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Coping with and  
Managing Anger
“I’m just mad at the world...”

What’s Anger?
It’s an emotional response, rational or irrational. 
Individuals have different thresholds for anger, 
triggers for that emotion, and a continuum of 
responses.

Physical Impact
Anger has measurable outcomes on body  
functioning, and once felt, these physical  
sensations can upset a person even more.

• Increased heart rate, blood pressure,  
breath rate

• Muscle tension

• Tunnel vision

• Changes in brain chemistry

What Happens to You When Angry:  
Fight or Flight (or Freeze)
What does your amygdala have to say?

• Amygdala: located in the middle area of the 
brain and plays a large role in emotion and 
response to danger.

The amygdala controls initial, automatic  
response, or “flight or fight.” This is a primal  
instinct developed to save your life in  
threatening situations.

Your frontal cortex responds second:

• Frontal cortex is associated with logic,  
reason, and judgment.

• Secondary response involves coping  
strategies and having a choice in how  
to respond.

A brief instant exists between experience and 
response…

The ABCs: 
Activating Event / Belief / Consequence
We often forget the time between a stimulus and 
our response. Beliefs can be thoughts, emotions, 
or sensations in the body. How you process these 
thoughts or emotions largely determines your 
reaction in a given situation.

Response doesn’t have to be immediate, but,  
instead, it can be measured.

• Fully identify the event and be objective in 
fleshing out details. What significance does 
this event have now? Long-term?

• Identify several different interpretations of the 
event. Is anger even the rational emotion for 
this situation?

• Identify all of your possible responses. More 
than likely, you have multiple  
choices in the situation.

The effects of anger on physiology can persist for 
hours. Adrenaline and hypertension can take  
significant time to normalize. Resolution of anger 
can take even longer.

In the moment: remember the ABCs and try to 
reframe.

What to do with anger: (Time, Talk, Process)  
Take time to think; Talk through the issue;  
Process the experience.
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How to respond to someone who is angry.
Antonio was in one of his moods again, being 
abrasive with co-workers and short with  
customers. He seemed angry most of the time at 
work and the slightest thing would set him off.  
Today there had been a miscommunication on 
who was to complete each task, and Antonio  
perceived that he had again received a raw deal. 
He was slamming supplies onto a shelf in the 
back and when Lucy asked for his help up front, 
Antonio unleashed a flurry of curses in her  
direction. After this situation, Antonio’s manager 
asked him to come talk.

1. First, calmly assure Antonio that this is  
a conversation and not a lecture or  
punishment. 

2. Next, share some of your observations of  
Antonio’s behavior. Perhaps include  
observations of co-workers as long as the  
information isn’t an accusation and that you 
do not specify which co-worker said what. 

3. Then, start neutrally by saying something like, 
“How are things going? Do you have a lot of 
stress right now? Could you tell me a bit about 
why you might be angry?” When addressing 
someone who is angry, it’s best to approach 
them with calmness and understanding. 

4. Now, listen. Pay close attention to what  
Antonio is telling you and ask clarifying  
questions. Then, reflect back (summarize) 
what you have heard from Antonio asking, 
“Have I got it right?” 

5. Refer Antonio to some of the information 
above and affirm that he’s a valued  
employee and that he can get help with  
his anger, perhaps in therapy.

Anger, like grief or anxiety, is a rather universal 
emotion. In response to something, hurtful,  
unexpected, or unwanted, anger can arise,  
often stemming from more primitive portions of 
the brain. 

When angered, try not to respond instantly.  
Instead, place your hand on your stomach and 
take a breath in through your nose. Breathe in 
as deeply as you can, counting each second. 
Pause with a full stomach. Notice your hand. Now, 
exhale. Try to exhale one count longer than you 
inhaled. 

Repeat this process several times until you feel 
calm and comfortable in making a decision. 
Admittedly, this technique may prove difficult to 
accomplish in the moment. Still, if at all possible, 
remember your ABCs and pause before  
responding.
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The Many Faces of Anxiety
“Why am I so on edge?”

Feeling anxiety?
Annually, over 40 million Americans have issues 
of anxiety which negatively affect their wellbeing. 
This makes anxiety the most common mental 
disorder. Factors contributing to anxiety include  
genetics, life experiences, individual 
 characteristics, and brain chemistry.

There are several diagnoses for anxiety.  
Including, but not limited to, the following:

• Obsessive-Compulsive Disorder (OCD)

• Panic Disorder

• Specific Phobia

• Generalized Anxiety Disorder (GAD)

• Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD)

Each of these diagnoses (and the rest of the  
anxiety disorders) have different criteria, but  
importantly, they are all treatable when  
diagnosed properly.

However, each version of anxiety has the  
hallmark symptom of intense fear or worry about 
a future event or potential event.

What if the anxiety isn’t to the level of  
requiring a diagnosis? 
First of all, it still hurts. Second, experiencing  
anxiety can lead to poor memory, lack of focus,  
irritability, seeming frazzled, poor work  
attendance, etc. Third, anxiety brings with it  
many highly undesirable physical symptoms like  
sweating, clammy hands, feeling your heart beat 
and beat quickly, poor sleep, poor appetite, feeling 
shaky or scared, and, in some cases, panic attacks.

Panic attacks are an overwhelming of the mind’s 
ability to think and generate reason because 
the body is convinced it’s under life-threatening 
distress. This reaction is a fight or flight response 
triggered in the amygdala.

How to approach someone you suspect may 
be experiencing anxiety.
Scott was running late again. He’d missed his 
past two shifts because he was having trouble 
being away from home. When he was at work, 
Scott seemed to have difficulty remembering and 
completing tasks. He would seemingly get to one 
task and stay at it until it was perfect, regardless 
of what else needed his attention. When  
confronted about his time management, Scott 
grumpily agreed to do better, but was soon f 
lustered with the demands of the job. Scott’s 
manager, Mandy, knew that Scott was a  
dedicated, capable employee, so she brought  
him into her office to talk.

Some pointers when talking to Scott:

• This isn’t a confrontation, but a discussion.

• The only proper assumption is that Scott is 
competent.

1. Begin by checking in — “Scott, thanks for 
talking to me. How have you been?”  
Scott may be non-descript or just respond, 
“Okay.” Gently probe a bit deeper. 

2. You might then relay some of your own  
observations to Scott along with observations 
of his co-workers (leaving out their names, of 
course). Stress that these are concerns, not 
accusations. 

3. Now, listen. What are you learning from Scott? 
Reflect back (summarize) to Scott what you 
have heard him say, ending in some version of, 
“Have I got all that correct?” 
 
Reflective listening is an invaluable tool in  
engaging someone and making them feel 
heard and understood. 
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4. Next, affirmation. Empathize with and affirm 
Scott by saying, “That must be miserable,  
being fearful all the time. Your brain must be 
exhausted. It must be really concerning, not 
being able to leave the house. How frustrating 
that must be.” 
 
Mentioning strengths could be beneficial, too. 
“It’s impressive that you still made your shift 
today when it was hard just to leave the house. 
I know how hard you work, and I appreciate it.” 

5. Then normalize Scott’s situation to show he’s 
not alone. Share with him some of the  
statistics previously mentioned. Do you  
personally or do you know someone else in 
your life who experiences high anxiety? Teach 
Scott that anxiety can come from any  
number of sources and that, importantly, it 
can be treated and eliminated. 

6. Now, listen again. 

• Ask Scott what he thinks about what you 
said and listen to how he is talking now. 

• See if he has any questions (even if you can’t 
answer them). 

• Ask him if he needs any accommodations, 
when feasible, from you, be it a temporary 
reduction in duties, or any other form of 
accommodation to relieve his anxiety and 
improve his work performance.

Anxiety comes from an adaptive, evolutionarily 
important place. It’s part of the body’s survival  
system, and everyone has it to some degree.  
However, too much anxiety can overwhelm the 
system. In that case, breathing exercises and 
mindfulness practices can help quiet the distress. 

 
There’s a pair of structures in the brain that are 
responsible for creating a majority of the anxiety 
an individual feels, the amygdala. These structures 
are found near the middle of the brain and react 
to danger, real or perceived. This function evolved 
over millennia. When our ancestors saw a  
sabertooth tiger, their amygdala alerted them 
that the situation was dangerous, and it activated 
the fight or flight response. 

Fight or flight is the body’s way of determining 
how to respond to a threat. However, in  
inordinately high levels of anxiety, such as those in 
the disorders listed above, the amygdala becomes 
non-adaptive and hurtful. 

Although the system can go haywire, the  
amygdala can learn. Therefore, while anxiety  
problems are common, they are also treatable. 
Finding the right therapist, medication, or  
combination can be very beneficial. 

Finally, learn a breathing technique or  
mindfulness exercise and use these techniques  
in times of heightened anxiety.
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Disagreements and Amends
“I just get so mad sometimes...”

Communication and Conflict Resolution
Communication requires at least two people.  
Effective communication takes at least two  
people listening.

• Is your workplace full of arguments or  
confrontations?

• What’s your initial reaction to someone  
who angers you? Do you lash out, get  
argumentative, or withdraw?

• Do you finish conversations feeling  
understood? Did you get your point across?  
Did you understand the other person?

Language is very powerful, and our phrasing 
can drastically alter the other person’s reactions. 
Watch your words, especially when angry. What’s 
said will always be said.

Is profanity necessary? Sometimes, maybe, but 
name calling is never productive. Think to  
yourself, “Would I use the same words with a 
loved one?”

Nonverbal, body language can send messages 
as well. 

• Body posture: Are you open or are your arms 
crossed; ready to talk or fight?

• Facial expression: Smirks and eyebrows  
can connote language. Even micro- 
expressions can be perceived. These are  
expressions such as eye-rolls, shrugs, or  
raising eyebrows. 

• Inflection: Are you subtly (or not)  
conveying a thought or emotion?

The point isn’t to avoid all types of reaction to  
another’s actions. But, responding logically and 
with a cool head is usually more productive when 
it comes to communicating.

Unfortunately, we can’t control another’s actions 
or emotions, as everyone is entitled to an opinion 
and perspective of his or her own. However, the 
other person is likely to be affected by your  
demeanor. If you offer an open stance of  
communication, the other person may as well.  
An open communication stance includes:

• Willingness to calmly exchange ideas

• Being open to a different perspective

• Not volatile or hot-headed—even rage can be 
expressed in a positive manner

How to disarm a conflict.
Jamal and Anthony were at each other’s throats 
again, arguing over something one thought the 
other did wrong. It was the fourth confrontation 
this week and it was starting to negatively impact 
production and their co-workers. It was usually a 
war of words between the two, but today, Anthony 
shoved Jamal out of the way when Anthony was 
sweeping. The disputes seemed to focus on work 
tasks, but the manager, Cheryl, knew that Jamal 
and Anthony go to the same school and that they 
used to be friends. As such, Cheryl decided to 
bring them in for a talk.

1. Start by bringing Jamal and Anthony in  
separately to get both sides of the story  
without the other there to interrupt. 

2. Now, listen. Pay careful attention to both  
people and do your best to empathize with 
their separate situations by saying phrases 
like, “That must have hurt your feelings. I can 
tell you are really upset. It must be difficult to 
get along right now.” 
 
Do this process with each person separately, 
gather as much information about the  
confrontation as possible, and empathize  
with and engage both people.
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3. After each party has had their turn telling the 
story as they see it, bring in the pair together 
for some mediation.  
 
Set ground rules at the outset: no  
interrupting, no name calling, they must listen 
with respect and without getting volatile. 

4. Now, listen again. Let them do most of the 
talking. You act more like a referee. Ask each 
person to reflect back (basically summarize) 
what they have heard from the other person. 

5. Try to end on an affirming note, even if the 
situation isn’t completely resolved. You could 
say, “I appreciate you both being willing to sit 
down and talk this through. You’re both good 
employees and we could really use you two.” 
 
There is a simple sentence stem that may help 
in the mediation: an “I statement.”

I Feel Statements: 
The purpose of “I statements” is to defuse a  
situation. In a heated moment, first breathe  
deeply, in through your nose and out through 
your mouth. This will help to calm and center you 
on what you intend to say. 

When you are calm use this phrasing: “I feel…
when you…because.” This can be a simple way to 
not only calm a situation, but to own what you are 
feeling. You own the feeling, tell the person what’s 
directly associated with the feeling, and then you 
can specify. 

For example, “I feel angry when you push me out 
of the way because it’s disrespectful.” With this 
formulation, people get to have their power and 
agency while calmly addressing the  
confrontation.

Grief Following Loss
“I miss them so much.”

Grief
Unfortunately, grief and loss are natural human 
conditions that we can’t avoid. Loss can come in 
many ways: death of a loved one, loss of a  
relationship, the death of a beloved pet, loss of  
a job, a missed opportunity, etc.

Grief affects people in different ways and one loss 
that devastates someone may have little effect on 
someone else. However, grief is complicated, and 
the process should be respected regardless of its 
origins.

Grieving individuals can feel sad, lonely, angry, 
and they may even try to bargain with a  
higher power for the return of what was lost.  
Each of these emotions can be intermixed or  
cycled through. Grief has no time limit and no 
single way of successful completion.

When speaking to a grieving individual, take your 
cues from the griever. If they’re sad, let them be 
sad. Sit with them in it. If the person is angry, let 
them vent. If the individual is bargaining or  
pleading, listen to them and empathize with how 
unfair life can be.

Try not to use counteractive strategies such as the 
following:

• “It’s okay. Everything will be fine.”

• “He’s so not worth it. You should have dumped 
him!”

• “It was just a dog.”

• “You’ll have another job next week.”

Though these statements may be well  
intentioned, they cut off the grieving person  
from actually grieving. Support is great, but try 
not to negate emotion.
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Don’t ignore the situation if a worker is grieving. 
Hoping that the situation just resolves itself robs 
the person of potentially crucial support. At the 
same time, perhaps the individual grieves  
intensely alone, so we should respect that wish as 
well. Again, reach out and take their cues.

How to approach someone who is grieving.
Rosa was five minutes late again for her shift and 
she seemed to be in no hurry to start work. She’d 
been an outstanding employee, but her entire 
demeanor changed about a month ago. At work, 
she rarely smiled or engaged with others. She  
frequently forgot which task to perform, and she 
no longer volunteered for additional tasks as she 
once did. Rosa’s co-worker, Alice, grew concerned 
about her, but she didn’t know how to address the 
situation. Instead, Alice confided in the manager 
who asked Rosa to come speak with her. Turns 
out, Rosa’s grandmother had passed away the 
previous month.

1. Start with the assumption, “Rosa is  
competent.” Begin by checking in—  
“Rosa, thanks for talking to me. How have 
you been?” Rosa may respond with a sullen, 
“Okay.” Gently probe a bit deeper. 

2. Then relay some of your own observations 
to Rosa along with what some of her  
co-workers have noticed (leaving out their 
names, of course). Stress that these are  
concerns, not accusations, a lecture, or some 
kind of punishment. 

3. Now, listen. Really listen to Rosa. In fact, do 
more listening than talking. It’s alright to ask 
questions but be respectful and don’t just 
ask so you can know. Make the conversation 
meaningful for her. 
 
Use simple phrases like, “She sounds like an 
amazing person. You must have really loved 
her.” 

4. Next, affirmation. Empathize with Rosa by 
saying something like, “That must be so hard; 
I can see the pain on your face. You must be 
exhausted after dealing with all this. I can see 
your strength even when you’re hurting.” 

5. Then normalize Rosa’s situation by sharing 
with her some of the information outlined 
previously. Tell her that grieving is a natural 
process following a loss and that there’s no 
shame in that process. 
 
Have you personally grieved a loss, or do you 
know someone else in your life who has? Show 
Rosa that she has people who care about her 
and that she can find support through these 
hard times. 

As all things come to one end or another, the 
grieving of something lost is inevitable. It’s  
important for this process to occur and can very 
readily be done with a therapist of some kind. 
Grief can become all-encompassing and could 
easily affect work performance. 

Taking the step of reaching out to Rosa may be 
just the encouragement she needs to seek  
counseling or other support in expressing her 
grief. As one of only a handful of universal human 
experiences, loss can be extremely painful,  
regardless of the source. The subsequent grief can 
be largely helped or hurt by those around us.
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Providing Dignity for All
“What do I say?”

Integrating Disability: 
Perspectives and Language
Acquiring or having a disability can lead to loss 
of independence and autonomy, negatively af-
fecting life satisfaction. On top of that, bias from 
able-bodied people can drastically affect  
a person with a disability. 

Medical and psychological measurements are the 
basis for government policies and insurance  
company’s coverage. There are several constructs 
of disability, but we’ll cover just two—benchmark 
cases include: 

• The Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA, 
1990) (Title II)

• The Rehabilitation Act of 1973 (Section 504)

These cases define what must be done for  
accommodations, however holes in the law left 
businesses and individuals trying to figure out  
the right ways to accommodate people with 
disabilities. Compliance is an issue and biases still 
exist.

Accommodation doesn’t always equal inclusion—
social inclusion doesn’t necessarily occur. So, 
including people with disabilities is important.  
If a disability is purely a medical concern, society 
can abdicate responsibility. Try to see people’s  
disabilities as part of a whole, not just a diagnosis.

Biopsychosocial Design

• Biology: genetics

• Psychological: mental processes

• Social: interaction with environment

These characteristics combine to affect the  
impact and scope of a disability. Each area  
affects the other.

Being Person-First: What’s in a Word?
We want to avoid language that implies the  
person as a whole is disabled. Examples: 

• Mentally ill person vs. person with a mental 
disability

• Disabled person vs. person with a disability

Also, avoid equating people with their condition.

• The retarded vs. the person with a  
developmental disability

• Paraplegics vs. people with paraplegia

Avoid overtly negative language that connotes 
pity.

• Afflicted with multiple sclerosis vs.  
has multiple sclerosis

• Suffers from seizures vs. experiences seizures

• Victim of a stroke vs. had a stroke

• Wheelchair-bound vs. uses a wheelchair

• Special needs vs. operates differently 
(Over 40 million people in the U.S. have  
disabilities. Is it really special if so many  
people need it?)

Empathy and advocacy are far different than 
pity. 
Describing what a person can’t do as a problem 
instead of a need takes power and agency away 
from the individual with the disability. Instead, 
describe what a person can do or what they need 
instead of a form of deficit or failure. Examples:

• He uses a wheelchair vs. he can’t walk

• She needs large print vs. she is sight impaired

• He uses voice recognition software vs.  
he can’t type
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Also, avoid labeling people with disabilities as  
patients or invalids. There are several  
unacceptable terms when speaking to someone 
with a disability. Some unacceptable slurs include:

• Cripple

• Deformed

• Crazy

• Retard

Person-First Language

• Speak directly to the person with the disability.

• Be patient and respectful; do not speak for  
the person.

• It’s ok to ask, but don’t assume a person wants 
assistance.

• Don’t pretend to understand if you can’t  
understand what a person is saying.

• Sit down (if possible) when speaking at length 
with someone using a wheelchair.

Person-first language isn’t an attempt to be  
long-winded or overly politically correct. The point 
is to offer agency and respect to all people.  
Individuals with disabilities shouldn’t be  
considered overly courageous just because they’re 
out and about. You might find it inspirational to 
see them, but they’re just going about their lives. 

Try to use language that’s inclusive and not overly 
negative, and, instead, see the strengths of the 
individual. More than that, see the person. No 
matter what condition the person has or how they 
might look or present, they are a person first,  
deserving dignity, respect, and attention. They’ve 
come to you for a service just like any able-bodied 
customer.

Acceptable vs Unacceptable

He has Down’s Syndrome He’s retarded

She uses a wheelchair She’s wheelchair-bound

The boy has autism He’s autistic

He has a physical disability He’s crippled
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Taking Care of Yourself So  
You Can Help Others
“I just need a break.”

Self-Care
To avoid burnout caused by stress, anxiety, or 
frequent exhaustion, practicing self-care can be 
pivotal. Experiencing a high stress load can affect 
you emotionally, physically, and psychologically.

• Emotionally, burnout can make us less able 
to cope with stressors and unable to deal with 
the emotionality of various situations.

• Physically, burnout can affect your immune 
system and make you more susceptible to 
physical abnormalities, for instance,  
digestion or fatigue.

• Psychologically, burnout can lead to an  
inability to concentrate, it can affect  
memory, and create sleep disturbances.

Burnout can come from many different areas of 
life, including work, school, your home life, or  
your relationships.

How to recognize burnout and the need  
for self-care.

• Finding less enjoyment in activities

• Mental fatigue when considering certain  
responsibilities

• Not fulfilling responsibilities

• Becoming lackadaisical regarding certain 
tasks

• Showing up late with no enthusiasm to  
perform given tasks

• A complete mental and physical  
withdrawal from responsibilities

• Apathetic attitude toward responsibilities

Causes of burnout:

• Not enough down time

• A very repetitive work assignment

• Not feeling connected to your work

Reducing burnout is simple: practice better self-
care. What do you enjoy doing? What brings you 
peace of mind? Perhaps getting outdoors, being 
active, hanging with family and friends, taking 
a walk, performing breathing or mindfulness 
techniques, playing with a pet, reading a book, or 
zoning out and watching some television could all 
be forms of self-care. 

Your options for practicing self-care are almost 
limitless! If it takes your mind off what has you 
burned out, self-care can be just about anything 
that isn’t destructive, illegal, or immoral.

Why harp on self-care? Being in a constant stage 
of burnout can have drastic impacts. Not  
practicing self-care can lead to anger, depression, 
anxiety, and more. Plus, self-care can be beneficial 
for your health, while also being enjoyable.
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How to address someone you suspect is 
burned out, or in need of self-care.
Latoya was starting her second shift of the day.  
In fact, she’d worked doubles every day this week. 
Her manager, Tom, was very grateful for the help, 
but he was growing concerned that she might 
actually be working too much. In speaking with 
Latoya, Tom learned that not only was Latoya 
picking up extra shifts, but she’d also been forced 
to take on much more responsibility at home  
because her mother is sick. Tom was hesitant to 
address his concerns with Latoya because she  
was such a great employee, but he decided her 
personal health outweighed the company’s  
needs at this point.

1. Bring Latoya in for a conversation, not  
accusations. Begin by checking in— “Latoya, 
thank you for speaking with me. How are you? 
You’ve seemed a bit stressed lately.” Latoya will 
likely be nervous or evasive, so gently delve 
deeper. 

2. At this point, it may be good for you to share 
some of your own observations along with 
de-identified, non-accusatory observations 
from other co-workers.  
 
Then, share some of the facts illustrated  
previously with an emphasis on identifying 
burnout. Help Latoya see the detriments to all 
work and no self-care. 

3. Now, listen. Try to understand Latoya and her 
various stressors. Ask questions when  
necessary, but only to clarify, not pry. 

4. Ask her what she thinks about what you’ve 
said. Does she have any ideas for self-care  
activities? Can you add recommendations for 
Latoya to try? 
 
Does she realize the importance of taking care 
of herself and avoiding burnout so that she 
can successfully work, provide for her family, 
and take care of herself? 

5. Latoya could benefit from some work  
accommodations, like fewer shifts or fewer 
hours. This could become complicated if  
she needs to maintain a specific income.  
 
Perhaps self-care could look like Latoya  
carving out just thirty minutes for herself, 
during which time she can relax in any way 
she sees fit.

Self-care is crucial to avoid burnout, which can 
negatively impact relationships, work, and  
enjoyable life in general. Self-care can look like any 
relaxing activity that rejuvenates a person.  
Working non-stop, taking care of family with  
no breaks, going to school year-round, or being in 
permanently stressful or combative relationships 
can all take their toll. Further, there are multiple 
other combinations of stressors that could lead to 
burnout. 

Taking care of yourself isn’t selfish. Instead,  
self-care allows you the time, energy, willpower, 
and empathy to care for others. As the flight  
attendants say, “Affix your own mask before  
helping others.” If you pass out (burnout) then  
you can’t fulfill your duties and, more importantly, 
you can’t fully enjoy life—a right that you have,  
regardless of level of responsibilities.
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Get to Sleep
“Why can’t I sleep?”

Sleep Hygiene
Having trouble sleeping? Here are some  
guidelines:

• Your bed is for sleeping — not eating,  
working, watching TV, etc.

• Try to go to bed near the same time every 
night.

• Sleep in a place that’s cool and very dark.  
Curtains closed, no outside lights, no house 
lights visible, and cover LED lights.

• White noise may help, like a fan or noise  
machine.

• Give yourself 20 minutes to fall asleep in bed. 
After 20 minutes, get out of bed until you feel 
sleepy. (Try some of the before-bed  
recommendations and repeat this process  
as needed.)

Things to avoid right before bed or when you’re 
trying to fall asleep:

• Don’t watch TV—this may be a stimulus and 
the light will affect your circadian rhythm, 
keeping you awake.

• Don’t exercise—raising your heart rate is  
counterproductive.

• Don’t take a hot shower—your body naturally 
lowers its temperature for sleep, so taking a 
hot shower before bed is generally  
counterproductive.

• No caffeine or nicotine—they’re both  
stimulants. 

• No heavy meals before sleep.

• Don’t nap within two to four hours before 
sleep—may be difficult, but necessary if you 
want to sleep at night.

 

Before Bed Activities:

• Sit quietly in a dark room—sounds  
depressing, but the point is no stimulus.

• Breathing exercises—deep breathing may  
promote yawning.

• Systematic relaxation—tense/relax your body, 
starting by clenching your feet muscles and 
releasing. Do this with all muscle groups from 
toes to forehead. Literally tense the muscle for 
a count of five, then relax for a count of five.

• Listen to ambient music (preferably with  
no lyrics).

• Journal your day’s experience.
 
Wake up at the same time, no matter what! 
It’s difficult sometimes, but the worst-case  
scenario is one bad day. Waking up and going to 
bed at the same time every day helps set a proper 
circadian rhythm, though it’s sometimes  
frustrating. Stick with the sleep hygiene program. 
It may take some practice.

How to address someone you suspect is 
sleep-deprived. 
Bring concerns, not accusations. Perhaps start 
the conversation by asking about things at home, 
school, or in relationships. The person you’re 
addressing may be defensive or nervous, having 
been confronted by a supervisor. Also, their ability 
to reason or have an in-depth conversation may 
be hindered by the lack of sleep. As such, be  
patient and understanding as you walk the  
person through the sleep hygiene guidelines. 
Offering the individual a copy of these guidelines 
could be beneficial. 

Finally, if possible, ask the person if they need any 
workplace accommodations, such as a later shift 
time or maybe some time off. With better sleep, 
their job performance may improve.
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The Good, the Bad, and 
the Ugliness of Stress
“I’m so stressed that I can’t function.”

Stress
Stress exists on a continuum:  
Distress <--> Eustress 
(Negative Stress <--> Positive stress)

A stressor is a pressure or strain emotionally,  
physically, or psychologically. Stressors can be  
diverse, with people experiencing different 
thresholds and each stressful event building up 
over time (1+1+1+1…Boom!).

Different types of stress can be useful or  
maladaptive. Possible benefits:

• Heightened awareness

• More focus on work/projects

• Drive to alleviate stressor

• Is short in duration

Negative stress (or distress) is harmful if  
experienced for a long period of time because 
it drains energy reserves and suppresses the 
immune system. As mentioned, these negative 
stressors can build over time, instead of  
diminishing. Stress can mount and cause  
mental, emotional, and physical problems. At this 
point, stress has now become non-adaptive and 
destructive, possibly leading to anxiety.

Negative stressors can lead to the following:

• Problems concentrating, flight of thought,  
or tunnel vision

• Unstable emotions, outbursts, or repression  
of feelings

• Headaches, digestive problems, or fatigue

Stress tends to project into all areas of life—  
it doesn’t stop just because of location or  
responsibility. Whether at work, in relationships, 
with family, or regarding health, stress will have a 
prevailing effect.

How to address someone suspected of 
being overly stressed.
Carol was frantically filling orders, with a flushed 
face and frazzled hair. She’d just come off her 
break where she’d spent the time completing a 
fourth college application. Carol was set to  
graduate in a few weeks and her manager noticed 
that she was short with others and that instead of 
relaxing during breaks, Carol just did paperwork. 
On her last shift, Carol had filled two orders  
incorrectly and she forgot to do her cleaning  
duties before shift’s end. Since this was abnormal 
for her, Carol’s manager asked to speak with her.

1. Start a conversation, not a lecture or  
confrontation. Assume that Carol is  
competent. 

2. Begin by checking in— “Carol, thanks for 
talking to me. How have you been?”  
Carol may answer hurriedly, “I’m fine.”  
Gently probe a bit deeper. 

3. Next, offer some of your observations to  
Carol. Also, perhaps include observations of 
her co-workers (leaving out their names, of 
course). Emphasize to Carol that these are 
concerns you have for her health, not  
accusations. 

4. Now, listen. What’s Carol describing and 
how’s it affecting her? Reflective listening is 
an invaluable tool in engaging someone and 
making them feel heard and understood. 
 
Try it out: reflective listening involves  
basically summarizing for Carol what you have 
heard her say. End your summary with some 
version of, “Have I got all that correct?” 
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5. Next, affirmation. Affirm Carol’s distress by 
saying, “You have so much going on! You’ve 
done an impressive job keeping things  
together. I can appreciate your hard work  
and dedication on multiple levels.” 

6. Then normalize Carol’s stress reaction and 
provide some simple solutions. Share some of 
the information on the stress continuum  
mentioned previously. 
 
Can you share some of your stress relief  
techniques? Teach Carol three important 
questions to reframe the situation: 

• What’s the worst-case scenario? 

• What’s the best-case scenario? 

• What’s most likely to happen? 

7. Now, listen again. Ask Carol for her impression 
of the information you gave her and attempt 
to answer questions.  

8. Ask if Carol needs any workplace  
accommodations to relieve stress on the job.

Stress is a normal part of life as, in moderate  
doses, it can improve performance and vigilance. 
However, too much of this can lead to distress, 
an overload of stress that affects an individual in 
many areas of life. 

Learning breathing and mindfulness techniques 
designed to promote calmness can be beneficial. 
Therapy may also be prudent, even if it’s just to 
vent. Going to therapy is also a great way to learn 
self-care methods designed to help you  
decompress.
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