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As the recession deepens around the globe, we hear not merely dire predictions of doom in
the future, but the prospect of job loss increasing for potentially thousands of people. The
headlines shout: thousand of jobs to go; unemployment rates rise; the economy is
contracting. Individual businesses and entire industries are in trouble. In light of this, I
would like to talk a little bit about the status passage that inevitably accompanies a person
losing their job, and how people and organizations might helpfully respond to that. With the
recession deepening, the chance that you, or someone you know, will be faced with the life
transition of the passage from work, or of giving another the news of this transition, is
increasing every day. It is something that both employees and employers should be
concerned about.

Life transitions are a passage from one life experience to another, and embrace a process
consisting of changes in experience, perceptions, meanings, a passage of time, and
associated outcomes of the transition (Rasmussen et al. 2007). Transitions, such as the
passage from work, commence with a turning point. In this case, the turning point is likely
to be knowledge of an impending layoff or redundancy. The status passage that follows
(Glaser and Strauss 1971) is the transition from an old life (life with a job) to a new life (life
without a job). Status passages are characterized by important changes in the behaviors and
consequences for the person involved. Constituent properties of status passages relevant for
those losing their job might include whether the passage is experienced as collective,
aggregate, or solo; whether the passage is an individual or multiple passage; the temporal
aspects of the social mobility associated with it; the potential (un)desirability of the
passage; the potential (ir)reversibility of the passage; the potential (un)controllability of the
passage; and the shape of the passage (i.e., how quickly life changes might be felt) (Glaser
and Strauss 1971).

Turning points or life events are triggers of significant life changes, and require those
affected retrospectively to identify and reflect upon the upheaval they experience and,
especially, the ways in which this upheaval may affect their lives (Ronka et al. 2003; Liddle
et al. 2004; George 2001). Losing one’s job has been recognized as a turning point or life
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event that can cause instability in the lives of bearers (Rasmussen et al. 2007). A turning
point also results in a fundamental shift in the meaning, purpose, or direction of that
person’s life and includes a self-reflective awareness of or insight into the significance of
the change (Clausen 1995; Rasmussen et al. 2007). Turning points are unpredictable and
uncontrollable, provoking life transitions that can change people’s life courses in either
positive or negative directions (Gotlib and Wheaton 1997; Rasmussen et al. 2007). For
people who lose their job, the outcomes are significant, unpredictable, uncontrollable, and
disruptive life changes.

Life transitions, such as the loss of a job, can be either planned (as with voluntary
redundancy) or unexpected (such as an involuntary redundancy or layoff). Job loss is also
classed as a situational transition. Unlike developmental transitions that are an unavoidable
part of our life’s journey (e.g., puberty and menopause), situational life transitions are
(mostly) unexpected events that can occur at any point in one’s life (Jarrett 2000; Liddle et al.
2004). Importantly, situational transitions are processes or movements that occur in a
nonlinear way, and may recur throughout the course of one’s life (e.g., Kralik 2002; Ellison
and Rayman 1998; Rasmussen et al. 2007). Being made redundant on more than one
occasion would be an example. Transitions such as these have the capacity to resonate both
backward and forward in the biography of the individual concerned (Prout 1989). The loss
of a job will be felt by that person for a very long time.

So, life transitions and status passages have many characteristics to consider, including
how they are experienced, how they develop, and how they function within social contexts
(Wheaton 1990; Rasmussen et al. 2007), including those surrounding roles both in and out
of our workplaces. For example, Blair’s (2000) model describes the transition from the
point of view of the person experiencing the transition, and gives attention to the types of
coping used, any prior planning that may be undertaken, and any feelings of control (or
lack of control) associated with the situation or circumstances now being faced (Blair
2000). Let’s talk now about what people losing their job might do, feel, and think.

Goffman (1963, p. 123) confirmed that mid-twentieth century America held a
benchmark identity norm for a male at that time as being young, married, white, urban,
Protestant, and a father; having a college education; being fully employed; having a good
complexion, weight, and height; and, ideally, participating in sports. As we steam through
the twenty-first century, while we might find women now also featuring more prominently
in these work-related discussions, the reality of work and working does not always marry
up with routine expectations of what a “normal” working existence might be. Even without
the recession, the changing employment reality for many recognizes expectations of longer
working hours for full-time workers, rising unemployment, increased casualization of labor,
along with more part-time workers, temporary workers, off-site workers, e-workers,
underemployed workers, and older workers. Despite the reality though, the normalized
expectation for many workers is to remain in full-time employment in their chosen field
until they decide to retire. We see the concept of choice to be a key ingredient of a
satisfactory working life.

So, what happens to workers who believed themselves to be “normal” workers (i.e., full-
time workers currently employed in their chosen mode of work) and who now find
themselves unemployed (perhaps for the second or third time)? Goffman (1963) reminded
us of the realities of having a spoiled identity, an undesired differentness, or, importantly
here, of being discreditable. Workers who have lost their jobs face the dilemma of whether
or not to display their newfound unemployed identity. Whether their expectations of
employment are based on reality or not, they will often believe themselves to be
undesirably “different” from those around them if they lose their job.
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They may choose to cope with this by employing a broad range of strategies to survive
the inevitable, potentially uncomfortable, social negotiations that come with being part of
any kind of collective when one has bad news to share, especially if that bad news
potentially paints one in a less than creditable light. For the unemployed person, in
addition to the shift in employment reality, time spent with the family, community, or
social club, or time spent standing with other parents watching your child’s soccer (or
baseball, softball, netball, tennis, golf, or cricket) game from the sidelines can become a
perilous social abyss where one’s strategy of disclosure of the discreditable identity
additive—in this case, being unemployed—must be carefully considered, and best done
well ahead of time.

To avoid potential embarrassment, humiliation, or other social sanctions that may
accompany the role of the unemployed person, affected people may adopt a number of
strategies. I will examine three that Goffman (1963) shared with us some decades ago.
Despite the passage of time and shifts in employment realities, the strategies of passing
(what I have termed Strategy 1), covering (Strategy 2), and withdrawal (Strategy 3) are still
relevant today. When passing, the unemployed person may choose to hide the source of
their stigma by hiding the fact that they are unemployed—by passing themselves off as
employed. They may do this by various means: at one end of the continuum, they may
simply change the subject if asked directly about their work. At the other extreme,
unemployed persons may create an impression for those who matter to them that they are,
in fact, still employed, nurturing this impression by perhaps continuing to get up early
every morning to shower, dress, and go to “work” at the normal time, even when they no
longer have a job to go to. Their new “work” may well now entail looking for new work.
Strategy 1 may continue until such time as a new job is found, the impression management
strategy falters, or their secret is otherwise exposed.

Goffman (1963) identified another approach for those faced with being found to be
discreditable, and termed it covering. I call it Strategy 2. When using this approach, the
discreditable person (here, an unemployed person) aims to reduce the significance of their
stigma by minimizing their loss in the eyes of others. So, the unemployed person may
indicate to friends and family, colleagues, or their former employer that they will quickly
find another job. They may reinforce this by informing the listener that, as a matter of fact,
the “headhunters” have already heard that they are on the market again, so things are
looking very good indeed. They may also fervently argue that they were intending to resign
anyway, they already had several irons in the fire, and they didn’t want to remain in their
last job anyway. Better still, they assure their avid listeners that they have now decided to
retire a little early, start their own business, become a house-husband/house-wife,
downshift, or finally make that sea change they have been talking about for years. So, all
is good, they claim. But some of us may not believe them.

Finally, the unemployed worker’s other Goffmanesque strategy (which I have termed
Strategy 3) is to withdraw from social interaction altogether (Goffman 1963) so as to avoid
completely the need to disclose or discuss their unemployment circumstances. This, of
course, is not recommended as such complete social withdrawal is likely to be accompanied
by even higher rates of suicide, financial hardship, drug use, loss of self-esteem and self-
efficacy, depression, and relationship strain than those engaged in Strategies 1 and 2.
However, despite the dangers, Strategy 3 is not without its disciples in the ranks of the
unemployed.

Given my observations on the uptake of these strategies (or variations of them) by those
finding themselves to be either unemployed or facing job loss, I have formed the view that
a large slice of the problem surrounding job loss is the potential humiliation that
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accompanies it, humiliation that is experienced in the face of those whom we care about the
most: friends and family, professional networks, and (former) colleagues. Humiliation is the
perceived inability to exhibit a socially expected reaction to a situation where that person is
deprived of his or her dignity—as defined by a given community. I have elsewhere linked
the experience of losing of one’s job to loss of dignity and humiliation, even grief (Vickers
2009). However, feeling humiliated is also related to an assessment by others of the
unemployed person’s socially relevant (in)capacities or (lack of) power. Feeling humiliated
means feeling powerless, especially when that feeling is not of one’s choice (Czarniawska
2008). I point also to Alain de Botton’s words, in Status Anxiety (2004), which confirm
that:

The impact of low status should not be read in material terms alone. The penalty
rarely lies, above subsistence levels at least, merely in physical discomfort. It lies
also, and even primarily, in the challenge that low status poses to a sense of self-
respect. Discomfort can be endured without complaint for long periods when it is
unaccompanied by humiliation…. To feel that we are taken no notice of necessarily
disappoints the most ardent desires of human nature. (de Botton 2004, pp. 12–13).

Losing one’s job is indeed a status passage to be endured. It houses many of the
potentially negative properties that Glaser and Strauss (1971) identified as being significant
to a negative shift in status. Losing one’s job is likely to be: undesirable, inevitable, abrupt,
irreversible, uncontrollable, involuntary, and hard to communicate to others. And, for all
these reasons, it is also likely to be humiliating. So, the message is simple: find ways to
reduce the humiliation for those affected, and then find ways to increase their self-esteem
and self-efficacy. Doing this for those who must leave will make the experience of job loss
and unemployment easier to endure. This can be done as a friend, colleague, parent, child,
sibling, employer, or board member.

Giving people the power of choice, even to make small choices, can help save that
person from feeling humiliated, no matter what other observers might think (Czarniawska
2008). It is important for individuals during turning points and life events, such as job loss,
to be able to exercise personal choice during challenging life events and transitions (Ronka
et al. 2003; Liddle et al. 2004). Individuals faced with job loss will be less humiliated if
they are able to exercise as much choice as possible during the separation process,
especially with regard to their personal outcomes. Organizations undertaking redundancies
might consider what choices can legitimately and professionally still be made available for
people being made redundant. These might, for instance, involve enabling choices
pertaining to the timing, process, and disclosure of the redundancy—and are simple acts
of compassion.

As I think about this status passage and the many others individuals might face during
recession, I encourage readers of Employee Responsibilities and Rights Journal to think about
these and other issues that accompany the recession we are currently experiencing, and to
write about them so that we all might learn a little more. I, for one, am a firm advocate of
individuals, groups, and organizations taking a “compassionate turn,” especially during
challenging times. I point to Frost’s (1999) view that the role of compassion can and does
have an impact on thinking and doing professional work and that the recognition of the
human being in any situation—including job loss and unemployment—is an outcome where
a hurt individual will be better off as a result of a compassionate act, as will the organization
involved. Witnessing acts of compassion, especially in the face of harsh economic and
workplace realities, can affect us all in a positive way—by raising our spirits, by influencing
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our acts and those of others positively, and by enabling a fundamental engagement with
compassion, aliveness, and inspiration that is so central to all that we do. I look forward to
hearing from you.

References

Blair, S. E. E. (2000). The centrality of occupation during life transitions. British Journal of Occupational
Therapy, 63, 231–237.

Clausen, J. A. (1995). Gender, contexts, and turning points in adults’ lives. In P. Moen, G. H. Elder & K.
Luscher (Eds.), Examining lives in context: perspectives on the ecology of human development (pp. 365–
389). Washington, DC: American Psychological Association.

Czarniawska, B. (2008). Humiliation: A standard organizational product? Critical Perspectives on
Accounting, 19(7), 1034–1053.

de Botton, A. (2004). Status anxiety. Camberwell, Victoria, Australia: Hamish Hamilton, An Imprint of
Penguin Books.

Ellison, G., & Rayman, K. M. (1998). Examplars’ experiences of self-managing type 2 diabetes. Diabetes
Educator, 24, 325–330.

Frost, P. J. (1999). Why compassion counts!. Journal of Management Inquiry, 8(2), 127–133.
George, L. K. (2001). Life events. In G. L. Maddox (Ed.), The encyclopeadia of aging (3rd ed., pp. 596–

598). New York: Springer.
Glaser, B. G., & Strauss, A. L. (1971). Status passage. London: Routledge & Kegan Paul.
Goffman, E. (1963). Stigma: notes on the management of spoiled identity. Harmondsworth, Middlesex,

England, and Ringwood, Victoria, Australia: Penguin Books.
Gotlib, I. H., & Wheaton, B. (1997). Stress and adversity of the life course: Trajectories and turning points.

Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press.
Jarrett, L. (2000). Living with chronic illness: A transitional model of coping. British Journal of Therapy and

Rehabilitation, 17, 40–44.
Kralik, D. (2002). The quest for ordinariness: Transition experienced by midlife women living with chronic

illness. Journal of Advanced Nursing, 39, 146–154.
Liddle, J., Carlson, G., & McKenna, K. (2004). Using a matrix in life transition research. Qualitative Health

Research, 14(10), 1396–1417.
Prout, A. (1989). Sickness as a dominant symbol in life course transitions: an illustrated theoretical

framework. Sociology of Health and Illness, 11(4), 337–359.
Rasmussen, B., O’Connell, B., Dunning, P., & Cox, H. (2007). Young women with type 1 diabetes:

management of turning points and transitions. Qualitative Health Research, 17(3), 300–310.
Ronka, A., Oravala, S., & Pulkkinen, L. (2003). Turning points in adults’ lives: The effects of gender and the

amount of choice. Journal of Adult Development, 10, 203–215.
Vickers, M. H. (2009). Journeys into grief: Exploring redundancy for a new understanding of workplace

grief. Journal of Loss and Trauma: International Perspectives on Stress and Coping, Forthcoming.
Wheaton, B. (1990). Life transitions, role histories, and mental health. American Sociological Review, 55,

209–223.

Employ Respons Rights J (2009) 21:165–169 169


	From the Editor-in-Chief’s Desk: Job Loss as Status Passage for Workers During Recession—Advocating a “Compassionate Turn”
	References



<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (None)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (ISO Coated v2 300% \050ECI\051)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Error
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.3
  /CompressObjects /Off
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJDFFile false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Perceptual
  /DetectBlends true
  /ColorConversionStrategy /sRGB
  /DoThumbnails true
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 524288
  /LockDistillerParams true
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts false
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 150
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages false
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.76
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.76
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 150
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.76
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 600
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile (None)
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName (http://www.color.org?)
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /SyntheticBoldness 1.000000
  /Description <<
    /ENU <>
    /DEU <>
  >>
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [5952.756 8418.897]
>> setpagedevice


