Workplace Relationships: Balancing
Boundaries and Policy

Listen to the podcast snippet below for a more in-depth
discussion regarding workplace relationships and how to respect and balance
boundaries.

https://hrinsider.ca/wp-content/uploads/2026/02/The Legal Minefield Of Office Romance
.mp3

Workplace relationships happen. They always have. When people work closely together,
connections form. Sometimes those connections stay professional. Sometimes they
become personal.

Most of the time, that is not a problenm.

In fact, healthy relationships at work can improve collaboration, communication, and
engagement. People who trust each other often work better together. The issue is not
that relationships exist. The issue is what happens when personal relationships
intersect with authority, influence, or decision-making.

As an organization, we are not in the business of regulating anyone’s private life.
We are in the business of managing workplace risk. Clear expectations are not about
control. They are about protecting fairness, protecting careers, and protecting the
organization.

Why This Matters More Than People Think

When personal relationships overlap with reporting structures, performance reviews,
compensation decisions, or promotions, risk increases. Even if both individuals
believe everything is fair and consensual, others may see it differently.

Perception matters in the workplace.

If coworkers believe someone is receiving special treatment, trust erodes quickly. If
a relationship ends and one person still has influence over the other’s role, the
situation can escalate into allegations of retaliation or harassment. What began as a
personal matter can quickly become a legal and reputational issue.
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Most workplace relationship problems are not caused by bad intent. They are caused by
unclear boundaries and delayed action.

Where Risk Tends to Be Highest

The greatest risk exists where there is a power imbalance. A relationship between a
supervisor and a direct report carries immediate exposure. Even if it is fully
consensual, the surrounding team may question whether opportunities, feedback, or
discipline are truly objective. If the relationship ends, any subsequent employment
decision can be scrutinized.

That is why reporting relationships must be addressed right away. Waiting rarely
makes things better.

Conflicts of interest create another layer of risk. When one person has influence
over another’s pay, schedule, advancement, or performance evaluation, objectivity
becomes difficult to demonstrate. Even the appearance of bias can damage morale and
credibility.

There is also the issue of professionalism. Personal disputes should never spill into
team meetings, emails, or public interactions. Emotional conflict, inappropriate
messaging, or visible tension disrupts productivity and affects more people than the
two individuals involved.

Some situations are even more complicated. Occasionally, a workplace relationship
involves someone who is already in a committed relationship outside of work. These
scenarios often involve secrecy or delayed disclosure. If the relationship
deteriorates, emotions can escalate quickly. Outside partners may contact the
organization. Stress-related leave requests may follow. Complaints sometimes emerge
only after the relationship ends.

Again, the concern is not the personal circumstances. The concern is workplace
impact.

The Policy Is There to Protect People

A realistic workplace relationship policy acknowledges that relationships will occur.
Attempting to ban them outright is rarely practical or enforceable. Instead, the
focus should be on transparency and risk management.

Employees need to understand when disclosure is required. That typically means when a
reporting relationship exists, when one person influences another’s employment
conditions, or when a conflict of interest could reasonably arise. Disclosure should
be positioned as protective, not punitive. It allows the organization to adjust
reporting lines or decision-making authority before problems develop.

A strong policy also reinforces professional standards. Expectations around
confidentiality, respectful behaviour, and boundaries do not change simply because
two employees are in a relationship. And it must be clear that retaliation, coercion,
or harassment will not be tolerated, whether the relationship is ongoing or has
ended.

The Role of Human Resources

Policies alone do not prevent risk. Culture and consistency do.

Managers need training to recognize early warning signs and to escalate concerns
before they escalate legally. Informal handling or “looking the other way” increases



liability. At the same time, employees must feel safe disclosing relationships. If
they believe disclosure will damage their career, they will remain silent. Silence is
where risk grows.

Consistency matters just as much as clarity. If policies are enforced selectively,
trust erodes and legal defence weakens. Employees watch how rules are applied.

Finding the Right Balance
Workplace relationships are not automatically problematic. Lack of clarity is.

When expectations are clear and consistently applied, most relationships can coexist
with professionalism. The goal is not to intrude into personal lives. The goal is to
protect fairness, safety, and credibility.

Healthy boundaries support healthy workplaces. They also protect the organization
when relationships change, as they sometimes do.



