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Abstract 

The rhetoric of Canadian universities as sites of fair practice and forward-thinking has been 

criticized by scholars, who have noted that the “equity myth” supports denial of racism within 

these institutions, undermining the experiences of racialized and marginalized groups (e.g. 

Nakhaie, 2004; Henry et al., 2017). Research has repeatedly shown that racialized students 

continue to face discrimination, while there remain persistent gaps in the representation and wages 

of racialized faculty, senior academic leaders and executive leaders in Canadian universit ies 

(Henry & Tator, 2009; Dua & Banji, 2012; Ramos, 2012; Hannay, 2017). Despite the promises of 

these institutions, they have not put forth practices and policies that effectively address 

discrimination of racialized groups (Henry et al, 2017). Lack of diverse representation in senior 

leadership is an issue of access, as academic leaders can determine whose voices are given 

privilege in research and pedagogy, and influence the culture and mandate of institutions. Diversity 

in leadership is a key part of creating structural change towards more inclusive organizat ions 

(Cukier et al., 2013). Drawing on the critical ecological model (Cukier et al., 2013), this paper will 

use a systems-level approach to assess diversity and inclusion at multiple levels within Canadian 

universities. It contributes to the limited research on diverse representation in Canadian leadership 

by examining the proportion of racialized people on university boards and senior executives in 

Toronto and Montreal (Diversity Institute, 2012, 2013, 2014, 2015, 2019). Findings show that 

universities and colleges, even in Canada’s largest cities, are still lagging in their diversity agendas, 

supporting a call for rigorous measurement, reporting and policy changes within these institutions.     



 
 

2 
 

Introduction 

The rhetoric of Canadian universities as sites of fair practice and forward-thinking has 

been criticized by scholars, who have noted that the “equity myth” supports denial of racism 

within these institutions, undermining the experiences of racialized and marginalized groups (e.g. 

Nakhaie, 2004; Henry et al., 2017). Research has repeatedly shown that racialized students 

continue to face discrimination, while there remain persistent gaps in the representation and 

wages of racialized faculty, senior academic leaders and executive leaders in Canadian 

universities (Henry & Tator, 2009; Dua & Banji, 2012; Ramos, 2012; Hannay, 2017). Despite 

the promises of these institutions, they have not put forth practices and policies that effectively 

address discrimination of racialized groups (Henry et al, 2017).  

Employment Equity legislation in Canada prohibits discrimination within organizations of 

women, Indigenous peoples, persons with disabilities and racialized persons1 (Government of 

Canada, 2018), and increasingly companies are becoming more conscious of the value of 

positioning themselves as advocates for diversity and equity in hiring (Ramos, 2012). 

Comprehensive quantitative research provides an opportunity to evaluate these claims. 

Measurement and enforcement of diversity policies within Canadian institutions, including in 

academia, should result in continuous improvement in the numbers of racialized professors and 

university leaders.  

Drawing on the critical ecological model (Cukier et al., 2013), which analyzes at the 

individual, organizational and societal level, this paper will use a systems-level approach to assess 

diversity and inclusion at multiple levels within Canadian universities, through a review of current 

                                                 
1Following the direction of the Ontario Human Rights Commission  (n.d.), and recognizing race as a social construct, 
we use the terms “racialized person” or “racialized group” rather than the more outdated terms “racial minority,” 
“visible minority,” “person of colour” or “non-White.” 
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literature on inclusion within Canadian universities. It will contribute to the limited research on 

diverse representation in leadership by examining the proportion of racialized people on univers ity 

boards and senior executives in Toronto and Montreal (Diversity Institute, 2012, 2014, 2015, 

2019). Lack of diverse representation in senior leadership is an issue of access, as academic leaders 

can determine whose voices are given privilege in research and pedagogy, and influence the culture 

and mandate of institutions. Diversity in leadership is a key part of creating structural change 

towards more inclusive organizations (Cukier et al., 2013). 

 

Diversity and Equity in Canada’s Universities 

In Canada, in line with the rhetoric of a multicultural society, many major institutions have 

begun to boast policies of diversity and inclusion, often as broad, abstract concepts (CAUT, 2018). 

Canadian universities often pride themselves on diversity and equity initiatives, and many can 

boast a racially diverse student body (Henry et al., 2017; Goitom, 2019). However, this trend is 

not reflected in the representation of racialized people among senior staff and faculty; Black and 

Indigenous groups are continually underrepresented among academic leaders within universit ies, 

and among faculty (Henry et al., 2017; Dua & Banji, 2012). The University of Alberta looked at 

Canada’s 15 highest-ranked universities and found no representation of racialized and Indigenous 

persons among the ranks of university chancellors, provosts and vice presidents, and found that 

racialized men made up only 20% of university presidents (Smith, 2017). The Canadian 

Association of University Teachers, based on data from the 2016 national census, found that a 

significant wage gap remains between men and women professors and college teachers (CAUT, 

2018; Gordon, 2018). This wage gap is worse for racialized and Indigenous professors. Notably, 

racialized women earn on average 68 cents for every dollar that their white male colleagues earn 
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(CAUT, 2018, p.9). Racialized scholars were also found to have the highest rates of 

unemployment, while female racialized and Indigenous teachers that are employed are less likely 

to hold full-time positions. Further, along with the challenges for these underrepresented groups 

in securing tenure-track positions, other systemic barriers indirectly contribute to this cycle, such 

as the loss of assistant professor roles in Canadian universities which, according to CAUT, will 

further slow progress (CAUT, 2018).  

Despite these numbers, debate continues as to whether there in fact remain systemic issues 

within universities that disadvantage minority groups. Scholars have posited that this resistance 

may stem from the desire within the institution to maintain its accepted image of education as a 

space which thrives on diverse ideas, and thus values inclusiveness and equity (Ramos, 2012). 

Employment equity policies have proliferated in Canada over the past three decades, and 

universities have been quick to realize the value of positioning themselves as being at the forefront 

of this movement, often holding themselves out as equal opportunity employers, and pointing to 

their diverse student body in marketing campaigns (Henry et al., 2017, CAUT, 2018). 

Some argue that underrepresentation of racialized people among professors and univers ity 

leadership is not due to discrimination within the university but rather a result of lack of qualified 

candidates, citing few doctorates or alleged lack of quality publications (Ramos, 2012). This 

argument of the “skills gap” or “skills mismatch” is not unique to academia, yet recent studies 

have cast doubt on these claims due to a lack of hard evidence (Burleton et al., 2013; Sorensen, 

2014). While employers claim they are faced with a limited pool of skilled talent, there is little 

evidence of wage increases at the industry level, while effective efforts to recruit and promote 

diverse talent throughout the labour market, including women and internationally-tra ined 
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professionals remain stagnant (Sorensen, 2014; Li & Sweetman, 2014; Banerjee, Verma, & Zhang, 

2019). 

In other cases, there is generally silence by universities about underrepresentation in the 

professorate (and generally in academic roles) of women, racialized people and Indigenous peoples 

(Ramos, 2012). The lack of comprehensive research on representation in Canadian univers ity 

leadership and the professorate undoubtedly contributes to the lack of initiative in this area (Henry 

et al., 2017). Within the current literature in Canada, studies have often been based in qualitat ive 

findings and often small samples, with some exceptions (e.g. Ramos, 2012; CAUT, 2018; Henry 

et al., 2017). There is a clear need for comprehensive data, including measurement and 

benchmarking of university leadership representation, in order for to provide a strong foundation 

for policy and organizational responses to continued inequities. 

 

Representation Matters: Academic Culture, Student Outcomes and Knowledge Production  

Institutional discrimination has complex and varied consequences at the organizationa l, 

individual and societal levels, with lack of representation of racialized faculty impacting culture 

within the institution and determining students’ experiences and educational outcomes. Beyond 

this, however, it is important to acknowledge the power of the university as more than an 

educational institution, but also one with influence over knowledge production and societal 

discourse. The Canadian higher education system maintains the values and attitudes developed 

throughout British colonial history, and scholars have observed that these processes continue to 

restrict access to powerful positions within the institution, excluding immigrants and racialized 

groups (Nakhaie, 2004; Goitom, 2019). While the discourse has shifted so that acceptance is no 

longer based explicitly on race, but on “Canadian experience” and credentials obtained in Canada, 
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this covert form discrimination or “democratic racism” has the effect of maintaining the status quo 

(Nakhaie, 2004; Henry & Tator, 1994). 

Underrepresentation of racialized people within institutions is often linked to other 

dimensions of discrimination (Henry et al., 2017, p.6). While the authors found that racialized and 

Indigenous professors were under-represented and underpaid in Canadian universities, they also 

noted racism embedded more deeply throughout the institutional systems. For example, racialized 

faculty tended to outperform their white counterparts in terms of successful research grants and 

number of article publications, and maintained this record though many criticized for research that 

was “too political or ideological.” Despite their publication records, racialized faculty were less 

likely to be awarded tenure, and take much longer to earn promotions (Henry et al., 2017, p.307). 

Through over 1500 interviews analyzing the lived experiences of Black communities in 

the Greater Toronto Area, one study found that the proportion of Black teachers was associated 

with more positive experiences for Black students, helping them to manage issues of racism and 

to feel supported more generally. Unfortunately, four in five participants attended high schools 

where few or none of the teachers Black, and 50% said that they faced challenges in school due to 

race. At the postsecondary level, one in five college or university graduates responded that Black 

role models would have made their educational journeys easier (Environics Institute & Diversity 

Institute, 2017). 

Curriculum and knowledge production is also a product of representation in academic 

institutions. Racialized and Indigenous people are often written out of the curriculum, and have 

historically received little support for research on racialization and poverty, a fact that has persisted 

until today (Dei & McDermott, 2014; Henry & Tator, 2009). Further, not only does systemic 

discrimination result in lack of availability of courses which are relevant to a diverse student body, 



 
 

7 
 

and lack of role models like them, limited faculty who can teach issues of race, including Black 

and Indigenous history, with authority can also undermine the quality of education in these areas 

(Henry et al., 2017, p.7).  

Particularly relevant to the Canadian environment is the primacy given to Western 

education, and the devolution of credentials obtained from abroad. Canada prides itself on a world-

renowned immigration system and a uniquely “multicultural” society, which is founded on the 

belief that immigrant settlement and integration is a two-way street, requiring the Canadian-born 

population to accept the culture and traditions brought by newcomers, as newcomers in turn adapt 

to the Canadian way of life (Government of Canada, 2011). Despite this popular rhetoric, the 

evidence of immigrant economic outcomes paints a very different picture. While they often hold 

higher educational credentials than their Canadian-born counterparts, racialized immigrants fare 

far worse economically (Smith & Fernandez, 2017). Devaluation of foreign-obtained education 

and work experience is an insidious fact of life for immigrants to Canada, with a recent report by 

the United Way (2019) stating that, regardless of how long immigrants have lived in Canada, they 

are becoming poorer. The average income of immigrants who have been in Canada for over two 

decades has not increased in 35 years, despite a steady increase in income of the Canadian-born 

population (United Way, 2019). The situation is worse for racialized groups – in Toronto, Canada’s 

most diverse city, racialized people earn 52 cents for every dollar a white person earns (United 

Way, 2019). This as well speaks volumes to the exclusivity of knowledge production, and who has 

access, and whose voices are prioritized above others. The current structure of knowledge 

production from within the institution is “upheld historically by an overwhelming white research 

community that bolsters empirical science and measurement techniques interwoven with sexist, 

racist and class-based ideologies” (Goitom, 2019, p.197). 
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Racialized Leadership in Universities – An Analysis of Progress 

The Diversity Institute examined the proportion of women and racialized leaders in six 

different sectors in Toronto and Montreal, and collected this data over the last eight years. Sectors 

included the corporate, voluntary, public and education sectors, as well as government and elected 

officials. This paper analyses the progress that has been made in terms of diversity among 

executives and directors in the education sector in Toronto and Montreal, with a focus on colleges 

and universities.  

The methodology uses publicly available information on senior leadership across mult ip le 

sectors, analyzing organizations located in Canadian cities. This paper looks at the findings from 

two cities, Toronto and Montreal, and analyzes progress between 2011 and 2017 in Toronto, and 

2012 and 2019 in Montreal. Universities, colleges and school boards in these cities will be looked 

at.  

Researchers located lists of executive staff and leadership within the target organizat ions 

and recorded each individual’s gender and racialized status using captioned photographs and 

biographies found online. In some cases, there was insufficient information to code an individua l’s 

gender or racialized status, or a photo was not publicly available, in which case the individual was 

coded as ‘unsure’ and was excluded from the analysis. If more than 50% of an organization’s 

senior leaders were coded as ‘unsure,’ the entire organization was excluded from the analys is 

(Diversity Institute, 2019). 

Researchers coded each pictured individual as either “male” or “female,” and as “vis ib le 

minority2,” or “non-visible minority.” Due to the subjective nature of this type of inquiry, 

specifically with regard to ascribing identity, data was coded three times to test inter-coder 

                                                 
2 “Visible minority” used as terminology for racialized groups in coding throughout the studies, for consistency, 
beginning in 2011. 
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reliability, which exceeded 95%. Where there was uncertainty or differences of opinion amongst 

coders, another coder was brought in to review the final decision (Diversity Institute, 2019).  

 

Greater Montreal 

In 2019, 16 universities and colleges and 8 school boards in the Greater Montreal Area 

were examined, totaling 442 individuals coded for gender, and 384 coded for racialized group 

status.  In 2019, 6.8% of senior leaders within the universities, colleges and school boards studied 

were racialized. From 2012-2019, there was a 5.7% increase in racialized leaders in the education 

sector (from 6.4% in 2012 to 6.8%). However, among university and college senior management 

teams (excluding school boards), only 2.4% of individuals were racialized; 87.5% of universit ies 

and colleges had no racialized people on their senior management teams. On university and college 

boards, 6% of members were racialized; none of the universities or colleges had a board comprised 

of more than 20% racialized members.  

In 2019, 60% of university and college boards have more than 40% women, 56.3% of 

university and college senior management teams have more than 40% women. Overall, 47.1% of 

senior leaders in the education sector were women. 

In 2015, 3.5% of senior leaders in the education sector were racialized people (Divers ity 

Institute, 2015). This was a decline from the numbers in 2012, when, of the 359 individuals in the 

sample, 6.4% of senior leaders were racialized. This is despite the fact that racialized individua ls 

account for 22.5% of the overall population in Greater Montreal (Diversity Institute, 2013).  

In 2015, 43.7% of senior leaders in Montreal’s education sector were women. In 2015, 

57.1% of colleges and 25% of universities had at least 40% women on their board of governors. 
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The majority of colleges and universities had more than 50% women in senior executive roles  

(Diversity Institute, 2015).  

This was an improvement from 2012, when 40.7% of leaders in Montreal’s education 

sector (of the 562 individuals analyzed), were women. In 2012, representation of racialized women 

leaders within universities and colleges was less than 5%, though they accounted for 11.5% of the 

Greater Montreal population (Diversity Institute, 2013). 

 

Greater Toronto 

In 2017, racialized people made up more than 50% of Toronto’s population, yet only 

represented 23.1% of senior leadership positions in the education sector (universities, colleges and 

school boards). Women, who are 51.7% of Toronto’s population, made up 40.1% of senior 

leadership positions in Toronto’s education sector (Cukier, 2017).  

In 2014, 19.6% senior leaders in Toronto’s education sector were racialized. 41.4% of 

senior leaders in Toronto’s education sector were women (Diversity Institute, 2014). This was a 

slight increase from 2011. In 2011, of the 321 senior leaders that were analyzed for gender in 

Toronto’s education sector, 40.8% were women (Diversity Institute, 2012).  

In 2011, 40.0% of executives and 36.9% of the board of governors within the universit ies 

analyzed were women. In colleges, 54.5% of executives and 40.8% of board of governors were 

women. Among the sectors analyzed, education had the highest percentage of women leaders, 

however, the sector was not as strong in terms of racialized leadership (Diversity Institute, 2012).  

Though racialized women accounted for more than 25% of the population in the Greater 

Toronto Area, comparable to the proportion of white women, they account for a much smaller 
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percentage of leaders across multiple sectors with none of university executive positions in the 

study help by racialized women (Diversity Institute, 2012). 

 

Measurement, Policy and Implementation: A Call to Action  

In both cities, we see that both women and racialized individuals are underrepresented in 

university and college senior leadership, and the outcomes are significantly worse for racialized 

women. While women’s representation is still not on par with men, we see more significant 

progress towards equity than with racialized groups, for which the dial has hardly moved. Uneven 

distribution of racialized leadership across subsectors of education, and between different 

universities, suggests that the policies and processes within individual organizations have an 

impact on diversity in leadership, and rejects the notion that the issue is due to a lack of qualified 

candidates. The lack of consistent progression in some subsectors also suggests that there is a need 

to review diversity and equity initiatives for universities and colleges to implement consistent 

measurement and enforcement of these policies. 

Henry et al. (2017, p.308), evaluating eight Canadian universities, support the finding that 

equity initiatives vary substantially across universities, with equity offices differing in terms of 

staff numbers and reporting requirements, and policies ranging from merely satisfying government 

regulations to more broad responses to systemic issues. The current situation of a stratified 

workforce cannot be addressed with sporadic and unenforced diversity policies, particularly if 

leaders do not view inequity as an issue to be addressed throughout all organizational processes, 

and within institutional culture. 

The way that representation is measured, and what is measured, matters. This paper looks 

at representation of women and racialized people in academic senior leadership, with the view that 
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the tone from the top matters, influencing the culture, processes and the import placed on equity 

within the organization. Diversity requires looking beyond the numbers, and systems-leve l 

responses at the organizational level are needed. Tools such as the Diversity Assessment Tool 

(DAT) can be useful, as it benchmarks an organization’s diversity initiatives against other 

organizations within a sector, measuring leadership, HR, culture, and other areas (Cukier & Smarz, 

2012). The DAT is an organizational assessment tool developed to measure organizations’ ability 

to attract and retain diverse groups throughout various sectors. Through analyzing the 

organizational environment, policies and operations, the DAT draws attention to the various 

spheres of influence within organizations, and the ways that they can increase diversity throughout 

the value chain (Cukier, Smarz & Yap, 2011). When applied within the university context, the 

DAT can be useful for assessing university policies and practices, such as tuition and housing 

costs, EDI reporting requirements, admission processes, curriculum, pedagogy, research, student 

supports, outreach and marketing.  

This paper provides a brief overview of some of the major challenges facing the higher 

education sector in Canada in terms of inclusion of racialized groups, and their promotion to 

leadership. The findings show stalled progress in terms of the promotion of racialized individua ls 

to leadership roles in academia, a clear indication that intentional and forceful action is vital. More 

comprehensive measurement and ongoing tracking of progress is needed in order to drive the push 

for intentional action by universities, colleges and governments. 
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