
Unemployed Chicago 
 
A guide to getting through the economic slump. 
 
It’s happening everywhere, so don’t feel like you’re alone. Got the pink slip? No more 
shifts this week? Regretting quitting your 9-5’r for “the freelance life”? Here’s a few tips 
and suggestions to get you through what will be a slow period through the foreseeable 
future (if you listen to the economists). 
 
Do spend your mornings looking for work or gigs. Apply for two to three positions (or 
more!) a day. It will keep you focused and hopeful for the future. Hit the usual sites like 
careerbuilder, monster and craigslist, but some other handy ones are hot-jobs.com 
(collating job postings from all over the web) and sologig.com for freelance and contract 
work. In the meantime, ask to set up meetings with leaders in your industry, just for a 
quick five to ten minute chat to see how things are looking and if there is a way you can 
fit in down the line. While you’re out and about, meet a former colleague or a good friend 
for lunch. In the evenings, if socializing, stay positive and if you meet someone who 
might be a good connection, ask them if you can email your resume in the morning. It’s 
one thing for someone to know you are available over a few glasses of wine, but it’s 
another to get your very impressive resume in front of them when they are at their desk 
and in work mode. 
 
Got a lot of free time? Build your own website to show off your skills. It’s not an issue of 
ego anymore. Grab your domain name now before someone else does. GoDaddy.com 
seems to have the best rates for domain name purchase and hosting, you can get going for 
a year’s worth of setup for around $70. If YourName.com is taken, take .net or .info and 
get an option on the .com for when it becomes available. Web design is a piece of cake if 
you have iWeb on a new mac, or enlist your “freelancing” web tech friend to throw a 
placeholder up there until you can get your hands on some software or a HTML class. 
Having a website is a great addition to your email signature and shows that you are 
organized and confident about your skills.   
 
Saving money is going to take a few lifestyle changes, but if you appreciate all the 
newfound time you have to yourself, it will be worth it. No more fancy dinners out, sorry. 
Dinner parties are key. Feel free to invite a bit of a potluck spirit too! Most people really 
don’t mind contributing one item to a great dinner so don’t feel guilty about asking. 
Instead of meeting your buddies at that fancy winebar or lounge-y martini joint like you 
used to when the paychecks were for spending, take a Trader Joe’s trip and stock up on 
some nice French wine (the Cote du Rhone is always a hit – and about $5/bottle). Throw 
out a little cheese and crackers and if Top Chef is on – you’ve made a night of it.  
 
Also, sorry, but no new clothes right now. If you MUST get a pair of new jeans, go to TJ 
Maxx and grab twenty pairs that look like they might fit. Choose two. If you’re lucky 
they will be under twenty dollars each. Otherwise, you are going to have to trawl the back 
of the closet and recycle those late nineties gems like they’re new. Throw an old dress 
over some jeans. Take the sleeves off that giant sweater and belt it. Hey clean out your 



closet while you’re at it and donate to those who are worse off than you! Another great 
idea if you have friends with the time and inclination – you can clean out your closets and 
have a party where everyone brings their cast-offs. Mix and match and whatever is 
leftover goes straight to Salvation Army. It might have been a long time since you’ve 
been in a thrift store but there are finds to be had if you can commit to the time and effort. 
Be patient, skim racks for fabrics that catch your eye. They are bursting with winter coats 
right now. So what if a lot of people no longer want their seventies era faux fur trimmed 
jacket? It would look great with your old fedora that you found in the closet.  
 
Grocery shopping is going to be difficult, but one really shouldn’t feel bad about buying 
food. Its how and what you buy that matters. If you live in one of Chicago’s great ethnic 
areas, try the local groceria, the eastern European meat market, the corner fruit stand that 
is expanding. You’ll find great deals on deli items, if you can ignore the odd cow’s head 
or flanks of goat. Also, get your sandwich fixings here – buying pre-sliced cheese is 
wasteful and overpriced. Ditto for pre-sliced deli meats.  Last week I bought a whole 
chicken for about $4. Oven roasted it and took off the choice white meat to make chicken 
salad for sandwiches. The rest of the chicken I threw into a cauldron of water and made a 
delicious soup that stretched for the rest of the week. If you absolutely MUST hit the 
Jewel, Dominic’s or Cub Foods just try to find a Sunday circular first and see what is on 
special. Ditto for the Osco and Walgreen’s. You can usually find a flyer in store. Take a 
minute to look.  
 
Cabin fever is going to be a problem. Its hard when you know you have a lot of work to 
do – troll job sites, update your resume, write cover letters, check the status updates of 
facebook every five seconds. It will help a lot to find a coffeeshop that you feel 
comfortable in. A few hours out of the house every day will make you feel normal. And 
the fresh air is great for your soul. After four pm, you can make the move to a tavern with 
w-fi. But only until dinnertime! Its basically just good to be out and about, because you 
never know who you might meet or bump into. Plus, it keeps you socialized, even if the 
only person you speak to is the barista when you gargle over your drink order. 
 
But basically, the best way to make that dollar stretch is to self entertain. And when you 
are ready to take a break from the mindless searching and networking, there are some 
great big city options. Almost all of our great museums have free days, and you have no 
excuse for not taking an afternoon to go expand your mind. They are listed at 
cityofchicago.org, but for example right now the Adler Planetarium, the Field Museum, 
the MCA, the Museum of Science and Industry and the Shedd Aquarium are all free on 
Tuesdays. Take a brisk walk in your local park with your digital camera and post your 
works of art online. See a matinee and write a review on your blog. Pick a neighborhood, 
such a Hyde Park, Rogers Park, or Oak Park, and make a weekend adventure with a 
friend.  
 
This too shall pass, this economic slump, we hope. And you will be better off for the time 
to yourself to get refreshed, get organized, and reflect on how you would really rather 
spend your days. Not everyone gets this opportunity – so embrace it! 
 



 


