
Workplace Harassment: Risk Audit &
Response Blueprint

A harassment complaint rarely arrives at a convenient moment. It lands in the middle
of an already overburdened week, when managers are stretched, teams are tense, and HR
is trying to hold together culture, compliance, retention, and credibility all at
once. In a softer labour market, the pressure does not disappear. It changes shape.
Slower hiring, tighter budgets, and economic uncertainty can leave employers with
less management slack, less patience, and less room for error. The Bank of Canada’s
January 2026 outlook described unusually high uncertainty around the Canadian
economy, while Statistics Canada reported that employment was little changed in March
2026 and the national unemployment rate held at 6.7%, with the data pointing more to
slower hiring than to a wave of layoffs.

That environment matters because harassment and psychological safety problems are
rarely just about one bad interaction. They are often stress fractures in the way
work is organized, managed, and responded to. When people feel overextended,
unsupported, or unable to speak up safely, small incidents are more likely to be
ignored, minimized, mishandled, or allowed to harden into formal complaints. By the
time HR is called, the organization may already be carrying legal risk, morale
damage, credibility loss, and avoidable turnover.

This is one reason the issue has become sharper across Canada. The legal framework
continues to move toward clearer employer obligations around prevention, reporting,
investigation, and response. Québec’s Bill 42 strengthened the province’s framework
around psychological harassment and sexual violence in the workplace, and Nova
Scotia’s workplace harassment regulations took effect on September 1, 2025, requiring
provincially regulated employers to maintain written policies, provide training, and
establish reporting and investigation procedures. The message is not subtle.
Employers are expected to do more than state that harassment is prohibited. They are
expected to be ready.

That is where many organizations are more exposed than they realize. A company may
have a respectful workplace policy, a code of conduct, and even annual training, yet
still be deeply vulnerable when a real complaint comes forward. The policy may be
outdated. Reporting pathways may be unclear. Managers may say the wrong thing in the
first conversation. Documentation may be inconsistent. Investigations may be
improvised. In some workplaces, the bigger risk is not the lack of good intentions.
It is the false confidence that the organization is prepared when it is only
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partially prepared.

This audit is designed to help HR leaders see that more clearly. It is not meant to
be a legal opinion, and it is not a substitute for jurisdiction-specific advice where
serious facts are in play. What it does offer is a practical way to assess your
organization’s current level of risk and response readiness. It helps you identify
whether your biggest exposure sits in policy design, complaint intake, investigation
discipline, manager capability, or the deeper question of whether employees actually
trust your systems enough to use them.

Most importantly, it is built with reality in mind. Harassment complaints do not
unfold in ideal conditions. They unfold in messy workplaces, under time pressure,
around imperfect people, with power dynamics, fear, reputational concerns, and
competing narratives. A useful tool has to acknowledge that. It also has to move
beyond slogans. Psychological safety is not just a culture word. In practice, it
shapes whether concerns are raised early, whether witnesses cooperate honestly,
whether managers escalate issues properly, and whether people believe the employer
will respond fairly.

If your organization scores well in this audit, that does not mean you are immune
from complaints. It means you are more likely to respond in a way that protects
people, preserves trust, and reduces escalation risk. If your scores reveal gaps,
that is useful too. It gives you a place to start before a complaint becomes a test
of your leadership, your process, and your credibility.
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