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A difficult situation?  

How do you feel when you are in a

difficult situation with a manager, boss

or colleague? We all recognise the

signs — building frustration, strained

communications and poor results; and

that awful feeling in the pit of your

stomach when you see them coming

down the corridor towards you!  

You're not alone — at a recent

workshop it was the second most

common issue for delegates. Know

yourself — if your gut feeling is that you

need to do something, then act. 

What can you do about it?

Here are some practical things you can do

when working with a difficult colleague

or boss: 

1. ‘Seek first to understand’   

• What’s the real issue? Ask open

questions to discover more.

• Listen really well to the answers. 

• Is this ‘can’t’ or ‘won’t’? 

• Paraphrase them to show that you

understand.

• Summarise as you go to check that

you are on the right track.

• You don’t have to respond

straightaway – ask for time to

think and arrange when you will

get back to them.

• Remember – there are two sides to

every story. Have you listened well

enough? What do they think of

you? Share what you know – you

might change their minds.

2. Actively seek out your difficult

person   

• It may be counter-intuitive, and

they may be as surprised as you

are, but we are all human and we

crave positive contacts.

• Be pro-active – don’t just interact

when there is a problem.

• Share good news too.

• Use positive, confident language

such as “this will be successful”,

“this will work”, “let’s do it”.

3. Build an environment of positivity

• For example, in meetings, ask

everyone to contribute a line

about what has been successful

or worked well for them since the

last meeting.

• In one-to-one meetings, ask the

same question. It’s very tempting

to focus on problems, but sharing

success will build trust and

communication.
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Top tips!     

• Know yourself. Check your approach and behaviour — what's your 

preferred communication style? What's theirs? How can you adapt 

your approach to improve the outcome?

• It's better to wait 24 hours before you act to see if the same strength of 

feeling exists.

• Gather evidence (facts and observed behaviour) not emotions 

and opinions.
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TOP TIPS when dealing with difficult situations

“Be pro-active – don’t just interact when there is a problem.”




