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�
�
 Unit summary   
�
 Learning outcomes  

 
By the end of this unit learners will be able to: 
 
�     Recognise difficult situations and identify  

 strategies to solve them 
�     Use appropriate communication skills to   
      deal with difficult situations 

Underpinning skills and knowledge  
 
Activities in this unit will contribute to the development of the following skills:  

·  Understanding that empathy, trust and respect should underpin all relationships at 
work 

·  Speaking appropriately to the situation 
·  Listening carefully 
·  Body language and facial expression 

 
Learners will also be asked to draw upon their own experiences in the workplace.  

Work place conte xt  
 
At work, it is necessary to deal with the 
difficult situation, not the personalities 
involved. Work- or home-related pressures 
can result in people being rude, impatient, 
aggressive or uncooperative. In any 
workplace there may be antagonism between 
workers and also between staff and 
customers. Situations that arise need to be 
handled delicately. In order for the team to 
function well, everyone needs to feel valued 
and to respect the feelings and emotions of 
the other team members. Each worker needs 
to look at his or her own behaviour and the 
effect it has upon others, as well as 
understanding the behaviour of others and 
the effect that has upon him or herself. The 
key to success is how the difficult situations 
are dealt with by everybody.  
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Unit summary 

Learnin g activities  
 
1. Difficult situations 
2. Handling difficult situations 
3. Level 2 Assignment 
4. Reflect on own learning  
 

Resources   
 

·  WWO4.1 Tips for dealing with difficult situations 
·  WWO4.2 Empathy, trust and respect 
·  WWO4.3 Role play scenarios 
·  WWO4 Level 2 Assignment 
·  Learning Log 

 

Accreditation  
 
Course activities in this unit can provide Level 1 learners with evidence for GoaW 
Working with Others, Unit 4: Dealing with difficult situations. Entry Level learners will 
require support to achieve the unit and there are suggestions for support included in 
the teacher notes. A Level 2 assignment is included for more confident learners.   
 
Encourage all learners to use the Learning Log to reflect on and record their learning. 
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ACTIVITY 1: Difficult situations  
 
 
Aims:  
 

·  Consider how different techniques can help resolve difficult situations at work. 
 
 

 
Activity:  
 

·  Ask learners to describe what they understand by ‘difficult situations’ and to give 
examples from their own workplace experience:  

o What sort of difficult situations arise in the workplace? 
o What causes these situations?  
o What makes them difficult to deal with? 
o How are they dealt with?  

·  Talk about workplace procedures already in place to deal with such situations, e.g. equal 
opportunities, whistle-blowing, harassment, bullying, conflict resolution. If appropriate, 
display the relevant procedures from the Company Manual and assist learners to read 
them.  

·  Discuss the difference between difficult situations and difficult people. Talk about acting 
professionally in the workplace and what this means. Emphasise the key underpinning 
principles of empathy, trust and respect.  

o How can good communication skills prevent situations occurring or help to 
resolve problems when they occur?  

·  Use Resource WWO4.1 Tips for dealing with difficult sit uations as a prompt for the 
discussion. Discuss the role of active listening, body language and tone of voice as skills 
that can help to resolve difficult situations when they arise. With the co-operation of 
learners, demonstrate some of the factors discussed – e.g. ask learners to demonstrate 
some threatening/non-threatening body language, ask for suggestions of suitable words 
and phrases that might diffuse a situation. 

o What are the key things to bear in mind when dealing with tricky situations at 
work? 

o Can you suggest ways of improving working relationships in your own workplace? 
·  Emphasise the importance of assessing situations before acting, especially where 

people feel strongly about something or are upset.  
·  Discuss other times when communication may be a factor in difficult situations arising at 

work: misunderstandings, lack of information, inappropriate communication. 
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ACTIVITY 1: Difficult situations  
 
 
Teacher notes  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Notes 
This is a sensitive area of discussion. Be aware of issues of confidentiality and also avoid a 
negative approach or blame culture. 

Ensure that  the following points are covered during the activity:  
 

·  It is important to establish what is meant by ‘difficult situations’.  This will often vary 
from individual to individual and also from workplace to workplace.  

·  Communication is the key to dealing with unexpected or difficult situations.  
·  The most important thing is to avoid the situation happening in the first place. 
·  It is very important to assess the situation before acting.  
·  Active listening, stating your position clearly, and managing your own emotions are 

all important to both avoiding and resolving difficult situations within a workforce.  
·  You may need support to deal with the situation and will need to ask for help.  
·  There is possibly a company procedure to help you deal with the situation.  
  

SfL/Entry L evel support  
 

·  Support learners with making notes and with role play. 
·  Support learners to participate during discussion through questions and active 

listening skills.  
·  Encourage turn-taking and active listening during discussion. 
·  Be prepared to ‘manage’ the discussion to ensure that it remains constructive. 
  

Suggestions for extension activities  
 

·  Learners can complete an online questionnaire about learning styles at: 
http://www.bbc.co.uk/keyskills/  
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Literacy, Language and Numeracy  

 
There are opportunities to support and develop the following skills during Activity 1:   
 

 
Core Curriculum 

Ref 
Descriptor Functional Skills 

SLd/E3.1 Follow and understand the main points of 
discussions on different topics 

Entry Level Speaking and 
Listening  

SLd/E3.2 Make contributions that are relevant to the 
subject 

Entry Level Speaking and 
Listening 

SLd/L1.1 
Follow and contribute to discussions on a 
range of straightforward topics Level 1 Speaking and Listening 

 
Notes 
Many of the activities in this unit require learners to listen, discuss and demonstrate 
communication skills through role play. These activities provide opportunities to develop 
speaking and listening skills, including non-verbal communication.  
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ACTIVITY 2: Handling difficult situations  
 
 
Aims:   
 

·  To explore and practise positive strategies for dealing with difficult situations at work.  
 
 

 
Activity:  
 

·  Set the scene for Resource WWO4.2 Empathy, trust and respect . There has been an 
unexpected incident on a production line.  

·  Situation 1: An angry supervisor is reacting to a situation without knowing all the facts. 
Ask learners to suggest what is happening to cause a communication breakdown. How 
do both workers feel? 

·  Situation 2: This time, the supervisor is employing active listening techniques. Ask 
learners to list the things the worker is doing to make the situation clear. How would this 
make the other worker feel? 

·  The production worker is explaining what happened in a clear manner and making a 
positive suggestion to improve the situation. How do both people feel? 

·  Remind learners of the need to assess situations first, and then to think about the role of 
active listening, body language and speaking effectively.  

·  Use Resource WWO4.3 Role play scenarios or role play a similar scenario based on 
learners’ experiences. 

 

 
 
 
 
 



 

Getting on at Work  

��������	�
���
�
��� �
�
���
�
�
�
���
������	�
����������
���
��
������

 
8 

 
 
 

 
ACTIVITY 2: Handling difficult situations 
 
Teacher notes 
  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Notes 
This is a sensitive area of discussion. Be aware of issues of confidentiality and also avoid a 
negative approach or blame culture. 

Ensure that  the following points are covered during the activi ty:  
 

·  It is important to avoid situations where people are becoming upset or angry. 
·  Assessing situations in emergencies or non-routine circumstances is vital.  
·  Active listening, stating your position clearly and managing your own emotions are 

all important to both avoiding and resolving difficult situations within a workforce.  
  

 

SfL/Entry L evel support  
 

·  Support learners with role play. Discuss different roles and how people react in 
different circumstances. 

·  Allow learners time to fully investigate the role they are taking. Use Q&A to elicit 
appropriate responses. 

·  Model a role play with a confident learner. 
  

 

Suggestions for extension activities  
 

·  Confident learners may be happy to have role play recorded on video so that they 
can appraise their own performance or allow others to criticise constructively.  
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Literacy, Language and Numeracy  

 
There are opportunities to support and develop the following skills during Activity 2:   
 

 
Core Curriculum 

Ref 
Descriptor Functional Skills 

SLd/E3.1 Follow and understand the main points of 
discussions on different topics 

Entry Level Speaking and 
Listening  

SLd/E3.2 Make contributions that are relevant to the 
subject 

Entry Level Speaking and 
Listening 

SLd/L1.1 
Follow and contribute to discussions on a 
range of straightforward topics Level 1 Speaking and Listening 

SLlr/L2.4 
Respond to criticism and criticise 
constructively Level 2 Speaking and Listening 

SLd/L2.5 
Use strategies intended to reassure e.g. 
body language and appropriate phraseology Level 2 Speaking and Listening 
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ACTIVITY 3: Reflect on own learning  
 
 
Aims: 
  

·  To recap on the main points and issues raised in this unit. 
·  To consider the skills and strategies that are needed to deal with difficult situations. 
·  To reflect on own performance. 
·  To identify two personal targets for development. 

 
 
 
Activity:  
 

·  Ask learners to think about the activities completed during this unit and to identify the 
main points that have been covered. Ask them to consider their own reactions to the 
points raised: 

o Have any of the things discussed been new or surprising to you? 
o Are some of the issues things that you have come across before? 
o What do you understand by the term ‘difficult situations’? 
o What sort of difficult situations currently occur in your workplace? 
o What have you learned about dealing with difficult situations that will be useful in 

your workplace? 
o Have you learned any new communication techniques that might be useful in 

future?  
·  Use the Learning Log for learners to record their thoughts. 
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ACTIVITY 5: Reflect on own learning  
 
Teacher notes  
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Ensure that  the following points are covered during the activity:   
 

·  Difficult situations occur in every workplace for different reasons: these might be 
work-related or to do with the personalities that work there or communication 
problems. 

·  There are some positive and straightforward strategies that can be applied to avoid 
difficult situations occurring and also to deal with situations that arise. 

·  Most workplaces have some policies in place to help people deal with situations if 
they escalate. 

·  Good communication and empathy are often the keys to dealing with difficult 
situations at work.  

 

SfL/Ent ry L evel support  
 

·  Learners should be encouraged to explore this topic openly but to avoid naming and 
blaming.  

·  Learners at this level are only required to identify one main learning outcome. Some 
learners may need support with writing to complete the Learning Log .  

·  It is important that learners are encouraged to express themselves freely in the 
Learning Log  and the ability to write should not interfere with this process.  

 
 

Suggestions for extension activities  
 

·  If issues and positive suggestions have been raised that impact on the work 
environment, participants may wish to summarise the feelings of the group and 
nominate a spokesperson to discuss this with Human Resources, union 
representatives or management. 

·  Level 2 learners can be encouraged to complete the Level 2 Assignment  
independently. 
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Resource WWO4.1 Tips for dealing with difficult sit uations 
 
There are many techniques you can employ to resolve difficult situations and ensure that 
everybody feels the situation has been dealt with and concluded appropriately.  
 
Before dealing with a situation, you can: 

·  Stop and count to ten before doing or saying anything. 
·  Try to understand how the other person is feeling. 
·  Try to sympathise with the other person. 
·  Try to keep the situation in perspective. 
·  Assess your own ability to deal with it. 

Make sure you: 
·  Don’t jump to conclusions. 
·  Don’t let the situation dissolve into an argument or a fight. 

 
Body language 
When dealing with people in difficult situations: 

·  Try to make your body language non-threatening. 
·  Don’t invade the other person’s space. 
·  Watch out for signs of rising tension in the other person – red face, fists clenched, 

stamping. 
·  Keep your body language neutral. Do not clench your fists, point, lean over the other 

person, stand with your hands on your hips.  
·  Show you are open to negotiation – do not fold your arms. 
·  Make eye contact but do not stare. 

 
Speaking  

·  Acknowledge the problem. 
·  Do not apportion blame. 
·  Apologise if necessary. 
·  Make the main points you want to make clearly and unemotionally. 
·  Include the other person by using the word ‘we’. 
·  Avoid sarcasm and put downs. 

 
Listening 

·  Employ active listening techniques: 
o Pay attention to the tone of voice. 
o Allow the speaker to finish what he or she is saying. 
o Concentrate on what the speaker is saying. 
o Confirm understanding. 

·  Stay focused on the important issues. 
 

If you do manage to defuse a difficult situation, choose a good time to decide how to follow up 
and conclude it. You could have a team meeting to devise a plan you can all stick to. 
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Resource WWO4.2 Empathy, trust and respect 
 
Speaking appropriately, body language and active listening can quickly affect situations at 
work.  
When dealing with difficult situations with colleagues or customers, think about empathy  – 
understanding the other person’s point of view, trust  – feel that it’s OK to depend on someone 
else, and respect  – treat others as you want to be treated. 
 
Situation 1 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Situation 2 
 
  

 

 

The computer just 
went wrong.  I don’t 
know why yet.  
The technician has 
been called. 
Perhaps we could 
check if he’s on his 
way? 
When it’s cleared 
up, I can get on and 
try to catch up but I 
could do with a 
hand.  

Tell me what 
happened. 
Let’s see if we can 
sort it out between 
us.  
It’s not the first time 
it’s happened - in the 
long term we need to 
look into this.  

For heaven’s sake! 
You did this, didn’t 
you?  I’d never do a 
thing like that. Do you 
know how much this is 
going to set us back? I 
need to get home 
tonight! If I’m late, I’ll 
be in big trouble and 
it’ll be your fault! 

It’s not my fault! 
This computer 
hasn’t been 
properly serviced 
for weeks.  And if 
you speak to me 
like that, I’m going! 
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Resource WWO4.3 Role play scenarios  
 
Scenario 1 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

1a. Work with a friend to think about this 
situation. 
 
One of the team has personal hygiene 
problems. 
 
It has got to the stage where some 
workers are beginning to refuse to work 
with him/her. 
 
What can be done to resolve the 
situation? 
 
Make some notes about what you would 
do. 
 

1b. Share your ideas with the rest of the 
group. 
 
Decide upon a course of action using the 
ideas that you think will work best. 
 
Make notes about what you would do. 
 
Act out the situation. 

1c. Did it go as planned? 
  
Using the experience 
gained from acting out the 
scene, make a list of dos 
and don’ts for dealing with 
a similar situation that 
would be useful for other 
workers.  
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Resource WWO4.3 Role play scenarios (continued)  
 
Scenario 2 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

2a. Work with a friend to think about this 
situation. 
 
One of the team has been arriving late at 
work for a while now. 
 
The rest of the team are beginning to get 
resentful that s/he is not pulling his/her 
weight. 
 
What can be done to resolve the situation? 
 
Make some notes about what you would 
do. 
 

2b. Share your ideas with the rest of the 
group. 
 
Decide upon a course of action using the 
ideas that you think will work best. 
 
Make notes about what you would do. 
 
Act out the situation. 

2c. Did it go as planned? 
  
Using the experience gained from acting 
out the scene, make a list of dos and 
don’ts for dealing with a similar situation 
that would be useful for other workers.  
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WWO4 Level 2 Assignment  
 
In this task you are going to make a usable record of strategies that may help to  
resolve difficult situations.  
 

Part 1 
 
a) Think of about six examples of difficult situations that can arise in the workplace. 
 
b) Identify a range of strategies that may help to resolve them. 
 
c) Note your ideas down in a format that you can keep and refer to easily. 
 
You may want to make a chart such as the one shown below: 
 

Situation Possible strategies 
 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 

Part 2  
 
Identify a strategy that has been effective in resolving a situation. This might be something you 
experienced, heard about or witnessed.  
 
Describe: 

·  What the situation was. 
·  What strategy was used. 
·  Why it was effective. 

 
Do not mention any names. 
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Literacy, Language and Numeracy  

 
There are opportunities to support and develop the following skills during the Level 2 
Assignment:   
 

 
Core Curriculum 

Ref 
Descriptor Functional Skills 

SLd/L2.1  Make relevant contributions and help to 
move discussions forward  Level 2 Speaking and Listening  

Wt/L2.2     
Judge how much to write and the level of 
detail to include 

Level 2 Writing 

Wt/L2.4 
Use format and structure to organise writing 
for different purposes 

Level 2 Writing 
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Learning Log   
 
 

 

 
 

Name: 
 
Date: 
Unit title:  

Positive outcomes from the 
training: 

Applying these positive outcomes in the future: 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

In the future I would like to find out more about: 

 
Notes 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
�  Think about what you have done today. 
�  What are the most important things you 

have found out – the positive outcomes? 
�  What difference can these positive 

outcomes make to you? 
�  What would you like to find out more 

about? 
�  Use the answers to these questions to 

complete the Learning Log below. 
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Links to other resources 
 
Dealing with difficult 
situations in a variety of 
vocational settings: 
Embedded Learning 
Portal: 

 
http://rwp.qia.oxi.net/embeddedlearning/search.cfm  
  


