
Breaking the Silo: Integrating OHS, HR,
and ESG in the Canadian Workplace for a
Unified Risk and People Strategy

For decades, Canadian workplaces have treated occupational health and safety, human
resources, and ESG as separate conversations. Safety lived with operations. HR lived
with people. ESG lived with executives, boards, or sustainability reports that
employees rarely saw. 

That separation no longer holds. 

Regulators, courts, investors, insurers, and employees are now looking at
organizations through a single lens. How well do you manage risk, treat people, and
govern responsibly across the entire organization. Not in theory, but in practice. 

The problem for many HR leaders is that compliance structures have not caught up.
Policies exist in silos. Reporting systems do not talk to each other. Risk ownership
is fragmented. And when something goes wrong, a harassment complaint, a serious
injury, a mental health claim, a supply chain disclosure issue, the organization
discovers too late that HR, OHS, and ESG were all dealing with the same risk from
different angles without coordination. 

This article explores why those silos are breaking down in Canada, what the data and
case law are telling us, and how HR leaders can play a central role in building an
integrated people and risk strategy that actually reflects how modern
workplaces operate. 

This is not about adding another framework or burden. It is about reducing risk,
improving decision making, and aligning compliance with culture in a way regulators
increasingly expect. 

Why Integration Is No Longer Optional 

The shift toward integration did not come from HR theory. It came from enforcement,
litigation, and public scrutiny. 

In Canada, workplace risk has expanded beyond physical injury. Psychological safety,
harassment, violence, fatigue, addiction, discrimination, and ethical sourcing are
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now treated as core safety and governance issues. The same incident can trigger
obligations under occupational health and safety law, employment standards, human
rights legislation, workers' compensation, privacy law, and ESG disclosure regimes. 

One incident. Multiple regulatory lenses. 

A 2023 report from the Association of Workers' Compensation Boards of Canada showed
that psychological injury claims now represent one of the fastest growing categories
of lost time claims nationwide, with acceptance rates increasing as legal standards
evolve. These claims often begin as HR issues. A conflict. A complaint. A workload
concern. But they end up squarely in the OHS and financial risk domain. 

At the same time, ESG reporting has moved from voluntary to mandatory for many
organizations. Under Canada's supply chain transparency legislation, employers are
now required to assess and disclose forced labour risks. That obligation does not sit
neatly in procurement alone. HR is often the only function with visibility into labor
practices, training, contractor onboarding, and policy enforcement. 

These are not separate compliance streams. They are intersecting risks tied to how
people are hired, managed, protected, and supported. 

The Cost of Siloed Risk Management 

Silos persist because they feel efficient. Each function owns its mandate, its
reports, its audits. But the cost of that structure shows up most clearly when
something goes wrong. 

Consider harassment and violence investigations. 

In multiple recent Canadian cases, employers were found liable not because they
lacked a policy, but because the policy was disconnected from training, supervision,
reporting, and corrective action. Investigators and tribunals increasingly look at
the entire system, not just the document. 

In Ontario, decisions under the Occupational Health and Safety Act have repeatedly
emphasized that workplace harassment is a safety issue, not just an HR matter.
Employers that treated complaints as interpersonal disputes, rather than hazards
requiring systemic controls, have faced orders, penalties, and reputational damage. 

In British Columbia, WorkSafeBC has issued penalties where employers failed
to integrate psychological safety into their overall safety program, even when HR
processes technically existed. The message is consistent. Fragmentation is not a
defense. 

From a financial perspective, the cost is also measurable. According to Mental Health
Research Canada, mental health related disability claims account for roughly 30
percent of short- and long-term disability costs for Canadian employers. These costs
are influenced by workload, leadership behaviour, workplace culture, and support
systems that span HR, OHS, and governance. 

When those functions do not coordinate, risks escalate quietly until they become
expensive and public. 

ESG Has Changed the Conversation About People Risk 

For many HR leaders, ESG initially felt abstract or investor driven.
That perception is outdated. 



Environmental, social, and governance metrics increasingly intersect with workforce
practices. The social pillar now explicitly includes health and safety performance,
diversity and inclusion outcomes, labour practices, and employee wellbeing.
Governance includes how complaints are handled, how accountability is enforced, and
how risk information flows to leadership. 

Large Canadian pension funds and institutional investors have been vocal about
linking human capital management to long term performance. BlackRock, CPP
Investments, and others have publicly emphasized the importance of workforce risk
oversight. 

This matters even for organizations that are not publicly traded. Insurers, lenders,
and partners are adopting similar expectations. 

In 2022, a Canadian logistics company lost a major contract after a client's ESG due
diligence identified poor safety performance and unresolved harassment complaints.
The issue was not a single incident. It was the absence of an integrated system
to identify, track, and address people risk. 

HR had data. OHS had data. Neither had a complete picture. 

HR's Natural Role as the Integrator 

HR is uniquely positioned to bridge these functions, even if it has not historically
been asked to. 

HR owns recruitment, onboarding, training, performance management, accommodation,
discipline, and investigations. These processes directly influence safety outcomes,
ethical compliance, and governance credibility. 

When HR policies are developed in isolation from safety programs, unintended
consequences follow. For example, performance metrics that reward speed without
considering fatigue risk. Attendance policies that discourage injury reporting.
Accommodation processes that fail to align with medical and safety requirements. 

Integration does not mean HR takes over OHS or ESG. It means HR helps ensure that
people systems reinforce, rather than undermine, safety and governance objectives. 

The most effective Canadian employers are already doing this, often without labeling
it as ESG or integration. They align job design with hazard assessments. They train
supervisors on both respectful workplace standards and safety leadership. They use
shared reporting dashboards for incidents, complaints, and trends. 

What they have recognized is that risk does not respect org charts. 

Where the Lines Blur in Canadian Regulation 

Canadian law already treats these areas as connected, even if internal structures do
not. 

Workplace harassment and violence provisions exist within occupational health and
safety statutes across the country. Psychological safety is increasingly recognized
as part of an employer's general duty to provide a safe workplace. 

Human rights law intersects with accommodation, injury management, and mental health.
Privacy law governs how incident and health information is collected and shared. ESG
disclosure laws require organizations to demonstrate oversight of labour risks. 



The table below illustrates how these obligations overlap and where HR, OHS, and ESG
responsibilities intersect in practice. 

Regulatory Overlap Affecting HR, OHS, and ESG in Canada 

Area of
Obligation HR Lens OHS Lens ESG / Governance

Lens 

Harassment and
Violence 

Policies, investigations,
discipline, training 

Hazard
identification,
prevention
programs,
corrective
actions 

Culture,
leadership
accountability,
reporting
integrity 

Psychological
Health 

Accommodation, benefits, return
to work 

Workplace
stressors,
workload,
bullying, fatigue 

Workforce
sustainability,
retention risk 

Workplace
Injuries 

Claims
coordination, modified work 

Hazard controls,
incident
investigation 

Cost management,
insurer scrutiny 

Forced Labour
and Ethical
Sourcing 

Hiring standards, contractor
vetting 

Worker protection,
due diligence 

Mandatory
disclosure,
reputational risk 

Privacy and
Monitoring 

Employee consent, data
handling 

Surveillance for
safety purposes 

Ethical use of
data,
transparency 

Training and
Competency 

Onboarding, performance
management 

Safety training,
certification 

Demonstrable risk
controls 

This overlap is not theoretical. It is how regulators and courts assess employer
conduct. 

Case Lessons from Canadian Enforcement and Litigation 

Canadian case law consistently shows that failures occur at the intersections. 

In a widely cited Ontario case involving workplace violence, the employer had a
written policy but failed to integrate it into supervisor training and hazard
assessments. The Ministry of Labour found that HR treated the issue as behavioural,
while safety treated it as operational. Neither addressed the root cause. The
employer faced significant penalties. 

In British Columbia, a psychological injury claim succeeded in part because evidence
showed that HR knew of workload concerns and repeated complaints, while safety
reports focused only on physical hazards. The lack of a unified response undermined
the employer's defense. 

In Québec, where psychological harassment has long been recognized, employers are
increasingly expected to show proactive integration between HR processes and
prevention programs. CNESST decisions frequently reference organizational culture and
governance failures, not just individual actions. 

These cases reinforce a simple point. Compliance documents alone are not enough.
Systems must align. 



The Insurance and Cost Perspective 

Insurers have quietly been pushing integration for years. 

Workers' compensation boards analyze not just injury frequency, but management
systems. Insurers offering preferred rates often look at training records, return to
work coordination, and leadership accountability. All of these span HR and OHS. 

A 2024 Canadian insurance industry analysis found that employers with integrated
safety and HR management systems experienced lower claim durations and faster return
to work outcomes. The difference was not industry. It was coordination. 

From an HR perspective, this translates into reduced absence, improved morale, and
lower turnover. From a governance perspective, it demonstrates due diligence. 

Culture Is Where Integration Becomes Visible 

Employees do not experience silos. They experience the workplace. 

When an employee reports harassment, they do not care whether it is classified as HR
or safety. When someone is injured or overwhelmed, they do not differentiate between
policy owners. They judge the organization by how it responds. 

Integrated systems send a clear message. The organization takes people risk
seriously. It connects words to actions. It holds leaders accountable. 

Conversely, siloed responses create distrust. Employees quickly learn when issues are
passed around, minimized, or treated inconsistently. That erosion of trust increases
risk across the board. 

Research from Gallup Canada has consistently linked employee engagement
to perceptions of safety, fairness, and leadership credibility. These are not
separate drivers. They reinforce each other. 

Practical Integration Without Reinventing Everything 

Integration does not require a massive restructuring. In most organizations, it
begins with alignment. 

Shared risk assessments that include psychological and organizational hazards
alongside physical ones. Joint training for supervisors that covers safety
leadership, respectful conduct, and duty to accommodate. Unified reporting dashboards
that allow HR, safety, and leadership to see trends before they escalate. 

Policy reviews that examine how HR policies interact with safety obligations, rather
than updating them in isolation. Clear escalation pathways so issues are addressed
holistically, not sequentially. 

HR leaders often underestimate how much influence they already have over these
processes. The key is intentional coordination. 

Why This Matters More in 2026 and Beyond 

Canadian workplaces are becoming more complex. Remote and hybrid work blur
jurisdictional lines. Immigration targets fluctuate. AI and monitoring technologies
introduce new privacy and ethical risks. ESG scrutiny continues to intensify. 

Each of these trends increases the cost of fragmentation. 



Regulators are not lowering expectations. Courts are not narrowing liability.
Employees are not becoming more tolerant of inconsistency. 

Organizations that continue to treat HR, OHS, and ESG as separate silos will find
themselves reacting rather than managing risk. Those that integrate will be better
positioned to demonstrate due diligence, attract talent, manage costs, and build
resilient cultures. 

The HR Opportunity 

This moment represents an opportunity for HR to step into a more strategic role, not
by taking on more work, but by connecting the work that already exists. 

HR does not need to become safety experts or ESG analysts. It needs to ensure that
people systems align with how risk is assessed and managed. 

Breaking the silo is not about adding complexity. It is about reflecting reality. 

In Canadian workplaces today, people risk is organizational risk. And HR sits at the
center of that equation. 


