Handling Harassment Complaints During Busy
Seasons

Peak operating periods place tremendous pressure on organizations. Whether it is
summer construction projects, year-end production targets, holiday retail demand,
harvest season, or major organizational initiatives, busy periods often require
employees and managers to juggle competing priorities. Amid the rush to meet
deadlines and maintain productivity, HR directors and workplace managers may find
themselves balancing operational demands with another critical responsibility:
responding promptly and appropriately to workplace harassment complaints.

No matter how busy an organization becomes, harassment concerns should never be
delayed or minimized. In both Canada and the United States, employers have legal and
ethical obligations to provide workplaces free from harassment and discrimination. A
complaint that is ignored because “everyone is too busy” can quickly escalate into a
larger issue, affecting employee wellbeing, workplace morale, and organizational
liability.

Why Busy Seasons Can Increase Workplace Tension

Periods of increased workload naturally create stress. Employees may work longer
hours, experience fatigue, manage tighter deadlines, or cover for coworkers who are
on vacation or unavailable. Under these conditions, patience often wears thin,
communication becomes more direct, and misunderstandings can occur more frequently.

While stress does not excuse inappropriate behaviour, it can contribute to situations
where workplace conduct deteriorates. Managers may notice:

e Short tempers and confrontational communication.

Increased conflicts between coworkers.

Frustration directed at support staff or supervisors.

e Inappropriate jokes or comments made under pressure.

Exclusion of certain employees from team activities or communications.
Bullying behaviours disguised as “getting the job done.”

Recognizing these early warning signs allows managers to intervene before conflicts
develop into formal complaints.
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Harassment Doesn’t Take a Break

One of the biggest mistakes organizations make during peak periods is postponing
harassment concerns until operations slow down. Employees who come forward have often
spent considerable time deciding whether to report the issue, and delaying a response
can damage trust in leadership.

Even if a full investigation cannot begin immediately, employers should acknowledge
every complaint promptly, assess whether immediate safety or workplace measures are
required, and communicate next steps to the individuals involved.

Timely responses demonstrate that the organization takes concerns seriously and help
reduce the likelihood of retaliation, escalating conflict, or additional incidents.

Balancing Operational Demands with HR Responsibilities

Busy seasons often stretch HR departments thin. Recruitment, scheduling, payroll,
vacation coordination, and employee relations issues may all compete for attention.
However, harassment complaints require dedicated time and careful handling.

Organizations can prepare by:

Establishing clear internal reporting procedures before peak seasons begin.
Training managers on how to recognize and respond to complaints.

Identifying backup HR personnel or external investigators if internal resources
become unavailable.

Maintaining organized investigation documentation and reporting templates.

e Reviewing respectful workplace policies with supervisors before high-demand
periods.

Planning ahead allows HR teams to respond efficiently without compromising fairness
or thoroughness.

Having Difficult Conversations During Busy Periods

Managers sometimes hesitate to address harassment concerns because they worry the
discussion will interrupt productivity or increase workplace tension. In reality,
respectful, timely conversations often prevent more significant disruptions later.

When an employee raises a concern, managers should:

Listen without interrupting or making assumptions.

Thank the employee for bringing the issue forward.

Avoid minimizing the concern or suggesting they “work it out themselves.”
Explain the organization’s complaint process.

Maintain confidentiality as much as reasonably possible.

Avoid making promises about investigation outcomes before the facts are
gathered.

Employees should feel heard, respected, and informed throughout the process, even if
the investigation takes time to complete.

Harassment Behaviours That May Increase During Peak



Workloads

Although harassment can occur at any time, certain behaviours may become more common
during demanding work periods.

These may include:

e Workplace bullying, such as yelling, belittling, or public criticism driven by
production pressures.

e Abusive supervision, where managers communicate inappropriately while attempting
to meet aggressive deadlines.

e Exclusion or social isolation, particularly when teams are moving quickly and
some employees are intentionally left out of meetings or important
communications.

e Retaliatory behaviour after employees raise workload, scheduling, or safety
concerns.

e Inappropriate humour or offensive comments, sometimes dismissed as stress relief
but which can create an uncomfortable or hostile work environment.

These behaviours should be addressed based on their impact on the workplace-not
excused because business demands are unusually high.

Supporting Managers and Employees

Managers are often under significant pressure themselves during busy seasons.
Providing them with practical guidance on respectful communication, conflict

resolution, and complaint handling helps reduce the likelihood that workplace
tensions will escalate.

Regular reminders about respectful workplace expectations, open communication
channels, and available reporting options reinforce a culture where employees
understand that professionalism remains a priority regardless of workload.

A Strong Workplace Culture Doesn’t Pause During Peak
Season

Busy seasons test every part of an organization, but they should never become a
reason to overlook respectful workplace obligations. In fact, periods of high stress
make strong leadership even more important.

By responding promptly to harassment complaints, supporting managers through
difficult conversations, and maintaining consistent workplace expectations, HR
directors and workplace managers can protect employees while keeping operations
moving forward. A respectful workplace is a foundation for productivity, trust, and
long-term organizational success, even during the busiest times of the year.



