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Critical Mistakes Leaders Make 
When Confronted with Claims of 
Workplace Harassment
Groundbreaking study using live virtual simulations reveals why  
companies keep failing when it comes to harassment
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Let’s observe
Managers & 
Leaders in action 
to see how they 
handle tough 
workplace 
conversations.
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Our study reveals new and surprising data about the mistakes Managers & 
Leaders are making when confronted with bad workplace behaviors.

Introduction

Managers & Leaders are not well-prepared to deal with 

harassment, bias, discrimination, bullying and other 

tough workplace challenges. Despite the negative 

headlines and billions of dollars of lost shareholder 

value, companies continue to struggle with these issues.

pelotonRPM conducted a groundbreaking study 

utilizing a first-of-its-kind simulation research approach 

to understand the core dynamics that drive these 

workplace problems. Rather than relying upon surveys 

that rarely reflect actual behavior, pelotonRPM enlisted 

Managers & Leaders from a range of organizations 

— large, small and across industries — to participate 

in proprietary, live, multi-part simulations of real 

workplace scenarios. 

The study analyzed how Managers & Leaders navigate 

tough conversations using a powerful technology 

platform that captured detailed elements of the 

reporting process, from specific language used to 

conversational tone and nonverbal gestures. With this 

unique approach, we identified specific patterns of 

behavior and common mistakes that can cause claims of 

harassment, bias, discrimination and bullying to escalate 

into culture-damaging incidents and litigation. 

Why does this matter? According to data from 

Ethisphere and EVERFI, approximately 70% of all 

complaints are made to managers as opposed to the 

HR or Legal teams. Our simulations show Managers & 

Leaders lack many of the critical skills needed to handle 

these conversations effectively, exposing the company 

to substantial liability. Ultimately, they are unknowingly 

contributing to an overall culture that is plagued with 

systemic misconduct, bias and ineffective remediation. 

Despite billions of dollars being spent, current 

approaches to HR & Compliance training have failed 

to change negative behaviors or prepare Managers 

& Leaders to handle these matters effectively. In fact, 

the EEOC stated that many training approaches may 

actually be making things worse. 

pelotonRPM’s study uncovers a missing link in 

current training programs which do not accurately 

replicate the nuances of real life situations and do 

not result in genuine skill-building for learners. We 

learn by doing, and live simulations not only provide 

a safe environment to practice incredibly difficult 

conversations, but they also reveal where leaders are 

repeatedly making mistakes.  This report details our 

specific findings.
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Research Methodology
The goal of the study was to identify the common errors that Managers & Leaders are making when 

confronted with claims of inappropriate workplace behavior. pelotonRPM compiled data from the 

review of proprietary, live virtual simulations in which Managers & Leaders interacted with trained 

simulation specialists (actors) who were playing the part of employees dealing with a range of difficult 

workplace issues. Specifically, the Managers & Leaders were confronted with challenging scenarios 

(each of which was thoroughly vetted by employment law experts) involving sexual harassment, 

racial and gender bias, age discrimination and workplace bullying. Each simulation consisted of three 

interactive and immersive conversations that ranged between eight and 20 minutes in duration. While 

each participant understood that these were simulated conversations with actors portraying employees, 

the experience was immersive and realistic. 

In advance of each simulation, each participant was provided with general details of the conversations 

and the backgrounds of the ‘employees’ they would be interacting with. They were also provided with 

several learning objectives. Once the simulations were complete, each video was reviewed in detail 

and scored based upon a range of standardized evaluation criteria. Simulation participants were also 

surveyed after their sessions to gather their feedback and perspective.  The data included in this study is 

based upon these reviews and analysis.
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Summary of Findings
The statistics below highlight some of the common errors and omissions Managers 
& Leaders are making during critical workplace conversations. The data reveals key 
missing links that cause so many organizations to fundamentally mishandle complaints 
and, consequently, expose themselves to liability and erode workplace culture. Most 
organizations do not realize these mistakes are being made.

39%

Did not ask questions to 

identify witnesses to the 

alleged incident

25%

Did not explain to the 

employees that the situation 

will be escalated to HR

56%

Did not discuss retaliation 

with complainant, witnesses, 

or the alleged perpetrator

56%

Did not explain the company 

has an anti-harassment and 

anti-discrimination policy

41%

Did not ask questions, repeat 

key facts and clarify critical 

details of the alleged incident

30%

Did not explain next steps to 

the complainant, witnesses 

or the alleged perpetrator
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pelotonRPM surveyed the simulation participants after their sessions to gather 
their feedback on the experience and understand their perspective on the overall 
effectiveness of the training approach.

Simulation Training Effectiveness
Live simulations are the most immersive, realistic and safe way to prepare your 
Managers & Leaders to handle these kinds of difficult and sensitive workplace 
conversations.

95%

Strongly Agreed or 
Agreed that live simulation 
training was more effective 
than traditional live HR 
& Compliance training 
(workshops, facilitated 
sessions, etc.)

95%
Strongly Agreed or Agreed 
that live simulation training 
increased their confidence 
in their ability to handle 
these difficult and sensitive 
conversations more effectively.

90%
Strongly Agreed or Agreed 
mistakes they made during the 
live simulation training taught 
them something helpful.

89%
Strongly Agreed or Agreed that 
they found themselves thinking 
about how they handled the 
situation in the days after the 
simulation was completed.

74%

Strongly Agreed or Agreed 
that the live simulation 
had changed their view 
on how they should 
handle harassment, bias, 
discrimination and bullying 
conversations in the 
workplace.

100%
Strongly Agreed or Agreed 
that they see value in doing 
additional live simulation 
training.
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Other Key Takeaways
Watching Managers & Leaders navigate tough workplace conversations first-
hand has been illuminating in many different ways.

Good intentions are 

common but not 

sufficient

Success and 

seniority are not 

strongly correlated

Cognitive biases 

are real and quite 

powerful

The best way to 

manage nerves is to 

prepare & practice

Training has been 

over-engineered by 

the law

People tend to 

speak a lot during 

tough conversations

Managers & Leaders who participated in simulations had good 
intentions towards the employees struggling with tough issues. 
That did not, however, ensure that they dealt with the situations in 
the correct way. The ‘right’ answers are not always intuitive.

Many senior, experienced executives struggled with their 
simulations. Conversely, new managers often engaged the 
employees with nuance and empathy. There was not a strong 
correlation between seniority and success in the simulations.

The simulations clearly illustrated that cognitive biases are real and 
powerful in a workplace setting. The way people believe they are 
behaving and the way they actually behave can be two very different 
things. Training needs to address this more effectively.

People are, understandably, quite nervous when these tough 
workplace conversations take place. It is a natural psychological 
response to a stressful moment. The best way to mitigate these 
nervous feelings is to prepare and practice. 

The simulations highlighted the fact that some Managers & 
Leaders are so focused on the legal aspects of these issues that they 
fail to sufficiently address the human connection needed to resolve 
these difficult workplace problems effectively.

When tough conversations arise, it is common for people to try 
to ‘fill the white space’ and nervously talk. Awkward silence is 
deafening at times. Unfortunately, this can compel people to say 
things they shouldn’t say and can have negative consequences.
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39%

Topic #1 — Identifying Witnesses

The simulations revealed that Managers & Leaders often fail to identify other 
employees who may have witnessed the alleged workplace incident and who 
may be able to provide context and substantiate the claims of the complainant.

Identifying potential witnesses 
to a workplace incident is one 
of the most important questions 
one can ask during the intake 
process. Too many Managers & 
Leaders neglect to do so.

A surprising number of Managers & Leaders consistently neglected to identify other 
individuals who may have witnessed potentially inappropriate behavior in the workplace. 

When a Manager & Leader is approached by an employee with a complaint, one of the first 
questions they should ask is “...was anyone else there who may have seen this take place?” This is 
particularly important given the ‘he said, she said’ nature of many of these incidents. That said, 
witnesses to workplace issues are often reluctant to come forward and share their account of 
events given a common fear of retaliation. It is critical that witnesses be identified and that 
they be provided with strong assurances that there will be no retaliation for their participation 
in an investigation. If you want to empower bystanders to share what they have observed, it is 
important that they feel safe to do so.

Clearly communicating that retaliation will not be tolerated is a good step. Just as importantly, 
however, is a public communication from all of the senior Managers & Leaders of your 
organization that harassment, bias, discrimination and bullying will not be tolerated under any 
circumstance. This will give witnesses even more comfort about coming forward.

More than a third of Managers & Leaders failed to inquire if the 
complainant was aware of anyone else who had witnessed the alleged 
workplace incident.
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50%
41%

It is certainly not the 
Manager’s / Leader’s 
responsibility to 
investigate a claim, but 
they should gather the 
basic information that the 
HR or Legal teams will 
need to determine if a 
full investigation will be 
necessary.

During stressful workplace 
conversations, important facts 
like names, dates, times, and 
places can be forgotten or 
mistaken in the moment. It is 
important for the Managers 
& Leaders handling these 
conversations to ask questions 
when necessary, to repeat key 
facts and to clarify anything that 
may not be completely clear. 
This will improve the quality of 
intake and make it much easier 
for the HR or Legal team to move 
forward.

Topic #2 — Ask, Repeat & Clarify

More than forty percent of Managers & Leaders 
neglected to ask questions, repeat key facts 
and clarify critical details during simulated 
conversations with complainants, bystanders and 
alleged perpetrators.  
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56%

Topic #3 — Retaliation

Despite the sustained uptick in retaliation claims, the simulations found that 
Managers & Leaders are not addressing this topic sufficiently when confronted 
by employees dealing with tough workplace situations.

We need to address retaliation 
in Manager & Leader training. It 
needs to be clear that employees 
will be protected as soon as 
they bring a complaint forward. 
Retaliation cannot be tolerated.

Data indicates that retaliation is now attached to a substantial majority of claims surrounding 
inappropriate workplace behavior. The burden of proof for a retaliation claim, while not 
insignificant, is substantially lower than it is for harassment, discrimination and other 
common complaints.

During the simulations, the clear majority of Managers & Leaders neglected to mention the 
organization’s strict policy towards retaliation to complainants, witnesses and the alleged 
perpetrator of the behavior. This is problematic on several levels. First, the complainant and 
/ or witnesses often leave the conversation with apprehension that they may be punished 
for coming forward. This anxiety may actually lead to an increased liklihood of a retaliation 
complaint. Second, only 33% of Managers and Leaders told the alleged perpetrator not to treat the 
complainant any differently. As a result, the alleged perpetrator often lacks a firm understanding 
of how broadly defined retaliation can be and, accordingly, can wittingly or unwittingly engage 
in retaliatory behavior, exposing the company to substantial liability.

It is interesting to note that many Managers & Leaders expressed apprehension about raising 
the subject of retaliation for fear of sounding too ‘legal’ and escalating the situation.

of Managers & Leaders failed to explain the anti-retaliation policy to 
the complainant, witnesses and the alleged perpetrator.
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Triaging Tough Situations Effectively

The substantial majority of Managers & 
Leaders who participated in simulations made 
it clear to complainants, witnesses and alleged 
perpetrators alike that they will be involving HR 
in the situation to determine if an investigation 
is warranted. Their role, appropriately, was 
to gather preliminary information, detail 
next steps and then triage the situation to the 
appropriate individual in HR. 

That said, it was surprising (particularly 
given how the simulations were designed) 
that a quarter of the Managers & Leaders who 
participated either (a) did not clearly state to the 
parties involved that HR was going to be made 
aware of the matter; (b) did not feel escalating to 
HR was necessary; or (c) were convinced by the 
alleged perpetrator not to escalate.

This is exactly why Manager & Leader training 
is critically important. They need to understand 
that their role is to transfer these matters to 

Topic #4 — Escalating to HR

25%
During the simulations, a 
quarter of all Managers & 
Leaders did not explain to 
the employees that they will 
be escalating the situation 
to HR. In many cases, they 
were not convinced it was 
necessary to do so.

their HR partner as promptly and seamlessly as 
possible. It is not their responsibility to investigate 
or manage these situations themselves.

Part of the issue is lack of knowledge. Managers & 
Leaders are not always fully aware of the liability 
they are assuming (for the company and, often, 
for themselves) if they mismanage these kinds 
of conversations. At times there is also a lack 
of appreciation for the important role HR plays 
when these matters arise. Managers & Leaders 
can fall into the trap of overestimating their own 
capabilities and believing that the answer to these 
issues is more intuitive than it actually is. 

Managers & Leaders need to understand how 
important it is to get HR involved when tough 
workplace issues arise. Realistic training 
simulations, which replicate the emotions and 
complexities of real life scenarios, can help ensure 
that it happens.
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Topic #5 — Communicating Next Steps

30% Thirty percent of Managers & Leaders did not 
communicate specific next steps to employees 
struggling with difficult workplace challenges.

So What Happens Next?

A surprising percentage of the Managers 
& Leaders concluded their simulated 
conversations with complainants, witnesses 
and alleged perpetrators without explaining the 
process or communicating clear next steps.

Approaching a Manager & Leader to discuss a 
difficult workplace situation is undoubtedly one 
of the most difficult things that an employee 
can do. It takes courage and conviction to broach 
these sorts of topics with people who are in a 
position of authority. 

Given this dynamic, there are several things that 
a Manager & Leader must do in response. First, 
they should be empathetic and an active listener, 
allowing the employee to express their views 
and details of the situation they have concerns 
about. Just as importantly, however, is providing 
the employee with comfort and assurance that 
they are being heard and that the situation will 
be addressed promptly and effectively.

The best way to provide this assurance to the 
employee, be they a complainant, witness or 
alleged perpetrator, is to explain in detail what 
steps will be taken once the conversation is over. 

This does not mean that the Manager & Leader 
needs to provide all of the details of how an 
investigation will be conducted. They will likely 
lack that knowledge — and that’s fine. That said, 
they should explain to the employee that they 
have taken notes on the conversation and that 
they are going to share that information with 
an HR Partner. That individual will then contact 
the employee to follow-up, ask additional 
questions and explain in more detail what 
will happen next. It is also important for the 
Manager & Leader to explain to the employee 
the specific timeline (i.e. “I will call Jessica as soon 
as we’re done and I will ask that she contact you this 
afternoon.”)  The more detail they can provide, 
the more comfort the employee will have that 
the situation will be taken seriously.
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56%

We have serious concerns 
about whether Managers & 
Leaders understand their 
company’s anti-harassment 
and anti-discrimination 
policies. If they don’t 
understand them, they 
clearly cannot explain them 
to employees dealing with 
tough workplace issues.

This statistic highlights the 
shortcomings of existing training 
approaches. Despite the employee 
handbook and other policy and 
procedure documents they are 
required to read, Managers & 
Leaders need to have a better 
understanding of the policies that 
are in place to protect employees 
in the workplace. They certainly 
don’t need to be experts, but they 
need to know more than they do 
today. 

Topic #6 — Important Company Policies

More than half of Managers & Leaders did not 
explain to individuals involved in the incident that 
the organization has an anti-harassment and anti-
discrimination policy in place.
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Many of the Managers & Leaders who participated in the simulations lacked a clear understanding 
of whether they can, or should, ask that employees involved in a workplace incident to keep the 
details of the situation confidential. 

This is not a surprise given the conflicting guidance from the NLRB and the EEOC on this matter. 
pelotonRPM simulations have been architected to take the approach that Managers & Leaders 
can request that participants in an investigation keep what is discussed during the investigation 
private and confidential to protect the integrity of the investigation and to avoid influencing the 
recollections and statements of other witnesses or potential witnesses. That said, they certainly 
cannot stop the employees from discussing workplace conditions  — including facts relating to a 
particular event or situation. 

The simulations revealed that Managers & Leaders on the frontline of these tough workplace issues 
need to better understand the legal sensitivities around this important topic or the organization may 
be faced with substantial liability. 

Of Note — The Confidentiality Issue

Managers & Leaders often lack a clear 
understanding of the laws that pertain to 
employee confidentiality.
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Workplace 
culture starts 

at the top.

As the CEO of 
this company, I 

need each of you 
to understand 

something. If you 
think it’s acceptable 

to tell an off-
color joke, make 
a colleague feel 

uncomfortable or 
punish someone who 

complains about it, 
it’s time for you to 

find a new job.
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Change Starts With Managers & Leaders

If I had limited assets to improve 
the climate of any organization, 
I would invest 95% of them in 
middle managers and executives. 
These are the people who make 
all of the difference in the day-
to-day lives of organizations and 
people.  EEOC Witness Testimony

Managers & Leaders Drive Culture

The root causes of harassment, bias, 
discrimination, bullying and other negative 
workplace behaviors lie within the culture of 
the organization. To eliminate these issues, you 
need to fundamentally transform that culture.

In February 2018, Harvard Business Review 
published an article entitled “The Leader’s Guide 
to Corporate Culture.”  The article detailed the 
extent to which culture and leadership are 
intertwined, arguing that “...an organization’s 
leaders can also shape culture, through both conscious 
and unconscious actions... The best leaders we have 
observed are fully aware of the multiple cultures 
within which they are embedded, can sense when 
change is required, and can deftly influence the 
process.”

Leader statements are critically important 
when it comes to defining an organization’s 
culture. Yes, the CEO’s express statement that 
she is determined to eliminate harassment, 
bias, discrimination, bullying and other 

negative behaviors is critically important. 
Just as important, however, are the words 
that managers use, and how they express 
themselves, when addressing employees who 
are involved in difficult workplace situations.

The simulations provided Managers & Leaders 
with a realistic (yet safe) opportunity to practice 
engaging with employees who are struggling 
with tough workplace challenges. Experience is 
the best teaching tool for Managers & Leaders to 
‘learn the ropes’ around these issues and to build 
self-confidence.

If they are more confident dealing with these 
issues, employees will feel more confident 
coming to them when real situations arise and 
a virtuous circle begins to take shape. This is a 
predicate for driving positive cultural change, 
and Managers & Leaders are the first step. 
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What Needs to be Done?

# 1:  Define Leadership
Do your Managers & Leaders 
understand what it actually 
means to drive your culture to a 
better place? Do they know what 
specifically is expected of them 
when tough workplace issues 
arise? Are they held accountable 
when they don’t meet these 
expectations? The first step to 
address these issues is to give 
your Managers & Leaders clear 
guidance and direction. 

# 2:  Optimize Training
Our simulations revealed that the 
existing approaches to training 
are not getting the job done. 
‘Watch this video and answer some 
multiple choice questions’ has a role 
to play but, without application 
by the learner, the lessons are not 
properly internalized. Current 
live training approaches are too 
sporadic and ‘one-way’ to have the 
intended impact. Training needs 
to be optimized if you expect 
behaviors to really change.

# 3:  Clarify Policies

People do not consume content 
the way they used to, and yet 
we continue to rely on long 
handbooks to convey critical 
policies. With legal requirements 
in mind, important policies need 
to be communicated to Managers, 
Leaders & employees in a more 
digestible, easy-to-understand 
way. Consider short, on-demand 
video bursts that are easily 
accessible on the desktop.

# 4:  Communicate!
Every six months, the CEO of 
your organization should send a  
‘workplace ethics’ update to every 
single employee. It can be a video 
or a voicemail, but it needs to 
come from the top. The message 
should include metrics that show 
progress, set goals for the next 
six months and discuss training 
initiatives. Leaders need to lead 
on this issue and it starts at the 
very top.

We have seen that Managers & Leaders need to improve their skills when it comes to 
addressing harassment, bias, discrimination and bullying in the workplace. Here are 
four things your organization can do to better prepare them for the moment.
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Don’t just tell your people what 
to do. Let them do it. Let them 
practice what you teach, in a 
realistic, safe and convenient way 
that will ensure that the lessons 
resonate and sink in.

Gold Standard of Simulation Training

pelotonRPM delivers live, online HR & Compliance 
simulations that connect your Managers & Leaders, via 
their webcams, with real people, our live simulation 
specialists, who play the part of employees struggling  
with challenging workplace issues.

Groundbreaking approach to HR & Compliance training

Our HR & Compliance simulations immerse Managers & Leaders in realistic and 
thought-provoking scenarios that look, sound and feel just like real workplace 
conversations.

They are deeply and actively engaged in the learning process, from the moment 
it begins until the moment it finishes. They play a leading role in an interactive 
story that enhances learning in a profound way. No more looking at their phone, 
texting, sending emails or having someone else do the training on their behalf.
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In the post-#metoo environment, organizations of all sizes have come to realize the extent to which 

harassment, bias, discrimination, and bullying can destroy value for all stakeholders. 

Regulators, Plaintiffs’ attorneys, insurers and shareholders are forcing bad workplace behavior to the 

top of the corporate agenda. Unfortunately, this study has found that the Managers & Leaders who 

most typically receive claims are not adequately prepared.

Our simulations have shown that Managers & Leaders often fail to ask the right questions, clarify 

critical facts, explain the proper policies, lay out clear next steps and, in many cases, may choose not to 

escalate the matter to HR despite the critical importance of doing so. Even with the best of intentions, 

Managers & Leaders are not prepared to handle these conversations effectively.

Managers & Leaders will always be on the frontline when these issue arise — ‘going to your manager’ is 

engrained in every employee and there is often a fear and reticence about reporting directly to HR. 

Given that reality, we need to help leadership prepare for these critical moments. Managers & Leaders 

need to be given the opportunity to actually experience these conversations first-hand, in a safe, 

controlled and realistic way. They need to develop the specific skills to handle extremely difficult 

conversations — experiences that simply cannot be replicated in a group classroom setting or using 

contrived e-learning programs. 

With the groundswell in attention and concern around harassment, bias, discrimination and bullying,  

organizations across the country are being challenged to make real and lasting changes to their prevention 

programs. There is growing fatigue and skepticism around traditional training approaches that in many cases have 

failed to make a difference.  pelotonRPM’s study confirms statistical evidence that live, virtual simulations offer a 

better way to both identify skill gaps and materially improve a manager’s ability to handle complaints.

Conclusion
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