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Job loss is a significant life event that can have a wide range of impacts on 
individuals, varying in intensity and duration. For many, job loss represents 
a temporary setback, leading to short-term stress and necessitating 
adjustment. However, the impact can be much more profound for others, 
triggering persistent emotional and psychological distress and 
maladaptive coping. For some, the loss of employment leads to persistent 
and intense grief reactions that interfere with daily functioning. The 
emotional distress can spiral into severe depression and anxiety, 
complicating the grief and creating a cycle of psychological turmoil. Most 
people will recover from job loss without life disruption. Others who 
continue to struggle after job loss may be experiencing complicated grief. 
Understanding that job loss can severely impact some people is essential 
for recovery.  


Complicated grief 
Complicated grief is a condition characterized by persistent, intense, and 
life-impairing grief reactions. Symptoms of complicated grief regarding job 
loss include yearning, disbelief, bitterness, identity difficulties, difficulty 
accepting the loss, and difficulty moving on.  Complicated grief can co-
occur with depression and anxiety.


The Nature of Complicated Grief Following Job Loss 
Job loss is a significant life event that can lead to severe emotional 
distress. The emotional burden of losing one's job can disrupt identity, 
social status, and relationships, decreasing physical well-being. The 
societal value placed on employment exacerbates this distress and 
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perception of loss, emphasizing the significance of work in providing time 
structure, social status, identity, affiliation, and purpose.

Complicated grief can lead to additional psychological and practical 
problems, such as anxiety and depression, lower employability, and 
reduced likelihood of re-employment.


Reducing the Risk Factors 
Risk factors contributing to complicated grief encompass the 
circumstances surrounding the loss, cognitive, behavioral, and emotional 
coping, and level of social support.


Negative Thoughts and Misinterpretation: Individuals may experience 
cognitive distortions related to job loss, leading them to misinterpret the 
circumstances and their own reactions. For example, someone might 
personalize their layoff from a company that let go of 200 others, believing 
the layoff was explicitly about them. Another common distortion is 
identifying grief reactions as weakness and berating oneself for feeling this 
way. Additionally, one might reinforce low self-esteem by thinking they are 
not good enough to find another job; if they do, they won't last long. These 
negative thoughts amplify distress and hinder the recovery process.


Maladaptive Coping Strategies: 

Avoidance Strategies: Many people resort to maladaptive coping 
behaviors that can worsen the distressing circumstances they try to 
manage. Those experiencing anxiety and depression symptoms may use 
avoidance strategies to cope with job loss. Avoidance might include not 
seeking new opportunities or identifying and expressing their feelings. 
Such avoidance can further entrench complicated grief, making it harder 
to move forward and heal.


Other maladaptive Coping Strategies: 
Denial, substance use, self-blame, repressing emotions and social 
withdrawal are other maladaptive behaviors that are associated with higher 
levels of job loss-related grief, depression, and anxiety
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Processing and adjustment: The narrative of the person who is grieving 
loss of their job is influenced by their life experiences, beliefs, and values 
and the interpretations they apply to the job loss event, and the meaning 
they apply to their lives, integrating it into their past, present, and future.  
When they cannot reconcile the experience with their sense of self and 
their story it remains unresolved and a hindrance to finding a new 
purposeful direction. continuing analysis prevents it from becoming part of 
their story, they have a hard time making sense of the event.  The inability 
to integrate job loss into one's personal life story can significantly hinder 
emotional processing and adjustment. When individuals cannot reconcile 
the experience of job loss with their sense of self and their story, it 
becomes challenging to make sense of the event. Without this integration, 
unresolved emotions and unprocessed grief can persist, obstructing 
recovery and adaptation to the new circumstances.

This disconnection can prevent emotionally processing the loss, accepting 
it as part of one's life journey, and finding a new direction. 


Psychological and Psychosomatic Problems 
Unmanaged emotional distress and lack of adjustment following job loss 
can cascade into various psychological and psychosomatic problems, 
including self-stigmatization, anxiety, social withdrawal, familly 
dysrumptions, physical ailments, sleep disturbances, feelings of 
powerlessness, increased risk of substance use problems, and impaired 
quality of life. The loss of valued resources due to job loss, such as social 
status and identity, exacerbates this distress. The level of distress is 
influenced by how the individual appraises the loss, the resources 
available to cope with the threat, and the resources invested in the job.


Sorting Out Complicated Grief, Depression, and Anxiety 
Symptoms of complicated grief have a reciprocal relationship with 
symptoms of depression and anxiety now and in the future. There may 
also be other sources of anxiety that exist independently of complicated 
grief and may have its own unique triggers and issues that demand 
separate problem solving.   
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Understanding anxiety may be a part of complicated grief and also exists 
independently of that grief can assist people trying to recover from this 
setback to more fully understand the emotions and challenges they are 
experiencing. 


Preventive Strategies and Interventions 
When you have experienced a significant job loss, and you don't believe 
that you are "bouncing back" like you or others think you should, it may be 
in your best mental health interest to seek assessment for complicated 
grief and other symptoms that may be getting in the way of recovering 
from your loss. Targeted interventions for your recovery could focus on 
acceptance of job loss, regaining any lost sense of meaningfulness, and 
re-engagement in purposeful and substantial social activities that can help 
mitigate depressive symptoms. Cognitive restructuring interventions can 
address those cognitive distortions that helped create the complicated 
grief and maladaptive coping, assisting you in working through feelings 
such as fear and worry and plotting a course for the future. Intervetions to 
increase positive affect, such as scheduling enjoyable activities, cogntive 
restructuring of negative views of self and life, enhancement of affeect 
regulation, cognitive restructuring misinterpretations of the job losshelps 
increase the mental health and their chance of sustqainable re-
employment.


Resilience: 
Resilience can be described as “the abililty to maintain r4elatively sable, 
healthy levels of functioning when confront4ed with a potntially highly 
disruptive event.” Resilient people tend tot use mor4e adaptive coping 
stragegies than people with higher levels of distress, and who tednfd to 
use maladaptive4  coping more often.  


Conclusion 
The reciprocal relationship between symptoms of complicated grief, 
depression, and anxiety following job loss underscores the need for 
screening and targeted interventions for recovering from your loss. By 
understanding the characteristics and triggers of these mental health 
challenges, along with professionals' recovery suggestions, you can use 
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the challenge of your complicated grief to help you work through the 
emotional aftermath of job loss, learn new skills, build resilience, and face 
the future stronger than ever. 
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