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Introduction
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Why focus on new businesses?

• Research gap regarding new businesses and occupational health and 
safety (OHS) (**Van Eerd, Robson, Yanar et al., 2026)

• About 100K employer businesses created in Canada each year (ISED, 

2025)

• New businesses are likely prone to increased risk of worker injury/ 
illness/ fatality

• Small businesses (Mendeloff et al. 2006)

• Short tenure employees (Morassaei et al. 2013)
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**Van Eerd, Robson, Yanar, et al. Early OHS interventions for small businesses: an environmental 

scan. American Journal Industrial Medicine 2026;69



OHS system in Ontario (public sector): policy approaches to 

primary prevention
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Policy 

approaches

Ministry of Labour, 

Immigration, Training & 

Skills Development 

(MLITSD)

Health & Safety 

Associations (HSAs)

Workplace Safety & 

Insurance Board 

(WSIB)

Carrots: 
Incentives

• Supporting Ontario’s 

Safe Employers 

Program

• Certificate of 

Recognition (COR)

• Health & Safety 

Excellence Program

Sticks:
Enforcement

• OHS inspectorate

Sermons: 
Education

• MLITSD web pages • Training, 

information, and 

consultation 

services

• Health & Safety 

Excellence Program

Vedung E. Carrots, Sticks & Sermons – Policy Instruments and their Evaluation, 1998. 



Research objectives

1. Describe initiation of OHS management by new businesses 

2. Identify and describe the factors associated with the initiation of OHS 
management

3. Explore reaction of new businesses to possible future interventions
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OHS 

manage-

ment

New business New business



Study design
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Ontario 

Business 

Registry

Single owner 

businesses, 

2022-2024

(exclude lowest harm 

sectors, about 1/3) 

Part 2: 

IWH Interviews

Part 1:

IWH Survey,

2025

• 351 new 

businesses with 

employees

Recruit

From 

survey                               

ppts.



Survey participants - characteristics
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Who completed the survey?

• 88% owners (12% managers)

• 97% involved in day-to-day operations

• 56% born in Canada; 44% immigrants 

• 40% White, 14% Black, 9% South Asian, 8% East/Southeast Asian, 
8% Latin American, 7% Middle Eastern, 6% Mixed/Other, 1% 
Indigenous, 8% not reported 

• 55% men, 40% women, 1% non-binary, 4% prefer to not answer

• 64% with no prior experience as owner / sr. mgr. operations
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Business sizes

Microbusinesses 
predominate
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Industrial sectors

Industrial sector # of businesses % of businesses

Construction 84 24.0

Retail trade 68 19.4

Building support, esp. janitorial 52 14.8

Health care and social assistance 38 10.8

Accommodation and food services 24 6.8

Manufacturing 23 6.6

Transportation 14 4.0

Other 47 13.4

TOTAL 350 99.7
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Industry missing, n = 1



Hazardous exposures:

• Moving 20 kg weight 10X day

• Heights > 2 m.

• Chemicals, flammable liquids, etc.

• Bullying/harassment

• Repetitive hand movements 3 hrs+

• Unfamiliar tasks

• Bent, twisted, or awkward posture

• Noise (have to raise voice at 1 m)

• Standing 2 hrs in a row
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Hazard

**Based on IWH OHS Vulnerability Measure (Smith et al., 2015; Lay et al. 2017)

Any 2 hazards 

weekly/daily

Any 1 hazard 

weekly/daily

Hazard

48% of the businesses



Results
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Measuring OHS management: counting actions done

• Question: “…to what 

extent have you carried 

out the following 

actions for your new 

business?”

• Found legal requirements about OHS

• Found info on protecting employees

• Made OHS rules

• Talked with employees about OHS 

• Gave OHS training to all employees 

• Wrote an OHS policy & shared it

• Made fire emergency plans & shared them

• Appointed employee with 1st aid training

• Systematically ID’d all hazards
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oNothing done at this time

oDone some work on it

oDone this or put it in 

place

Counted # responses 

across 9 items



% businesses by # of OHS management actions done
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OHS mgmt NOT

initiated OHS management initiated

n = 126 (36%)                                  n = 225 (64%) 

41% 52%



COM-B System: a framework for understanding behaviour
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Michie, S., van Stralen, M.M. & West, R. The behaviour 

change wheel: A new method for characterising and 

designing behaviour change interventions. 

Implementation Sci 6, 42 (2011).



Primary factors of interest in the study
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● OHS Knowledge

● Initiating OHS management

● OHS System Interventions

● Barriers to OHS Actions

● Business Context

● OHS Self-confidence

● OHS Outcome Expectations



Owner/manager self-rated knowledge about OHS topics

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

OHS management system stds

Hierarchy of OHS risk controls

OHS Act requirements

Fed. Labour Code II req'ts

Workplace Safety Insur. Act req'ts

Fit-for-duty policies

Employer reqts for 1st aid

Employer reqts for reporting injury

WHMIS (W'place Hazardous…

Workers' right to refuse

A lot Some V. little/nothing
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“Please indicate how much you know about the following topics.”

=3         =2                = 1 



Owner/manager self-rated knowledge about OHS topics
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OHS management system stds

Hierarchy of OHS risk controls

OHS Act requirements

Fed. Labour Code II req'ts

Workplace Safety Insur. Act req'ts
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A lot Some V. little/nothing
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“Please indicate how much you know about the following topics.”

=3         =2                = 1 

OHS Knowledge Score

2.1(out of 3)

 ≈“Some”
Average across all businesses



Factors of interest in the study
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● OHS Knowledge

● Initiating OHS management

● OHS System Interventions

● Barriers to OHS Actions

● Business Context

● OHS Self-confidence

● OHS Outcome Expectations



OHS self-confidence (self-efficacy) and OHS outcome 

expectations measures

• Considering the following activities, 
how confident are you that you can 
do them when needed? (5 activities)

• Not at all confident = 1 
• Somewhat confident = 2
• Confident =3
• Very confident = 4
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● OHS Outcome Expectations

● OHS Self-confidence

• How likely are the following to happen if 
your business has good practices in 
workplace safety and health? (4 outcomes)

• Extremely unlikely = 1 
• Unlikely = 2
• Possible =3
• Likely = 4
• Very likely = 5

Average score = 3.0

= “Confident”

Average score = 3.8

≈ “Likely”



OHS opportunities, barriers and context measures
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● OHS System Interventions

● Business Context

● Barriers to OHS Actions

• Ever used info./services from MLITSD, HSAs 

and/or WSIB (avg. 1.5 of possible 3)

• Ever visited by MLITSD inspector (11% of 

businesses)

• # reasons for not taking action on OHS   
(avg. 0.8 of possible 7)

• Industrial sector (32% goods-producing)

• Hazardous exposures (48% of businesses)

• Number of full-time employees (avg. 2.1)

• Time since registration (avg. 24 mos.)



Statistical significance of the relationship of each measure 

and OHS management initiation

Measure Statistical 

significance

OHS knowledge ***

OHS self-confidence ***

OHS outcome expectations ***

Use of public OHS info/services ***

OHS inspector visit **

Barriers to OHS actions *

Industrial sector *

Hazardous exposures *

# FT employees ns (p = 0.14)

Time since registration ns (p = 0.98)
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***, p < 0.001

**, p < 0.01

*, p < 0.05

ns, not statistically 

significant

Result of Wilcoxon 

rank-sum or Pearson 

Chi-square statistical 

tests.



Putting all factors together in one model
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Multivariable 

regression 

modeling

● OHS Knowledge ***

● OHS Self-confidence ***

***, p < 0.001

Robust Poisson regression model:

R2
marg = 0.29



Estimated “effect” of OHS knowledge (from model)
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● OHS Knowledge 
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Estimated “effect” of OHS knowledge (from model)
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Estimated “effect” of OHS self-confidence (from model)
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● OHS Self-

confidence Score
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Estimated “effect” of OHS self-confidence (from model)
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● OHS Self-

confidence Score

1.0

2.0

3.0

1.0

2.0

3.0

4.0
Very 

confident

Confident

Somewhat 

confident

Not at all 

confident

Increase from 1.0 to 2.0 

self-confidence score 

➔

OHS mgmt. initiation is 

4 times more prevalent

Increase from 2.0 to 3.0 

self-confidence score 

➔

OHS mgmt. initiation is 

2 times more prevalent



Recap

• Evidence of a lack of basic OHS management in some new 
businesses with employees (36% of study sample)

• Even in the presence of hazardous exposures

• Evidence that OHS knowledge and OHS self-confidence have 
important associations with the initiation of OHS management

• From research, we know knowledge and self-confidence can be 
enhanced through education and training (Kraiger et al. 1993)
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0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80

Private consultants

Government OHS inspectors

Lawyers

Can. Fed. of Indep. Businesses (CFIB)

Accountants

Business Assoc'ns services/website

Suppliers/customers/clients

Social media

Employees

Health & Safety Associations (HSAs)

Friends, family, personal contacts

Continuing education/training

Government services/website

Formal education & training

Previous work experience

*

Info. Sources “Definitely Helpful” for them Taking OHS Action: % Businesses

Personal 

sources 

of info. 

dominate

Public OHS 

resources 

also used



Potential interventions
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Time available for free online OHS course
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% responding “very helpful” to resource suggestions

0 10 20 30 40 50

Social media accounts OHS leaders

In-person consultation w/ expert

E-newsletter/mobile app with updates

Video or phone consultation w/ expert

List of gov't approved OHS orgs.

Std. recommend'ns for type of business

Mobile app with info and templates

Online course with OHS basics

Contact info. for OHS expert

Website with customizable templates

Guide to workers' comp. for type of business

% responding “very helpful”
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“How helpful would the following resources be to you as you start up your business?”



Best time to learn about OHS resources relative to time 

of business registration
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78% say best time is at 

time of business 

registration or before

IWH Connects 2026



Sequence of events in Ontario currently
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Register

Business 

w/ Service Ontario

Hire 

employee

Register 

with 

WSIB*

Contact with 

Health & Safety 

Association

OHS 

resources

within 10 days

* WSIB, Workplace Safety & Insurance Board

33% of study 

businesses report 

WSIB registration

days to months



Discussion & Conclusions

• Evidence of a lack of basic OHS management in some new 
businesses with employees (36% of study sample)

• Evidence that OHS knowledge and OHS self-confidence have 
important associations with the initiation of OHS management

• From research, we know OHS knowledge and OHS self-confidence 
can be enhanced through education and training

• New businesses show a preference for OHS resources at time of 
business registration

• Might we increase the opportunity for new businesses (with 
employees) to be exposed to OHS resources in a more timely way?
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Limitations

• Sample not representative

• excluded 1/3 of businesses, which were from lower harm sectors

• low response rate

• Cross-sectional survey

• association ≠ causation

• limited insight into steps in the process of initiating OHS 
management

• May not have measured everything that is important
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Strengths

• Innovative sampling frame – Business Registry

• Addresses a research gap - OHS in new businesses

• Good number and diversity of businesses

• Guided by a theoretically based conceptual framework

• Potential policy relevance

IWH Connects 2026 40



Questions? Comments?
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Thank you

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/

This document/slide is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-

NoDerivatives 4.0 International License: http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/.

Lynda Robson
Scientist, Institute for Work & Health

lrobson@iwh.on.ca
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The image of the COM-B system (slide 19) was reproduced as permitted by publisher Springer Nature 
under the Creative Commons Attribution License (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/2.0)
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