Helping staff navigate major life transitions with
practical support

Why life transitions matter at work

Maijor life events - a retirement, a career change, the loss of a loved one, a new child, or a health
diagnosis - do not stay at the door when someone clocks in. Employees carry the emotional
weight, the logistical chaos, and the identity shifts into every meeting, deadline, and decision.
For employers, the question is not whether these transitions will affect performance and
culture, but how to respond in a way that respects the person and sustains the team.

Many organisations have good intentions but lack a structured approach. They offer sympathy
but not scaffolding. A few practical steps, delivered consistently and with empathy, can turn a
period of upheaval into a moment of genuine connection and long-term loyalty. The following
steps outline what employers can do, in order, and what to watch for at each stage.

Step one: recognise the transition early

The first challenge is noticing that something has shifted. An employee who has always been
punctual starts arriving late. A once-engaged team member becomes quiet in meetings.
Someone who never took sick leave suddenly takes several days off. These small signals often
precede a disclosure. Managers who are trained to notice behavioural changes without
jumping to conclusions can open a door for conversation.

What to watch: Avoid making assumptions. A drop in performance does not always mean a
personal crisis. It could be burnout, a conflict, or a health issue. The goal is to notice and then
ask gently, not to diagnose. A simple check-in - "I have noticed you seem a bit off lately. Is there
anything you would like to talk about?" - is more effective than a formal performance
conversation.

Step two: offer a confidential listening space

Once an employee shares that they are going through a major transition, the next step is to
provide a safe, private space to talk. This is not about solving the problem. It is about letting
the person feel heard without fear of judgment or career consequences. The manager or HR
professional should clarify what is confidential and what might need to be escalated, and then
listen more than they speak.

What to watch: Resist the urge to offer immediate solutions or to compare the employee's
situation to someone else's. Phrases like "I know exactly how you feel" can shut down trust.



Instead, reflect back what you hear: "It sounds like you are trying to balance caring for a parent
while keeping up with your workload. That must be exhausting."

Step three: tailor practical adjustments

After understanding the employee's situation, work together to identify what practical support
would help. This could be flexible hours for someone adjusting to a new caregiving role, a
temporary reduction in responsibilities for someone dealing with a health issue, or a phased
retirement plan for a long-serving employee approaching the end of their career. The
adjustments should be clear, time-bound, and reviewed regularly.

What to watch: Do not offer flexibility without boundaries. An open-ended "take whatever time
you need" can create anxiety on both sides. Set a review date, even if it is a month away, so
both parties know the arrangement will be revisited. Also, be mindful of fairness: one person's
adjustment should not create resentment among teammates. Communicate openly with the
team about workload redistribution without disclosing private details.

Step four: connect the employee to broader resources

Individual managers cannot provide everything. A good employer has a network of resources -
from employee assistance programmes and financial planning services to peer support groups
and professional coaching. For a retirement transition, for example, offering retirement
transition coaching can help an employee think through identity change, purpose, social
connection, and emotional preparation alongside the practicalities of financial planning.
Coaching of this kind helps people build a new vision for life after work, not just a plan for the
last day.

What to watch: Do not assume the employee knows what is available. Many programmes go
unused because people are unaware of them or feel awkward asking. A brief, personal
introduction - "There is a service that helps with retirement readiness. | can put you in touch if
you are interested" - can make all the difference. Also, check that the resources are culturally
appropriate and accessible for the employee's specific situation.

Step five: maintain connection during and after the transition

Support should not end when the immediate crisis passes or when the employee leaves the
organisation. A retirement, a promotion, or a move to a different team can still leave the person
feeling isolated. Regular check-ins, even brief ones, signal that the organisation values the
person beyond their output. For someone who has retired, a quarterly invitation to a team event
or a mentoring opportunity can ease the loss of routine and social connection.



What to watch: Avoid making check-ins feel like surveillance. The tone should be friendly and
open, not evaluative. Also, respect the employee's choice to disengage. Some people prefer a
clean break. Pushing contact can feel intrusive. The key is to offer the option without pressure.

Teambo provides practical corporate wellness talks that can be added to conferences, team
events, wellness days, and staff appreciation experiences. These sessions cover topics such
as retirement readiness, career transition, and emotional preparation, giving employees a
structured way to think about their future routines and purpose. When an organisation brings in
external expertise, it normalises the conversation around life transitions and shows that the
employer is investing in the whole person.

What to avoid throughout the process

e Making promises you cannot keep. Do not guarantee a promotion, a raise, or a
specific role change unless you have the authority and budget to deliver.

e Treating the transition as a problem to be solved. The employee's life is not a project.
Your role is to support, not to fix.

e Ignoring your own boundaries. Managers who absorb every employee's emotional
load risk burnout. Use the company's resources and escalate when needed.

Building a culture that supports transitions

The most effective support does not depend on one heroic manager. It comes from a culture
where transitions are expected, talked about openly, and planned for. This means training
managers across the organisation to recognise the signs, to listen well, and to make
adjustments without stigma. It means having clear policies for phased retirement, sabbaticals,
and flexible work that are applied consistently. And it means communicating that the company
sees employees as people with lives outside work, not just as workers.

Teambo can help build this culture by offering talks that address the emotional and relational
side of major changes. When employees see that their employer is willing to bring in outside
speakers to discuss retirement transition coaching, career shifts, or identity change, they feel
more permission to raise their own concerns. The message is clear: you do not have to go
through this alone.

Measuring what matters

Finally, track how well your support is working. This does not require a complex survey. Simple
questions asked six months after a transition - "How are you settling in?" or "Is there anything
else we could have done?" - yield useful feedback. Look at retention rates among employees


https://teambo.co.za/wellness-talks/

who have gone through a major change, and note whether they recommend the company to
others. A culture that handles transitions well is one that people stay with and speak highly of.

What to watch: Do not measure only what is easy to count. Attendance at a retirement
workshop is a poor proxy for whether someone felt supported. Ask directly about the

experience and be ready to hear criticism. The goal is not to be perfect, but to be better next
time.

Supporting staff through major life transitions is not a one-off task. It is a continuous practice
of noticing, listening, adjusting, and staying connected. With the right structure and the right
mindset, employers can turn a vulnerable moment into a foundation of trust that strengthens
the whole organisation.



