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SUPPORTING EMPLOYEES IN 
MANAGING STRESS

During crises, our work as Human Resource and Wellness professionals can shift from helping the business or people grow to 
helping employees manage stress, anxiety, or grief.  Many of you have likely already found yourselves doing a lot of supportive 
listening and re-assuring during these uncertain times.  This module is designed to provide you with the techniques to respond 
in meaningful ways to support others.

*Please note, that it is essential for your to care for yourself in order to care for others which is why there is another module focused 
on your own self care.  Remember, we have to put our own oxygen mask on first.  

When supporting employees and helping them navigate their way through stress, anxiety, or grief in response to a crisis, here are 
a few things to consider:

1. Empathy is the ability to understand and share the feelings of another.  When someone comes to you with their experience 
of this crisis, empathy is the most effective tool we have in our toolkit.  It often comes in the form of compassionate listening 
and language.  Here is an example:

Employee: I am feeling incredibly overwhelmed about the long term sustainability of the company in the midst of this 
pandemic.

Listener: It makes sense that you might feel that way.  

Notice that the listener does not belittle or try to fix the other person’s challenges.  There is a simple acknowledgement of 
another person’s struggle.  

2. Listening allows us to be present with another person without having to solve their problems or exert emotional care-
giving that allows for others to feel heard and acknowledged.  As you continue to respond to people’s stress, remember that 
listening is a very powerful tool.  You may become a point person who hears a lot of employees’ stressors. Listening can 
provide you more resilience to continue.

Listening provides people with a sense of connection and safety to be able to speak their truth with someone who is capable 
of withholding judgement.  Here are some ways to be a great listener:

 » Be open-minded to their perspective.

 » Focus on what the other person is saying - don’t allow yourself to be distracted by thoughts of what to say next.

 » Summarize what you hear and ask questions to check your understanding.

 » Try to empathize with them.

 » Avoid trying to offer an immediate solution and be sure not to interrupt
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3. Anxiety can spread; in essence, it is contagious.  The human response to anxiety is primal.  It is part of the body’s natural 
defense system as an alert to a threat, especially something that is unknown, vague, or that we can’t control. Though a 
natural part of who we are as humans, anxiety does present with both physical and mental symptoms.  Therefore, it is 
especially important in times of crisis to help others move to a mental and emotional state of safety.  This can be done in a 
few ways.

 » When someone shares their anxiety and fear with you, ask them to tell you more about it. In doing this, you can 
determine the depth of information they have and whether or not their fear is based on facts.  This also helps the 
individual process how much of what they are feeling is based on factual information. 

 » Acknowledge the fear, and ask the person to consider what might make them feel safe.  This will move them mentally to a 
state of identifying their own needs and determining how many of those are currently being met.  

 » Help them keep in mind that we can’t control everything about a situation and encourage them to change what they can 
and let the rest take its course.

 » Suggest exercise—it’s a great way to relieve tension and help the body feel relaxed or stress management techniques such 
as meditation.

 » Encourage them to avoid the temptation to turn to caffeine, nicotine, alcohol or unprescribed drugs for relief, which can 
make anxiety symptoms worse.    

4. Follow these basic language skills for compassionate caring.  Avoid statements that begin with “at least” as these statements 
portray that one’s feelings or experiences aren’t hard enough or could be worse.  Instead, lean into statements with the words 
or sentiment of “me too.”  When someone says they are hurting, scared, worried, anxious, etc, “me too” becomes an anchor 
of connection.  Connection settles part of our brain and helps us feel more secure and safe.  Here is an example:

Employee: I am really worried about my mother; she has a respiratory illness and has traveled recently.

Unhelpful Response: At least, you have your mother. Lots of people have already lost their parents.

Helpful Response: I can understand that. I lost my mother a couple of years ago, but I would be worried for her if she 
were still alive today.  

There is a flight attendant analogy, created by author Elizabeth Gilbert that is fitting for times like this. Keep in mind that you 
are like the flight attendant during turbulence. When there is turbulence, many people look to the flight attendant to understand 
how concerned they should be.  When the flight attendant is nervous the passengers feel more concerned.  When the flight 
attendant can knowledgeably and honestly explain what is happening in a calm manner while maintaining compassion for the 
passengers everyone feels safer.  

A sense of belonging and connection are basic human needs that you can help fulfill for employees during difficult times using 
the information above. We hope this module has been of help to you as you continue to navigate issues related to COVID-19 
and your business.

WA N T  M O R E?

WELCOA’s Mental Health at the Workplace toolkit is designed to help you 
understand the current state of mental health in the workplace, connect 
with personal stories, learn from high performing organizations and take 
action today.

https://www.welcoa.org/resources/resource-topics/mental-health-at-the-workplace/


