
The Big Read: Amid the crisis of a
generation, losing one’s job takes
a heavy emotional and mental toll
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Ms Sook Tan initially took her retrenchment in her stride;
bolstered by her overseas experience, she felt assured that
she would quickly land a new job.
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Psychologists and social workers are

seeing more distressed individuals

seeking help due to retrenchment or

imminent job loss

Challenges of being retrenched are

amplified during the Covid-19 health

crisis, amid anxiety over mortality and

feelings of hopelessness, said social

workers

Inability to provide for the family may

lead to pressure and stress on

unemployed persons which in turn

affect their relationships.

A psychologist noted that social

distancing restrictions have

inadvertently impaired the social

support that one would normally

receive

Affected individuals can take steps to

help themselves cope, but support

from family and friends are important

too

 

SINGAPORE — For seven years, Ms Sook
Tan was living the life she had long sought:
A stint in Malaysia’s capital Kuala Lumpur,
followed by the neon lights of Japan’s Tokyo
and finally the buzz of cosmopolitan Hong
Kong where she worked as a business
coordinator for a coworking operator.

But around February, the 32-year-old made
plans to return to Singapore after her 63-
year-old mother, who was diagnosed with
lupus around mid-2019, experienced a flare-
up of the autoimmune disease.

As the only child of a single-parent family,
Ms Tan used to fly back regularly to
accompany her mother for her medical
appointments. But with the older woman’s
condition worsening, Ms Tan put on hold
her dreams of continuing to live and work
abroad to take care of her mother.

Rather than letting her resign, Ms Tan said
her employers were kind enough to open a
position for her in Singapore, and she was
back home in March with her mother.  

It seemed like an ideal arrangement, but
Singapore, like much of the world, was just
beginning its tussle with the Covid-19
pandemic.

Read also: The Big Read in short:
The emotional and mental toll of
losing one’s job amid Covid-19 crisis

Aside from being a global health crisis that
has infected more than 29.7 million people
and caused at least 937,000 fatalities to
date, the coronavirus also has had a
devastating effect on economies worldwide
and Ms Tan’s company was not spared.

The writing was on the wall, with her
company’s five international branches being
shut one after another. In August, Ms Tan
was told she was being laid off from the
company’s Singapore headquarters.

Ms Tan took the retrenchment in her stride;
bolstered by her overseas experience, she
felt assured that she would quickly land a
new job.

Read also: SOS hotline receives
30% more calls during circuit
breaker period

The Big Read: The emotional a…

What she was not counting on was
competing against thousands of other
Singaporeans who had been similarly laid
off as the Republic’s Covid-19-battered
economy entered its worst recession since
independence.

According to the Ministry of Manpower’s
(MOM) latest labour market report, a total
of 11,350 workers were laid off for the first
half of 2020. This is higher than that seen
during the severe acute respiratory
syndrome (Sars) outbreak, when there were
10,120 job cuts in the first half of 2003, but
lower than other past recessionary peaks,
MOM said.

Read also: Society must recognise
potential mental health crisis
following Covid-19, says Singapore
doctor

Ms Tan said her confidence took a hit as it
shattered the image she had of herself.
“Friends will be supportive and say ‘Your
CV (curriculum vitae) is fine, you are
wonderful’.”

But the reality is, headhunters she spoke to
rarely got back to her despite saying how
interesting her profile is.

With little savings, she also found herself in
the unusual position of basing all her
decisions around her finances — something
she did not do previously.

Read also: It is okay not to be okay
— a lawyer’s take on his mental
wellness amid Covid-19

“There were days where I woke up just
worried about what’s going to happen,” said
Ms Tan, who started working when she was
20 with few breaks in between. “The stress
of not having a job was very new to me.”

Since she lost her job, she has been going
through an emotional rollercoaster. There
are days when she is kind to herself, but far
more days when she wallows in self-doubt.

“There is always a lot of self-doubt going on
in my head,” she said. “I might think that
I'm trying my best, but is that the actual
best or just what I think is best?” 

Read also: Some theatre
freelancers see applications for
Covid-19 relief rejected due to
income classification

Ms Tan is not alone in feeling that the loss
of a livelihood has taken a toll on her mental
health.

Psychologists and social workers whom
TODAY spoke to said they are seeing
more distressed individuals seeking help
due to retrenchment or imminent job loss.

SITUATION WORSENED BY COVID-19
UNCERTAINTY

Read also: The Big Read:
Overcoming their scepticism,
jobseekers find ray of hope in
traineeships amid gloomy job
market

Mr Praveen Nair, a psychologist at Raven
Counselling and Consultancy, said there is a
psychological theory that the Covid-19
pandemic has worsened the mental health
of the retrenched.

“Anything that reminds people of their
mortality or death will cause anxiety,” he
said.

“Imagine if a person is retrenched, they're
already feeling anxiety. At the same time,
you're surrounded by a global pandemic
that reinforces that economies are crashing,
jobs are less, and that you could even die.

Read also: The Big Read: Facing job
uncertainty and online vitriol,
expats in S’pore share their worries
and anxieties

“So you can imagine how that would
heighten any existing levels of anxiety.”

Dr Joel Yang, a clinical psychologist at Mind
What Matters, noted that social distancing
restrictions to curb the spread of Covid-19
— especially those in place during the
circuit breaker — have inadvertently
impaired the social support that one would
normally receive.

"While online alternatives to seeking
professional and social support exist, many
do not feel as comfortable with such tools
and by default would remain isolated," he
said.

Read also: The Big Read: With
globalisation in retreat, Asean can
offer S'pore a way forward in post-
Covid world

TODAY reported earlier this week that calls
to Samaritans of Singapore (SOS), a non-
profit suicide prevention centre, went up by
36 per cent during the circuit breaker
period compared to the same period last
year. 

A total of 10,671 calls were made between
April and June, compared with 7,844 calls
made in that period in 2019. That was the
circuit breaker period when Singapore
imposed stay-home curbs and shut down
most activities to arrest the spread of the
coronavirus, with restrictions lifted at the
start of June.

Separately, SOS chief executive Gasper
Tan told TODAY that from March to
August, it has received an average of 144
calls per month with issues pertaining to job
loss or unemployment — a slight increase
from the average of 141 over the same period
last year. 

Meanwhile, the Ministry of Social and
Family Development (MSF) said the
National Care Hotline had managed over
27,900 calls as of Aug 21. Most of the callers
were adults above 21, and their top concerns
pertained to mental health, marital and
family disputes.

“Many needed emotional support,” said an
MSF spokesperson.

The hotline was set up in April to provide
psychological and emotional support to
people amid the coronavirus pandemic

Ms Audrey Chin, a volunteer duty care
officer with the hotline, said most callers do
not articulate their emotions when they call.
Instead, they enquire about financial
schemes available.

“In Asian culture, generally people are not
as articulate about their emotions as
compared to Western culture,” said Ms
Chin, who is also an associate psychologist
with MSF.

She said that when the volunteers delve
deeper during their conversations, they
discover that the callers have been
retrenched and are concerned about being
able to provide for their families.

She added that it is quite common for these
callers to reveal that being put in such a
situation has caused a lot of anxiety.
“Sometimes (they say), ‘I feel very
depressed and I feel like a failure’,” she
said. 

Ms Lydia Tan, the principal social worker
for voluntary welfare organisation Care
Corner, said regardless of circumstances,
retrenchment can have a negative
psychological impact on any person.

However, with the national and global
economies depressed by Covid-19, she said it
makes it harder for retrenched people to
predict when or how they can get
employment. 

“The challenges of being retrenched during
Covid-19 are amplified due to the
uncertainties, limitations and restrictions
which directly or indirectly perpetuate
isolation and feelings of helplessness and
hopelessness,” she added.

To get through this difficult phase, a
different type of resilience is needed, she
pointed out.

Many of her clients who have struggled with
financial situations for a long time are very
familiar with the resources available for
them, she noted.

“It is this new poor, who are not familiar
with the resources that are available,” she
said, referring to those who have just lost
their jobs.

THE ANGUISH AND ANXIETY OF LOSING
ONE’S JOB

For a 50-year-old permanent resident (PR),
he never expected to be retrenched as he
was the only employee in the purchasing
department of an aviation repair and
overhaul company where he had worked for
over five years.

The Filipino, who declined to be named, said
despite having his pay reduced, he was
eventually let go in early-August.

Among his co-workers who were retrenched
was a man who had been with the company
for 15 years.

“It puts you in a perspective that loyalty is
nothing. You're just part of a statistical
number within the company,” he said. He
admitted to being “a bit bitter” with the
situation as it was his second time being
retrenched in his career.

He added: “The situation really sucks and
while there is no point in dwelling on the
past, it is a bit disheartening.”

He described his financial situation as “good
for now”, but said that if he were to remain
jobless for another two or three months, it
would be a problem for his family of five —
three sons aged 12, 20 and 24, and his 45-
year-old wife.

Adding that he has been having trouble
sleeping, he said: “I think I might be
depressed... Without the support of my
family (my mental health is) not going to be
good… I would be drinking (to cope).”

Mr Wee Toon Hee, 59, has been similarly
losing sleep over worries about his
livelihood.

As a busker who does juggling acts and
freelances as a tour guide on the side, he
has been without income since March when
tighter social-distancing measures were
imposed by the authorities to limit the
spread of the coronavirus. His 50-year-old
wife, who also worked as a tour guide, is not
bringing home the bacon either.

Together, the husband and wife had applied
for the Self-Employed Person Income Relief
Scheme (Sirs), which provides eligible
freelancers with three quarterly cash
payouts of S$3,000 each to tide over the
Covid-19 crisis.

But Mr Wee said that their applications
have been in vain, despite appealing twice.
This has been a point of stress and
frustration for him as he worries about how
to cope with the overheads for his family,
which includes two boys, aged 14 and 17.

Mr Wee said being able to receive the Sirs
payout would not help him totally, but it
would be a great relief and he would not feel
“so distressed”.  

“We’ve saved for the rainy days, but little
did we know that the rainy days would be
(so) long,” said Mr Wee, adding that he is
panicking over his family's finances. “My
savings are actually at a very dangerous
level now. As a matter of fact, I took a loan
from my insurance policy just two weeks
ago.”

Mr Wee did not look for an alternative
source of income earlier, as he was still
harbouring hope that the pandemic would
end soon.

“Never in anybody's imagination that
something could happen and bring the
whole world down to its knees,” said Mr
Wee, who is currently helping his wife with
her home-based baking business.

He is now resigned to the fact that he will
have to give up his passion for busking to
look for another source of income.

“My chips are all down and I don’t have a
choice,” said Mr Wee, though he concedes
that it will not be easy for someone his age
to find another job.

For former aerospace engineer Tang Meng
Kit, the hunt for a new job has left him
feeling anxious and aimless because “you’re
just searching for something”.

“When you’re waiting, hoping for
something… the application you sent a week
ago, can feel like two months (ago),” he said. 

The 33-year-old has a 17-month-old toddler
and a 33-year-old wife who does casual
work. He said that he is feeling scared as he
is getting the keys to his matrimonial home
next week, and is concerned about paying
off the mortgage.

He added it has been frustrating when he
gets told by potential employers that he is
overqualified for a job. “How can someone
way overqualified don’t qualify for the
work?” he said.

As for Ms Sook Tan, she has taken on two
temporary jobs in a bid to ensure that she
can still provide her mother with the same
level of care and comfort as before.

In the day, she does marketing support for
an events production company under a two-
month contract role that ends in mid-
October. At night, she works as a waitress at
a Spanish restaurant.

As she has been working every day for three
weeks, she feels that she may be close to a
burnout. Still, she tries to maintain a strong
front for her mother, who has been asking
her to take a break.

She has avoided sharing her problems with
her friends since they may be going through
their own set of challenges. “Sometimes it
does eat me up inside,” she said. 

Some social workers said job losses have
also resulted in strained familial
relationships and even thoughts of suicide.

Care Corner’s Ms Lydia Tan said she
encountered a young client who had lost her
job in the tourism industry.

As the client could not find a related job, she
accepted a call centre job working from
home.

“However, it was challenging as she needed
a quiet home environment but she lived with
many family members,” Ms Tan said.  “It
created a lot of conflict in the family and it
was stressful for her. She was depressed
over her lower take-home pay and strained
relationships with family.”

Ms Joyz Tan, a senior social worker at the
Fei Yue Family Service Centre, said she and
her colleagues have come across cases
where thoughts of suicide were triggered by
the loss of a job.

“Emotional health can be affected when we
strongly associate our self-worth to our job
or job security,” she said.

Former tour guide and busker Wee Toon Hee has

not had an income for the past six months. He

takes his mind off his worries by gardening. Photo:
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Former aviation engineer Tang Meng Kit was

retrenched from his job in May. He keeps his mind

occupied by reading and spending time with his

family. Photo: Raj Nadarajan/TODAY
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