
24   ISE Magazine  |  www.iise.org/ISEmagazine

W
Working through 
an overwhelming time 
By Cynthia J. Young
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What if you were the manager balancing pressures of 
due dates, deliverables and your teams? What about 
when your team is feeling overwhelmed with a large 
amount of work and there seems to be no relief in 
sight? 

When your team is feeling overwhelmed, they may 
feel defeated in their job or find that their work is so 
taxing they will never get a break. This is not the time 
to say, “Suck it up, Buttercup.” However, there are 
several strategies you can employ to help when these 
situations occur.

Prioritize the workload. This doesn’t mean in your 
mind or on your to-do list, and it may require you to talk 
with your boss to find out what they have on their list 
of priorities. Then identify what tasks are urgent and 
important, and which ones can be deferred, delegated 
or dropped. Talk with your team to get their feedback 
about the realm of the possible. Don’t expect them to 
cancel personal things they have already coordinated 
with you such as appointments or personal time off. 
Give your team the updated workload along with your 
expectations of due dates and work assignments.

Set realistic goals for the team and for yourself. 
Goals and deadlines should be made as realistic as 
possible. Doing so prevents increasing stress and 
reduces overwhelming and burning out your team. 
Don’t make promises you can’t keep. 

Shift the workload. Consider shifting the workload, 
but before you take away work from one team member 
and then assign it to another team member, talk with 
your team and see if there is interest in someone taking 
on the extra work. This allows for buy-in. Also, ensure 
that everyone knows the move is to meet the team’s 
objectives and that you haven’t lost confidence in your 
team or a team member.

Ensure open lines of communication. Be honest and 
frank, but not rude. Encourage your team to share their 
concerns and feelings about the workload. Start with a 
group meeting and, if necessary, meet with individuals 
on a case-by-case basis to let them share concerns 
they may not feel comfortable speaking about with 
others listening. Share what you know so that those 
who are feeling overwhelmed know you are telling 

them everything you can to make their work easier and 
less stressful.

Train to build the team so everyone has a forceful 

backup. A forceful backup is someone who doesn’t 
normally conduct the same work as another team 
member yet who has the knowledge, skills and abilities 
to do the work in support of, in the absence of or to 
work with the team member. When you train additional 
personnel, this doesn’t just add to the strength of 
your team, it also gives your team confidence, not just 
because you are strengthening the bench but because 
the training you provide adds knowledge and skills 
that open opportunities for their future. It’s also a good 
practice in case of emergency gaps in coverage.

Ask fellow managers for support. Ask other 
managers if they can share resources or support can 
be provided to the team. This might include bringing in 
temporary help that has experience with the work your 
team is tasked with accomplishing. Be sure to not only 
publicly thank the other managers but offer to support 
them if needed. The additional support will show your 
team that they are not alone and are supported by the 
organization.

Remember, every team is different, so it’s important 
to tailor these strategies to fit the specific needs and 
dynamics of your team. 
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