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How to manage workplace 

stress amid COVID-19! 
 

By Shazreen Hussain 

 

Poor work/life balance, high workloads, and 

stressful work can be some of the core 

reasons for poor mental health at work. But 

what is stress, how does workload impact 

stress and how can businesses and their 

people get on top of it? Here are some 

guidelines for employers to use to help 

improve an employee’s mental state of mind, 

overall job satisfaction, and productivity.  

While having some challenges at work can be 

constructive, work-related stress can be a risk 

to an employee’s mental and physical health 

especially as we navigate the uncertainty of 

COVID-19. In New Zealand, workplace stress 

is not defined in the legislation. However, 

workplace stress can be caused by numerous 

factors such as: 

• Excessive workload 

• A toxic work setting 

• Lack of health and safety measures 

• Bullying 

• Restructuring 

It is an employer’s responsibility to reasonably 

ensure, that all health and safety hazards at 

work are promptly managed (inclusive of 

fatigue and stress). Employers must monitor 

employees for possible workplace stress, 

such as managing the workload and looking 

out for any physical signs of stress. That said, 

stress may not be always visible to an 

employer, so the employees need to reach out 

for help to manage stress.   

 
What are the options? 

 

If workplace stress amounts to 

an illness, an employee is 

entitled to take sick leave. This 

means that the normal 

entitlements for sick leave 

apply. It may also be feasible for 

the parties to agree stress leave even though there is no legal entitlement. The 

employee can however negotiate with their employer regarding the type and 

length of leave. The decision rests with the employer though to decide if the 

employee needs stress leave and whether the leave is paid or unpaid.  

 

Managing Stress in the Workplace 

To comply with their duty of care, employers must monitor employee 

performance and workload. If an employer notices signs of stress, they must 

immediately discuss this with the employee to find a solution. Some basic 

guidelines to reduce workplace stress include:  

• Setting reasonable amounts of workload 

• Reducing the number of work hours each week 

• Encouraging open discussions to share perspectives on how to reduce 

stress 

• Allowing employees to raise concerns in the workplace 

• Requesting feedback from employees when implementing change 

• Redefining an employee’s responsibilities to better match their skillset 

• Setting out policies and procedures to resolve bullying and other 

offensive behaviour 

Most importantly, talk it out with people if you need 

additional support during this time. There is no shame 

in seeking out for help. Some places where you can find 

help and support include:  

• Samaritans (0800 726 666) 

• Lifeline (0800 543 354 (0800 LIFELINE) 

• Need to talk? (Free call or text 1737 any time for support from a 

trained counsellor) 

• Youthline (0800 376 633, free text 234 or email talk@youthline.co.nz 

or online chat) 
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