
Psychological wellbeing program for employees

Monash psychologists supporting Monash teams



Acknowledgement of Country

I acknowledge that Monash Health delivers care on the lands of 
the Bunurong and Wurundjeri Woi Wurrung people and I wish to 

acknowledge them as the Traditional Owners. I would also like to 
pay my respects to them, their culture and their Elders past, 

present and future.
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Bringing the Balance back:
Dealing with distress in the workplace

What do I do if I am distressed at work? 

What do I do if one of my colleagues is distressed at 
work?

Where can I find more information and support?
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Disclaimer:

This talk is explicitly focusing on short-term strategies for dealing with 
distress, rather than the tools you might need to “solve” the longer-term 
problems. 

This focus is not to deny that longer term problems are often causing the 
distress, but…

… feeling distressed is a human response and sometimes we need to get 
through immediate distress before we can start to work out if anything needs 
to change in the longer term.
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Wait…am I distressed?
Some possible signs of distress:

• intense emotions that are hard to regulate

• fatigue/tiredness

• being “short” with other people

• being unable to let thoughts go

..is the key to being able to notice and manage distress. Have regular times 
to ask yourself:
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Why might you be feeling distressed at work?

Work-related examples:

• Conflicts with others

• Work demands

• Changes at work that are difficult

• Adverse outcomes for patients

• Hearing/seeing about potential 
traumatic events
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Non-work related that “bleed” 
into work:

• Something happens at work that 
reminds you of something 
distressing outside of work

• Health conditions that impact you 
at work

• Overwhelm from caring 
responsibilities outside of work



Managing distress – The Basics

The goal of short-term distress management is to return you to a state of 
relative stability, from where you are better able to work out what (if 
anything) to do next. 

Think of these skills as a way to get you out of the tunnel and back into a 
space where you can see the whole horizon.
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Giving yourself time to think: using the STOP skill
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Reducing extreme emotion fast: the TIPP skill
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Creating mental space: Engage the senses
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Circle of control, influence, concerns (Stephen Covey, 1989)

Circle of 

Concerns/Care

Circle of 

Influence

Circle of 

Control

Appraise the situation 
(decide what can I actually do)



“Sitting with”

• How do we build tolerance toward 

the things outside of our control?

• Accepting our own reactions and 

being present

• Avoiding “shoulds”

• Focusing on our values

• Remembering times in the past 

when you made it through 

something difficult

• Even very strong emotions will 

pass 
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Interpersonal distress: bringing 
the balance back to work 

relationships



Consider your goal 

How do I want this relationship to function in the long-term?

What is the best way of managing this conflict while also working towards 
my long-term goal?

What is the best way to listen and to be heard in this particular situation?

What values do I have around my relationships with other people that I want 
to remember in this situation?
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Approaching The Situation
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Is this something that 
needs to be resolved?

• Some situations 
become more difficult in 
the long run.

• Miss the chance to 
learn we can manage 
difficult situations

• Relationships are 
extremely important, 
and sometimes they 
need our attention and 
hard work to function 
well

Is this something that I 
need to let go

• Is it not always 
necessary to agree on 
everything with our 
colleagues

• Collegiate relationships 
can work well even with 
significant differences 
of opinion.

• Consider whether you 
(and/or the other 
person) may be coming 
from a place of distress 
and therefore more 
reactive than normal



Improving our capacity to understand others 
Active listening

once the other persons perspective 

is clearly understood you can begin 

to introduce your own ideas, 

feelings, and suggestions.

(Use 6 Active Listening Skills & Techniques to Coach Others | CCL) 16

Pay Attention

Withhold 
judgement

Reflect

Clarify

Summaraize

Share

briefly restatement of core themes

ask questions when an issue is ambiguous or 

unclear.

paraphrase key points

be open to new ideas, new 

perspectives, and new possibilities

listen with an open mind. Consider 

your body language & frame of mind

about:blank


https://www.ruok.org.au/how-to-ask

LISTEN WITH AN OPEN MIND

Be aware of your body language. To show you’re listening, try to 
maintain eye contact and sit in a relaxed position.

Take what they say seriously and don't interrupt or rush the 
conversation.

Don’t judge their experiences or reactions but acknowledge 
that things seem tough for them.

If they need time to think, sit patiently with the silence.

Encourage them to explain: "How are you feeling about that?" 
or "How long have you felt that way?"



Active Listening – awareness of how we speak

https://positivepsychology.com/active-listening/

Volume – How loudly 
or softly are we 

speaking?

Articulation – Is our 
speech distinct? 

Does it lack clarity?

Pitch – Are we 
pitching our voice 

too high or too 
low?

Emphasis – Is our 
emphasis 

adequately 
contributing to the 

feelings we are 
sharing?

Rate – Are we 
speaking too 

quickly, without 
adequate pauses, 
or so slowly that 

we appear weak or 
unmotivated?



Acknowledge the others view

https://www.workplacestrategiesformentalhealth.com/resources/distingui

sh-acknowledgement-from-agreement
19

Emotions are 

real, even if the 

facts aren’t 

correct

Careful choice of words means 

we can acknowledging another 

person’s perspective without 

agreement When people are told their opinions 

are wrong, they’re likely to become 

defensive or shut down.
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Supporting someone with 
intense emotions or distress



Common Responses

We often experience discomfort when we are around 
someone with intense emotions.

Attempts to shift the emotional state of someone else 
(even well intentioned) can be experienced as 

invalidating.

Invalidation can result in someone feeling lonely, 
worthless, defective and inferior.

Validation is the recognition that another persons
thoughts, feelings, emotions, and behaviours are 

understandable

https://khironclinics.com/blog/invalidation/



‘Being’ v ‘Doing’

Discomfort in sitting with distress leads us to 
want to help and fix

Many times, there is no fix

And the person may not be seeking that

We forget the importance of just being with 
someone
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Express empathy

The core of 
empathy is the 

ability to put 
yourself in 

someone else’s 
shoes. 

Empathic 
communication is  

reflecting back 
the emotions we 
hear. It shows 

understanding by 
validating without 

judgment.

Drew, C. (April 23, 2022). 50 Empathy Examples (And Empathy Statements). Helpful 

Professor. https://helpfulprofessor.com/empathy-examples/

I can see that you’re really upset about this and I’m here to try and 
help.

This has to be one of the most difficult things a person can go 
through, my heart goes out to you.

This is such a heartbreaking situation, I feel for you so much.

There are no words to describe how difficult this must be for you, I 
wish I could do more to help.

That sounds really tough.

I can see how that would be really confusing.

It makes total sense you would feel frustrated by that.

I know it seems like no one understands, but I’m here to listen and 
help however I can.

I don’t know how you feel, but I want you to know that I care about 
you and am here to try and help.

This must be really tough for you, I’m here for you though, even if it’s 
just to listen.

Whatever you’re feeling is valid and I’m here for you 100%.

https://helpfulprofessor.com/empathy-examples/


Care For Self: Possible Impacts of Sitting with 
Intense Emotions

When sitting with someone who is distressed you might also feel 
distressed

Researchers call this ‘emotional contagion’

This occurs when we mimic (often unconsciously) the emotions and 
facial expressions of the other

When sitting with anger, you may feel depleted as this is an emotion that 
is commonly activating
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Replenishment 
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Take some time to 
work through your 
own thoughts and 

feelings

Change your 
environment

Take a 
walk

Have a hot 
or cold 
drink

Talk things 
through with a 

colleague



Contact details and hours of operation

Bookings and enquiries

• 9am to 5pm Monday to Friday

• Phone: 0418 905 414

• Email: bewell@monashhealth.org

Service delivery hours

• 8am to 7pm Monday to Friday 

• Weekends by arrangement
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