
"Self-insured Workers' Compensation Fund Members"

Mental Health and Work 
Research from the American Psychological Association suggests that, 
across all industries, lower level employees were more likely to 
experience the negative impacts of work-related stress and over 30 
percent have felt fed up with work frequently or more often in the 
past 30 days. 

Issues in the workplace can exacerbate the risk of experiencing mental 
health challenges. Combined, these stressors can make it more difficult 
for workers to get their tasks done; threaten their productivity, 
happiness, and well-being; and lead to burnout. Because of the 
many potential stressors’ employees may be experiencing, a 
comprehensive approach is needed to address stressors throughout the 
community, and senior managers can be part of the solution. 

The goal is to find ways to alleviate or remove stressors in the 
workplace to the greatest extent possible, build coping and 
resiliency supports, and ensure that people who need help know where 
to turn. Reducing workplace stress benefits everyone across an 
organization. It can improve morale and lead to increased productivity, 
fewer sick days, better focus, fewer workplace injuries, enhanced 
quality of life, and improved physical health (e.g., lower blood 
pressure, stronger immune system).
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You can help workers by:

• Being aware and acknowledging that your supervisors and other 
workers may be experiencing heightened levels of loneliness, isolation, 
uncertainty, grief, and stress, and that some workers face extra 
demands, such as working parents; those caring for an elderly, 
medically vulnerable, or disabled family member; and those with 
existing mental health or substance use challenges.

• Identifying what factors are making it harder for supervisors and 
workers to get their jobs done and determining if adjustments can be 
made to lessen the burden.

o Showing empathy and telling workers: They are not alone,

o You recognize the stress they are under

o There is no shame in feeling anxious, an Asking for help is 
important. Employers can reassure workers they are open 
and receptive to discussions about workplace stress by 
creating a safe and trustworthy space.

• Providing access to helpful coping and resilience resources or other 
supportive networks and services if needed.



Set the Stage

• Be flexible about the format—hold a 
conversation over the phone, in-person, or 
via video chat.

• Put away or silence devices and give 
workers your undivided attention.

• Before starting a conversation, ensure that 
you can be positive, supportive, and 
patient and that you have sufficient time 
to dedicate to the conversation.

What to Say
• Reduce stigma upfront by telling workers 

you recognize their stress, and it is normal 
for them to feel anxious.

• Consider sharing an experience about your 
own stress level or mental health to show 
your personal side and make the other 
person feel more comfortable.

• Ask open-ended questions to get the 
conversation started, such as:

o How are you feeling?

o How is it going for you these days?

o How are you keeping in touch with 
your support system (e.g., family 
and friends)?

o Are you struggling with any new 
job-related burdens? If so, do you 
have thoughts about

o what could be done to lessen 
them?

o How can I help?

• Show concern and sympathy and validate 
workers’ feelings by using phrases like “I’m 
so sorry,” “I understand,” “That sounds 
difficult,” or “How can I help?”

• Be respectful of a worker’s privacy and 
understand they might not be open to 
sharing. In this instance, offer resources for 
more information.

How to Listen
• Practice active listening by engaging with 

the person or persons you are talking to 
and showing that you acknowledge and 
understand his/her/their message.

• Respond in a respectful manner without 
being judgmental or defensive about what 
the other person has said.

Below is a list of helpful tips for senior 
managers to keep in mind as they address 
workplace stress.

• Be transparent.

• Avoid using negative or stigmatizing 
language when discussing mental health 
and workplace stress.

• Stay positive. Speak positively around all 
staff, as you never know who might be 
struggling with a mental health condition. 
Encourage supervisors and workers alike to 
use resources available through your 
company’s employee assistance program 
or other publicly available websites (e.g., 
CDC, American Psychiatric Association, 
World Health Organization, and Substance 
Abuse and Mental Health Services 
Administration).

• Listen without judgment. When a staff 
member reaches out to you, listen without 
judgement, and acknowledge their 
feelings. Offer help or resources if available 
and warranted.

• Be understanding and accept that 
supervisors and workers may not be able to 
exhibit the same level of productivity.

• Offer assistance to supervisors and 
workers. Ask whether their workload has 
increased and look for ways to reassign or 
prioritize tasks to help minimize their 
workplace stress. Just because a worker is 
not vocal about an increased workload, it 
does not mean they are not struggling.

• Model exemplary behavior. Be a good role 
model by demonstrating self-care 
behaviors (e.g., getting enough sleep, 
exercising, taking time off), and defining 
and adhering to work schedule boundaries.

• Adequately train supervisors. Train front-
line supervisors about mental health issues 
so they have the skills and confidence to 
have discussions with workers and can 
recognize the signs and symptoms of 
emotional distress.

Use these tips:

• Avoid thinking about what you will say 
next.

• Show that you understand what someone 
is telling you by paraphrasing what you 
heard.

• Ask questions to clarify points.

• Don’t interrupt.

• Acknowledge workers’ feelings. Offer help 
or resources if available and warranted.

Follow-up

• Finish on a positive note. When ending a 
conversation with workers, mention 
something positive the company has 
accomplished because of their work and 
remind them you are available to talk 
more if needed.

• Schedule group meetings. Hold group 
meetings to promote connectedness and 
provide a forum for workers to voice 
concerns, ask questions, and receive 
information about ways to cope with 
stress.

• Take stock of your own mental health. 
Respect the limits of what you can do and 
maintain healthy boundaries to avoid 
becoming overwhelmed by the events at 
hand.

Email Guide and Examples 
As a leader in your organization, you set the 
tone with messaging for how workers will 
respond to workplace stress. Your own sense 
of calm, focus, and self-assurance will play a 
significant role in easing the stress of those 
around you. Use the tips below when drafting 
organization-wide emails:

• As soon as you can, compose and send 
a message to your staff acknowledging 
workplace stress and mental health 
issues and explaining that you want to 
be open about them and find ways to 
reduce stressors and support your staff.

• Communication should take place 
regularly to help alleviate the stress of 
uncertainty and defuse misinformation 
and rumors that might be circulating. 

• Tell staff it is natural to feel stressed, 
encourage them to seek help if needed, 
and explain how they can get help.

• If your organization has an employee 
assistance program, regularly remind 
workers what benefits are included and 
encourage them to use them.

• Emphasize the importance of 
addressing workplace stress and 
supporting worker mental health and 
well-being

What to Say and Ways to Say It

Talking about experiences and feelings can 
help workers cope during challenging times. 
When having a conversation, workers want to 
be heard, acknowledged, and understood. 
Managers/Supervisors may use these tips to 
start a conversation.

• Make sure your body language is open and 
inviting (e.g., face turned toward the 
person you are talking to, eyes open, arms 
and legs not crossed).
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