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1 Executive summary
In the face of a growing national labour shortage, bio-economy companies must compete for
talent not only with fellow bio-economy companies, but also with businesses in other sectors.
Incorporating and promoting inclusion, diversity, equity and accessibility (IDEA) throughout
organizations will better position those organizations to attract and retain qualified and skilled
employees, enabling them to innovate more and enjoy better financial results.
Data has shown that embedding IDEA directly into how a company does business can
strengthen its ability to grow, innovate and be profitable. Like other sectors, the bio-economy
can benefit tremendously from IDEA through:
1. Increased ability to attract and retain experienced and highly qualified talent from diverse
backgrounds and experiences
2. Higher productivity and innovation through diversity of thought
3. More resilience in the face of disruption and increased sustainability and profits resulting
from building new and diverse networks of partners, clients and customers
4. Greater ability to attract investors, who are increasingly looking to invest in companies
with diverse teams and leadership
This resource provides information and tools you can use to help you start developing IDEA
strategies, programs and policies that will work for your business.
Understanding relevant terminology is a good place to start, and it will enable you to set goals,
assess your organization’s current culture and create a plan to address any gaps. From there,
you can start to integrate IDEA principles into your policies. You can demonstrate commitment
to them by creating and supporting an IDEA committee, offering training for all employees, and
prioritizing diversity in your external business relationships, such as vendors and suppliers.
While IDEA principles apply throughout your organization, one of the areas where they can be
most apparent is in your talent management practices. Embedding IDEA into these practices
will involve learning to identify and avoid microaggressions, acknowledging and disrupting
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implicit and explicit biases, and making intentional efforts to reach out to, interact with and
recruit members of diverse groups appropriately. IDEA can also play a significant role in
retention, so IDEA principles should be evident from recruitment through onboarding,
professional development and active celebrations of diversity.
NOTE: The information in this resource is based on best practices and should be adapted to
your own situation. Required or strongly recommended items are noted explicitly.
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2 Getting started with
IDEA in the workplace
As the national labour shortage of professionals and skilled workers in fields related to
science, technology, engineering and math (STEM) continues to grow, bio-economy
companies will need to compete to hire and retain talent with fellow bio-economy companies
as well as with businesses in other sectors. Companies with diverse teams led by inclusive
leaders will be better able to attract qualified and skilled employees and develop partnerships
within the bio-economy, resulting in more innovation, higher employee engagement and better
financial results.
In Canada, individuals are protected from discrimination based on prohibited grounds by both
federal and provincial human rights legislation. At a minimum, organizations should create
policies and systems related to discrimination in the workplace to comply with all such
legislation, but they can go even further by promoting inclusion, diversity, equity and
accessibility (IDEA) in the workplace. IDEA is about building teams that are representative of
the communities they live and work in, creating work environments where all employees have
equitable opportunities and access, and where all team members feel valued and heard.
Research has shown that embracing diversity is a key success factor for organizations today. 1
Many strategies, programs and policies can be enacted to foster an inclusive culture that
attracts and retains top talent from diverse backgrounds, though organizations often need to
raise awareness of inclusivity, diversity, equity and accessibility (IDEA) issues. Workplace
culture and talent management processes may also need to shift before fully starting on the
IDEA journey. A few key initial steps are:
1. Assess your organization’s culture to understand gaps and identify opportunities to
become an IDEAL employer.

1

Greenberg, Josh. AlphaMeasure, used by permission.
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2. Build IDEA into your organizational culture, including your strategy, vision and values.
3. Create opportunities for learning and awareness about IDEA.
4. Implement inclusive talent management practices to attract and retain diverse talent.

2.1 IDEA terminology and definitions
The dialogue around IDEA is broad and still growing. As companies in the bio-economy begin
to engage in IDEA-related work, it will be useful to have a baseline understanding of some key
concepts and terminology used when discussing IDEA.

Terms

Definitions

Inclusion

Creating a culture that encourages and values different thoughts
and perspectives and nurtures a feeling of belonging for
everyone. It requires deliberate and equitable efforts to meet
individual needs so people feel welcome, respected and heard.

Diversity

The variety of unique characteristics and identities of people
including their race, gender identity, ancestry, age, nationality,
religion, ability, sexuality, socioeconomic status, education,
marital status, language, physical appearance, ideas,
perspectives and values.

Equity

Treating everyone fairly based on their unique needs so all
people can access opportunity and advancement, participate and
engage to the same extent. Equity work is the identification and
elimination of barriers that prevent the inclusion of all groups.
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Accessibility

The factors that affect the extent to which a person can function
within an environment or participate in an activity regardless of
ability.

Allyship

The practice of using institutional, social and/or cultural privilege
or power to actively support and advocate for people in
marginalized groups, amplify unheard voices, call out barriers or
biases, and act as role models in the commitment to IDEA. Allies
stand in solidarity with marginalized groups without being
members of those groups and strive to end oppression,
discrimination and prejudice.

Culture add

The hiring of new team members whose diversity of personal and
professional experiences will add value to an organization.

Cultural
competence

The respectful development of awareness and understanding of
different cultures, customs and ideas, and the ability to accept
and build bridges between cultural differences to facilitate
effective communication.

Discrimination

Unequal or different treatment or harassment because of race,
colour, ancestry, place of origin, citizenship, creed, socioeconomic status, disability, age, marital status, family status, sex
or gender, sexual orientation, gender identity or gender
expression. Discrimination may or may not be deliberate and can
occur on both individual and systemic levels. In recognition of the
harm it causes, discrimination is illegal in Canada under both
federal and provincial/territorial legislation.

Marginalized
group

A group of people facing barriers that deprive them of the benefits
experienced by other groups.
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Microaggression

Verbal, nonverbal and environmental slights, snubs, insults or
belittlements, whether intentional or unintentional, that
communicate derogatory or negative messages based solely on
discriminatory belief systems. Although the impact of each
interaction may be subtle, they have cumulative negative effects
on those subjected to them.

Neurodiversity

The recognition of differences in the ways different brains function
and of the value these differences add to society.

Psychological
safety

The belief that one will not be punished or embarrassed for
speaking up with ideas, questions, concerns or mistakes. The
term was coined in 1999 by Harvard University Professor Amy
Edmonson.

Systemic racism

Institutional policies and practices that suppress and oppress
marginalized groups.

Unconscious
bias

The mental shortcuts based on stereotypes, prejudice or other
non-factual grounds that may be taken when processing
information. These shortcuts may cloud judgment and influence
decision-making. Also known as implicit bias.
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3 Building IDEA into
your organizational
culture
“IDEAL” organizations understand that real action is required to create equitable, inclusive and
accessible workplaces that will attract diverse employees, customers and investors. Below are
some tips on what you can do to create an IDEAL workplace:
1. Align IDEA strategies, goals, programs and policies with your overall strategic goals and
business objectives.
2. Set objectives, evaluate progress and reward success.
•

Incorporate IDEA into your organization’s business functions, units and mission
statement.

•

Create IDEA strategies that include action-oriented plans and roadmaps.

•

Set accountability for IDEA in business objectives, especially for senior and middle
management.

•

Establish long-term initiatives to create overall cultural change.

•

Measure results against goals.

•

Involve employees (focus groups, special committees, networking groups) at all
levels.

3. Ensure diversity initiatives have active management buy-in and accountability.
•

There must be a significant amount of public management commitment, leadership
and active support (leading by example) for diversity at all levels.

•

Management should encourage and communicate enthusiasm for initiatives to other
levels of your organization.

•

Diversity strategies and associated polices should be led by senior leaders or other
high-profile individuals within your organization.
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•

An IDEA committee led, championed or chaired by senior leaders can drive action
and create further accountability.

4. Consider IDEA in human resources management.
•

Review all HR processes and polices with an inclusive lens.

•

Review accessibility policies and plans, and provide accommodations as required.

•

Provide coaching for leaders to support ongoing development of inclusive leadership
capabilities.

5. Communicate with your team.
•

Educate your employees proactively, with information about IDEA issues provided by
members of the management team who are part of employment equity groups where
possible.

•

Maintain an open-door policy about questions or concerns employees may have.

3.1 Assess your culture to understand IDEA gaps
Every company in the bio-economy sector has its own unique culture. This means gaps in
IDEA and opportunities also differ from one company to the next. An assessment is an
important first step to understanding your company’s unique IDEA-related gaps and
challenges. Hiring an IDEA consultant to conduct this assessment can be helpful, but may not
be an option for every organization. To conduct your own company-led assessment, here are
some steps to take and questions to consider:
1. Conduct an employee survey to learn how your team feels about IDEA. You can find
online survey online tools to use as templates, or create custom survey questions. You
may want to ask:
•

Do you consider your workplace diverse?

•

Do you trust your leaders?

•

Does your organization value diverse opinions and ideas?

•

Are leaders comfortable having difficult conversations with employees?

•

Do the people you work with treat others with respect?

•

Are there opportunities for learning and advancement in your organization?

•

Can you be your authentic self at work?
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•

Do you feel comfortable speaking up about problems and issues in the workplace
with your immediate manager?

•

Have you experienced any discrimination or harassment at work?

•

If you raised a concern about discrimination, are you confident your immediate
manager and senior leader would take appropriate action?

2. Assess leaders’ understanding and awareness of IDEA concepts/issues in general and
specifically within your organization:
•

What does having a commitment to inclusion, diversity, equity and accessibility mean
to you, and how have you demonstrated that commitment?

•

What do you do to foster a culture of inclusion on your team?

•

What kinds of experiences have you had interacting with and relating to people
whose backgrounds are different from yours?

•

Do you ask your employees about personal priorities or commitments when you are
planning work streams or deliverables?

•

Do you have an open-door policy for employees to express concerns, ask for
feedback, etc.?

•

Do you provide mentoring and other development opportunities for employees who
are different from you?

3. Assess your organization’s governance practices to understand how IDEA principles are
embedded in them.
•

Are IDEA principles referenced in your organizational bylaws?

•

Are IDEA principles defined in Board governance principles, policies and procedures?

•

Are IDEA principles or targets cited in executive performance evaluation criteria?

4. Review the data collected through your diversity assessment against IDEA best practices
in the bio-economy and in other industries to help you understand gaps and find
opportunities to advance your IDEA strategies, programs and policies. Some key best
practices include:
•

Demonstrating leadership commitment and accountability

•

Raising awareness about IDEA issues through education and mentoring programs

•

Creating inclusive and unbiased recruitment processes

•

Embedding IDEA in all organizational processes and polices, as well as vision and
value statements
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•

Offering equitable compensation and benefits to all employees

•

Creating an employee resource group or other ally groups

•

Prioritizing supplier diversity

In addition to surveying employees and interviewing leaders, you can also use the checklists in
Appendix A to identify additional opportunities to embed IDEA into your organization.

3.2 Develop an IDEAL employer statement
An IDEA statement sits alongside your mission, vision and values statements, serving as a
marketing and branding tool that tells potential candidates, customers and investors you are
an IDEAL employer and publicly states your organization’s IDEA commitments.
Your IDEA statement should include an overview of the actions you are currently taking, as
well as commitments to future actions. See below for an example IDEAL employer statement,
and refer to biotalent.ca for more tools and resources.

3.2.1 Sample IDEAL employer statement
“We believe a diverse team with leaders who are committed to an inclusive, equitable and
accessible workplace is more innovative, engaging and productive. We make every effort to
use inclusive talent management practices to ensure we recruit, select, hire and retain the
most qualified candidates from a diversity of backgrounds, including equity-seeking/underrepresented groups. We foster a discrimination-free working environment by providing leaders
and employees with learning opportunities that build inclusive leadership capabilities, and by
ensuring our workforce is properly informed of our IDEA practices and policies related to
harassment and discrimination in the workplace.”

3.3 Establish an IDEA committee
Establishing an IDEA committee made up of team members with diverse experiences and
expertise can support your company’s efforts to advance IDEA initiatives. Including senior
leaders as committee heads or chairs can also help champion and create accountability for
IDEA action plans and initiatives. See Appendix B for a sample IDEA committee charter that
can be used as a guide when establishing an IDEA committee in your organization.
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3.4 Provide training and awareness opportunities
Inclusive leadership training and IDEA awareness training should be key components of any
IDEA strategy and action plan. Consider offering formal and/or informal training on the
following topics, as well as any others appropriate to your workplace:
•

Unconscious bias

•

Microaggressions

•

Human rights

•

Inclusive leadership

•

Empathy and emotional intelligence

•

Indigenous issues

•

Anti-Black systemic racism

•

LGBTQ+ issues

•

Disability issues

•

Cultural sensitivity

•

Accessibility legislation

•

Neurodiversity

You can engage consultants who specialize in IDEA to deliver formal training programs and
facilitate discussions or workshops on these topics. There are also many free and forpurchase off-the-shelf resources available on these topics.

3.5 Prioritize supplier diversity
Supplier diversity can play an important role in how your company achieves its IDEA goals and
objectives. A diverse supplier is defined as a business that is at least 51% owned and
operated by individuals who are part of a traditionally underrepresented or underserved
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group. 2 Just as hiring team members from diverse groups can benefit your organization,
diversifying your suppliers can also deliver many benefits, such as:

2

•

Bringing new and innovative products, services and ideas to your company.

•

Raising your profile as a company that values IDEA, which may help you attract more
diverse talent, clients, customers and investors.

•

Giving you more options, which can improve the quality of the products or services
you receive and could reduce their costs.

Harvard Business Review (2020). Why you need a supplier-diversity program.

© BioTalent Canada, 2022

Building Workplace Resiliency

Adopting Inclusion, Diversity, Equity, and Accessibility (IDEA)

4 Inclusive talent
management practices
As reported in BioTalent Canada’s 2021 labour market intelligence report, the Canadian bioeconomy is facing serious labour shortages over the next decade. 3 These shortages will
require bio-economy companies to look beyond their traditional markets for talent and become
much more intentional about including diverse groups and communities in recruitment efforts.
This may include seeking opportunities to attract and advance more women in STEM
programs into bio-economy roles and looking to untapped labour markets, including
Indigenous peoples, persons of colour, Black talent, persons with a disability, newcomers and
internationally educated professionals (IEPs), members of the LGBTQ+ community, mature
workers, and recent graduates.
Hiring from untapped markets and from diverse groups and communities may require you to
adopt new approaches for sourcing talent. Consider the following programs and channels:

3

•

BioTalent Canada's BioSkills Recognition Program - BioReadyTM. Individuals are
recognized BioReadyTM for a specific role by industry experts who have reviewed
their education, as skills and experience through the BioSkills Recognition Program

•

BioTalent Canada’s BioSkills MatchTM, which lets you search for talent specific skill
sets and/or are recognized as BioReady.

•

When appropriate, advertising through:
o

BioTalent Canada’s online job board The PetriDishTM

o

Local ethnic and community organizations

BioTalent Canada (2021). Close-up on the bio-economy: National report.
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o

Career fairs targeting various groups and communities

o

Bulletin boards of ethnic community organizations

o

Employment placement services (to help reach people who cannot respond to
print media)

o

Associations and organizations (including Immigrant Serving Agencies [ISAs])
that serve specific cultural communities

o

Organizations within colleges and universities that support equity-seeking
groups, including Indigenous peoples, women and persons with a disability,
Black Students and persons of colour

o

Campus special needs departments

Where appropriate and resources allow, consider using the language of your target group and
making job postings available in alternative formats (e.g., large print).
To attract talent from new and diverse markets, your recruitment processes must be inclusive
and equitable and your hiring managers and recruitment professionals must be aware of
biases and microaggressions that can present barriers to recruitment for equity-seeking
groups.

4.1 Avoiding microaggressions
A microaggression is a subtle behaviour — verbal or non-verbal, conscious or unconscious —
directed at a member of a marginalized group that has a derogatory and harmful effect. While
the intention of the person committing a microaggression may not be to offend or cause harm,
these actions can have powerful effects, causing the individual receiving them to feel they are
not fully accepted or welcome. For example, a hiring manager interviewing an IEP for a role
might say something like, “your English is really good, even though it’s not your first language.”
Although often intended as compliments, comments like this can make a candidate feel they
are being judged and scrutinized because of their English language abilities.
Because microaggressions are often extremely subtle and usually arise from unconscious
bias, it can be challenging to identify and avoid them. However, there are strategies that can
help. Taking the time to pause and think about what you are going to say to a candidate and
considering the potential impact of your words is an important first step. If you think what you
are about to say may be a microaggression, ask yourself what you want to say, why you want
to say it, and if it’s really necessary.
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For more examples of common microaggressions, see the Micropedia of Microaggressions, an
online resource created in partnership by several Canadian diversity advocacy groups,
including Pride at Work Canada and the Toronto Metropolitan University’s Diversity Institute.
This tool can help leaders, HR and hiring managers learn more about the types of comments
or actions that may be considered microaggressions, why they’re harmful, how to avoid them,
and how to be accountable if you commit a microaggression.

4.2 Mitigating recruitment bias
Unconscious bias (also known as implicit bias) refers to the shortcuts our minds sometimes
take when processing information. These shortcuts or biases are the result of our life
experiences, and we all have them. However, they often rely on stereotypes, prejudices and
other unsubstantiated opinions and can cloud our judgement and influence decisions.
Left unchecked, bias in the recruitment process can result in missing out on opportunities to
source and hire the most talented and qualified candidates. Using objective and consistent
criteria such as those in BioTalent Canada’s National Occupational Standards
(biotalent.ca/NOS) to develop job descriptions and interview questions can help mitigate
unconscious bias, but hiring managers and recruiters still need to be aware of their own
biases. Ensuring they understand how to see past them will help create more inclusive and
equitable recruitment experiences.
The following table provides examples of some of the most common biases that can show up
in the recruitment process and offers suggestions for disrupting them.

Bias

What it is

How to disrupt

Affinity bias

This “like-likes-like” bias refers
to our tendency of gravitating
toward people who are similar
to ourselves. That might mean
preferring someone of the same
race, gender, age or education.

Where possible, aim for
candidate slates that are
gender-balanced and diverse
by being intentional with your
recruitment efforts. For
example, expand your
external network or engage a
recruitment firm that
specializes in finding and
placing diverse candidates.
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Ageism

Ageism refers to discriminating
against someone because of
their age.

Remove graduation and work
experience dates from
resumes when presenting
candidates to hiring
managers. Recognize that
older workers may bring skills
and experiences that younger
workers can’t.

Attribution
bias

Attribution bias might lead to
newcomers’ or IEPs’
experiences and
accomplishments being
undervalued or dismissed, or to
seeing these candidates as less
competent than individuals who
were born in Canada.

Be open to learning about
experience in a newcomer’s
country of origin and welcome
the innovation that varied
experiences can bring to your
organization.

Confirmation
bias

Confirmation bias is the
tendency to look for information
that confirms existing beliefs
and ignore information that
contradicts those beliefs.

Recognize your bias and ask
yourself if you would believe
the same thing about a
candidate from a dominant
group. Write the belief down,
then ask questions
throughout the interview with
the intention of disproving it.

Conformity
bias

This type of bias occurs when
our views are swayed or
influenced by the views of
others.

Consider using structured
interviews that rely on a
common set of questions for
all candidates. If you’re hiring
as part of a panel, wait to
share your thoughts with
others until you have
interviewed all candidates.
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Gender bias

This refers to the belief that
there are inherent differences
between genders that make
certain genders better suited to
certain jobs or tasks. This could
result in favouring candidates
who are men for roles in the bioeconomy.

Ensure job descriptions are
written with an inclusive lens
so they don’t target one
gender over another.
Requests that screeners
present gender-balanced
slates for consideration.

Halo/horn
effect bias

The halo effect refers to the
tendency of thinking more highly
of someone overall based on a
single positive impression or
characteristic (e.g., rating
someone confident as more
intelligent). The horn effect is
the reverse: thinking more
poorly of someone overall
based on a single negative
impression or characteristic
(e.g., assuming someone who
went to a community college is
less competent).

If you find yourself with an
overall positive or negative
impression of someone,
consider why you have that
perception. Ask yourself if it
stems from unconscious
stereotyping based on race,
gender, ethnicity, education,
etc.

Performance
bias

Performance bias is the
tendency to overestimate
performance and abilities in
individuals from a dominant
group and underestimate them
in individuals from other groups
(e.g., assuming male or white
candidates are more competent
than others).

Establish clear and objective
selection criteria before the
recruitment process begins.
Take time and notes when
reviewing applications and
during the interview process.
Think carefully about whether
you are over- or
underestimating a candidate’s
qualifications or perceived
potential.
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4.3 Recruiting and hiring women
Despite making up half of the Canadian population, women continue to be under-represented
in the bio-economy, especially in senior leadership roles. 4 Unconscious bias during the
recruitment process and a perception by women that they will face substantial inequities have
made it challenging for bio-economy companies to hire and advance women.
However, while women are still under-represented overall in the number of STEM graduates
from Canadian universities (34% of STEM bachelor degree holders), nearly 59% of graduates
from biological sciences programs are women. 5 This presents a significant opportunity to build
a talent pipeline for the bio-economy.
Consider the following tactics to attract more women candidates:
1. Start early by engaging with women in STEM programs about bio-economy careers. For
example, hire women into internship positions and participate in career fairs on university
campuses.
2. Be vocal about your commitment to IDEA in your job advertisements to demonstrate an
inclusive and diverse employer brand.
3. Update job descriptions to remove biased language (such as he/she pronouns or
descriptors that tend to be heavily associated with a specific gender). For help with this,
you can hire an IDEA consultant or use online tools and resources such as this gendered
language decoder.
4. Showcase female role models in the bio-economy and within your company.
5. Be intentional about seeking out women candidates. Insist that hiring slates for every role
be gender balanced.
6. Where possible, offer family-friendly benefits and flexible work arrangements such as
remote/hybrid work and flexible start and end times.

4

BioTalent Canada (2015). Moving beyond the boundaries: Connecting and advancing women in biotechnology.

5

Statistics Canada (2019). Persistence and representation of women in STEM programs.
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4.4 Recruiting and hiring Indigenous peoples
Indigenous peoples in Canada refers to three distinct groups: First Nations, Inuit and Métis
peoples. They speak more than 50 distinct languages and work in many occupations in all
major sectors of the economy, including biotechnology.
If you want to benefit from the competitive advantage of a diverse workplace that includes
Indigenous peoples, you need to create an inclusive workplace for Indigenous peoples. Doing
so will help you position yourself as an employer of choice for top Indigenous talent.
Attracting skilled and qualified indigenous talent can present some challenges, but none are
insurmountable. Some of the challenges and potential opportunities to mitigate them include
the following:

Challenge

Opportunity

While Indigenous talent is present
across Canada, Indigenous
communities are often located outside
the urban centres where bio-economy
companies are concentrated, and many
Indigenous people are reluctant to
relocate away from their communities.

Consider remote or hybrid job
opportunities that will enable Indigenous
candidates to take on roles in the bioeconomy while fulfilling obligations to their
communities. See BioTalent’s Canada’s
report “Close-up on the Bio-economy” to
learn how one company moved to online
recruitment and hiring practices to attract
new candidates. All reports can be found
at biotalent.ca/reports.

People in Indigenous communities are
often less aware of jobs in the bioeconomy, and they have a lower rate of
formal education and STEM
experience.

Partner with Indigenous organizations and
recruitment firms to advertise open roles,
and engage with Indigenous student
groups on university and college
campuses to raise awareness of careers
in the bio-economy.
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Low employer awareness of Indigenous
history and culture makes it difficult to
develop recruitment methods that
resonate with and attract Indigenous
talent.

Offer Indigenous cultural awareness
training to those involved in the hiring
process as well as employees who may
work with Indigenous team members in
the future. The University of Alberta offers
a free certificate program through
Coursera exploring Indigenous histories
and contemporary issues in Canada.
The Government of Canada offers an
Indigenous Learning Series, providing
access to resources, courses, workshops,
and events on Indigenous Peoples in
Canada.

When recruiting Indigenous talent, approach the process with empathy and cultural
awareness. Building a pipeline of indigenous talent depends on establishing a relationship of
trust between candidates and your company. Take the time to get to know Indigenous
candidates and their communities and be open to hearing about their lived experiences
alongside their professional accomplishments. Below are some tips for preparing for and
conducting interviews with Indigenous candidates.
When preparing for the interview…
•

Beware of common biases in the resume screening process. See the section above
for information on mitigating some of the most common biases.

•

Keep in mind that Indigenous applicants will often downplay or leave out some of
their personal and professional achievements in their resumes, as their thinking tends
to be focused on their community rather than on themselves.

•

Understand that candidates may have gaps in their work experience because of
community commitments or family responsibilities.

When conducting the interview…
•

If possible, make sure the recruiter conducting the interview and the hiring manager
have working knowledge of historical and current Indigenous issues.

•

Recognize that eye contact may vary across cultures. Minimal eye contact from a
candidate should not be interpreted as a sign of dishonesty or lack of confidence.
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Interviewers should also avoid excessive eye contact, as it may make a candidate
uncomfortable.
•

Be aware that some Indigenous accents can come across with little intonation, which
may be mistaken for lack of interest or personality. Candidates may also sound
hesitant, but this is often because they are being serious and thoughtful in responding
to the interview questions.

While it is dangerous and often inaccurate to generalize cultures, there are some intrinsic
differences between Western and Indigenous cultures, and understanding these can help
bridge cultural divides and build relationships. The following table presents some common
differences, as compiled by Indigenous Works. 6

Traditional Indigenous
culture

Mainstream Western culture

Community is the foremost of all values.

Individualism is the foremost value.

Knowledge exchange is based in oral
tradition.

Knowledge exchange is based in a
tradition of printing and literacy.

The future tense is dominant.

The present is the dominant tense.

The world is understood mythically.

The world is understood scientifically.

Goals are met with patience.

Goals are met with aggressive effort.

Indigenous Works. Differences between traditional Indigenous cultures and mainstream Western
culture.

6
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Ownership is often communal.

Ownership is reward for hard work.

Gifts are regarded as social glue.

Gifts are regarded as holiday issues.

Work is often motivated by group need.

Work is motivated by ambition.

Aging is a source of wisdom.

Aging is decay and loss.

Eye contact is over-assertive.

Eye contact is part of conversation.

Silences are acceptable anywhere.

Silences are a waste of time.

Assertiveness is non-communal.

Assertiveness is a basic social skill.

Listening skills are prized.

Communication skills are prized.

Soft-spoken words carry farthest.

Emphasis carries the day.

Nodding signifies understanding.

Nodding signifies agreement.

A soft handshake signals “no threat”.

A firm handshake signals assertiveness.

Collective decisions are consensual.

Collective decisions are put to a vote.
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The culture places faith in harmony with
nature.

The culture places faith in scientific control
of nature.

Family includes extended family.

Family is nuclear family.

People seek praise of the group.

People seek individual praise.

For more information on hiring Indigenous peoples, see:
•

Local Employment Planning Council: Guide to developing Indigenous Inclusion
Policies

4.5 Recruiting and hiring persons with disabilities
According to Statistics Canada, more than 22% of the Canadian population identifies as living
with a disability. Based on National Occupation Categories, the current labour market
availability for persons with disabilities in the bio-economy is close to 8%. 7
This means strategic recruitment of persons with disabilities should be an important part of
your talent acquisition strategy. Be aware that certain biases and myths can present barriers to
attracting and hiring persons with disabilities — and be clear about the facts:
•

7

According to a 2020 report published by the Future Skills Centre in partnership with
the Diversity Institute at the Toronto Metropolitan University:
o

An estimated 1 in 5 Canadians over the age of 15 has one or more disabilities.

o

Canadians with moderate to severe disabilities live in poverty at rates 40–
200% higher than Canadians without disabilities.

Statistics Canada (2019). 2016 employment equity data report.
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o

Despite having similar levels of education as those without disabilities,
persons with disabilities are often under-employed in low-skilled jobs. 8

•

Many employers are hesitant to hire, retain and promote persons with disabilities due
to discriminatory beliefs and stereotypes about disability. 9 As a result, 12% of
Canadians have been refused work because of their disability. 10

•

Many employers assume accommodations for persons with disabilities will be
expensive or difficult to implement, and many Canadians with a disability are fearful
about asking for accommodations from their employers. However, many
accommodation requests cost relatively little – or nothing – to implement. 11

To attract persons with disabilities, you may need to implement targeted recruitment programs,
initiatives and incentives. You can also build relationships and partnerships with organizations
that work with or support persons with disabilities, including university disability services,
community organizations supporting employability and recruitment firms specializing in
persons with disabilities.
Focusing on and committing to accessibility and accommodation will also increase your ability
to attract talent from this group. Accessibility and accommodation are important parts of the
interview process for candidates who self-identify as persons with disabilities. Below are some
tips for preparing for and conducting interviews with candidates with disabilities.
When preparing for the interview…
•

Include a statement on all job postings that accommodations during the interview
process will be provided upon request.

•

If a candidate indicates they have a neurodiversity such as autism or an anxiety
disorder, consider offering a more relaxed interview format (e.g., a coffee chat) to give
the candidate a chance to best showcase their abilities.

Emile Tompa, Daniel Samosh & Normand Boucher (2020). Skills gaps, underemployment, and equity of labourmarket opportunities for persons with disabilities in Canada.

8

Silvia Bonaccio et al. (2019). The participation of people with disabilities in the workplace across the employment
cycle: Employer concerns and research evidence. Journal of Business and Psychology.

9

10

Statistics Canada (2014). Persons with disabilities and employment: Insights on Canadian society.

Emile Tompa, Daniel Samosh & Normand Boucher (2020). Skills gaps, underemployment, and equity of labourmarket opportunities for persons with disabilities in Canada.
11
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When conducting the interview…
•

Remember that a person with a disability is a person first. Treat them with the same
respect and dignity as you would any other candidate. Focus on their unique qualities
and skills, and do not refer to their disability unless it is relevant to the job.

•

Do not make assumptions about the candidate’s capabilities, and recognize that two
people with the same disability may require completely different accommodations.

•

Be open to transferable skills instead of traditional minimum experience or education
requirements.

•

If a candidate has difficulty speaking due to a disability, listen attentively and be
patient. Wait for the candidate to finish speaking, rather than correcting them or trying
to finish their sentence for them. If you do not understand what the candidate has
said, try to repeat what you believe they said and let them respond.

4.6 Recruiting and hiring IEPs and others with
different cultural backgrounds
Because the bio-economy relies on the skills and experience of highly educated people with
specialized backgrounds, companies often need to look abroad to fill their vacancies. In
addition to traditional postings on websites such as LinkedIn or Indeed, the following channels
can also be effective ways to recruit:
•

The PetriDishTM: BioTalent Canada’s, bilingual, exclusively bio-economy online job
board.

•

BioTalent Canada's BioSkills Recognition Program: Individuals are recognized as
BioReady™ for a specific role by industry experts who have reviewed their education,
skills and experience through the BioSkills Recognition Program.

•

BioTalent Canada’s BioSkills MatchTM: Lets you search for talent with who have
the specific skill sets and/or are recognized as BioReady talent.

•

Employee referral networks: Particularly useful for identifying potential candidates,
as employees and former employees will likely recommend candidates not only for
their skills and competencies, but also for fit with the organization.

•

Conference posting boards: Biotechnology conferences attract scientists from all
over the world. Take advantage of conference job posting boards to advertise
positions within your organization.

•

Specialized magazines: Publish your job advertisement in specialized magazines or
other industry association publications.
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•

Recruitment firms: Services to identify and pre-screen candidates internationally.
May be expensive but can be highly effective for recruiting high-level scientists or
executives.

For more details on recruiting, hiring and working with IEPs, see BioTalent Canada’s Building
Workplace Resiliency: Hiring Internationally Educated Professionals (IEPs) resource, at
biotalent.ca/resiliency.
Differences in communication styles and norms between cultures can sometimes lead to
misunderstandings and concern about “culture fit”. Being aware of these differences can help
mitigate biases that could cause you to lose sight of the “culture add” IEPs can bring and
screen out the most skilled and qualified candidates for the roles your company needs to fill.
While it is dangerous and often inaccurate to generalize cultures, there are some common
areas of cultural differences. The following table outlines some of the most common
differences that may come up during interviews, including how something may be perceived
versus what it actually means. 12

Adapted from The Conference Board of Canada (2005). Business critical: Maximizing the talents of visible
minorities.
12
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Area of
difference

Interviewer’s
intention/
interpretation

Candidate’s
intention/
interpretation

Lack of eye
contact

Candidate is hiding something
and is not trustworthy.

I am showing respect to a
person of authority.

Lack of selfpromotion,
denial of
compliments,
minimal or
short answers.

Candidate is unsure and
insecure.

I am modest and am
showing humility.

Candidate does not care
whether they make a good
impression and does not
really want the position.

It is appropriate to provide
answers to only questions
that are asked. The
interviewer will ask more
detailed questions if they
want to know.

Addressing the candidate with
their first name will create a
relaxed atmosphere.

The interviewer is
disrespecting me by using
only my first name.

With all these foreign names, I
can’t be expected to
pronounce everyone’s last
name correctly.

The interviewer could at
least make an effort to
pronounce my name
correctly.

Candidate is impolite or
doesn’t know Canadian
etiquette.

Men and women do not
shake hands.

Using the
candidate’s
first name only.

Weak or no
handshake.

My handshake is not too
weak; the interviewer’s is too
strong.
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Communication
style:
Prolonged
silence before
answering a
question.

Candidate cannot answer the
question.

I am showing respect by
thinking before speaking.

Communication
style: Providing
context first,
then the actual
answer

Candidate does not come to
the point quickly enough.
They may not actually know
the answer.

It is important to provide the
context first and then
conclude with the point in the
very end or leave the point
entirely unstated.

Communication
style: Speaking
particularly
loudly or softly.

Candidate is rude (too loud).

I am using the tone that is
appropriate in my mother
tongue.

Communication
style:
Conveying
messages
indirectly,
though
suggestion,
implication or
non-verbal
behaviour

With this candidate you really
have to read between the
lines. What you see is not
what you get. They are not
assertive.

Candidate is shy (too soft).

This is the polite way of
communicating. What you
get is what you manage to
see.

Candidates from other countries may also have different types of education and experience
than you might expect from a Canadian candidate. Encourage candidates who were educated
abroad to explain their work experience and education and be open to adjusting your own
expectations. BioTalent Canada’s BioSkills Recognition program/BioReady designation
(biotalent.ca/bioreadytalent) can provide additional assurance that a candidate’s qualifications
will meet your needs. You may also consider shifting your focus to the recognition of
applicants’ actual competencies using the Bio-economy National Occupational Standards
(biotalent.ca/NOS).
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4.7 Recruiting and hiring young and mature
workers
Today’s older generations are retiring earlier (and later!) in their lives, while some are coming
back into the workplace to fill labour shortages, supplement their income or keep themselves
busy. As a result, more generations are now working alongside one another in workplaces
than ever before.
Each generation has its own values and ways of doing things, and those differences have
fuelled conflict and lack of understanding for a long time. Older generations may perceive
youth as unfaithful, irresponsible, unreliable or lacking work ethic. On the other side, the
youngest generation may perceive older generations as outdated, overly meticulous or too
attached to old traditions to the detriment of newer and better ways of doing things.
When interviewing candidates of a different generation, show respect for what they bring to the
table and do not assume their suitability for a position based on age. Hiring mature workers
has numerous benefits, including the opportunity to leverage and transfer the wealth of
knowledge, perspectives, and expertise that these workers have acquired through their
careers. Lack of experience is often a false perception when hiring young workers or new
graduates. Like mature workers, new grads can provide an organization with new
perspectives, skills and knowledge that have been acquired through their studies, internships,
and early work experiences. New grads can easily adopt the new technology used by an
organization, they are open minded and thirsty for knowledge, making them curious and willing
to listen to advice from more experienced team members.

4.8 Recruiting and hiring LGBTQ2+ workers
According to Statistics Canada, the LGBTQ2+ community accounts for approximately 4% of
the Canadian population aged 15 and older, 13 making this group an important talent market to
consider for the bio-economy. Pride at Work Canada released a report outlining actions you
can take to attract LGBTQ2+ candidates. 14 These include:

13

Statistics Canada (2021). A statistical portrait of Canada’s diverse LGBTQ2+ communities.

Pride at Work Canada (2018). Hiring across all spectrums: A report on broadening opportunities for LGBTQ2+
jobseekers.
14
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•

Building positive relations with community-based organizations that support
LGBTQ2+ communities

•

Participating in LGBTQ2+ specific career fairs

•

Advertising in LGBTQ2+ media

•

Making your company commitment to LGBTQ2+ inclusion clear at career fairs

•

Ensuring recruiters and other individuals representing your company have knowledge
about LGBTQ2+ communities

Using inclusive language in interviews is important when interviewing candidates from diverse
groups, including those who may be part of the LGBTQ2+ community. Keep in mind that
candidates who do not identify as LGBTQ2+ may have close connections to the community.
Below are some tips to help you provide a safe and inclusive experience for all candidates.
•

You cannot tell a person’s gender pronouns simply by looking at them. Be respectful
by asking candidates for their pronouns when conducting telephone and in-person
interviews. Go a step further by sharing your own pronouns when you introduce
yourself. There are many resources online that can help employers hire and create
inclusive workplaces for members of the LGBTQ+ community, including these
resources from Pride at Work Canada.

•

Language is powerful, so use non-gendered terms such as “partner” instead of “wife”
or “husband”, and “parents” or “family” in place of “mom and dad”.

•

It’s okay to make a mistake with language. If you realize you’ve said the wrong thing,
own it, apologize and ask to be corrected.

4.9 Retaining top talent
Retention starts at the very early stages of the recruitment process and continues throughout
an employee’s tenure with your company. The experience candidates have during this process
will affect their decisions to complete the process and to accept an offer, and will form part of
their overall impression of your company as a place they want to work. Provide new and
prospective employees with information on your organization’s culture, mission and goals; a
typical workday; an overview of the job; and any other relevant information. This will avoid
surprises later on for both your organization and employees.

4.9.1 Employee onboarding
Once you’ve made an offer and your candidate has accepted, it’s important to create positive
onboarding experiences for all employees, especially those from diverse or equity-seeking
groups. If you get onboarding right, new employees will feel included, welcome and
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comfortable in their new work environment — which will contribute to higher employee
engagement and retention.

4.9.2 Mentoring
Mentoring or “buddy systems” pair new employees with current workers for a determined
period of time. During this time, the more experienced co-worker can show the new hire the
“dos and don’ts” of your organization, help them navigate business practices, and review
correspondence and reports. In some cases, mentors can also help new hires understand
Canadian culture, overcome linguistic barriers and integrate socially with co-workers. When
possible, pairing individuals with similar linguistic, ethnic, cultural or religious backgrounds can
build stronger relationships.

4.9.3 Fostering professional development and
advancement
When you hire someone for a specific position, make sure the job performance expectations
are clear from the first day of work. You should also make sure employees understand the
possibilities for advancement opportunity and the internal promotion process to avoid
perception of discrimination.
Many of the same biases that arise during hiring processes can also come into play when
considering employees for development opportunities and promotions. Managers should
regularly check their biases to ensure they are providing opportunities for advancement to all
employees, regardless of real or perceived differences.

4.9.4 Celebrating and respecting diversity
Acknowledging the special festivals and celebrations associated with the cultural, religious or
ethnic groups to which your employees belong can contribute to building an inclusive
organizational culture and help build relationships and a sense of team. The following tips can
help you get started:
1. Survey staff anonymously to understand their different cultural backgrounds and share
back the results.
2. Recognize and respect cultural events, celebrations, and days of significance at staff
meetings and through staff communication channels. Invite staff from the relevant
backgrounds to share the cultural and personal significance of these events if they’re
comfortable doing so.
3. Where possible, provide accommodations related to religious observances or
celebrations. For example, don’t schedule working lunches or dinners during Ramadan,
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and avoid scheduling all-staff meetings on days when employees may be absent due to
religious or cultural observances.
4. Participate in local multi-cultural festivals or Pride events supporting the LGBTQ+
community. This could involve entering a company float in a parade or even sponsoring
an event.
5. Have a potluck lunch or supper celebrating ethnic roots. Be sure to acknowledge food
restrictions by labelling all dishes.
6. At mid-winter, celebrate Christmas/Chanukah/Kwanzaa/Diwali with lights and other
decorations, and by encouraging employees to contribute gifts for the disadvantaged in
the community.
If you plan to host events, take appropriate steps to keep your employees safe and minimize
any legal liabilities. This may include communicating expectations in advance of events, not
making alcohol the focus of work events, putting restrictions on availability of alcohol if served,
and providing a safe way home.
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Appendix A: IDEA checklists
⃣

Has your organization embedded IDEA principles into its…

⃣
⃣

Strategy

⃣

Vision

⃣

Values

⃣

Governance (bylaws)

⃣

Policies

⃣

Does your organization have a diversity statement outlining your stance on the importance
of diversity and what you do to value and promote it?

⃣

Is your organization’s leadership team adequately diverse?

⃣

Is there at least one IDEA champion among senior leadership?
o An IDEA champion is someone who works to raise awareness of IDEA, ensures
an IDEA lens is applied to all decisions and actively promotes IDEA principles

⃣

Does your organization have a formal or informal IDEA committee?

⃣

Does your organization have a budget for or provide opportunities for IDEA learning and
awareness to employees and management?

⃣

Are your organization’s facilities easily accessible for persons with disabilities?
o This includes offices, labs, rented event spaces, and any other areas employees
or visitors might need to access.

⃣

Does your organization design and distribute communication material with accessibility in
mind?
o This may include offering large-font or braille editions, using plain language,
providing translated versions (English and French, as well as other languages),
following accessible graphic and design standards, etc.

⃣

Does your organization have an established mentoring, coaching or “buddy system” for
members of various employment equity groups?

⃣

Does your organization have policies or guidelines providing for the accommodation of
special needs for religious or cultural reasons?
Do your organization’s human resources policies recognize same sex-relationships in the
following instances:

⃣
⃣

Employee health insurance plans?

⃣

Parenting, family, careers and bereavement leave entitlements?

⃣

Policies or arrangements for holidays?
Transfer and relocation policies and allowances?
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⃣
⃣

Does your organization celebrate festivals, holidays or events of a variety of cultures?

⃣

Does your organization have a clear, fair and well-communicated discrimination reporting
(“whistleblower”) methodology?

⃣

Does your organization actively seek feedback (e.g., through employee engagement
surveys) on improvements to be made?
Does your organization actively engage suppliers from underrepresented or underserved
communities?

Employment barriers
Recruitment
⃣
⃣

Are job descriptions and ads written in plain and inclusive language?

⃣

Does your organization go out of its way to attract candidates from underrepresented or
equity-seeking groups, including visibly diverse talent, Indigenous peoples, persons with
disabilities, women, members of the LGBTQ2+ community, younger and senior workers?

⃣

Does your organization use a variety of recruitment tools? Options from BioTalent Canada
include:
o The PetriDish™
o Essential Skills Fundamentals courses
o BioSkills Recognition program
o National Occupational Standards
o BioSkills Match™

⃣

Does your organization establish relationships with HR agencies, college and university
community groups, immigrant service agencies, and other organizations as part of its
ongoing recruitment strategies?

⃣

Does your organization screen resumes screened with the intent ion of clarifying with
candidate any assumptions made when analyzing gaps?

⃣

Does your organization give all applicants the same information about the recruitment
process and answer their questions?
Are all internal stakeholders trained in inclusive recruitment practices?

Interviews
⃣
⃣

Are interviewers aware of common areas of cultural difference such as eye contact, greeting
etiquette, use of silence, communication style, etc.?
Are all applicants asked whether they require special support or accommodation during the
interview process?
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⃣
⃣

Do managers avoid using terms, metaphors and jargon in interviews that are specific and
meaningful only to members of your organization?

⃣

Are interviewers able to adapt their communication style in interviews?

⃣

Are all interviewees asked the same questions?

⃣

Do interviewers rate candidates based on objective information rather than jumping to
conclusions about someone’s ability to do the job based on race, culture, gender, age,
disability or physical appearance?
Do interviewers recognize and compensate for their own biases and personal hiring
preferences?

Organizational practices
⃣
⃣

Have you considered the different ways a job can be done to achieve the required results?
Does your organization’s mission statement include explicit reference to marketing to or
serving diverse communities, and to recruiting and retaining a diverse workforce?
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Appendix B: Sample IDEA committee
charter
You can use the following sample charter as a basis for creating a charter for an IDEA
committee within your own organization.
Mission
To support [Organization Name]’s commitment of fostering a supportive workplace culture,
where it is recognized that each employee brings unique life experiences, valuable insights
and perspectives to our work. Inclusion, diversity, equity and accessibility (IDEA) are integral
to our overall mission and key to ensuring the wellbeing of our employees and the clients we
serve. [Organization Name] has established an IDEA Committee to ensure ongoing dialogue
on our practices and to advance our IDEA goals and objectives.
Purpose
The IDEA committee will guide and hold [Organization Name] accountable in the integration of
IDEA principles into all aspects of the organization’s work.
Definitions
•

Inclusion is the act of creating a culture that encourages and values different
thoughts and perspectives and nurtures a feeling of belonging for everyone. It
requires making deliberate and equitable efforts to meet individual needs so people
feel welcome, respected and heard.

•

Diversity refers to the unique characteristics and identities of people, including race,
gender identity, ancestry, age, nationality, religion, ability, sexuality, socioeconomic
status, education, marital status, language, physical appearance, ideas, perspectives,
values and more.

•

Equity refers to treating everyone fairly according to their unique needs to enable all
people to access opportunity and advancement, participate and engage to the same
extent. Equity work is the identification and elimination of barriers that prevent the
inclusion of all groups.

•

Accessibility refers to the factors that affect the extent to which a person can
function within an environment or participate in an activity regardless of ability.
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Responsibilities
The committee’s responsibilities may include the following:
•

Outlining goals for the year and conducting an annual self-assessment to determine
the committee’s effectiveness, including accomplishments, challenges and
recommendations for the future

•

Examining workplace practices, policies and procedures with the goal of eliminating
barriers to IDEA

•

Identifying opportunities to enhance cultural awareness and inclusivity

•

Recommending new initiatives for education and understanding on IDEA

•

Providing feedback and insight to the leadership team on issues of culture, climate
and IDEA in the workplace

•

Acting as ambassadors of IDEA across the organization and promoting related
initiatives and events

•

Identifying internal achievements and examples of success that can be shared with
all teams

•

Reviewing and contributing to internal communication on IDEA, as mutually agreed
by the committee and leadership

•

Monitoring and evaluating the effectiveness of IDEA initiatives

•

Engaging in ongoing professional development activities to build understanding of
IDEA

The committee will research, review and make recommendations to management teams,
including senior management or the CEO, where appropriate. Final approval and decisions on
any related actions rests with the President and CEO.
Composition
The composition of the committee will include up to eight employees who volunteer to
participate. Volunteers will be solicited annually after [Date] of each year. A member of the
senior leadership team and the HR lead will be standing members of the committee. Ideally,
there should be adequate diversity in terms of tenure and work responsibilities.
Committee members are appointed for a one-year term ending on [Date] and may serve no
more than two consecutive terms. Two members of the management team will take on
advisory roles and serve as committee sponsors, offering guidance and acting as links to the
CEO. Committee members must be able to fulfill their daily work responsibilities, which take
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precedence over committee work. Team members on extended leave may not serve on the
committee.
Procedures
The committee will meet every two months, on [Day], at [Time], for a total of six meetings in a
fiscal year. Where possible, meetings will be scheduled for the full year. A committee chair will
be elected annually.
Minutes will be recorded at each meeting, summarizing discussions and recommendations.
These may be distributed internally as appropriate. Committee recommendations will be by
consensus or simple majority vote.
Members will uphold [Organization Name]’s values and ensure all members have equal
opportunity to participate, without judgement.
Committee structure
The committee shall include the following members:
•

Chair – Works with formal and informal management sponsors to ensure alignment
with [Organization Name]’s mission

•

Past chair – Ensures smooth transition and historical perspective

•

Secretary – Schedules meetings, records and shares meeting minutes, manages the
membership list, oversees the nomination process, and communicates across the
organization and externally when required

•

Treasurer – Manages the annual budget

•

Committee sponsors (two management representatives) – act as advisors and
provide guidance to the chair and linkage to the CEO

•

Other – Carry out other committee duties

Expectations and commitment for committee members will be as follows:
•

Membership terms are limited to no more than two consecutive years. The committee
year runs from [Date] to [Date].

•

Members are expected to commit at least [X] hours per month to committee business.
This includes committee meetings every two months, plus subcommittee meetings
and other events as required.

•

Members should attend committee meetings prepared to engage.
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•

Members may be expected to join working groups outside of full committee meetings
and report back to the committee.

•

Members are expected to participate in and attend committee-sponsored events,
trainings and retreats whenever possible.

•

Members must keep their managers informed of committee commitments and
priorities to address any conflicting priorities.

Method of conducting internal business
•

The committee shall take action by the adoption of resolutions by a simple majority
vote of the members present at any given committee meeting.

•

When resolutions are deemed unnecessary, the committee may poll its members for
consensus of opinions. Consensus is reached when, after discussion and without a
vote, the majority of the members present agree that an action should or should not
be taken.

•

The chair may appoint sub-committees or working groups at their discretion. Such
working groups may be long‐term/standing or short‐term/task-oriented. Committees
and short‐term working groups will be dissolved when their work has been completed.

Amendments
•

This charter may be altered, amended, or repealed and a new Charter adopted only
upon majority vote of all members present during a regular meeting and with approval
of the CEO or executive sponsor.

Approval
•

This charter will be reviewed every two years by the CEO and/or executive sponsor.
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