
Improving the Engagement 
and Advancement of Women 
in Alberta’s Digital Economy



2

Contents

Report to the Minister of Labour       page 3

Events

  Calgary         page 3

  Edmonton         page 4

Where are the Women in Tech in Alberta?     page 6

The Roundtables          page 8
 
  Measurement        page 8
 
  Career Advancement       page 9
 
  Resources         page 11
 
  Culture         page 14



3

Report to the Minister of Labour
Women in Communications and Technology (WCT) and 
ITAC, Information Technology Association of Canada) both 
aspire to increase the level of engagement and influence 
of women in Canada’s digital economy.  In 2018, these 
organizations had the opportunity to collaborate with the 
Alberta Ministry of Labour to deliver a series of events 
designed to inform Albertans about opportunities in the 
technology sector and inspire them to take them.  A key 
focus of this program was on women’s leadership. This 
program was delivered in two sessions:  a two-day event in 
Calgary in May 2018 and a day-long event in Edmonton 
in September 2018.

This report will synthesise the feedback and insights from 
the roundtables. It will also examine empirical data from the 
Labour Force Survey and the National Household Survey 
to clarify the present level of engagement of women in 
Alberta’s information, communications and technology (ICT) 
sector. It will provide a clear picture of where women are in 
the industry as well as recommendations for measures to 
improve their engagement and advancement in the growth of 
Alberta’s ICT sector. 

Calgary
On May 15, a group of 34 women participated in an ITAC 
Board Discovery Day.  This program is part of ITAC’s strategy 
to increase the number of women serving on boards in the 
tech sector.  It provides a primer on why women need to 
play a larger role in corporate governance and how they 
can prepare themselves to do so.  The program has been 
delivered several times in Ontario and is linked to the ITAC 
Board Registry of qualified women candidates for director 
positions.  This was the first opportunity ITAC has had to 
present the program in Alberta.  Participants heard from 
placement and governance professionals as well as a panel 
of women directors who shared their experiences on boards.  
At the end of the program several women applied for a place 
on the Board Registry.  To date, three have qualified for 
the list.

Later that day, 103 people joined us for an ITAC/WCT 
Women in Leadership Speakers Series event.  This strong 
attendance compares favourably with events held in Toronto 
which typically attract between 75 and 100 people.  Angela 
Brown, the President and CEO of Moneris – Canada’s largest 
fintech firm- was the keynote speaker.  In conversation 
with Lisa Carroll, Senior Vice-president, National Capital 
Region, CGI, Angela outlined her career history and 
shared her business insights, particularly as they apply to 
women’s advancement.  She underscored, for example, the 
importance of deliberate career planning. A robust and frank 
exchange of ideas with members of the audience brought the 
discussion to a close.

“…wherever you are now, 
you can be very deliberate 
about what you want next, 
what experiences and what 
role.  You have to be very 
thoughtful about your 
career within the context of 
where you are now and how 
you can take advantage of 
the support around you to 
move up and broaden your 
experience”.  Angela Brown, 
President and CEO Moneris.
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Calgary (continued)
Networking is a critical component of all “Women in 
Leadership” events.  Thanks to the sponsorship support of 
CGI and to Cenovus who provided a spectacular venue, a 
very successful networking reception closed out our first day 
in Calgary.

WCT conducted a roundtable discussion in Calgary with 
34 women on May 16.  Since 2016, WCT has conducted 
roundtable discussions with women in the digital industries 
throughout Canada to hear from them firsthand what 
strategies work best for the engagement and advancement 
of women. These discussions contribute to WCT’s ongoing 
capacity to identify for our members and their employers 
current best practices in the digital industries.  The ideas 
exchanged in that discussion are reported in the roundtable 
summary at page 8.

Edmonton
Our second session took place on September 25 in 
Edmonton.  Over 80 people participated in “Women 
in Leadership in Tech”, which condensed our Calgary 
program into a day-long event.  As in Calgary, the program 
was designed to equip women in technology with ideas 
and strategies for expanding their leadership talents and 
potential, while introducing them to a roster of accomplished 
technology executives.

The Honourable Christina Gray, Minister of Labour for Alberta 
provided a fitting start to the day.  She outlined the public 
policy business case for gender diversity and the strides the 
Government has made in this regard.  

Minister Gray went on to outline the work the Alberta 
Government has done to update workplace legislation across 
the province.  She noted that these changes include modern 
rules to address workplace violence.  “That means that 
employers need to ensure that workers are not subjected to 
or taking part in workplace violence, harassment or bullying,” 
she said.  “It also means that each employer is required 
to have procedures to protect workers from these types of 
incidents.” 

Katherine Emberly, President Business, Brand and 
Communications at Shaw, followed with a compelling case 
for more women in leadership and the more widespread 
pursuit of an authentic leadership style.

“I’m familiar with that feeling 
of being the only woman in the 
meeting so I really appreciate the 
opportunity to come here and be 
part of the today’s events. Our 
caucus is nearly equal and that is a 
first for Alberta (and) and we were 
the first government in Canada to 
have a gender balanced Cabinet.  
The reason (for this) is Alberta is 
50 per cent women.  I hope more 
governments and companies 
take on this revolutionary idea 
of reflecting Alberta’s make-up.  
Having a diversity of voices is how 
you make the right decisions”.  
Honourable Christina Gray, 
Minister of Labour, Alberta.
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Edmonton (continued)
Following a presentation by Shann McGrail on WCT’s 
report “Closing the Gender Gap: A Blueprint for Women’s 
Leadership in the Digital Economy”,  participants in the 
conference joined one of four roundtable discussions on the 
topics of Measurement, Resources, Career Advancement 
and Culture.  These discussions are reported in detail on 
page 8.

Next Shann McGrail introduced the topic of Mentorship 
and Sponsorship.  Jaime Leverton, General Manager 
and Vice-president, Canada and APAC for Cogeco Peer 
1 and Lisa Lyons, President of Kids Can Press, shared 
their perspectives on the importance of mentoring and 
sponsorship in women’s career development in the digital 
economy.

The program reconvened after lunch and networking with 
an exploration of how and why more women need to become 
active on corporate and not-for-profit boards.  Jennifer 
Ward, Partner at Odgers Berndtson, provided a primer on 
how to prepare for positions on corporate boards and then 
chaired a panel of directors who shared their insights as 
well.  This panel comprised Susan Green, Board Director for 
Great Western Brewing Company and Imperial Equities and 
Joanne Fedeyko, CEO of Connection Silicon Valley. 

Our last featured speaker of the day was Zainul Mawji, 
Vice-president of Home Solutions and Complimentary 
Channels for Telus.  Zainul, a recent winner of a WCT 
Leadership Excellence Award, shared her  17-year-long 
career story in an informal conversation with Lisa Carroll, 
Senior Vice-president, National Capital Region for CGI.  
The program concluded with a free-wheeling conversation 
among all our featured speakers and participants about 
what it’s going to take to finally close the gender gap 
in technology.  
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Where are the Women in Tech in Alberta?

Information and communications technology is the third largest industrial sector in Alberta, after energy and agriculture.  The Alberta 
ICT industry employed 56,600 people in 2017.

The gender composition of Alberta’s ICT workforce is similar in most respects to the national workforce and that of other provinces.  In 
2017, women made up only 27.6% of the ICT workforce (compared to 26.7% nationally).  The growth (or non-growth) in the number of 
women in the Alberta and Canadian ICT industries also tracks closely as the chart below illustrates.

In both cases, the passage of years charts a flat line indicating virtually no significant or lasting change in 
closing the gender gap.

The ICT industry employs women in a variety of capacities including ICT technical work such as data analysis, 
computer engineering and web site design.  The ranks of women in these technical roles in the Alberta industry 
shrink even further (much as they do in the rest of Canada) to about one fifth of the cohort.  In 2017, women in 
ICT in Alberta held 19.5% of the industry’s ICT technology jobs.  Nationally, the number was 20.6%

The lower rate of women in ICT technology positions is significant because it has a direct bearing on the 
number of women who advance into leadership in the tech industry.  With rare exceptions, career advancement 
to increasingly senior positions requires “line” experience in technology.  The smaller footprint of women in the 
industry’s technology core is a contributing factor to the relatively small number of women in technology.

2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017

Alberta 30.2% 28.% 26.6% 26.8% 24.1% 22.4% 27.6%

Canada 29.5% 27.7% 27.0% 27.7% 26.4% 27.0% 26.7%
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Where are the Women in Tech in Alberta? (continued)

This becomes clear when we look at the percentage of women in management positions in ICT technical jobs 
in the Alberta ICT industry.  Only 5.7% of those positions are held by women (compared to 27.9% in Canada).  
This, plus the structural nature of the Alberta ICT industry (characterized by many SMEs and relatively few 
national headquarters) result in this small number.

The ICT industry is not the only employer of ICT professionals.  Sectors such as finance, healthcare, and, 
increasingly, energy and natural resources are fueled by their capacity to transform business information 
into business value.  Women employed in ICT technology positions across the broader economy in Alberta 
constitute a slightly smaller proportion of the workforce than the ICT industry.  In Alberta in 2017, women were 
22.6% of this workforce.  (In Canada it was 25%).

Note that WCT Up the Numbers reports usually track the number of women in ICT management positions 
in the digital economy and attempts to quantify the number of women in senior leadership positions in the 
ICT industries.  Numbers in these categories for the province of Alberta were too small to offer a reportable 
percentage for this report.

Every year, WCT publishes Up the Numbers, an update on gender statistics in the ICT industry and the digital 
economy to underscore the statistical inertia that charts the lack of progress in closing the gender gap in 
Canada’s ICT industry.  The next report, based on Statistics Canada Labour Force Survey data analysed by the 
Information and Communications Technology Council, will be released in the spring.
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The Roundtables:  What We Heard.  
What We Learned
Roundtables are an important source of information for WCT.  
The organization convenes them whenever possible as a 
means of refreshing its knowledge of the issues affecting 
women in the digital economy as well as current employer 
practices to recruit, retain and advance women.  Inevitably, 
each new roundtable discussion introduces new ideas and 
new ways of thinking.  

Typically, WCT roundtables focus on four core topics:  Career 
Advancement, Resources, Measurement and Culture.  Here 
is a sampling of what we heard and learned.

Measurement

WCT invests considerable energy in promoting more 
widespread collection and reporting by companies of their 
gender metrics.  Its Up the Numbers program is a source 
for original research on gender issues in technology 
and includes an annual survey of changes in the gender 
composition of the Canadian technology labour market.

The topic of quotas featured prominently in both the 
roundtable discussions as well as in the remarks of many 
of our guest speakers.  “For a long time, I was anti-quota,” 
one Edmonton participant said.  “I never want to get a job 
because I’m a woman.  But then I realized that women 
don’t put up their hands until they are 150% ready [for 
advancement] and we have guys do it at 40%.  There are 
plenty of women I can tap for senior jobs.  So, if there are 
two candidates and one is a woman, we should consciously 
choose the woman.  I now think that quotas are the thing 
because like hires like.”

Another participant stressed the importance of metrics.  
“What gets measured matters.  You don’t necessarily have 
to have a quota, but if you measure diversity indicators and 
share those numbers, that sends a message to staff that 
these things are important and drives them to action.  Quotas 
or not, you have to have an open discussion about what the 
numbers are and why they are important.”

Participants also suggested that, in addition to gender 
metrics, it is important for organizations to track and report on 
the impacts of their efforts to diversify.  For 
example, if a company has determined that it will build a 
more diverse workplace in order to become a more attractive 
employer, diversity metrics should be correlated with 
recruitment and retention numbers.  “It’s a big part of our 
culture,” said one participant from a Calgary-based tech firm.  
“We have an annual review with our whole team and our 
board and look at the scope of our operation – for example, 
do we have equal pay for equal work?  But there’s also that 
conversation about why we’re doing it.  It’s really important 
to have the statistics, the targets, but also the explanation of 
why the organization values it.”

As organizations like WCT continue to advocate for the 
collection and reporting of gender data, it is also important to 
be aware of the evolving nature of what was once considered 
a binary measure.  Where once there were only two choices 
available to designate gender, we now routinely see five to 
seven (with a plus sign punctuating the possibility of further 
options).  Employers need to be aware of this.  One Calgary 
participant noted, “We don’t collect gender data.  We feel the 
system is so binary we can’t even ask our people to give us 
this information.”  As the gender discussion embraces the 
further nuances of intersectionality, collecting the numbers is 
going to require more sophistication and sensitivity.
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Career Advancement

Generally speaking, WCT’s discussions about career 
advancement revolve around three themes: flexibility in the 
workplace, mentorship (and executive sponsorship) and the 
importance of executive leadership.  These themes were all 
discussed in both Calgary and Edmonton, with participants 
offering interesting new insights.

For example, on the topic of the importance of leadership 
in the creation of diverse organizations, one Edmonton 
participant, when asked to give examples of career 
development strategies that really work, offered this: “When 
the leadership team takes career development to the same 
level of rigour as they do the annual budget, then it really 
makes a difference for diversity.  Every year we take a 
structured, detailed process – with metrics – laying out what’s 
going to happen to develop top leadership over the next 
three years:  here’s what’s going to happen with the rest of 
the team,  here’s our top three development areas of focus.  
It’s all measured and summarized – including our targets 
for women and minorities.  That process is as rigorous as 
setting the annual budget.  That intensity helped to change 
the company’s whole approach to its culture of career 
advancement.”

She went on to describe how the process identified 
conundrums such as the fact that entrance to the C-suite 
usually requires sales experience.  Yet women generally 
have proportionately lower rates of sales experience than 
men.  So, the company took action, making sales experience 
a deliberate part of women’s career plans.

Participants  discussed the imperatives of flexible work hours 
and work-from- anywhere flexibility, as well as the need for 
flexibility elsewhere such as in assigning women stretch 
targets and fostering a non-punitive approach to risk.
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The Power of Mentorship

WCT has operated a national mentorship program for women in broadcasting, communications and technology 
for over 25 years.  It is a highly successful program, with many of our alumni leading companies, government 
and not-for-profit organizations today.

Mentorship is a relationship in which a more experienced or more knowledgeable person helps to guide a less 
experienced person to develop her career.  It is a proven strategy for career advancement.

Research has shown that mentees are promoted at five times the rate of non-mentees and mentors are 
promoted at six time the rate of non-mentors.  Both mentors and mentees demonstrate a higher level of job-
satisfaction than their colleagues and are more likely to stay with their employer.  And employees who were 
mentored or are mentors earn higher salaries than non-mentoring employees.

WCT encourages its members to find a mentor early, have different mentors at different stages of their career 
and, of course, mentor others.  It also encourages employers to promote the benefits of mentorship, or, better 
still, establish mentorship programs within their organizations.

Advancing successful women into the executive leadership ranks of organizations takes an “extra-strength” 
variety of mentorship.  In 2015, with the support of Corus, WCT launched the Protégé Project, a ground-
breaking executive sponsorship program that matches qualified women in senior management roles with 
CEO sponsors who will work with them for 12 months to prepare to take on an executive role.  Still in its early 
years of operation, Protégé has already proven its effectiveness in increasing the ranks of women in senior 
corporate leadership.

“You would never have a hockey team 
full of defencemen.  The population 
is more than 50% women.  We have to 
challenge the ‘best person for the job’.  
That’s not enough. It’s about the best 
team, the best representation to go to 
market.  We have to break it all down.”  
Jaime Leverton, General Manager and 
Vice-president, Canada and APAC for 
Cogeco Peer 1.
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Resources

Generally speaking, WCT roundtable discussions about 
resources necessary to build diverse and equitable 
organizations surface a common list of “must-haves”.  
These include:

•  formal diversity programs (women’s networks, 
 the appointment of executives accountable 
 for diversity, etc.)

• alternative work arrangements such as 
	 flex-time	and	the	option	to	work	from	home

• leave of absence programs including leave 
 for maternity and eldercare

• and a career planning process, including 
 educational programs

Our discussions in Edmonton and Calgary covered all of 
these topics and they introduced us to some promising 
new ideas.

Canada’s parental leave program is generally recognized 
as an important factor in enabling women to participate in 
the labour market.  While we hear little criticism of the terms 
and flexibility of leave programs, the problem of workforce 
reintegration at the end of a leave is often raised.  One 
Edmonton participant explained it like this: “It’s so hard 
to go from full-time baby care to 40 hours a week.  I wish I 
could have returned at two days a week for six months. If 
you could do that your skills wouldn’t lapse, you network 
wouldn’t lapse.”

It’s clear that this experience is very common and 
is prompting employers to be more thoughtful about 
reintegration.  Some participants spoke positively about 
more sensitive approaches like part-time options and 
breast-feeding rooms.  A Calgary participant introduced us 
to the topic of “returnships”.  A returnship is an internship-like 
program for experienced workers seeking to re-enter the 
workforce after an extended period of absence.  This concept 
is ideally suited for technology professionals who may have 
left employment for a variety of reasons -education, travel, 
child-rearing or eldercare.  In the dynamic field of technology 
even a six-month leave can cause skills to grow stale or 
confidence to erode.
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Resources (continued)

Returnships combine skills upgrading and education with 
work placements.  After a period of course work, enrolees 
can apply for placements offered by employers.  The 
returnship lasts anywhere from eight to10 weeks, giving 
the employer the opportunity to assess the returnee for job 
and culture fit with little risk.  It offers the returnee a soft 
return to the workforce and a great opportunity to boost their 
confidence and refresh their business network.  Returnships 
are offered internally by leading companies such as Deloitte 
and IBM.  They are also offered as a third- party service by 
companies such as ThinkData Works in Toronto and Flex 
Hub in Calgary.

Improving the terms of re-entry is clearly something 
employers are thinking of in terms of maintaining their 
competitiveness in a tight labour market.  And the terms and 
conditions of maternity leave itself present opportunities 
for the competitive advantage of particularly attractive 
approaches to leave programs.

A growing body of research has begun to link the persistent 
wage gap between men and women to additional factors 
beyond gender.  For example, a recent study from Princeton 
revealed that there is also a significant wage gap between 
women with children and their childless counterparts.  The 
impact of being absent from the workforce for 12 months or 
longer imposes an earnings penalty - some call it a maternity 
penalty – that worsens with the number of children a woman 
has.  Few women, even highly paid professionals, ever 
overcome it.

This has prompted some leading companies to review 
practices relating to raises, bonuses and other compensation 
instruments to reduce the impact of the maternity 
penalty.  For example, it’s common practice to suspend 
pay progressions, merit increases, bonuses and other 
compensation treatments for the duration of the leave.  One 
Calgary participant noted that her company is currently 
studying the cost of maintaining compensation increases and 
augmentations over the period of the leave.  “What’s the cost 
of that,” she asked, “compared to the significant costs of loss 
of top talent and re-recruitment?”  A Calgary firm, Benevity, 
has reportedly already put this approach into practice.
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ITAC Women on Boards Registry:  
A Solution to lack of ICT Board Diversity

In 2013, the Information Technology Association of Canada (ITAC) commissioned a white paper written to 
quantify the number of women on boards of directors of Canadian information technology companies.  Gender 
Diversity of Boards of Directors of Canadian ICT Companies, by former EY Partner Karen Wensley,  cited 
a number of obstacles keeping women’s participation in ICT boards low.  For example, it noted that  CEO’s and 
nominating committees simply didn’t know many women, didn’t have them in their leadership networks and they 
didn’t know where to look to find them.

In 2015,  the association launched the ITAC Women on Boards Registry, Canada’s first registry profiling board-
ready, technology experienced women who are qualified and interested in board of directors appointment.  The 
registry has been created through a series of “Board Discovery Days” which invites qualified women to an event 
where they heard from educators, experienced corporate directors and thought leaders on board governance.  
They are encouraged to apply for a place on the ITAC registry following the event.

In December 2015, there were 37  women directors on TSX Tech 60 Company Boards which is less than 10% 
of total Board seats; 11 were from the US and 26 were from Canada.  The ITAC Women on Boards Registry 
effectively has more than doubled the number of women directors available in Canada to serve on public ICT 
companies, or any other Canadian company needing technology savvy board members.  The registry currently 
holds nearly 50 qualified board candidates, including three from Alberta.

“I’m actually the only member of my 
entire extended family that is not an 
entrepreneur.  I get so much from the 
fuel of that ingenuity and innovation 
and self-directed energy.  I think you can 
do so much with that when you work 
for a large organization.”  Zainul Mawji, 
Vice-president  Home Solutions and 
Complimentary Channels, Telus.

http://itac.ca/wp-content/uploads/2013/07/Gender-Diversity-of-Boards-of-Directors-of-Canadian-ICT-Companies-July-2013.pdf
http://itac.ca/wp-content/uploads/2013/07/Gender-Diversity-of-Boards-of-Directors-of-Canadian-ICT-Companies-July-2013.pdf
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Culture

In Edmonton, by far the largest group of participants 
clustered around the Culture roundtable.  The conversation 
kicked off with a culture horror story.  “We tried a more 
flexible work culture,” one participant recounted.  “The idea 
was we could work from home but if the team calls you, 
you answer as if you were in the office.  But we had people 
out shopping, people who weren’t even in the city when 
they were supposed to be working at home.  We ended up 
with a complete outage of our database and no database 
administrator.  When we finally tracked him down, he was at 
the mall.  Because of the action of a few people, we had to 
disband flexibility.”

Any CEO can tell you, culture is hard.  This (precipitately, 
as many argued) failed experiment in a more flexible culture 
stood in sharp contrast to other more successful strategies 
to build modern, female-friendly workplace cultures.  The 
experiences shared suggest that Alberta companies are 
making progress in this area.

For example, one participant shared this more positive 
experience: “I am the leader of our technology group and 
the first female leaders in our company to have a baby.  Our 
culture was not flexible or concerned too much with life 
balance.  Now, if my child is sick, I’m working from home.  
If I can’t personally attend a meeting or go out of town, we 
find another way to do what needs to be done.”  Ensuring 
the work gets done and taking responsibility for sharing her 
results is key to creating a more flexible work culture.  And 
the benefits of that accrue to all employees in the company.  
“One of the guys on my team wanted to accompany his 
son’s field trip,” she said.  “I love it when they realize this is 
possible if the work gets done.”

Sometimes external forces, like the buying power of an 
important customer can propel the need for cultural change.  
One Calgary participant noted that her company does a 
significant amount of business with government.  “The 
government is so much better at diversity than we are,” she 
said.  “So, I’ve put together a package with the pictures of 
CIOs and DMs and Ministers on all our key accounts.  And 
you know what?  They are diverse.  We’re just not going 
to grow our business with them if we don’t change.  It’s 
imperative to our business.”

Responsibility for corporate culture starts with leadership.  
But all employees have a responsibility for shaping it or 
insisting that it change.  As one Edmonton participant noted, 
“Technology is one of the coolest jobs because there is no 
pre-ordained male or female role – it’s simply a matter of 
mental capacity.  And there’s going to be 100,000 IT jobs 
to fill.  If your employer isn’t going to recognize what we’re 
fighting for, then move on.”
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Culture as Competitive Advantage

When it comes to corporate culture, most CEO’s can do a reasonable job of talking the talk.  They can explain 
why corporate culture is important and point to glossy posters listing their company’s values.  But, generally 
speaking, the state of the corporate culture is not a business indicator that executives lose sleep over.

For Myrna Bittner, the Chief Executive Officer of Runwithit Synthetics, however, corporate culture is as important 
a factor as profit and loss and customer satisfaction.  Myrna believes that culture is integral to both the quality 
and the content of the services Runwithit provides.  Far from being a fluffy, feel-good optional asset, Myrna 
sees Runwithit’s culture as a key competitive advantage and she devotes considerable energy and resources to 
nurturing it.

Runwithit operates in the highly sophisticated technology niche of synthetic intelligence (SI).  Synthetic data 
is information that is artificially generated rather than generated by real world events.  Synthetic environments 
provide a complete, realistic, at-scale replication of the real environments in which the increasingly complex 
systems of the modern world operate.  Developers of these complex systems use SI to de-risk large projects, 
accelerate development, chart the implications of growth and validate innovation.

“I have particularly benefited from the 
sisterhood of WCT.  Going back 20 years 
I was matched with a mentor who had 
gone through a merger (as my company 
was at the time).  He was not only an 
amazing resource for me at that time, he 
has remained a mentor and a close family 
friend…he was the emcee at my wedding.  
I’m currently mentoring a someone who 
was in the pipeline for promotion and has 
just received it.  It’s so exciting to see that 
progress and champion them any way you 
can.”  Lisa Lyons, President Kids Can Press.
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Culture as Competitive Advantage (continued)

A roster of international clients uses Runwithit’s services.  For example;

 - The company works with a wireless company to determine the impact of actual field conditions like  
   radio frequency noise and building construction on new, smart wireless services.

 - In the transportation sector, Runwithit works with a major provider of weigh station bypass systems 
   to ensure that the company can meet its service level agreement commitments in all conditions on 
   the American highway system in a period of 1000% growth.

 - Runwithit helps a leader in the field of satellite, set-top boxes and live media delivery accelerate   
   service development, inform design and improve disaster recovery systems. 

“Our approach goes beyond the mathematical models used by most SI companies,” Myrna explains.  “It is more 
experiential.  Companies come to us when they are facing a potential risk due to rapid growth or innovation.  We 
bring their complex systems to life and show the opportunities and challenges waiting for them in the real world.”

This business model is naturally oppositional.  It requires a capacity to create environments for complex 
systems that the development team may not have imagined.  It requires a team of systems professionals 
unconstrained by pre-existing processes who can truly “think different.”  Myrna notes, “Complex systems 
struggle to life, no matter how sophisticated their development teams are.  We knew we had to define ourselves 
as something completely different from the systems culture that pervades the industry…that may have created 
the product or service in the first place.”

So, when she established the company in 2014, Myrna set out to establish a distinctly different culture from 
those she had encountered throughout her  career as a systems professional.  She knew that to seize the 
opportunities her business model indicated, her company needed to explicitly prize thoughtful, inventive, 
curious, independent thinkers who, by second nature, would look at all problems differently.

“We don’t all start out the same and we don’t all show 
up for work the same…and that’s a good and wonderful 
thing. The characteristics that make us women are super-
powers.  Today I speak differently, I listen differently, I 
dress differently and I lead differently.  I have completely 
stopped pretending to care about sports.  It’s about having 
open conversations at the table and not trying to do 
what others expect of us.”  Katherine Emberly, President, 
Business Brand and Communications, Shaw.
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Culture as Competitive Advantage (continued)

Establishing this culture starts with a careful approach to recruiting, hiring and on-boarding.  A deliberately 
cryptic standing ad serves notice of vacancies.  The language is designed to intrigue and attract applicants 
who can demonstrate the cultural attribute or curiosity.  Because the capacity to collaborate is business-critical, 
group interviews with prospective recruits are the norm.  And because of the importance attached to the other 
cultural attributes, on-boarding a new team-member is seen as an opportunity for the normally dispersed team 
to meet one another and the newbies.

Myrna justifies the care taken here because she believes the stakes are high.  “Culture plays such an important 
role in enabling us to accomplish the ridiculously complex things we do everyday,” she said.  “I someone wasn’t 
a cultural fit, it would put all of our work in jeopardy.”

On a day-to-day basis, the team collaborates exclusively online with clients and with one another.  But a daily 
“stand-up” is mandatory, bringing the whole team together to report on progress and share stories.  They are 
also an opportunity to reinforce the cultural attributes they all share.

Though the team is still relatively small, Myrna believes the culture is sustainable as the business grows.  “We 
are curious, thoughtful and deliberate,” she said.  “This creates its own sustainable snowball because the clients 
we attract are often curious and thoughtful themselves.  They really appreciate the perspective that we bring.  
Sometimes they haven’t been able to cultivate this way of thinking in their own organizations and they value it 
in us.”

“It feels like corporations 
are taking (gender diversity) 
much more seriously now.  
That is a shift.  Maybe it’s 
because of Me Too.  Maybe 
it’s because of all the 
studies that show it’s better 
for your bottom-line and 
sustainability.  It’s about 
continuous improvement, 
about inclusion and how 
we get the best ideas at the 
table.”  Lisa Carroll, Senior 
Vice-president, National 
Capital Region, CGI.
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About WCT

Women in Communications and Technology (WCT) is a national association committed to advancing women in 
Canadian information, communications, media and technology. WCT inspires and engages women from coast 
to coast through professional development programs, networking and events, mentorship and opportunities to 
recognize achievements in Canada’s digital economy.

For more than 60 years, the Information Technology Association of Canada (ITAC) has served as the leading 
voice for Canada’s information, communications and technology (ICT) industry, championing the development 
of a robust, competitive and sustainable digital economy in Canada.

About ITAC

As a champion of diversity and inclusiveness, ITAC is committed to encouraging the growth and development 
of women in technology through research, special events and keeping the issue central in public policy. 
Diversity is more than just gender however; ITAC is also focused on ways to help get stronger representation 
of the ICT industry’s diverse customer base and of Canada’s potential tech talent pool. This means being 
inclusive of perspectives, experiences and ways of thinking.

ITAC’s Diversity Committee designs and implements programming to support women through all stages 
of their career life cycle. The Committee is comprised of four pillars of influence, managed through four 
sub-committees: ITAC Talent Programming, Women in Leadership, Women on Boards, and Women 
Entrepreneurs.

For more information about ITAC and its diversity and inclusiveness programs and activities, contact 
Denise Shortt, Acting President and CEO, ITAC at dshortt@itac.ca.
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