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CRYING AT WORK

When Holding Everything Together Suddenly Becomes Too Much

A workplace wellbeing article and reflective coaching workbook for employees, colleagues and managers.

Crying at work can feel exposing, particularly for somebody usually seen as capable or composed. Tears
do not measure competence. They may express grief, emotional strain, sensory overload, frustration,
anxiety, conflict, exhaustion, or a build-up of demands with too little opportunity to recover.

This guide explores the moment itself, what may have preceded it, how to respond respectfully, and what
workplaces can change. The reflection prompts can be used privately, with a coach or in an agreed
workplace conversation.
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1. Understanding the moment

The final thing is not always the main thing

A brief conversation, unexpected request or small change of plans can be the final demand after hours or
weeks of holding things together. Asking only “Why did you cry at that moment?” can miss the
accumulated workload, worry, sensory demands or effort of appearing fine.

What may sit underneath tears

Emotional: grief, anxiety, disappointment, feeling unheard, conflict, fear or pressure. Cognitive: rapid
decisions, switching tasks, confusing instructions, repeated interruptions. Sensory: lighting, noise,
movement, crowded spaces, temperature, smells. Physical: pain, fatigue, inadequate recovery or illness.
Social: masking reactions, negotiating expectations or monitoring communication.

Autistic and ADHD employees may experience additional sensory, executive-function or communication
demands; individual experiences differ and should not be assumed.

A gentler question

What had | been holding together for so long? This question may reveal patterns more useful than
self-criticism.

Personal reflection

What happened just before the tears? What had been building earlier that day or week?

Space to Breathe Therapy ¢ spacetobreathetherapy.co.uk



2. Support in the moment

For the person experiencing tears

You do not have to apologise for having emotions. If possible, move to a place where you feel safe and
comfortable. It may help to take time away from the conversation, reduce sensory demands, use an
accessible grounding strategy, or ask for information in writing. You can choose how much to explain.

If words are difficult, a short prepared message may help: “I need a few minutes. | can continue when |
have had space to recover.” Another option is: “Please put the key points in writing so | can process them.”

For a colleague or manager

Respond privately and calmly. Offer a choice rather than an interrogation: “Would you prefer a quiet space,
some time, or someone to stay with you?” Respect the answer and do not insist on immediate
explanations, physical contact, or eye contact. Agree when and how to follow up, rather than forcing a
conversation while the person is overwhelmed.

Responses that can accidentally hurt

Avoid comments such as “Don’t cry,” “It was only a small thing,” “Everyone is stressed,” or “You are too
sensitive.” They may intensify shame or suggest the person is overreacting. Do not make public
announcements, speculate about diagnoses, or treat tears as proof of incapability.

An accessible response checklist

Offer privacy; ask before involving other people; allow processing time; ask about immediate practical
needs; follow up without blame; record agreed actions rather than making assumptions.

My preferred response

If | become tearful at work, what would | like somebody to say or do?
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3. Looking beyond the tears

When it is more than an isolated moment

One episode of crying may simply reflect an understandable human response. Repeated episodes, dread
before work, persistent exhaustion, withdrawal, disrupted sleep or increasing difficulty completing ordinary
activities may indicate that wider support or changes are needed.

Potential workplace contributors include unsustainable workload, bullying or exclusion, unclear
expectations, sensory barriers, insufficient breaks, unresolved conflict, pressure to mask, poor
communication and lack of control over working arrangements. These should be explored without
automatically locating the problem within the employee.

Neurodivergence and masking

Some employees carefully control expression, tone, eye contact, movements or emotional responses
throughout the working day. A person may appear consistently capable while carrying considerable hidden
cognitive and sensory effort. Crying can occur when that effort becomes unsustainable. Rather than
instructing somebody to “unmask,” a workplace can address the conditions that make masking feel
necessary.

A useful after-the-moment conversation

Choose an agreed time and place. Ask which demands were accumulating, whether any workplace
barriers contributed, what needs to change, and whether the person wants a written record or a support
person. Listen without making the employee prove that the experience was severe enough.

Reflection

Which demands repeat? Which changes could reduce the build-up before another difficult moment?
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4. Practical workplace changes

Adjust the work, not just the response

Workload: clarify priorities, agree realistic deadlines and avoid simultaneous urgent demands.
Communication: use written instructions, meeting agendas, predictable check-ins, and time to respond.
Sensory: consider quieter spaces, lighting, seating and noise reduction. Recovery: permit brief breaks
and plan transitions after challenging tasks. Flexibility: discuss hours, location, remote working or work
patterns where appropriate.

Relationships: respond to complaints, bullying or inappropriate conduct through proper workplace
processes; avoid expecting individuals to regulate themselves around harmful behaviour.

Reasonable adjustments and support

Disabled employees and applicants may be entitled to reasonable adjustments under the Equality Act
2010. The right adjustment depends on circumstances and workplace barriers. Access to Work may
provide additional support for eligible people, but does not replace an employer’s legal duties. Employees
should not be expected to disclose unnecessary personal details to every colleague.

A short conversation script

“I want to do my work well. | have noticed that several demands build up across the day, especially
[example]. Could we discuss [specific adjustment] so | can work more sustainably?”

Manager reflection

Which expectations might be needlessly increasing the employee’s emotional, sensory or cognitive load?
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5. My workplace support plan

Complete only what feels useful. You may keep this private or share selected parts with somebody you
trust.

What builds up before | reach my limit?

My early warning signs

What helps in the moment

What | would prefer colleagues and managers to do

One adjustment or boundary | would like to explore

My next manageable step

This guide is educational and reflective, not a diagnosis or replacement for appropriate medical or psychological care.
If you feel unsafe or at immediate risk, call 999. For non-emergency urgent medical guidance in England, NHS 111
can help.
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