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t h E  o t h E r  S i d E  o f  U n E m p l o y m E n t :

Jean, a recently hired office manager returned to her desk. With 

a sigh of relief, she realized that it was time to go home. Her 

first week on the job went well enough, she consoled herself. The 

day-to-day routine seemed foreign to her; months of job hunting 

combined with boredom hadn’t prepared her for this Friday 

afternoon. Several questions flashed through her mind as she 

reached for the car keys: what did the boss really think; we’re 

my reports good enough; was I too aggressive when I made that 

suggestion; do I still have what it takes to be successful; will they 

want to keep me?

C onsiderable attention has been given to the effects 

of job loss on individuals who have become 

unemployed as a result of downsizing. Research 

has consistently found that layoffs have immediate, and often 

strong, negative consequences for employees’ psychological 

and physiological well-being. What has received less attention, 

however, has been the effects of layoffs on employees as they 

re-enter the workforce.

Pieter Droog, branch manager for Reno ProNet, a non-

profit division of Job Opportunities in Nevada, says that the 

average length of unemployment is nearly six months. Sixteen 

percent of his members are unemployed for more than a year, 

which compares to the national average. The average length 

of unemployment during this present recession is the longest 

since 1946.

Due to this recent crisis, each of us knows more than one 

person or family adversely affected. Financial devastation has 

the immediate impact, but is certainly not the only loss. The 

identity once found in “work” and the confidence required to 

perform it, often fades just as quickly as the money disappears.

Given this challenge, you 

might think that someone 

would only experience 

gratitude for his or her 

new job. You might assume 

that a regular paycheck 

would be enough. Correct 

assumptions, but missing one unforeseen component of re-

employment: fear.

The looming anxiety is that, just as before, their job will 

once again disappear. This fear of losing everything once 

more can result in a very tentative and anxious approach to 

work. This emotion can be quite unsettling to the employee. 

Apprehension in any new job is common. However, returning 

to the workplace after several months of not working increases 

the stress level considerably. 

Katherine Prendergast, certified career coach, makes the 

following observation, “I’m seeing high-potential employees 

that are making a conscious choice to not take risks, not 

stepping into new challenges and instead keeping their heads 

down. It’s a very defensive approach to their work, which 

unfortunately results in their new employer losing out on the 

energy, ideas and creativity that this new person could bring to 

the workplace. I say, ‘Get out from under your desk!’”

Droog adds, “Many new re-hires wonder when the other 

shoe will drop. They develop a ‘war chest’ mentality regarding 

the new workplace and new income.”

Although these fears may eventually subside on their own, 

as Human Resource professionals, how should we respond? 

These valuable, skilled employees have been unemployed 
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through no fault of their own. Now that you are fortunate 

enough to have them on your team, you must ensure they 

are equipped in every way to be the top performer you hired 

them to be. You must assess what is required to integrate them 

quickly and effectively into the workplace, paying specific 

attention to the length of time they have been unemployed.

In her work with hundreds of Reno employees in this exact 

situation, Prendergast suggests “by using a strengths-based 

management model, the HR professional can be identifying 

and encouraging the new employee’s abilities and expertise 

from the first day of employment. It’s a win-win situation 

then.”

Begin a dialogue from day one that conveys a desire for 

open communication. Be approachable and accepting. Ask 

the right questions and listen closely to the answers. Foster 

an atmosphere of consideration, value, esteem, and dignity. 

Help these employees recognize the personal and professional 

strengths they gained through their recent crisis. Point out that 

those strengths add great value to their worth as a person and 

an employee.

In her second week of employment, Jean’s manager recognized 

a tenuous approach in her work that didn’t make sense. Jean was a 

highly skilled office manager with an impressive work history. The 

manager started a dialogue with Jean about how she felt the job was 

going. Of course, Jean immediately replied that she was grateful for the 

job and pleased to be working for the company. Pressing further, he 

uncovered the self-doubt that was handicapping her progress and her 

fear of losing her job. Merely by identifying and acknowledging the 

doubt and fear, Jean felt relieved. The manager assured her that these 

emotions are normal after a lengthy unemployment. He affirmed his 

complete confidence in her ability to do an outstanding job and offered 

his ongoing support.  ✒
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pdroog@join.org or 674-5408.

N N H R A  w w w. n n h r a . o r g  | 19 |


