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The first thing you feel is probably not anger. It’s not panic. It’s a kind of blank, quiet shock — the kind where you’re nodding and saying “I understand” while none of it is actually landing. That’s normal. Your brain is protecting you from the full weight of what just happened. The problem is that the next 72 hours matter more than most people realize, and if you spend them in that fog, you can make decisions that cost you weeks or months down the road.

This chapter is about what to do before the fog clears — because some of it needs to happen while you still have access, while the paperwork is fresh, and before the adrenaline of the moment pushes you toward choices you haven’t thought through.

Get the paperwork first

Before you leave the building, before you have the hard conversation at home, before you post anything anywhere — get the paperwork.

If you were given a termination letter or a layoff notice, read it carefully before you sign anything. You are not required to sign anything on the same day. If your employer asks you to sign a separation agreement, a release of claims, or any document with legal language in it, you have the right to take time to review it. In most jurisdictions, employers are required to give you a reasonable amount of time — often several days — to consider a separation agreement. Do not let anyone pressure you into signing on the spot.

The documents you want in your hands or your inbox before anything else:

Your employer’s official separation or termination documentation. This is the document that determines your eligibility for unemployment benefits through your government’s employment services. Your employer is typically required to issue separation paperwork within a set number of days after your last working day. If the documentation is submitted electronically — to a government employment portal, for example — you may not receive a physical copy, but you need to confirm it has been filed. This paperwork is the starting point for your benefits application. Without it, your claim will be delayed.

Your final pay stub and any outstanding pay. Your employer owes you wages for every hour you worked up to your last day. In most jurisdictions, final pay must be issued within a specific number of days after termination. Confirm the date you’ll receive it. If vacation pay is outstanding, confirm that amount as well.

Your benefits continuation details. Health, dental, and life insurance coverage through your employer typically ends on your last day or at the end of the month, depending on the plan. Find out exactly when it ends. If you have prescriptions to fill, glasses to replace, dental work in progress, or any pending medical appointments — use those benefits now, before they expire. This is not the time to wait.

Any severance documentation. If you were offered severance, get it in writing. Understand whether it is being paid as a lump sum or as salary continuance, because that distinction matters significantly for your unemployment benefits eligibility. Salary continuance — where the company keeps paying your regular salary after your last day — may delay the start of government unemployment benefits. A lump sum payment may be treated differently depending on where you live. If you are unsure how your severance is structured, contact your government’s employment services directly or consult an employment lawyer before signing anything.

Your employment contract, if you have one. Pull it out and read the termination clause. It will tell you what you were entitled to, and whether what’s being offered meets that minimum.

File for unemployment benefits without delay

One of the most common and costly mistakes people make after a layoff is waiting too long to file for unemployment benefits. There is no advantage to waiting. The moment you are separated from your employer, the clock starts.

Every country handles unemployment benefits differently, but the principle is the same everywhere: file immediately. In most systems, there is a waiting period — typically one to two weeks — between when you file and when payments begin. The sooner you file, the sooner that waiting period starts and ends. If you delay your application by two weeks, you have pushed your first payment out by two weeks for no reason.

To file, go to your government’s employment services website. In most countries, this is a straightforward online application that takes about an hour. You will typically need your national identification number or tax identification number, your personal banking information for direct deposit, details about your last employer, and any separation documentation your employer has issued. If your employer has not yet filed their portion of the paperwork, apply anyway — most government systems can begin processing your application and catch up with employer records later.

Your benefit rate varies by country and by your previous earnings. In many systems, it is a percentage of your recent average earnings, up to a weekly or monthly cap. The specifics depend entirely on your jurisdiction. Look up the current rates on your government’s employment services website when you apply — do not rely on outdated information from friends or family.

If you are worried about severance complicating your benefits eligibility, most government employment services have online calculators, FAQ pages, or phone support specifically for this situation. When in doubt, call and ask a human being to walk you through your specific case. The rules around how severance interacts with unemployment benefits are specific and worth confirming directly rather than guessing.

Freeze non-essential spending today

Not tomorrow. Not after you’ve processed it emotionally. Do it today.

You don’t know how long this gap will last. It might be six weeks. It might be six months. The job market for experienced workers in an AI-disrupted economy is not behaving the way it did in previous downturns, and Chapter 2 covers why. What you need to understand right now is that your financial runway — the number of months you can sustain your household before you are in genuine distress — determines how good your decisions are going to be over the next 90 days.

People who are financially desperate take jobs they shouldn’t. They accept the first offer instead of the right one. They skip the skill-building that would get them a better position because they can’t afford to wait. The single most protective thing you can do for your job search is to buy yourself time, and the fastest way to buy yourself time is to cut expenses immediately.

Look at your monthly fixed costs and your monthly variable costs. Fixed costs are things like rent or mortgage, car payments, insurance, loan payments. Variable costs are everything else — subscriptions, takeout, entertainment, impulse purchases. Do not cancel necessary insurance. Do not miss rent or mortgage. Do not stop paying minimums on debt. Everything else is negotiable.

Call your service providers. Internet providers, phone companies, and utilities often have hardship programs or lower-tier plans they don’t advertise. If you call and explain that you’ve been laid off, many providers will work with you. The worst they can say is no.

Pause every subscription you are not actively using. You probably have more than you think. Banking apps, streaming services, cloud storage, news sites — go through your last three credit card statements and flag anything recurring. Pause or cancel what you don’t need in the next 90 days.

If you have a line of credit, do not use it yet unless you absolutely must. Preserve that capacity as emergency backup. The same goes for your credit cards. The interest you would pay is not worth the temporary relief.

Don’t make any major financial decisions in the first 72 hours

This deserves its own section because people consistently break this rule.

Do not withdraw from your retirement accounts early. Whether it’s a 401(k), an IRA, a pension, a workplace retirement plan, or any other tax-advantaged retirement account — early withdrawals are taxed as income in most countries, and many systems impose additional penalties on top of the tax. What feels like a cushion now will cost you significantly more than you expect. In some retirement systems, you also permanently lose contribution room or matching benefits that cannot be recovered later. Unless you are in a genuine emergency with no other options, leave your retirement funds untouched.

Do not liquidate investments unless you are facing a genuine, immediate emergency. Markets fluctuate. Selling in a panic locks in losses.

Do not make any large purchases. Not the car you’ve been thinking about. Not the home improvement project. Not the vacation you feel like you deserve after what just happened. None of it. Wait at least 30 days before any non-essential purchase over a few hundred dollars.

Do not quit any part-time or secondary income sources. If you have any side work, freelance income, tutoring, or gig work, keep it running. Now is not the time to simplify.

Protect your digital access

On your last day or within the first day or two, export everything you are legally entitled to take with you. This does not mean company data, proprietary materials, client lists, or anything that belongs to your employer — taking those things can create serious legal problems and you do not want that on top of a job loss. What it means is your own personal work:

• Any professional recommendations or endorsements you received that are stored in work email

• Your professional contacts (your own network, not the employer’s client database)

• Any personal certifications, course completions, or credential documents stored in work accounts

• Your own portfolio materials, writing samples, or presentations you created that you have the right to retain

Once your accounts are deactivated, this content may be gone permanently. Move it to personal accounts now.

Change the passwords on any personal accounts that used your work email as a recovery address. Update LinkedIn, GitHub, any professional profiles, and any personal accounts linked to your work email. Your work email will be cut off, possibly without warning, and you don’t want to lose access to accounts you need.

Download your LinkedIn connections as a CSV file. LinkedIn allows you to export your connection data through Settings and Privacy > Data Privacy > Get a copy of your data. This is your professional network. It belongs to you, not to your employer.

Tell the people who need to know

Your immediate family needs to hear it from you before they hear it any other way. Have that conversation directly, without minimizing what happened and without catastrophizing it. “I was laid off today. We’re going to be okay. Here’s what I’m doing right now” is more useful than either pretending it’s fine or spiraling into worst-case scenarios out loud.

Beyond your immediate family, be deliberate about who you tell in the first 72 hours. You are still processing. Your story isn’t settled yet. You don’t owe anyone a full account of what happened before you’ve decided how you feel about it.

That said, the instinct to hide it is not useful either. Being laid off in 2026 carries no more stigma than it did in 2020, in 2008, or in 2001. Everyone who works in any industry touched by AI, software, finance, media, marketing, retail, or customer service understands what is happening in the labour market. You are not the only one. You are not a failure. You are one of several hundred thousand people navigating the same disruption in the same window of time.

What you do in the next 90 days is what matters. This chapter has covered the immediate administrative and financial steps. The rest of this book covers everything else.

A practical checklist for the first 72 hours

If you want a single page you can actually use, here it is:

Day 1:

• Do not sign any separation agreement without reading it carefully

• Confirm your employer has filed or will file the required separation documentation

• Confirm your final pay date and vacation pay balance

• Note your benefits end date and use outstanding benefits if needed

• Log into your government’s employment services website

• Begin your unemployment benefits application

Day 2:

• Complete and submit your benefits application if not done on Day 1

• Download your LinkedIn connections (CSV export)

• Move any personal professional materials out of work accounts

• Update recovery emails and passwords on personal accounts

• Go through your last three months of bank and credit card statements

• Identify every recurring charge and pause or cancel what is non-essential

Day 3:

• Call service providers about hardship plans or lower-tier options

• Review your monthly fixed and variable costs

• Calculate your financial runway (Chapter 3 walks through this in detail)

• Tell your immediate family the situation clearly and directly

• Rest. Not avoidance — rest. You are going to need your focus.

The 72-hour window is not about solving the problem. It’s about not making it worse while you get your footing. The people who come out of a layoff in the best shape are almost always the ones who moved quickly on the administrative side, held steady financially, and didn’t make any permanent decisions in the first few days.

You have time. Use it deliberately.
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Why This Layoff Is Different
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Every generation of workers has lived through a moment where the old rules stopped working and nobody told them. The people who fared the worst in those moments weren’t the least talented or the least hardworking. They were the ones who kept applying the previous era’s playbook after the game had already changed.

That’s the risk right now. Not the layoff itself — but the assumption that what worked in 2019 will work in 2025 and 2026. It won’t. Not entirely. Some of it still applies. But the parts that have changed are significant enough that if you don’t understand them, you will spend weeks doing the right things from the wrong decade and wonder why nothing is moving.

This chapter explains what actually changed and why. No hype. No doom. Just the mechanics.

This is not a recession cycle

When companies lay people off during a recession, they’re typically cutting costs in response to falling demand. The economy contracts, revenues drop, payroll gets reduced, and when the economy recovers, those roles — or something close to them — come back. Workers who survive a recession layoff usually find that their skills are still relevant on the other side. The gap was about timing, not obsolescence.

That is not primarily what is happening now.

The current wave of layoffs across white-collar sectors — technology, finance, media, marketing, customer support, legal, administrative, and others — is not primarily demand-driven. Many of the companies doing layoffs in recent years through 2026 are profitable. Some are
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