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Project Introduction

As leaders in the Canadian business ecosystem, 

Chambers of Commerce bring together professionals 

to network, celebrate success and support economic 

growth, both for the businesses and for the 

communities they serve. Each of these organizations 

(which can also operate as a Board of Trade) claim 

to advocate, as one voice, for its business members. 

Chambers operate in communities big and small, from 

Canadian coast to Canadian coast. 

“Chamber of Commerce” is one of the most 

recognized business brands and has a long history 

in Canada. The first Chamber of Commerce in North 

America was formed in Halifax, Nova Scotia in 1750.

Each Chamber of Commerce is different but the 

Canadian Chamber of Commerce – the umbrella 

organization for the country – states:

Mission:  To drive change, partner broadly and be the 

undisputed champion and catalyst for the future of 

business success. 

Vision: To build a Canada of thriving business 

opportunity, a strong economy and a better life for all.

Many Canadian community chambers and boards of 

trade are incorporated under the Board of Trade Act 

(BOTA). Chambers may also choose to incorporate 

under the Canada Not-for-Profit Corporations Act 

(NFP Act). Through both of these pieces of Canadian 

legislation, a board of directors is formed and in the 

case of Part II of the BOTA and the NFP Act, by-laws 

must be filed with, and approved by, Corporations 

Canada. 

A large part of the advocacy commitment of a chamber 

is taking community-specific issues to various levels of 

government in support and service to its members. 

Who are the people tasked with delivering these 

issues to different tiers of government and do they, 

and the issues themselves, genuinely reflect the 

business people within their communities?

As recognized leaders, how does this national brand 

perform when it comes to representing the interests 

of all community members, particularly those from 

diverse and traditionally underrepresented groups?

Radar Media conducted over 40 audio interviews 

with woman-identifying, non-binary and queer 

entrepreneurs in rural Canada, from September 

2021 to July 2022. Many spoke of sexism, racism 

and homophobia at the hands of their local business 

associations. One Black woman entrepreneur asked 

her local chamber to see herself reflected in the 

organization’s online presence. Her fight for this 

representation lasted for over two years.

That was the genesis of this analysis.

Radar Media partnered with the Venture for Canada 

(VFC) Intrapreneurship Program. Through VFC, a 

business or non-profit can submit a project and work 

with a team of traditionally marginalized students on a 

project, for a 7 week term.

A report card on the DEI practices of Canada’s 

Chambers of Commerce was proposed. Three 

students chose to work on the project.

Shauna Rae,  

Founder and CEO, 

Radar Media
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“This research was done with a 
human-centred approach. 

The students were asked to imagine 
themselves as the young professional 
business people they are, looking to  
connect with other business professionals  
in their own communities. 

What would they need to feel accepted 
and to show up at an event, without fear, 

authentically as they are? What would make 
them feel like they belong?

The students established the methodology 
which is outlined in the following section.”

- Shauna Rae,  
Founder and CEO, 

Radar Media 
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Assessment Methodology

This project aimed to analyze the Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion (DEI) practices of Canada’s chambers of 

commerce, with a view to informing policy approaches to strengthen DEI across these chambers and in the 

wider business community. A four-member team conducted this analysis and prepared report cards on the 

415 chambers of commerce across Canada. This section will provide a brief overview of the methodological 

rationale for the evaluation framework. 

Report cards are commonly used for comparing organizational performance and presenting assessments 

to an external audience.1 This evaluation method was selected to demonstrate the chambers’ general level 

of performance in upholding DEI and to delineate areas where their DEI policies and practices should be 

strengthened.2 The chambers’ performance and our research process, which contextualized the findings 

in their wider business and regulatory environment, led the team to develop key insights on how 

systemic and sustainable change could be achieved. Thus, the findings from this analysis inform the team’s 

recommendations for chambers to improve their DEI performance and for Canadian policymakers to introduce 

regulatory reforms to foster a more diverse, inclusive, and equitable business environment through the 

Canadian chambers of commerce. 

The analysis was based on the data available from the chambers’ respective websites and no external sources 

were consulted. The rationale for assessing the chamber websites was the overarching human-centered 

approach to the project, which placed marginalized individuals and groups at the center of the design 

process. Their experiences and expectations led us to conclude that a chamber’s website is generally the first 

site of contact between the chamber and marginalized persons, it is the main interface for learning about the 

organizational vision and culture and the key source for finding contacts and gaining access to the organization. 

Therefore, chamber websites are the appropriate starting point for addressing the dearth of DEI-focused 

analyses of Canada’s chambers of commerce. 

The analytical rubric was constructed from a simple operationalization of the key grounds – diversity, equity, 

and inclusion and establishing a minimum threshold of DEI practice. The scoring was based on minimum DEI 

thresholds rather than ideal standards of practice because there was a high level of underperformance among 

the chambers. Holding chambers to an ideal standard would result in overwhelmingly negative findings. 

Therefore, our results represent the extent to which chambers meet what we have defined as minimum 

thresholds of DEI practice. 

Diversity was operationalized as the visual representation of women and Black, Indigenous, and people of 

colour (BIPOC) in the chamber’s board of directors and staff. While such classifications can replicate biases 

and stereotypes, the team adopted the human-centered approach to understanding the experience of a 

website visitor. It is well-understood that the meaning of images is constructed through a communicative social 

process that is shaped by dominant power relations.3  

1William Gormley and David Weimer (1999) Organizational Report Cards (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press). 
2For a discussion on how report cards can serve both micro- and macro-level purposes, see Charles K. Coe and James R. Brunet, Organizational Report 

Cards: Significant Impact or Much Ado about Nothing? (2006) 66 Public Administration Review 90-100
3See Matteo Stocchetti, Digital Visuality and Social Representation. Research Notes on the Visual Construction of meaning (2017) 5(2) KOME − An 

International Journal of Pure Communication Inquiry 38-56.
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Assessment Methodology

Therefore, the chamber’s internal power structure is visually represented to marginalized individuals and groups 

who visit the chamber’s website and this shapes their understanding of the internal power relations based 

on dominant social power dynamics. This is, therefore, an appropriate ground for evaluating organizational 

diversity and we have defined the minimum threshold for this ground as 50% women and 25% BIPOC 

visually represented on the Board of Directors and staff. 50 points  were available for visual diversity in the 

chamber’s organizational structure. For any chambers which only had a Board of Directors or staff members 

visually represented on their website, all points were assigned based on that element so as not to penalize 

smaller chambers.

Inclusion was operationalized as an express commitment to DEI, whether in the form of a separate DEI policy 

or the inclusion of DEI in the organization’s core values, for instance. Having some such explicit commitment to 

DEI values was the minimum threshold for inclusion and thus was allotted 10 points. Equity was operationalized 

as establishing measures for equal access and success for historically marginalized groups. This was 

subcategorized as including DEI-focused committees, events, workshops, and complaint procedures for 

members to raise DEI concerns. A total of 40 points were available, with 10 points each for every subcategory. 

Finally, 10 miscellaneous points were available for additional efforts towards DEI. The scoring rubric is copied 

below:

The grading scale comprised grades F, E, D, and C.  F represents the lowest level of achievement, while C 

represents the highest level of achievement. Therefore, a chamber that has achieved a C-grade has successfully 

met the minimum threshold. Any chamber that exceeds the minimum standards will also receive a C grade 

because the assessment is based on (and thus limited to) reporting performance on these minimum standards of 

DEI practice. The grading scale has been copied below:
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Average Scores by Province

CHART 1 

Average Equity Score by Province

A line graph showing average equity 
score for each province and territory. 
Scored out of 40.

The country average is approximately 
18%, with a range of 7.5% to 50% 
across the regions.

CHART 2

Average Diversity Score by Province

A line graph showing average 
diversity score for each province  
and territory. Scored out of 50.

The country average is approximately 
32%, with a range of 20% to 40% 
across the regions.

CHART 3

Chambers With Diversity Statements 

A bar graph showing the proportion  
of chambers that express DEI values 
on their websites. 415 were analyzed. 

116 chambers do express DEI values 
while 262 chambers do not. 37 
chambers could not be included in the 
analysis as they do not have websites.
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Provincial Letter Grades

CHART 5 

What Letter Grade Represents Each Province? 

CHART 4 

Letter Grade Heat Map

The Canadian Average is

31% – E

A bar graph showing the 
letter grade and score for 
each province.

The country average is E, 
with nine Es, three Ds and 
one C across the regions.

A heat map of Canada depicting an 
average letter grade achieved by 
each province and territory. 
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Project Recommendations

Canada’s business landscape is rapidly evolving, and Canadian society is projected to 

become increasingly diverse in the coming years.1 While some parts of Canada are more 

diverse than others, and less diverse regions sometimes struggle to embody diversity in their 

organizational structure, upholding DEI is imperative for all chambers and communities.  

This challenge is often encountered by chambers that serve rural and less-developed 

regions. However, for such chambers, DEI would serve to uplift the entire community and 

create a thriving business ecosystem. This is because DEI values and practices foster 

an inclusive business environment where healthy social and economic relationships can 

flourish, leading to holistic development.

The previous section illustrates some broad findings from our assessment and indicates 

specific areas for improvement in chambers’ DEI practices. This section will outline our key 

recommendations for chambers to meet the minimum DEI thresholds and chart a path to 

move beyond the minimum. This is a general set of recommendations and as such, it cannot 

address the full range of actors who can influence positive change in this arena. However, 

we have attempted to categorize recommendations to reflect the unique powers and 

opportunities held by specific stakeholders.
__________

1Statistics Canada, Population Projections for Canada, Provinces and Territories, available at https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/en/catalogue/91-520-X

     For Chambers: 

All chambers of commerce across Canada should adopt measures to uphold and advance DEI within 

their organizational structures and in the communities they serve. 

Diversity:

1. Ensure diverse representation in the board of directors and senior management 

2. Ensure diverse representation among staff and committee members 

3. Illustrate and highlight diversity among personnel on chamber website 

4. Establish dedicated management and staff positions to advance DEI objectives. 

5. Reform hiring practices to actively encourage applications from diverse candidates 

6. Design the hiring process to enhance accessibility and opportunity for diverse applicants to succeed 

7. Establish human resource management measures to support, promote and retain personnel from 

diverse backgrounds

https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/en/catalogue/91-520-X
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Project Recommendations

Equity:

1. Establish different categories of membership to allow wider participation in the chamber’s advocacy 

work by lowering the financial barrier to participating.2

2. Introduce a clear and accessible channel for community engagement and feedback regarding DEI 

policy and action

3. Design inclusive and participatory processes for marginalized groups in the community  to be part of 

the organization’s broad strategic planning and other appropriate decision-making processes

4. Institute a transparent mechanism for DEI-related complaints and redress with appropriate oversight 

and accountability measures 

5. Establish appropriate committees, programs, and processes to identify and address systemic DEI 

problems in the organization and achieve DEI policy objectives 

6. Organize events, workshops, and training programs to raise awareness and induce action on DEI within 

the organization and amongst the membership and external stakeholders. Where appropriate, offer 

incentives for effective participation.

7. Organize specific events and activities around international and national observance and awareness 

days for marginalized groups   

8. Invest in community welfare by supporting charities, food banks, settlement services, and other 

initiatives to reduce social inequities. 

9. Initiate and support wider campaigns against social and systemic injustices against marginalized groups

10. Establish a transparent monitoring, evaluation, learning, and accountability system for reviewing 

progress in implementing DEI policies. 

11. Prioritize DEI objectives in budget allocation and implementation and have transparent reporting 

practices for funding and expenditure 

12. Partner with organizations that specialize in DEI, to deliver more effective DEI programs and services. 

Inclusion:

1. Integrate DEI in the organizational vision, mission, and core values 

2. Formulate a distinct DEI statement and policy to affirm commitment to DEI values and guide the 

progressive achievement of DEI goals 

3. Demonstrate respect for indigenous land, history, and the diverse composition and cultures of the 

community. 

4. Highlight  the organization’s progress towards meeting DEI objectives and promote DEI-related 

activities, collaborations, and success stories

5. Highlight specific business resources for marginalized groups 

6. Mainstream DEI considerations in all aspects of the organization’s management and operation. 

7. Adopt measures to improve the accessibility of online resources, including, for instance, audio 

transcripts and alternative texts for images.

8. Integrate DEI in visual representations used on the website through, for instance, depictions of diverse 

groups, behaviors, and attires.
__________

2This is an established practice in alternative chambers and all chambers should refer to that model in re-evaluating their practice on this issue.
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Project Recommendations

     For Provincial/Umbrella Chambers: 

Provincial chambers of commerce and other umbrella organizations hold unique positions of influence 

and model practices that are often emulated by other chambers. Therefore, such chambers are 

particularly well-placed to lead by example and exert an organizing force for all chambers to advance 

towards improved DEI practices. 

1. Organize events to discuss DEI challenges, identify potential pathways forward and highlight good 

practices  

2. Conduct research on DEI practices across the chambers in the network and disseminate the findings 

to both the chambers and their members 

3. Collaborate with chambers in organizing DEI training and workshops for management, staff, and 

members 

4. Lead and coordinate DEI advocacy within the network and support chambers that are undertaking 

advocacy initiatives 

5. Document own good practices relating to DEI and share them across the network 

6. Encourage chambers to highlight good DEI practices across the network 

7. Provide advisory services and support to chambers that want to improve their DEI practices

     For Chamber Members:

The primary aim of chambers of commerce is to serve their members. Therefore, members are 

uniquely positioned to shape the chamber’s mission and define its priorities. Members can advance 

DEI both within their chambers and in the wider business community through several measures.  

These include:

1. Actively advocate for DEI in the organizational structure, programs, and practices of the chamber 

2. Contribute to feedback mechanisms and all other avenues for providing input to influence the 

chamber to improve its DEI practices 

3. Foster an inclusive and welcoming environment for entrepreneurs from marginalized groups

4. Become better allies through education, acknowledging privilege, and speaking up for marginalized 

groups

5. Uphold DEI within own businesses and partnerships to foster inclusivity throughout the business 

ecosystem 
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     For DEI Practitioners, Researchers, and Other Experts:

DEI experts have a critical role in illustrating the negative impacts of poor DEI performance and 

providing empirical evidence to support calls for progress. In Canada’s business environment, there 

are several areas that are under-researched, where important work can be done by experts. We have 

outlined some broad areas:

1. Research on the wider social role and cultural impact of chambers of commerce in Canada 

2. Research on chambers’ DEI practices and their impact on entrepreneurship in marginalized groups

3. Research on DEI good practices and measures for incorporating feedback from stakeholders 

4. Research on developing strategies for achieving cohesive change and sustainable progress toward 

DEI goals, while maintaining general support and conviction in the importance of these goals 

5. Practitioners’ guidance for operationalizing DEI ideals and values in a chamber’s organizational 

structure and programs 

6. Practioners’ guidance for establishing a mutually supportive network among all stakeholders, 

including members, chambers, umbrella organizations, and policymakers to effectively advance DEI 

throughout Canada’s business ecosystem

     For Policymakers: 

Policymakers have a central role to play in shaping the regulatory environment in which chambers 

operate. During the research process, the team identified a general lack of accountability 

for chambers as a key gap in the regulatory framework. Therefore, we underscore these 

recommendations as high priorities for policymakers: 

1. Amend the legislative framework to require chambers to meet minimum criteria to be deemed as 

socially representative of the communities they serve. 

2. Establish an oversight mechanism for ensuring compliance with representation requirements

3. Stipulate requirements for mandatory evaluation and reporting on DEI policies and practices

4. Strengthen the 50-30 initiative by introducing accountability measures to ensure progress 

5. Provide funding for independent research on the DEI practices of the chambers of commerce 

6. Provide chambers with separate funding for dedicated DEI staff positions and programs

Project Recommendations
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