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Long before same-sex mar-
riage was legalized in Can-
ada in 2005, men and

women commonly saw little
benefit to being open about
non-heterosexual relationships
in the workplace.

In the 1980s and even into
the ‘90s, it was more the place
of high-profile gay activists
like the late George Hislop, ad-
vocacy groups like Egale and
big unions to fight for the
equality-rights battles of gay,
lesbian, bisexual and transgen-
dered (often referred to as
GLBT) individuals in work
boardrooms and the courts.

For instance, when it came to
trying to access family dental,
medical, parental leave and
other coverage long associated
with workers only in opposite-
sex relationships, or being
open about one’s sexual ori-
entation, “coming out” was
commonly seen as being out
of the workplace comfort zone.

Although times – and work-
environment attitudes and
policies – have changed dra-
matically, many advocates,
union leaders, employers and
employees say the road to
workplace diversity is smooth-
er, but still has its bumps.

For their part, employers are
increasingly incorporating
GLBT employees in their diver-
sity efforts.

Among the big banks, at the
forefront of including GLBT
workers in diversity plans, To-
ronto-Dominion Bank “has
been working hard to create an
environment where every em-
ployee and customer feels
comfortable, regardless of sex-
ual orientation,” says Beth
Grudzinski, vice-president,
corporate diversity.

Amin Sunderji, who started
in customer service 19 years
ago at TD in Vancouver and
held various positions before
moving to Toronto for a pro-
motion, says he started taking
advantage of same-sex bene-
fits as soon as he and his part-
ner were eligible – a year after
the two began living together.

He recalls rising through the
bank’s ranks right after univer-
sity – including holding man-

ager and human resources
roles.

“My first branch [in Vancou-
ver] that I managed was an In-
do-Canadian-focused branch
with a lot of Indo-Canadian
customers that are very con-
servative in their way of think-
ing, and I was managing close
to 40 staff, but they made it so
comfortable for me, as did my
bosses, when I was coming out
about 14 years ago,” recalls Mr.
Sunderji, 43, now senior man-
ager of corporate diversity at
TD in Toronto’s downtown fi-
nancial district.

“Today, when I come to
work, my co-workers don’t
think of me as a gay employee.
They think of me as a fellow
employee,” he says.

TD, with more than 45,000
Canadian-based employees,
made same-sex benefits avail-
able to employees beginning
in 2002 – around the time
many provinces were amend-
ing various laws to come in
line with court rulings in fa-
vour of same-sex benefits, and
other rights – when it integrat-
ed with Canada Trust, which
started its same-sex benefits
plans in 1995.

An Employee Pride Network,
founded in 2005, has about
600 TD members who are in
the GLBT community or sup-
port it. It helps gather feed-
back to shape strategies at the
bank, and lets employees
share ideas and experiences –
efforts that have helped boost
the number of employees ac-
cessing same-sex benefits by
36 per cent between March
2006 and March 2008.

TD is also a chief sponsor of
Out on Bay Street, an annual
conference and career fair for
GLBT students that gets the
support of leading financial
services companies.

Gerald Hunt, a professor at
Toronto’s Ryerson University,
says such efforts would never
have been commonplace two
decades ago.

“This is really a huge social
change that’s gone on,” says
Dr. Hunt, chair of Ryerson’s
human resources management
and organizational behaviour
department. 
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As Jason Colley explains it, in
2004 senior management at
American Express Canada
looked out the windows of the
company’s new headquarters
in Markham and realized the
world had changed. Geography
helped sparked social change.

Markham, one of Toronto’s
northern surburbs, had be-
come a city with an extraordi-
narily diverse population. No
longer a farming town domi-
nated by white Anglo Saxons,
Markham was now home to
expanding Chinese and South
Asian communities. In most
families, women worked as
well as the men.

If the company was going to
recruit staff locally, its hiring
and retention policies would
have to change. Diversity
would have to become a fun-
damental pillar of corporate
culture, says Mr. Colley, man-
ager of talent acquisition, the
man responsible since 2007 for
finding ways to dip into exist-
ing pools of qualified women,
ethnic minorities and those
with physical disabilities.

“At the same time our cus-
tomer base was changing,”
says Mr. Colley. “There was a
realization that there were
sound business reasons to
have our staff reflect the vari-
ous communities we served.”

American Express is just a
case in point. Major corpora-
tions are fostering diversity in
the workplace as good busi-
ness sense, not only to reflect
changing customer bases to-
day, but as a strategy for the
long term.

Organizations such as the
Canadian Federation of Inde-
pendent Business say that one

of the greatest challenges for
any enterprise – large or small
– is recruiting and retaining
workers. They predict that as
baby boomers move into re-
tirement, that challenge is cer-
tain to escalate.

At the University of Toron-
to’s Rotman School of Manage-
ment, associate dean Beatrix
Dart says she can think of at
least four sound business rea-
sons for all enterprises to pur-
sue diversity in the workforce.
Her first echoes those who
point to the shrinking pool of
available people following the
boomer bulge.

She also says that business is
increasingly international in
nature and having people on
staff fluent in foreign languag-
es and cultural savvy can
prove a tremendous asset.
Then there is the need to have
an organization reflect the
communities it serves: That
just makes sound branding
sense, she says.

The fourth point reflects a
change of perception as to
who is the decision maker in
households.

“Surveys show that women
have the greatest influence in
70 per cent of household pur-
chases,” she says. “With new
cars they are the primary in-
fluence in 60 per cent of buy
decisions. It just makes sense
to strengthen the female
component and use their in-
sights.”

“All organizations have to
start looking for ways to reach
deeper into the pools of avail-
able talent within their com-
munities,” says Jane Allen,
chief diversity officer at De-
loitte Touche LLP, the interna-
tional accounting and
consulting company with

7,900 staff across Canada. “It
simply makes good business
sense.”

The challenge for many,
however, is how to get started
and then how to create inter-
nal systems and processes to
ensure programs created to
achieve diversity do not wither
on the corporate vine.

At both Amex Canada and
Deloitte the process started
with benchmarking, a com-
plete demographic survey of
just how diverse staff was, say
both Mr. Colley and Ms. Allen.
Deloitte even brought in an
outside consultant to help
structure change and advise
on the process.

“The idea is to create a base-
line, which can be used to
measure progress,” says Ms.
Allen.

The next step for both was
creation of a company-wide di-
versity council. In Amex-s case
it has 12 members from across
Canada and at Deloitte 18. The
council acts as a central orga-
nizing group, monitoring
change and reporting to both
management and staff.

Step three was to create a se-
ries of task forces with each
given responsibility to orga-
nize, launch and monitor spe-
cific diversity initiatives.

“At Amex one of the top pri-
orities was not just broadening
recruitment but broadening
retention programs as well,”
says Mr. Colley. “Our goal was
to have units such as our call
centre and credit risk groups –
those that deal directly with
customers – more closely re-
flect our client base.

A top priority at Deloitte be-
came increasing the number of
women management. 
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BENCHMARK WHERE YOU
ARE TODAY. Crunch the
numbers on your current
demographics so you have
something to compare
your progress to. 
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

EXECUTIVE BUY-IN. Senior
management must support
programs designed to re-
cruit, train and advance the
careers of minorities, wom-
en and those with physical
disabilities.
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

ACCOUNTABILITY. Pro-
grams must come with
clear individual and group
accountability for their suc-
cess and tangible rewards
and penalties.
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

TRAINING AND COACHING.
Create mentoring and train-
ing programs to support in-
dividual development, as
well as employee net-
works. 
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

PUT IT IN WRITING. Base
performance management
and promotion on bias-free
criteria. 
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

CREATE STRUCTURES.
Create an internal diversity
council and dedicated task
forces for specific pro-
grams. 
Source: Deloitte & Touche
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