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The American Displaced Worker: 

Who Are They, And What Are Their Options 

 

 Anthropology is the study of how humans interact with their environment. The 

study of human adaptability is the study environment, technology and culture:  problems 

or constraints in the environment to which humans adapt.  While most work in 

anthropology has studied humans in natural settings, human adaptability to urban life is a 

complicated and relatively-unstudied phenomenon.   

 The study of urban life can take many forms such as overcrowding, transportation, 

industrialization, or global telecommunications, production of goods, health, demography, 

shelter, clothing, etc.  While each of these areas are studies in themselves, there is one area 

in which they all overlap -- the workplace, and the urbanite’s dependence on it.   

 Yet, what happens when the environment affects the workplace, causing people to 

lose their jobs?  The growing trend of displaced workers raises interesting questions:  Who 

are displaced workers in America?  What are their responses and their options?  This 

paper will address these issues including:  (1) Environmental factors which contribute to 

layoffs; (2) Populations most affected by layoffs; (3) Physical and emotional effects on the 

individual; (4) Variables which affect response; (5) Options available to the displaced 

worker; and (6) Resources to assist displaced workers in transition. 
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I Environmental Factors 

 

 It used to be assumed that once an employee secured a good job with a good 

company, he or she could be assured regular employment until retirement.  However, this 

is no longer the case.   There are several trends in the modern corporate world which 

contribute to worker displacement.  The four most common causes are:  exporting US 

manufacturing jobs; labor-saving technology; plant closings, and shift in consumer 

demands.  Instead of expecting job security from employers, employees can expect to 

change jobs several times during their life time (Imel, 1994). If these job changes are not 

addressed and managed well, employees’ marketable skills may be diminished.  As a 

result, all of these factors which contribute to worker displacement also contribute to 

salary polarization of available jobs (Condon, 1984). 

 Some US based manufacturing companies over the past few years have been 

exporting US manufacturing jobs to foreign countries in an attempt to save money on 

labor costs.  As a result, some workers become permanently displaced. 

 The advent of labor-saving technology continues to play a major role in affecting 

the workplace.  Technology has eliminated many low-level jobs, and increased the skill 

levels required for those that remain.  Experts predict that many manufacturing jobs will 

be eliminated, while many others will be created that require different skills and pay less 

(Imel, 1994). 

 Rapid changes in technology also create a shift in consumer demands.  Jobs which 

are based on trends or more primitive technology are prone to extinction.  For example, 

with the efficiency of offset printing, letter-press printing and Linotype page composition 
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has become obsolete. In the early 80s, the popularity of Automatic Teller Machines 

eliminated my bank teller positions. Now, increased Internet use means customers can help 

themselves to information, placing orders and checking order status, thus eliminating many 

customer service positions.  The Internet also allows many customers to self-service their 

travel arrangements and stock purchases, thus also minimizing the need for travel agents 

and stock brokers. 

 These technological advances and market competition continue to force companies 

to continually restructure their operations to improve efficiency, adapt to the changing 

environment, and to meet customer expectations just to remain in business.  

Unfortunately, one negative effect of corporate restructuring involves the displacement of 

employees.  During the early 90s, many companies were downsizing their organizational 

structures by “flattening” management layers. This process resulted in eliminating the need 

for middle management and related positions. 

 Exporting US jobs, labor-saving technology, shift in consumer demands, and 

corporate restructuring can all result in plant closings. To keep up with competitor’s 

prices, many companies close entire operations and move operations outside the US. 

These operations are moved to countries which offer labor rates at a fraction of US labor 

rates. When this happens, virtually all employees in the facility -- regardless of position -- 

will be displaced. 

 

 

II Populations Affected 

 

 Until the recession of the early 1990s, employees who were prone to layoffs fit a 

particular demographic profile. They were younger, blue-collar factory workers from the 
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Midwest.  Blacks and Hispanics were disproportionately among the displaced.  However, 

by the 1991-92 recession, more older (over 35), white-collar, long-tenured service-sector 

employees from the Northeast and West were being displaced as well (Gardner, J.M., 

1995). According to Imel (1993), 65 percent of newly-displaced workers were managers, 

professionals, and clerical people.   

 Other factors which influence response are position and education.  Managers and 

professionals appear to be able to recover from job loss better than blue-collar workers 

(Jacobsen in Palmer). Also, those employees with substantial education are less likely to 

become unemployed through job loss than those with less education (Gilroy, 1973). 

 Displaced workers are not the only population affected by layoffs.  People who 

watch their co-workers become displaced are considered job loss survivors.  Layoffs may 

have a negative, positive, or no effect on survivors.  However, the survivors often have 

the same emotional reactions to layoffs as do the displaced. The factors that influence the 

survivors’ responses are their identification with the displaced workers and how they 

perceived that the company treated them. (Brockner, et al, 1987). 

 

III Effects on the Individual 

 

 Job loss can take its toll on the individual in any combination of several symptoms:  

Physical, psychological, personal relationships, and financial problems.   

 The physical side effects of job loss include decline in physical health, due in part 

to primary factors:  stress and lack of money and health insurance.  Lack of heath care 

antagonizes health problems.  As a result, there is a higher rate of heart disease among job 
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losers as well as reported illnesses (Brenner, 1971: O’Brien & Kabanoff, 1979 in Palmer-

Spilker, & Reed, 1993). 

 Psychological and emotional effects of job loss include stress, anxiety, depression, 

lower self-esteem, and a lessened level of satisfaction with life.  Job loss can also induce 

uncertainty, lower commitment, and cynicism that carry over into the next job (Latack & 

Dozier, 1986).  Many displaced workers become angry over their job loss.  This anger, if 

not controlled, can become debilitating, and some employees may express open hostility 

about it (McKnight, in Palmer-Silker & Reed, 1993). 

 Unemployment also affects the person’s personal relationships.  A high incidence 

of divorce and physical abuse is reported among the long-term unemployed (Leana & 

Ivancevich, 1987 in Palmer-Spilker, & Reed, 1993). 

 In addition to physical and emotional stresses, job loss can also induce financial 

stress on the displaced worker. Employees, who have had long-term jobs with company-

specific skills, will not likely find a new job that pays equivalent wages, even after three 

years on the job. Displaced workers lose valuable human capital when they lose their jobs; 

skills applied in a worker’s old job are specific to that job or to the industry or occupation 

of the job (Decker & Corson, 1995). 

 If the unemployment period is short, then the financial losses can be tempered by 

savings, unemployment insurance, or severance pay.  However, if the jobless period 

outlasts the unemployment insurance compensation, then victims may have to sell their 

homes, or face foreclosure.  In the most severe cases, families can end up on the streets 

(Palmer-Spilker & Reed, 1993). 
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IV Variables which affect response: 

 

 So, when facing a job loss, how does a person respond?  It is difficult to identify a 

typical response because there are so many variables which affect how a person respond. 

Some of the most prevalent variables include: age, education, gender, marital status, 

length of employment, and advance notice of layoff. 

 Age is one of the most consistently reported factors of a layoff and how a victim 

will react to it. One’s expectancy of obtaining a job is significantly inversely related with 

the person’s age (Kinicki, 1989).  From October 1991 to October 1992, the rate of 

unemployment for individuals aged 55 and over increased seven times that of individuals 

aged 16 - 54. (Imel, 1993). 

 A displaced worker’s gender will affect how the person copes with it.  Men tend to 

be problem-focused, putting their energy into finding a solution. On the other hand, 

women tend to be symptom-focused, seeking social support. They prefer to talk about 

their feelings and seek affirmation from friends more than men.  Women were less likely to 

follow up on job leads, and less likely to relocate (Leana & Feldman, 1991). 

 Reactions to unemployment are also affected by marital status.  Single persons 

view job loss as significantly more intense since they are the sole financial provider for 

their household.  Since married persons benefit from the emotional and financial buffer 

inherent in their relationship, job loss is not as intense.  At the same time, marital status 

seems offer no difference in buffering effect for either sexes (Leana & Feldman, 1991).  

 Other individual factors which affect how the employee relates to job loss include 

one’s overall satisfaction with the lost job, age and life stage, and level of activity after the 

job loss. 
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 Environmental factors which can also impact a displaced worker’s reaction to job 

loss include one’s financial resources and social support system.  The manner in which the 

termination was handled, resolution of grief and anger can also impact the person’s 

response (Latack & Dozier, 1986). 

 Many companies give employees between two and twenty-six weeks of formal 

notice of an impending layoff.  However, there are conflicting opinions in the literature on 

how this advance notice of termination affects the employees.  Some reports indicate that 

notice is beneficial in helping the employee deal with the transitions. Yet, Addison (1997) 

reports that employees who receive formal written advance notice of their scheduled 

displacement are considerably less productive in job searching during their notice interval 

time.  Even though they are given a separation date, they do not necessarily use this notice 

to look for other employment.  On the other hand, non-notified workers are proactive in 

their job searches after leaving their jobs.  Addison suggests that non-notified employees 

are more productive.  He concluded that in order to impact the job search process for 

displaced workers, advance notice must be complemented with other types of support, 

such as outplacement services. 
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V Options Available for Displaced Workers 

 

 So, what does an employee do about their situation?  Displaced workers have 

many options available. The path taken will be based on the variables noted earlier, but 

choices available to these people include:  finding another job, starting their own company, 

attending vocational training programs, obtaining a college degree, taking continuing 

education courses, or taking early retirement. 

 For most displaced workers, the obvious solution is to get a new job. For the 

person who is younger and has transferable skills, obtaining another job is a likely choice. 

However, this option may not be practical for those whose skills are not in demand, or 

where lay-offs are regionally or industrially excessive.  

 Some laid-off professionals and other white-collar workers use a layoff as an 

opportunity to start their own business (Imel, 1993).  This may be an opportunity to fulfill 

a dream, better market their skills, or simply adapt to the changing environment. 

 For those employees whose marketable skills are minimal at best, retraining is a 

wise choice.  Workers can gain new skills through several routes including vocational 

training programs, college education and continuing education. 

  Many community colleges and private technical schools offer vocational training 

programs that lead to certification, but not a college degree. The programs are designed so 

that goals can be achieved in a short amount of time. Vocational training programs can 

include programs such as clerical, automotive, nursing/health-care assistant, police/fire 

fighter, and welding/technology. These programs are especially utilized by the 
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economically disadvantaged groups, including minorities and women (Caro & Morris, 

1991). 

 Many universities and other four-year colleges have extensive experience in 

providing preparation for entry into various professions.  Some displaced workers will 

want to use this opportunity to obtain a degree-based college education--perhaps in an 

entirely new field. Despite extensive search efforts, the author found little information on 

this subject.  Thus, literature review on this subject is limited.  

 In addition to traditional academic-based educational programs, many institutions 

of higher education have continuing education divisions which are designed to help people 

learn to adapt to the structural changes inherent in the new knowledge-based economy.  

These programs are often geared to college-educated and/or white-collar professionals.  

Houle (1980) identifies five groups of professionals served by continuing professional 

education: (1) Innovators - active practitioners who continuously seek to improve their 

performance, even in unconventional ways.  (2) Pacesetters - active practitioners who 

want to be progressive but are hesitant to be the first to try new ideas.  (3) Middle 

Majority - the greatest proportion of practitioners, with varying abilities to innovate.  (4) 

Laggards - practitioners whose performance is poor and who engage in only those 

learning activities that are required in order to stay in practice. (5) Facilitators - 

practitioners that teach, conduct research, administer, coordinate, and engage in other 

activities that advance the profession. 

 While continuing education provides courses in a variety of subjects, some colleges 

are designing programs for displaced workers.  U.C. San Diego has a program that 

teaches conceptual skills.  The State University of New York at Stony Brook curriculum 



  Displaced Worker 10 

 10 

offers courses in computer literacy, communication, leadership training, and career 

development (Colgan, 1996). 

 Many companies, in an attempt to minimize the number of employees to displace, 

will offer early retirement programs to older employees first.  In addition, many displaced 

employees, who are over the age of 55, may chose this route.  These people feel that the 

severance package, combined with personal circumstances, make it more practical to leave 

early rather than dealing with retraining, age discrimination, or starting early. 

 

VI Resources for Displaced Worker 

 

 Displaced workers have several forms of resources available including emotional 

support and networking opportunities, severance packages, federally-funded programs, 

outplacement counseling, and education.  The secret is for the displaced worker to be 

aware of these resources early.   

 Many companies either voluntarily, or as a result of regulations, provide out- 

placement programs for their displaced workers.  These programs include early 

intervention strategies, a set of goals, and a program design.  Programs can include career 

counseling, resume writing, and goal setting.  Individuals benefit in that participants 

usually are re-employed faster and with a higher average salary than non-participants 

(Jacobs, 1990). For those employees who do not have the benefit of company-sponsored 

outplacement, one-stop centers offer similar support, counseling, and resources.  One-stop 

centers are non-profit companies that are funded by federal grants.  These organizations 

differ in the way they are funded and whom they serve:  Outplacement companies are 

private and one-stops are public. 
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 Many laid-off white-collar employees are forming support groups to assist them 

with the job search process.  They seek and pay for professional help only when needed.  

Groups such as the Five O’Clock Club, Forty Plus, Operation ABLE, and AARP Works 

are providing support and assistance in managing the job searches of displaced white-

collar workers (Imel, 1993). 

 Some larger companies, either by law or union contract, provide severance pay to 

displaced workers.  The amount of pay is usually based on length of tenure with that 

company. This option of severance pay, however, is often not available for those displaced 

from small companies. 

 State employment service agencies offer employment assistance to workers who 

lose their jobs due to no fault of their own.  These offices provide financial assistance on a 

short-term basis (approximately 26 weeks) for displaced workers while they look for new 

employment.  In addition, they may also serve as a referral service for employment 

opportunities. 

 Funding for most public displaced worker programs comes from the federal 

government.  The U.S. Department of Labor has established a few federal programs which 

provide federal money to assist displaced workers in becoming re-employed.  Among 

these programs are, Job Training Partnership Act (JTPA), as Economically Dislocated 

Workers Assistance Act (EDWAA), and Trade Adjustment Assistance (TAA), and Trade 

Readjustment Allowances (TRA), (Decker & Corson, 1995).  Funding from these 

programs is allocated to state, regional and county offices.  Many different kinds of 

training centers and offices provide services and training to displaced workers (Colgan, 

1996).  In addition to paying for the training programs, these funds supplement 
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unemployment insurance payments to eligible people who enter such training programs.  

However, these programs have their limitations.  Since they are designed to get people 

back to work quickly, they usually allow a maximum of six months to one year for training 

(Decker & Corson, 1995).  Thus, they discourage recipients from pursuing college 

degrees or other long-term training programs. 

 Colleges and universities have resources that can be adapted for employment 

training of mature adults somewhat easily.  Universities have extensive experience in 

providing preparation for entry into various professions.  Most colleges are also 

accustomed to having mature adults in their classrooms.  Some continuing education 

courses are explicitly designed to upgrade professional skills.  These occupationally- 

oriented continuing education courses, now offered primarily to younger workers, can be 

adapted to meet the retraining needs of mature workers (Caro & Morris 1991). 

Summary: 

 Job displacement is the result of several factors including exporting US 

manufacturing jobs, laborsaving technology, plant closings, and shifts in consumer 

demands.  The demographic profile of people most likely to be laid off has changed over 

the years.  In previous decades, displaced workers were usually younger, minority, blue-

collar factory workers from the mid-west.  The recession of the early 1990s brought a new 

demographic profile of the displaced worker:  Older, Caucasian, white-collar professional 

from the Northeast or West.   

 Effects on the individual include physical, emotional, and financial problems.  

Variables which affect how a person will react to a job loss are many -- the most 

significant being age and education. Options available to displaced workers include re-
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employment, self-employment, job retraining, skills updating, college degree, and early 

retirement.  Resources from which a displaced worker can draw include company 

severance pay, unemployment insurance, federal retraining programs, vocational schools 

and colleges, universities, and family and community social support systems. 

 

Discussion: 

 According to Palmer-Spiker, & Reed (1993), very little literature exists about the 

transition phase of lost jobs. Most written literature deals with general information, 

statistics, and macroeconomic issues.   The author’s own perusal of the relevant literature 

and personal experience confirms this fact.  Thus, it is hard to draw conclusions. 

 Further study on the subject should include topics that can predict behavior.  For 

example, how innate personality traits affect the decision-making process:  Which 55-year-

old is likely to pursue retraining as opposed to early retirement?  Also, further research 

should be done to identify non-traditional forms of support available to displaced workers 

-- communities, churches, state and local government programs for people who face 

temporary predicaments.   

 Finally, once this information has been compiled, it should be presented in a clear, 

simple, and concise format made readily available to displaced workers to compliment 

current training in skills enhancement, interviewing techniques, job search tips, and resume 

writing.  Information should include: resources available, educational choices, adapting to 

loss of financial income, and overcoming age discrimination.  A person who faces job loss 

is overwhelmed with emotions, stresses, choices and anxieties thus do not have time to 
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wade through a maze of scholarly literature.  These people need quick, simple and 

immediate solutions. 

 While one-stop centers do this to a great extent, the concept of a one-stop is not 

widely known, thus they are not widely utilized. Communication efforts should include 

increasing public awareness of the one-stop concept. 

 As mentioned in most of the literature, adequate assistance for the displaced 

worker requires coordination between government, industry and education systems.  

While this is done to some extent, there is room for improvement.  Author’s personal 

experience and formal literature review shows that there is a communication disconnect 

between the systems of displaced workers and higher education.  This is largely due to the 

fact that federal funding discourages the long-term unemployment necessary for full-time 

college students.  This is where the institution of higher education can and should come in 

-- by partnering with the displaced worker industry (i.e. workforce development) in 

helping some of these people transition into college.  Colleges already have services to 

help students move into, move through, and move on from college.  What is needed, is to 

simply tailor these resources to a very specific audience that has special needs. 
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