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Job loss requires a pro-active approach to maintaining health
One of the most devastating events that can happen to anyone is the loss of a job. While loss of a predictable source of income is the chief factor, the loss of important social networks, the absence of routine and the threat to one’s identity can all add up to a real crisis. Even worse, from the standpoint of mental health, job loss can result in major symptoms of anxiety, stress and depression. These symptoms, in turn, may produce an increased risk of a number of both acute and chronic illnesses, such as heart disease.

[Lynne: Remove this paragraph if space is tight] In addition to the actual loss of employment among about ten percent of residents in Fall River is the fear of potential job loss among an even larger group. Many of those currently working are spending many anxious hours thinking that they might be next to get a “pink slip.” Workplaces are filled with rumors and speculation that fuels unease even among those who never considered themselves likely to be laid off. Stories about whole companies going “belly up” overnight make us all give a second thought to finding ourselves out of a job.
Given the number of people in this community, as well as the rest of the country at this time, it is worth taking a serious look at ways to prevent potential long-term consequences of the loss of a job. One place to begin is to understand some of the facts about the impact of stress on our bodies. 

To begin with, the “fight or flight” response that is “hard wired” into our bodies results in predictable reactions. Anger and depression are the most common manifestations of this response in facing unemployment. Some people manifest both of these behaviors and are part of the predictable “stages of change” that most people experience in dealing with a loss. If the symptoms are temporary—a matter of weeks—little permanent harm is done. But stress that is prolonged—months or years—can often result in physical manifestations of illness. One study found a doubling of one’s risk of heart attack and stroke if one loses a job late in one’s career.
Fortunately, the effects of job loss stress can be managed. In fact, it is possible to view a period of unemployment as an opportunity to improve one’s health status by taking the right steps.

1. Recognize the normal stages of grief that one goes through in facing involuntary termination of employment. Denial, anger, bargaining, depression and acceptance are the commonly recognized responses to any major loss, though one does not necessarily experience them in that order or may move back and forth along the continuum. Just knowing that one is going through this process, however, may help one to keep perspective.
2. Get plenty of rest. One typically thinks that being out of work means that sleep is less important. Though not having to go to work every day may seem like a relief and thereby diminish one’s need for sleep, the stress of unemployment actually places more demand on the body for rest, so get plenty of it.
3. Get yourself into a regular routine of physical exercise. “Having nothing to do” for long hours actually places more stress on the body, the kind of stress that can lead to chronic illness. The most common reason that working people give for not getting enough physical exercise is the lack of time. When one is unemployed, that excuse evaporates, but often depression and demoralization make exercise less likely to occur. Schedule at least two long walks a day. If one is in good physical shape to begin with, use the time to get a vigorous workout at the gym, like at the YMCA, or to engage in sports like tennis or cycling that place some demand on the heart and lungs. You’ll find that these workouts will produce a better night’s sleep and an improved sense of competence and self-esteem. 
4. Eat a nutritious diet. Just like rest, your body needs good nutrition to deal with stress. Counter the tendency to reach for sweets and other “comfort foods” and concentrate on eating plenty of fruits and vegetables that contain the antioxidants your body needs. And, maintain a regular meal schedule that includes starting with a good breakfast. Combined with exercise, this can keep you from gaining weight unnecessarily. If you’re already overweight, this also might be a good time to consider losing some weight. It’s not too late to join the Fall River Fitness Challenge at CD-Recreation (www.FallRiverFitnessChallenge.com) where you can use the fitness center until May for just $25.

5. Talk to someone who listens well. Dealing with loss requires a lot of mental and emotional work. Talking out what’s on your mind greatly helps you process what is happening to you. If you’re fortunate enough to have a spouse or a good friend who can give you hours of time of empathetic, reflective listening you may find this is enough. But even the best of spouses or friends find this hard to do for a long period of time, so seeking a professional counselor may be the best move. Fall River has many professional counseling agencies, many of whom work on a sliding fee scale so payment is less of an issue if you’ve lost your medical coverage. For a complete listing, go to www.MyFallRiver.org or to www.HealthyCityFallRiver.org and click on “Personal Resources/”
6. Seek spiritual guidance. Many people who already engage in religious activities find both comfort and encouragement from their faith. Prayer and worship can help one keep perspective and to see a “bigger picture” in one’s life. Support from others in a faith community can also be invaluable. If you haven’t been active in religious practice in the past, maybe this might be a good time to start.
7. Do something for someone else. Job loss understandably forces one to be centered on one’s own plight. But, while much of your energy has to be devoted to seeking new employment, it can help to also focus on someone else’s needs during this time. Consider spending some of you time in a volunteer capacity helping someone else who is also having trouble. Mentoring a child through the SMILES program or helping at one of the many soup kitchens in the City are just a couple of examples.

Dealing with job loss is a difficult task, but with some attention to taking care of yourself during that time, it doesn’t have to leave you and body in worse condition at the end. Dr. Henry Vaillancourt, the City’s Health Director, put it best when he said “If you take care of your health when you’re unemployed, you will feel better and have more confidence when you apply for that next job.” That might just give you the edge you need to get back to work!
