Crying at Work

WHEN HOLDING EVERYTHING TOGETHER SUDDENLY BECOMES TOO MUCH

Sometimes tears arrive before we have found the words

Crying at work can feel enormously exposing. One minute you may be answering an email, sitting in a
meeting or speaking to a colleague; the next, your eyes fill and the effort of keeping everything contained
stops working. For many people, the tears themselves are quickly followed by embarrassment: 'Why am |
doing this here?' 'Everyone will think | cannot cope.' 'l heed to stop.' That secondary shame can make an
already difficult moment feel even harder.

But crying is not a reliable measure of competence. People cry because of grief, frustration, exhaustion,
anger, anxiety, sensory overload, pain, hormonal changes, conflict, feeling misunderstood or simply
because too many demands have accumulated without enough opportunity to recover. Sometimes one
apparently small event becomes the final pressure on a system that has been working at capacity for weeks.

The tears may be happening now, but the reason for them may have been building for a very long
time.

Why the 'small thing' can become the final thing

A printer that will not work, an unexpected email, a change of plan or a manager asking one more question
can appear to trigger a disproportionate reaction. Often the immediate event is not the whole story. The
person may already have managed poor sleep, family stress, financial worry, masking, deadlines, sensory
demands, difficult relationships and a morning of interruptions. The final event does not need to be
enormous when there is almost no capacity left.

This is why telling somebody they are 'overreacting' can be so damaging. We are seeing the final drop, not
everything already in the container.

Crying can look different

Some people cry openly. Others become silent, stare at the screen, leave suddenly or disappear into the
toilet. Someone may become angry because anger feels safer than tears. A person may speak very calmly
while tears continue, or apologise repeatedly because they have learned that emotion at work is
unacceptable. Neurodivergent overwhelm can also include crying, particularly when sensory, social and
cognitive demands have accumulated.

The aim is not to analyse the person while they are distressed. It is to give them enough dignity and space to
regain some choice over what happens next.
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What Helps in the Moment?

When somebody cries, colleagues can become uncomfortable and rush to stop the emotion. We reach for
tissues, reassurance and solutions because we want to help. Tissues may be welcome, but the most
important response is often calmness. The person does not need everybody to gather around them or
demand an explanation.

If you are the person crying

If possible, move somewhere you feel less observed. Let your breathing settle naturally rather than forcing
yourself to 'calm down' immediately. Take a drink. Reduce conversation for a few minutes. If sensory
overload is part of the problem, lower whatever input you can. You do not have to explain everything while
your body is still responding.

You might use a simple sentence: 'l need a few minutes and then | will let you know what | need.' That
creates a boundary without requiring you to produce a full account of your emotional life while distressed.

If a colleague is crying

Try: 'Would you like me to stay with you or give you some space?' 'Would somewhere quieter help?' or 'You
do not have to explain this right now." Avoid immediately saying, 'Don't cry,' because it can unintentionally
communicate that the emotion needs to disappear for everyone else to feel comfortable.

If they want to talk, listen. If they do not, respect that. Do not ask for personal details simply because you
witnessed the tears.

Managers: respond to the person, not the embarrassment

A manager can help by reducing the audience, offering privacy and allowing a short period to recover. Avoid
turning the moment instantly into a performance discussion. Later, when the person is more settled, a
private conversation can explore whether something at work contributed and whether any support is
needed.

A compassionate response does not mean ignoring repeated difficulties or operational responsibilities. It
means understanding what is happening before deciding what response is appropriate.

What not to say

Phrases such as 'You need to toughen up,' 'It's only work," 'Everyone is stressed,' 'Don't be silly' or 'You're
too sensitive' add judgement to distress. Even 'Don't worry' may feel dismissive if there is something the
person genuinely needs help with. Try curiosity instead: 'lt looks as though a lot has built up. What would
help right now?'

A person having a human moment at work has not suddenly become less professional.
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After the Tears: Understanding What They Were Telling You

Once the immediate emotion has passed, there can be a strong urge to forget it happened. Sometimes that
is fine: humans cry, and not every episode requires investigation. But if crying is becoming frequent, is
connected to work or leaves the person frightened about returning, it may be useful to look underneath it.

What was happening before?

Consider the hours, days and weeks before the moment. Had workload increased? Were you sleeping
badly? Had you been masking heavily? Was there criticism, conflict or bullying? Were you managing grief or
something difficult outside work? Had you skipped breaks? Were sensory demands unusually high? Did you
feel unable to say no? Patterns often tell us more than the tears themselves.

When work needs to change

If the same workplace conditions repeatedly leave someone overwhelmed, the solution should not be simply
teaching them to hide their reaction better. Workload review, clearer priorities, predictable communication,
quieter space, protected breaks, flexible working, reasonable adjustments or support with workplace
relationships may be relevant. Where bullying, harassment or discrimination is involved, appropriate
reporting and support routes should be used.

When to seek more support

Additional support may be helpful when crying is frequent or difficult to control, when distress is affecting
sleep, appetite, relationships or daily functioning, when someone feels unable to face work, or when there
are symptoms of significant anxiety, depression, burnout or another health concern. Depending on the
situation, support could include a GP, therapist, occupational health, a workplace wellbeing service or
another appropriate professional.

A message from Space to Breathe Therapy

I would like workplaces to become less frightened of tears. We can be competent, experienced, intelligent
and professional and still reach a point where emotion becomes visible. A tear does not erase somebody's
skills. It does not tell us that they are weak. It tells us that, in that moment, something has reached the
surface.

If you have cried at work and then spent the rest of the day feeling ashamed, | would encourage you to look
at yourself with the same compassion you might offer a colleague. Instead of asking, 'Why couldn't | hold it
together?', ask, 'What was | holding together for so long?'

And if you are the colleague or manager who witnesses that moment, you do not need perfect
words. Protect the person's dignity. Reduce the audience. Ask what they need. Listen if they want to
speak. Then, when the moment has passed, be willing to hear whether something needs to change.

A gentle check-in: What had been building before | cried? What did | need in that moment? What response
helped — or would have helped? Is this an isolated human moment, or is my body repeatedly telling me that
| am carrying too much?

Important: This resource provides general wellbeing information and does not replace individual medical, psychological,
occupational-health or employment advice.
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