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Layoff Financial Survival Guide: 90-Day
Plan to Stay Stable and Bounce Back

Know what to do in the first 48 hours, the first month, and the next 90 days if
a paycheck disappears unexpectedly. Layoffs create a financial and emotional
pileup at the exact moment decision quality is weakest. Health insurance,
unemployment filing, severance timing, bill prioritization, and retirement
accounts can all become urgent at once. This guide gives you the timeline
and scripts to move quickly without making expensive mistakes.

1. Foundation

A layoff is a timing problem, a cash problem, and an insurance problem all at once. The
first 48 hours matter because deadlines start immediately: severance decisions, benefits
access, unemployment claims, and health coverage windows do not wait for you to feel
ready. The right approach is to freeze unnecessary spending, gather documents, and
build a runway before you make any irreversible choices.

Your first task is to identify the real cash runway. That means checking checking
accounts, savings, any severance, earned but unpaid wages, deferred compensation,
and any automatic expenses that will continue. Then estimate the monthly burn rate for
the next three to six months, not the old version of life. Once you know the runway, you
can decide how aggressively to search, whether to pull back on discretionary spending,
and how much flexibility you actually have.

Insurance decisions need deadlines. COBRA usually has a 60-day election window, but
premiums can be expensive, so it should be compared against ACA marketplace
coverage. An involuntary job loss is usually a special enrollment event on the ACA
marketplace, which means you may be able to buy coverage outside the normal open-
enrollment period. If the layoff affects a 401(k), you may have several options besides
cashing out: leave it in place, roll it to an IRA, or roll it into a new employer plan.
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The goal is not to optimize every dollar on day one. The goal is to protect cash, keep
insurance continuous, file for benefits, and create a job-search budget that lets you stay
active without burning through savings. A clean plan lowers panic and keeps the next
decisions smaller.

2. Step-by-Step System

Do The First 48 Hours Triage

Make a written list before you start clicking through email or benefit portals.
Confirm the exact layoff date, whether there is severance, when health coverage
ends, what happens to unused PTO, and how to reach HR or the benefits team.
Download pay stubs, the summary plan description, the 401(k) log-in, the health
plan card, and any severance paperwork. Save it all in one folder so you do not
have to search later.

Freeze nonessential spending for the next two weeks. That means subscriptions,
travel, home upgrades, and any purchase that is not obvious survival or work
search. Tell your bank or card company about any fraud concerns, because you will
be busier and less likely to notice odd charges. Then write the exact next three
calls or forms that must happen by date.




File For Unemployment Immediately

Submit the unemployment claim as soon as the state allows it. Do not wait for
severance to settle out unless the state specifically requires that timing. The
amount and duration vary by state, but the key idea is the same: the benefit can
create a partial income floor while you search. If you are unsure about the filing
order, document the dates and call the state office or check the state website first.

If the severance affects eligibility, ask whether the amount is treated as wages over
time or a lump sum. Keep the confirmation in writing. Also note any work-search
requirements, weekly certifications, and the documents the state will ask for later.
Unemployment is administrative; treat it like a recurring bill and put it on the
calendar.

Compare COBRA And ACA

COBRA keeps the same employer plan, which can be helpful if you have active
treatment, a complex medication list, or a deductible you are close to meeting. The
tradeoff is price, because the employer subsidy usually disappears and you may
pay the full premium. ACA marketplace coverage can be cheaper, especially if your
income drops enough to qualify for subsidies, and involuntary job loss usually
opens a special enrollment path.

Check the election deadline, premium due dates, provider network, deductible,
prescription coverage, and whether your doctors are in network. If you can finish
the year with a less expensive marketplace plan, write out the total annual cost. If
continuity matters more than cost, write that down too. The best choice is the one
that protects your health without creating an unnecessary cash crisis.




Choose The Best 401(k) Option

A 401(k) is not a cash account, and cashing it out is usually the most expensive
move because taxes and penalties can apply. The common options are to leave the
money in the old plan, roll it to an IRA, or roll it into a new employer plan if the new
plan accepts transfers. Pick the option that gives you the best control, lowest fees,
and easiest future management.

If you need the money for living expenses, pause before moving it. A forced
distribution or early withdrawal can create a tax bill at the worst possible moment.
Rolling to an IRA usually preserves flexibility and keeps the retirement money
separate from emergency cash. If the old plan has strong funds and low fees,
leaving it in place temporarily can be fine as long as you keep track of it.

Build A Six-Month Runway Calculator

Add up liquid cash, severance, unemployment, spouse or partner income, and any
reliable side income. Then subtract the essentials: housing, utilities, food,
insurance, minimum debt payments, transportation, phone, childcare, and work
search costs. Do not use the old spending pattern. Use the survival pattern you can
actually maintain while unemployed.

A six-month runway calculator works best when you create three versions: bare-
bones, realistic, and comfortable. Bare-bones is survival. Realistic includes normal
life plus search costs. Comfortable includes a little margin so panic does not force
bad decisions. Knowing which version you are in helps you decide how wide your
job search can be and how quickly to cut spending.




Use A Job-Search Financial Strategy

Treat the search like a funded project. Set a weekly budget for commuting, coffee
meetings, résumé updates, interview clothes, and any upskilling you truly need.
Reserve time for applications, networking, and follow-up. If the runway is short,
prioritize higher-probability roles and referrals over broad spray-and-pray
applications. If the runway is longer, you can be more selective without losing
momentum.

Protect your energy by making the financial plan do the worrying for you. Review
the runway once a week, not five times a day. Use the information to decide
whether to cut another subscription, negotiate a bill, or pause a nonessential
expense. Job search quality improves when the household knows the plan and the
next review date.

3. Key Worksheets & Checklists




1. Six-Month Runway Calculator

Item Amount

Liquid cash Checking, savings, and money-market
balances.

Severance / final pay Net amount and expected date.

Monthly essentials Housing, utilities, food, insurance,
debt minimums, transportation,
childcare, and search costs.

Monthly runway Total resources divided by monthly
essentials.

Trigger Write the number that means you
must cut spending or accelerate
income.

. Inmediate Action Checklist
Save all layoff and severance documents.
Confirm when health coverage ends.
File unemployment as soon as eligible.
Check COBRA and ACA deadlines.
Review 401(k) choices before touching the money.

Freeze nonessential spending for two weeks.




3. Job-Search Budget Tracker
Category Monthly cap

Transportation Set a cap.

Clothing / grooming Set a cap.

Training / tools Set a cap.

Networking Set a cap.

4. Common Mistakes

Waiting too long to file benefits

Unemployment, COBRA, and ACA all
have deadlines. Waiting can turn an
annoying process into an expensive
mistake.

Choosing insurance only on
premium

The cheapest plan is not always the
cheapest if it excludes your doctors or
medications.

5. Next Steps

Notes

Interviews, parking,
transit, mileage.

Only what is needed for
interviews.

Only if it improves
placement odds.

Coffee meetings and
small professional costs.

Cashing out retirement money

A 401(k) is usually the last account
you want to raid. Compare rollovers
before taking a taxable distribution.

Searching without a budget

A job search funded by anxiety
becomes random. Put numbers on the
search so the household knows what
is allowed.




After the first week, review cash, insurance, and job-search spending every seven days

until income restarts. If the layoff changes your monthly budget, run it through the
Budget Calculator and keep the full tool library handy for future planning.
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