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TOP TIPS FOR HAVING A CONVERSATION ABOUT STRESS  
First things first – the person should know that they have a problem and potentially needs a bit of help 
on a personal level to resolve it.  
 
Only after your first request to help the person gets declined should you formalise the situation. 
However, make sure that by formalising the situation you aren’t removing yourself emotionally form the 
situation.  
 
AWARENESS BEFORE THE CONVERSATION 

• The cause could be very personal and sensitive 
• The cause could not be business or work related 
• The conversation could result in opening a can of worms, meaning follow-up support required, 

potentially a lot of it at that. This shouldn’t stop the conversation happening, but you need to 
be prepared to provide continuous support.  

• The problem could be easily solved through early involvement from management or the 
organisation – for example, allowing some time off to let the person solve the issue themselves.  

 
 
SETTING UP THE CONVERSATION 

• Think about how urgent the need is to see them is and respond accordingly – that is, have you 
seen a dramatic emotional outburst or more subtle symptoms over time? 

• Approach the person when they are alone. 
• Take an informal approach as they may not have admitted to themselves that there is a 

problem – For example, 'I’d like to have a chat about how things are going...' but, be clear that 
it’s not just an everyday social conversation.  

• Agree on a good time to have the discussion. 
• Set aside around half an hour and arrange cover for them if necessary. 
• Make sure the conversation is had in a private space with no interruptions – Sit next to each 

other instead of across the desk, try a coffee table.  
 

 
MAKE YOUR INTENTIONS CLEAR 
Be clear about the purpose of the conversation from the outset: 

• You want to help. 
• Make it clear that it’s not a disciplinary or formal review. 
• Explain that as their manager you’ve noticed some changes in behaviour that are concerning 

you and suggest they could be finding it difficult to cope. 
• Avoid launching in to behavioural examples straight away, even if they ask – assure them that 

you will get around to it, but you want to set out the purpose of the conversation first. 
• Explain that you want to understand any stress-related issues or problems and what their 

causes. 
 

 
KEEPING THINGS CONFIDENTIAL 

• Make sure the person knows that the conversation will remain confidential before you start the 
discussion – discuss any exceptions.  

• Tell the person that you’ll tell them about anything you feel you needs to be discussed and 
why. 

• Make it clear that the main reason for the conversation is to offer support and help. 
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• Explain that you’ll be up front about what’s agreed, and you will agree the way forward 
together 
 

 
STARTING THE CONVERSATION PROPERLY 

• Start with an open question, for example: 'How do you feel things are going now?' 
• Create an open and relaxed environment. 
• If relevant, explore any obvious reasons for the displayed behaviour – for example, a difficult 

situation at work.  
• If they say nothing or don’t want to talk about it 
• Make a joint effort to encourage them to open up, but don’t push too hard – use your 

judgement.  
o Only if this fails, ask if they’d like to talk to anyone else instead (for example, a 

manager one level up) or refer on them to a specialist, if there is clearly a problem – 
make sure your reasons for suggesting a specialist are clear.  

• Explain that whatever is going on needs to be addressed because it’s affecting their behaviour 
and/or productivity. 

• Make sure the person knows that you need to be kept up to date with how they’re going about 
supporting themselves and the outcomes.  
 

 
HOW DO THEY THINK THINGS ARE GOING? 

• Start to feed back the which behaviours you have seen and ask for their side of the story – 
without being confrontational. 

• Be open to the fact that it may have been a short-term issue and there’s no need for you to be 
involved – but agree to keep watch of the situation. 
 

 
WHAT TO DO IF THEY GET ANGRY OR EMOTIONAL? 

• Don’t be afraid to let them get it out of their system. 
• Explain that you’re here to help, whenever they’re ready to talk – you may need to schedule 

another time to talk if they’re not ready now but, don’t use this option as a go to.  
• Ask them what they would like to do from here. 
• Offer understanding and sympathy. 
• LISTEN, but take control of the situation. 
• Remember you can cope with their reaction and focus on finding the best way forward. 
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FEEDBACK WHAT YOU’VE NOTICED 
• Start to feedback what you have seen behaviourally and why it’s concerning you. 
• Refer to specific, recent behavioural examples – stick to the facts, rather than your opinions 

and perspective, for example: ‘I saw you behaving like this, which isn’t typical for you.’ Avoid 
vague statements like: ‘You’re just not yourself at the moment.’ 

o Have examples ready in front of you. 
• Avoid accusations or jumping to conclusions – just focus on what you’ve seen or heard from 

others (only if validated). 
• Encourage them to offer their interpretation and comments on what you’ve said. 

 
• If you both agree that there may be stress-related issues, lead into a discussion around what 

the issues and causes might be. 

 
EXPLORE THE CAUSES AND THE PROBLEMS 

• As an initial question, ask whether the issues are home - or work-related. 
• If home-related, guide them to the appropriate support. You can’t be expected to solve a 

persons home-based problems for them – you can only signpost proper support. 
• If work-related, introduce the HSE’s Management Standards for work-related stress use this as a 

framework, for example, if the problem is because of a work relationship, you’ll need to 
explore this area in more detail. 

• Try to get a feel for if the problem is consistent and underlying or temporary. 
• Be open to consider yourself as part of the problem. 
• If the persons claims you’re part of the problem – refer up to the next level. 

 
 
WHAT HAPPENS NEXT 
Agree and document (if necessary) the following: 

• Follow-up meeting 
• Specific approach (could be ‘do nothing’) 
• Responsibilities – that is, you may need to go find out what’s possible in terms of interventions. 
• Give as much control to the person as possible – for example, ask them to go and find out about 

training course options and report back 
• Timescales 
• Any third-party involvement required. 

 
 
Try to use as many of these tips as possible the next time you find yourself having a conversation along 
these lines.  
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