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Managing Fatigue in Stressful Times  

 

by Annie Ayvazian 
 
This year (2020) has been truly exhausting!  We’re not only tired of hearing about these ‘unprecedented’, 
‘uncertain’, and ‘trying’ times, we’re completely fatigued by how our world has been turned upside down.  
We’re overwhelmed by the stress of worrying about the health and well-being of ourselves and our loved 
ones.  And as if the pandemic wasn’t enough, layer on social and political unrest on top of economic concerns, 
and it’s no wonder that stress and anxiety are at all-time highs. 
 

In normal circumstances, when people are facing change and 
uncertainty, their emotional response can include confusion, 
disorientation and inability to focus.  In today’s extraordinary 
environment, the persistent stress is overwhelming, and 
people’s fight-or-flight responses can be triggered to the point 
of exhaustion.  This can inhibit people’s ability to remain 
motivated and productive.   
 
This fatigue impacts us whether we remain employed or 
whether we’ve been hit by the economic realities of 2020.  
While those who remain employed may feel thankful to still 

have a job, it can be difficult to remain engaged and maintain peak performance in our new reality. 
 
Take for example ‘_______ fatigue.’ (Fill in the blank with your video conferencing tool of choice).  While these 
tools can be effective in keeping people connected while distanced, they also challenge the brain, leaving 
people feeling more exhausted than in a traditional meeting setting.  For example, “Gallery view—where all 
meeting participants appear Brady Bunch-style—challenges the brain’s central vision, forcing it to decode so 
many people at once that no one comes through meaningfully, not even the speaker… If you view a single 
speaker at a time, you can’t recognize how non-active participants are behaving—something you would 
normally pick up with peripheral vision. For some people, the prolonged split in attention creates a perplexing 
sense of being drained while having accomplished nothing.”1 
 
While the range of stressors varies widely from video call overload to life and death situations, the culmination 
of all this stress can leave people feeling frustrated and disengaged while negatively impacting their 
performance.    
 
As you know, leaders play a critical role in helping people transition when they are faced with new challenges 
and new ways of working.  The current environment is putting these leadership skills to the ultimate test.  So, 
what can leaders do to help people sustain their energy and motivation in the face of our current reality?   
 

 
1 Julie Sklar, “’Zoom Fatigue’ is Taxing the Brain.  Here’s Why that Happens.,” 2020, https://www.nationalgeographic.com 
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Here are a few thoughts to get you started: 
1. Balance realism with optimism.  Acknowledge the current reality while creating a hopeful vision for 

the future.  Finding the right balance is key, because if the picture you paint is so rosy that it doesn’t fit 
with people’s experiences, this can lead to distrust.  Let people know that you recognize the challenges 
they are facing, while also helping them see that they have the strength and the skills to pull through. 
 

2. Show empathy for what people are experiencing.  Create a safe, trusting environment for people to 
share what they’re going through.  The stress of juggling so many demands in this uncertain 
environment can be overwhelming.  Help people understand that what they may be feeling is normal 
and they are not alone.  Showing empathy helps employees cope and lets them know they are valued. 
 

3. Take care of yourselves and each other.  Our ability to cope is improved when we focus on wellness. 
Do your best to get enough sleep and exercise and encourage others to do the same.  Take breaks, 
focus on your breathing and be kind to yourself and others.  Ask people what they need.  Let them 
know how you will support them.  Support can take many forms from simply being there to listen, to 
setting up support groups or even referring people to Employee Assistance Programs if you are 
fortunate enough to offer that benefit.  Building a culture of compassion and support is critical. 
 

4. Prioritize and simplify.  People’s cognitive capacity is challenged in times of tremendous stress and 
uncertainty.  This is a good time to focus attention on fewer high priority tasks to avoid spreading 
people too thin.  Help keep people motivated by reminding them of the ‘why.’  Reiterate the 
importance of their work and how it fits in with the organization’s larger purpose.  It’s also important 
to prioritize and simplify your communications to make sure you aren’t creating unnecessary ‘noise.’  
Keep your messages simple, clear and concise so they can be well-received and understood. 

 
5. Engage employees in finding creative solutions.  Today’s environment is leaving many of us feeling 

like we have no control.  Give employees the autonomy to come up with creative solutions to help 
combat fatigue and make the best of the ‘new normal.’  For example, for fatigue related to video 
conferencing, there are some creative ice breaker games that can breakup the monotony.  Employees 
might also come up with fun, safe ways to maintain social interaction to bridge the gap until things 
return to normal.  Involving employees in finding solutions will help them feel more control and will 
result in greater commitment to overcoming these challenges. 
 

6. Recognize and celebrate successes.  It may not feel like a time for celebration, but there is so much 
that employees are doing that should be recognized and celebrated.  Many workers have had to show 
up in person for many months now to do their jobs while implementing a myriad of safety measures to 
reduce risk for themselves and others.  Remind them how much you appreciate their sacrifices.  For 
those working remotely, thank them for continuing to do their part to help keep people safe. Look for 
new ways to define success (both big and small) and find creative ways to celebrate along the way. 

 
While we’re all feeling fatigued, it’s helpful to remember that we’re all in this together and we can help each 
other demonstrate resilience and adaptability.  Taking these steps will not only help weather the storm of 
2020 but will also help build the competency and trust needed to handle new challenges in the future.  


