Employee Vacation Scheduling: 9 Best
Practices to Avoid Conflict & Coverage

Gaps

Employee vacation scheduling is a perennial challenge for HR directors. This is
particularly true during peak vacation periods, when employees want to take off the
same weeks. In addition to conflict and tension, these competing requests stretch
limited staffing resources and raise liability risks under employment standards and
other laws. Here are 9 Best Practices HR directors can follow to carry out vacation
planning in a way that’s fair, balanced, seamless, protective of employee morale, and

legally compliant.

1. Implement Clear, Written Vacation Policies

Ambiguous vacation policies breed scheduling conflicts. Employees get frustrated when
they don’t understand how the organization makes vacation decisions. And so do
managers charged with making those decisions. Strategy: Ensure your vacation policy
clearly and specifically addresses:

e Vacation request timelines.

Any peak periods or blackout dates that apply.

e Procedures for submitting and approving vacation requests.

Roles and responsibilities of employees and managers in the vacation request
process.

Rules for determining priority when multiple employees request the same time
off.

2. Ensure Vacation Policies Comply with Employment
Standards Requirements

Employment standards vacation rules vary by province and are constantly changing.
Strategy: Monitor what’s going on in your province and periodically review your
organization’s vacation policies to ensure they align with current requirements for:

e Minimum vacation entitlements.
Vacation pay requirements.
Vacation scheduling rules.
Notice obligations.
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e Carryover restrictions.

3. Perform Vacation Planning Earlier

Organizations often wait until spring or early summer before discussing summer
vacation plans. This can create bottlenecks when numerous employees want the same
weeks off. Strategy: Starting the process sooner can reduce scheduling conflicts.
Early visibility helps managers identify potential coverage gaps before they become
operational issues. It also gives employees greater confidence that you’re
considering their preferences fairly. Techniques to consider include use of:

e Annual vacation planning cycles.

e Preliminary employee availability surveys.
e Departmental vacation calendars.

e Advance planning meetings for peak periods.

4. Establish Fair Rules for Prioritizing Competing
Vacation Requests

Eventually, conflicts will occur. Two or more employees may request the same time
period when operational requirements make approving all requests impossible.
Strategy: Rather than seeking to avoid conflict altogether, the objective should be
to anticipate it and ensure there’s a fair and objective process for resolving it
when it does arise. Common conflict resolution approaches include (separately or in
hybrid form):

Approach Advantages Disadvantages

May disadvantage
employees with
caregiving obligations
or less schedule

* Transparent
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flexibility.

* Promotes fairness over

time.
Rotational priority * Prevents same employee Requires tracking and
system from getting preferred administration.

vacation periods every

year.
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. workplaces. May frustrate new, less
Seniority-based systems Mav ali L th . 1
y align wi senior employees.

established agreements.

5. Build Scheduling Flexibility into Workforce Planning

Vacation conflicts become more severe when organizations operate with little staffing
flexibility. Strategy: HR directors can reduce operational pressure by creating
additional capacity through:

e Cross-training employees.

e Developing internal talent pools.

Maintaining temporary staffing relationships.
Creating backup coverage plans.

Building succession and role redundancy.



6. Train Managers How to Consider Requests for Time Off

Managers sometimes view vacation requests as isolated decisions rather than
operational planning activities. Strategy: Train managers how to handle vacation
requests:

e Wrong question: Can we approve this request?
e Right question: How will work continue during this absence if the request is
approved?

7. Require Managers to Create Vacation Coverage Plans

Require managers to create vacation coverage plans to reduce last-minute scrambling
and stress. Strategy: Vacation coverage plans may involve:

Delegating responsibilities
Adjusting project timelines
Reassigning tasks

Creating temporary workflows

e Preparing transition documentation.

8. Use Technology to Increase Visibility

Spreadsheets, email chains, disconnected calendars, and other manual scheduling
methods can create problems to the extent they limit visibility into approved
absences and staffing levels. Strategy: Consider using workforce scheduling systems
capable of helping the organization:

e Track vacation requests in real time.
Identify coverage gaps.

View department-wide availability.
Automate approval workflows.

Improve reporting and forecasting.

Technology should support decision-making, not replace management judgment, but
greater visibility often prevents conflicts before they escalate.

9. Avoid Creating a Culture that Discourages Employees
from Taking Vacation

Operational demands sometimes unintentionally create pressure for employees to delay
or avoid vacation use. Over time, this can increase burnout risk and reduce
engagement. Strategy: HR directors can diagnose these problems by monitoring for red
flags like:

e Large unused vacation balances.

Frequent cancellation of approved time off.
Employees consistently working during vacations.
Teams with unusually low vacation utilization.

Takeaway

Vacation scheduling challenges are rarely caused by employee requests alone. They
typically stem from unclear policies, insufficient planning, and limited workforce
flexibility. Organizations that manage vacations effectively generally follow the
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same principles:

Establish transparent rules

Plan early

Prepare coverage strategies

Maintain consistent decision-making practices.



