life.”

“The challenge disposition is ex-
pressed as the belief that change
rather than stability is normal in life
and that the anticipation of changes
are interesting incentives to growth
rather than threats to security.”

Kobasa, and others, also re-
searched and reported on the impor-
tance of social supports in one’s lives
as a critical factor in dealing with loss
and disappointment. Such support
can be from family, friends, col-
leagues, associates, and church or
neighborhood groups. The essential
ingredient in evaluating social sup-
port groups is the ingredient of car-
ing—caring for and being cared for.

Closely associated with the value of
social supports is the value of talking
with others for whom we care. Talk-
ing helps to clarify the issues. Most of
us think in jumbled thoughts and
phrases, not in coherent sentences
and paragraphs. Explaining your feel-
ings to another person gives them
form and structure and, therefore,
leads to a greater sense of self-con-
trol. Also, it is a relief to talk about
feelings. A real ventilating effect oc-
curs, which helps reduce the internal
pressures. Talking helps us gain emo-
tional distance and makes us less
likely to react impulsively. The hurt
and anger over job loss are tempting
to put into action, which we might
later regret. Talking is how we test re-
ality. By talking to people whom we
trust and respect we can get a better
fix on whether our reactions are per-

ceived as reasonable by others, or
whether we are part of the problem.

Preparing for the Possibility
of Joh Loss

Since job loss is likely to occur to city
and county managers during their
careers—and everyone reading this
article personally knows someone to
whom it has happened—the question
is, “What can you do to prepare your-
self?” Let us suggest some strategies.

1. Prepare yourself financially, from
the start of your career. Take ad-
vantage of the savings and invest-
ment retirement opportunities
available to you through the ICMA
Retirement Corporation and
through other investment oppor-
tunities. Get personal financial
planning guidance from a certi-
fied financial planner. Begin sav-
ing part of your salary at the start
of your career. This does not mean
you need to live frugally. It means
a percentage of your salary savings
should go into liquid savings as
well as tax shelters. '

2. Where and when you can, ne-
gotiate professional employment
contracts that provide good sever-
ance arrangements. Such agree-
ments should include severance
pay, including health and life in-
surance benefits with rights to con-
vert to another plan, for six to
twelve months; and a maximum
number of hours and/or dollars
related to the severance package
of transitional counseling, for you
and family members, to help deal
with the stress of job loss. One
hour of personal or family counsel-
ing per week throughout the life
of the severance package should
be a minimum requirement.

3. Do not put all your emotional eggs
into your job basket. Diversify your
emotional portfolio. Job and ca-
reer are important. Neither, how-
ever, will guarantee you entry into
heaven, nor promote your spouse
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or child to testify that you were
“the greatest.” You can get fired,
without cause, for doing the best
job possible. But you can survive
by tending to your emotional,
physical, and spiritual self, your
spouse and children, and your
other family of colleagues and
friends. Local government admin-
istrators are a dedicated lot—and
there is pride in that. But it is no-
table that governments continue,
no matter who is at the administra-
tive helm. Thus, one needs to
keep job, career, self, family, and
friends in a proper perspective, and
to support and rely on those mem-
bers who have been supported by
and relied on you. Caring is the
nexus. Whom do you care for, and
who truly cares for you? Pay spe-
cial attention to those people
throughout your career.
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Other Resources

Contact local mental health associations
to find qualified therapists for individ-
ual, family, and group counseling.
Contact Jerry Johnson, M.PA., and
Nolan Brohaugh, M.S.W., at the Menninger
Management Institute, Box 829, Topeka,
Kansas 66601-0829, 1-(800) 288-5357, for
referral sources located nationally.

Jerry Johnson is director of administra-
tion and senior associate, Menninger
Management Institute. Nolan Brohaugh
is senior associate, Menninger Manage-
ment Institute, Topeka, Kansas.
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Government job Fmder, by Damel Lauber.
1992.- Published. by- Planning/Communi-

“cations, 7215 Oak 'Avenue, River Torest,
-1llinois  60305-1935, 1(800) '829-5220.
“Lists 1,400 sources of vacancies for profes-
}smnals, labor, r_rade, technical, and office
“staff in local, state, and federal govern-
' ments in the United States and overseas.

" Cities of Opporrtumty, by John Tepper Mer-

lin: 1989. Published by the National Civic
League, 1445 Market Street, Suite 300,

" Denver, . Colorado 80202-1728, -1(800)

223-6004. A comprehensive guide to find-

ing the best place to work; live, and pros-
_perin the 19905 and beyond

’. How to Win the ]ob You Really Want: An In-
. dispensable Guide to. Career- Strategy. That
. Shows You Exactly How to. Plan and Achieve .

Your' Goals, by Janlce Weinberg. 1989.
Published by Henry Holt Publishers, 115
West. 18th Street, New York, New York

"10011 (212) 633-0605.

Intervzew for Success: A Practwal Guide to In-

-éreasing Job. Intermews, Offers and Salaries -
* (1990) and The Almanac of American Gov-
_ernment Jobs and - Careers (1991) by Drs.
' Caryl ‘and Ronald Kranich. Published by
- Iimpact. Publications, Big . Oak Circle,

Woodbndge, Vlrgrma 22111 3040, (703)

361 7300

Jobs Avazkzble (Mldwest/Eastem Edition).
A'listing of local government jobs in mid-
" west/eastern section of the United States. -
]obs Avallable, P.O. Box 1222, Newton,‘ o
} Iowa 50208 (515) 791~9019

. jobs Amulable (Western Edition). A hsung o

of job openings in public administration

-and -‘government research in: Western

States. Jobs Avallable P.O. Box 1040,

:Modesto, Callfornla 95353 (213) 498-“ )

5419

] 0.3, the job Opportumtles Bulletin for ~
. Mingrities and Women in Local Govern:
'ment. - Published by ICMA,- 777 North.
: Capitol Street ‘N.E., Washmgton, D.C.
:120002-4201; For subscrlptxon 1nf0rma—
"tmn, call (202) 962 3620. : :

NanProﬁts’ Job. Finder, by ) Damel Lauber f

ublished by Pla.nmng/ Communi-

g cahons 79215 Oak Avenue, River Forest,

Hlinois -60305- 1935 1(800) 829-5220.
‘Provides details. on hundreds of jobs

sources for_ the nonprofit world, includ- .
'_mg educat;on, ‘social - services, environ-
' earch, pubhc mtercst groups

" by Richard N. Bolles. 1992. Published by

- Street, Berkeley, ‘California 94710 (415);
- 843- 8524 A practlcal manual for _]ob-j‘*

cMA Newsle#er published blweekly by,’

) - scription’ information, call (202) 962-"

-and How to Get Them. The Cornplete‘i

* Eliot and Dennis L. Breo. 1991. Publlshed.

k Restherwe—Dzscovmng a New Sirenglh m"
. Times of Stress, by Dr. Robert Flach. 1989.
'Published by Ballantine Books, TInc; 201"

10022, 1(800) 7260600

" lishied by Bantam Book

What Color Is Your Parachute? A Practu:al g
Mamml for Job Hunters and ]ob-Changers :

Consolldated Prmters Inic,, 2630 ‘8th-~

hunters and, career changers (mcludes a
list of career-counselmg serv1ces in varl—,k
ous cities# states) : :

ICMA, 777 North Capitol -Street, N.E.,:
Washlngton D.C. 20002-4201. For - sub—*,

3620. Lists. -jobs avallable in locall‘
government. o :

Jobs *91. Leads on Mare than 40 lelum jobs '

‘Sourcebook for job- ‘Huntefs and Job"
Changers, by Kathryn and’ Ross Petras. -
1991. Published by Simon & Schuster 15
Columbus Circle, New" Yorlg New York
10023, 1(800)'223-2348. . .

Bouncing Back: How to Stay in lhe Game
When Your CareerIsonthe Line; by Andrew
J. -Bubrin.1992. Published.- by. McGraw -
Hill, Inc., 1221 Avenue. of the Americas, -
New York, New York 10020, (212) 512-"
5000. )
Encyclapedm of ]ob Wzmmlg Resumes, by :
Myra’ Fournier ‘and Jeffrey Spin.. 1991. -
Published by Round Lake Publishing
Compa.ny, 31 Bailey Avenue, Rldgeﬁeld .
Connecueut 06877 (203) 431-9696 :

Jol: l.oss

Is It Worﬂz Dymg For? by Dr. Robert S,
by Bantamh Books, Inc., 666 5th Avenue,i’
New York, New York 10019, (212) 765—".:

6500. - Gives pointers: on how’ to maket
stress work for you, mot aga.mst you E

E 50th- Street, New ' York New Yorkf’

enué, New: York, New Yo
765 6500

“This list was j)repared by Elena Mma ICMA j,i:
lzbramm, Washmgton, D C B
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