
Navigating Change
An Examination of the Current State of Diversity, 
Equity and Inclusion in Canada’s Ocean Sector

February 18, 2021

Prepared by: Upswing Solutions on behalf of Ocean Allies,  
a project funded in part by Canada’s Ocean Supercluster



Ocean Allies’ Project Partners
The Ocean Allies pilot project aims to reduce the barriers to entrance into the ocean innovation 
ecosystem and foster a more inclusive and equitable space in Canada’s ocean sector. 

The Ocean Allies pilot project is funded in part by Canada’s Ocean Supercluster under the Innovation 
Ecosystem stream. This ocean industry-led initiative brings together a diverse group of partners 
across academia, non-profit and private sectors.

O
cean A

llies Pilot Project

I

O
cean A

llies’ Project Partners

Project Leads

Project Partners



Executive Summary
This report presents an overview of the current state 
of diversity, equity and inclusion (DE&I) in Canada’s 
ocean sector, with a focus on key challenges and 
recommendations. It is the first stage of the Ocean 
Allies pilot project and is intended to be solely 
directional, highlighting initial ideas and areas that 
will require greater focus in future work. While 
Ocean Allies is national in scope, the insights and 
recommendations within this initial report are focused 
on Atlantic Canada, and additional research is needed 
to capture a more robust Canadian perspective. 

Desk research and stakeholder interviews revealed 
that although the current working demographic of 
the ocean sector is largely dominated by an older, 
White, and male workforce, the sector is evolving and 
realizes the need to increase diversity and inclusion 
to attract and retain talent, spur innovation and 
technologically advance.

It is increasingly understood that the sustainability 
and future performance of the ocean sector depends 
upon developing a diverse workforce and robust 
talent pipeline. Re-framing the ocean sector to 
highlight conservation and sustainability initiatives 
was an unexpected finding in this report and should 
be considered to appeal to jobseekers with a more 
diverse set of interests and motivations.

These preliminary findings will inform the 
development of DE&I toolkits for executive and 
operational teams in the second stage of the Ocean 
Allies pilot project. More work will be needed to test 
and refine the findings and recommendations offered 
in this report to capture a more robust Canadian 
perspective. Future research will also be required 
to address gaps related to 2SLGBTQIA+, religious 
minority, and youth experiences in the ocean sector.

Key challenges to DE&I action include:

• Underrepresentation of historically 
marginalized groups;

• Lack of cultural awareness and 
understanding;

• Unfavourable perceptions of the ocean 
sector as a career path;

• Lack of awareness of ocean sector 
opportunities and;

• Deeply embedded systemic barriers.

To address key challenges, the following DE&I 
recommendations were uncovered: 

Sector-wide recommendations

1 Commit financial resources to support 
DE&I initiatives in small and medium-
sized enterprises (SMEs)

2 Include underrepresented groups at the 
design stage of ocean sector initiatives

3 Increase public awareness of ocean-
sector careers and amplify work in the 
sustainable ocean economy

4 Clearly communicate the importance 
and benefits of Indigenous 
participation to the ocean sector

Employer-specific recommendations

5 Executive DE&I training to address 
lack of cultural awareness and 
understanding

6 Develop policy-driven initiatives 
to support ocean-sector career 
development for individuals  
facing inequity

7 Develop collaborative partnerships  
and community relationships

Implementation of these recommendations 
must recognize and be tailored to the unique and 
distinct needs of each equity-seeking group.
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Introduction
This report provides an overview of the current state of diversity, equity and inclusion (DE&I) in Canada’s ocean sector. One 
of the core objectives of the Ocean Supercluster is to strengthen Canada’s ocean sector capacity by fostering a diverse 
and inclusive workforce. This report uncovers DE&I challenges and opportunities to inform industry action. Throughout the 
report, the terms challenges and barriers are used interchangeably.



2

Introduction
O

cean A
llies Pilot Project

Acknowledgement
The Ocean Allies pilot project would like to acknowledge that we work, live and play on 
Indigenous lands. This report was written on the unceded traditional territory of the Mi’kmaq 
people. Indigenous peoples, as rights holders, have maintained and contributed to the health 
and prosperity of the ocean throughout history, and maintain a sacred connection to the land 
and water. This report strives to acknowledge and build upon the foundations of respect and 
cooperation that Indigenous peoples have steadfastly maintained.

 
Context
This report is the first stage of the Ocean Allies pilot project and is funded 
in part by Canada’s Ocean Supercluster under the Innovation Ecosystem 
stream. This report was produced by Upswing Solutions with guidance 
and input from other Ocean Allies project members.

This report is intended to be solely directional, highlighting initial ideas 
and areas that will require greater focus in future work. While Ocean Allies 
is national in scope, the insights and recommendations within this initial 
report are focused on Atlantic Canada, and additional research is needed 
to capture a more robust Canadian perspective. 

Report findings and recommendations will be used to develop an industry 
toolkit that will be piloted with executive teams and their employees. 

The Ocean Allies pilot project, which aims to improve DE&I in Canada’s 
ocean sector, has the opportunity to contribute to the advancement of 
three primary United Nation Sustainable Development Goals (UN SDGs): 
SDG 5 Gender Equality, SDG 8 Decent Work and Economic Growth and 
SGD 10 Reduced Inequalities (See Appendix A). 

Background
Canada’s ocean economy employed approximately 300,000 workers and contributed nearly $32 
billion to Canada’s GDP in 2019.1 Rapidly evolving, both traditional and emerging ocean industries 
are becoming increasingly digital and technology-focused. This presents new challenges in terms 
of training and skill development, but also presents opportunities for the sector to attract talent 
and generate interest among groups that may not have otherwise considered an ocean-related 
career. By 2030 it’s expected that the global ocean economy will be worth $3 trillion, greatly 
outpacing broad economic growth. 

Figure 1: The three UN SDGs 
targeted by the Ocean Allies 
pilot project.

https://oceanallies.ca/
https://oceansupercluster.ca/
https://oceansupercluster.ca/
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With Canada having the fourth largest 
total ocean area and the longest coastline 
in the world (202,080 kilometres), we are 
geographically well positioned to capitalize 
on future growth opportunities. The ocean 
economy is particularly important to coastal 
cities and communities, as significant 
portions of local and national GDP is derived 
from ocean sectors and activities.

In this report, the ocean sector refers to the 
breadth of industries that make up the entirety 
of Canada’s ocean economy. Broadly, these 
industries include:2 

Offshore energy 
(oil, gas, marine renewables)

Marine transportation

Tourism and recreation

Fisheries and aquaculture  
(including seafood processing)

Manufacturing, engineering  
and construction

National defense

Scientific research and development

 
To ensure that Canada’s ocean sector is 
future-ready, the Ocean Supercluster was 
announced in 2018 with four objectives:

1 Increase ocean collaboration  
and connectivity

2 Identify and reduce future cost and risk

3 Increase international partnerships 

4 Strengthen sector capacity

The call to action

A key realization within the Ocean 
Supercluster was that a limited ocean 
sector startup pipeline and a limited pool 
of available talent were key constraints 
to strengthening Canada’s ocean sector 
capacity. To address this challenge and 
remain competitive, the Ocean Supercluster 
aims to attract and develop talent, spur 
innovation and focus on digital solutions 
by attracting and retaining a diverse and 
inclusive workforce.

Put simply, the sustainability and future 
performance of the ocean sector depends 
on attracting a diverse workforce. It is widely 
understood and acknowledged that diverse 
teams perform better in many ways, including 
innovation and growth.

The current reality of Canada’s ocean sector 
workforce, broadly, is one that is:3

• Dominated by an aging, White and male 
demographic that is preparing for retirement;

• Characterized by a lack of skilled trade workers 
(i.e. “the lost generation” in shipbuilding) and;

• Expected to experience future job growth that 
outpaces Canada’s population growth. 

These conditions present short and long-term 
labour shortages that solidify the need to 
foster a diverse and inclusive workforce. Due 
to job growth outpacing population growth, 
newcomers will likely be relied upon as a key 
group to fill future labour needs.
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The sustainable ocean economy, as articulated by the High Level Panel for a Sustainable Ocean 
Economy (HLP)a, respects the ocean as a source of human health, climate regulation, economic 
prosperity, recreation, cultural significance and well-being. In addition to understanding the 
environmental limits of growth, the sustainable ocean economy recognizes that addressing social 
equity is integral to social stability, international legitimacy and sustainable development.4 To 
support the advancement of these objectives in Canada’s ocean sector, DE&I action is necessary. 

Defining diversity, equity and inclusion

To advance a diverse and inclusive workforce, we need clear definitions and a shared 
understanding of DE&I. The following definitions are summarized from the Canadian Centre for 
Diversity and Inclusion:5

Diversity

Diversity is about the individual and the variety of unique dimensions, qualities and characteristics 
that we all possess.

Equity

Equity acknowledges that everyone has different needs, experiences and opportunities. It 
recognizes that people from historically marginalized groups often face increased barriers when 
accessing resources and opportunities.b

Inclusion

Inclusion is about collective well-being and creating a culture that strives for equity and respects, 
accepts and values differences. To paraphrase inclusion educator Verna Myers: “Diversity is being 
asked to the party and inclusion is being asked to dance.”

Together, diversity and inclusion embrace individual uniqueness, fostering an environment that 
values and respects individuals for their talents, skills and abilities. All three elements must be 
addressed by industries in the ocean sector to realize the vision of an inclusive and sustainable 
ocean economy.

a The HLP is an initiative of 14 serving heads of government, including Canada, that are committed to catalyzing bold, pragmatic solutions for ocean 
health that support the SDGs and build a better future for people and the planet.

b Equity-seeking groups include: Indigenous peoples, women, visible minorities, and persons with disabilities (or different abilities). Other historically 
marginalized and underrepresented groups include: immigrants, people who identify as 2SLGBTQIA+, religious minorities and youth. This report 
acknowledges that Indigenous peoples differ from other equity-seeking groups, as they are Indigenous to this land and are distinct rights holders.
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Scope
This report is the first stage of the Ocean Allies pilot project. It is intended to be solely directional, 
highlighting initial ideas and areas that will require greater focus in future work. This report is the 
first stage of the Ocean Allies pilot project. While Ocean Allies is national in scope, the insights 
and recommendations within this initial report are focused on Atlantic Canada, and additional 
research is needed to capture a more robust Canadian perspective.

Results and key findings will inform the development of an Ocean Allies industry toolkit that will 
be piloted with executive teams and operational managers from ocean sector companies. We 
recognize that additional research is needed to capture a more robust Canadian perspective and 
insights on ocean-related challenges from the 2SLGBTQIA+ community, religious minorities  
and youth.

Research Approach
Desk research and stakeholder interviews with industry leaders were used to identify existing 
barriers, challenges and opportunities for ocean sector DE&I. Ten interviews were held with 
organizations working in the ocean sector, including advocacy groups representing Indigenous 
peoples in Atlantic Canada, African Nova Scotians, and women, marine science research centers 
and economic development agencies, federal government departments, and several ocean 
technology and consulting companies. These initial insights and recommendations will need to 
be further explored and validated through the Ocean Allies pilot project. For a detailed explanation 
of our methodology, see Appendix B.



Findings
This section is based on desk research conducted in November and December 2020. It is focused on a broad scan of 
global DE&I ocean sector activities and DE&I in a Canadian context.
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A Global Scan of Ocean Sector DE&I
In the last few years, awareness of the need 
for improved DE&I has grown, particularly 
within traditional ocean industries (marine 
seafaring, marine shipping, and oil and gas).6 
DE&I attention in general has been advanced 
and accelerated by the socioeconomic 
climate following the tragic death of George 
Floyd in the summer of 2020, which spurred 
announcements of task forces and calls to 
action to address systemic racism. 

The most common DE&I initiatives that 
appeared from the ocean sector included 
task forces, diversity committees, networks 
and working groups (e.g. Woods Hole 
Diversity Advisory Committee, Pride@
Stantec Chapters, Maritime UK’s Diversity in 
Maritime Taskforce, The Ocean Foundation’s 
Diversity, Equity, Inclusion and Justice 
initiative). Particularly in ocean science 
and conservation, much of the diversity 
progress has focused on the elevation and 
advancement of women, with other aspects 
of diversity rapidly gaining attention.7

Our global scan revealed common DE&I 
barriers for the ocean sector to address. 
These include:

• Outdated established norms and practices 
(e.g. perpetuating gender stereotypes in marine 
roles and using outdated language)

• Equity-blind policies (e.g. policies created 
without input from historically marginalized 
groups that fail to address systemic barriers 
or advance community needs, therefore 
perpetuating inequity)

• Lack of education and awareness

• Lack of benchmarking data

• Lack of suitable conditions to support diverse 
and inclusive workforces (e.g. job descriptions, 
core job function, training, mentoring and 
development, and networking opportunities)

• Lack of understanding of diversity as a 
business priority

https://www.woodsholediversity.org/
https://www.woodsholediversity.org/
https://prideatwork.ca/partner/stantec/
https://prideatwork.ca/partner/stantec/
https://www.maritimeuk.org/priorities/people/diversity-maritime/#:~:text=Diversity%20in%20Maritime%20Programme,-The%20Diversity%20in&text=We%20have%20four%2C%20safe%2Dspace,break%20down%20barriers%20being%20faced.
https://www.maritimeuk.org/priorities/people/diversity-maritime/#:~:text=Diversity%20in%20Maritime%20Programme,-The%20Diversity%20in&text=We%20have%20four%2C%20safe%2Dspace,break%20down%20barriers%20being%20faced.
https://oceanfdn.org/about/diversity-equity-inclusion-justice/
https://oceanfdn.org/about/diversity-equity-inclusion-justice/
https://oceanfdn.org/about/diversity-equity-inclusion-justice/


DE&I in a Canadian Context
The Canadian ocean sector shares many of the common barriers to DE&I noted above, but a 
critical consideration for Canada’s DE&I needs is the respect and inclusion of Indigenous peoples, 
on whose territorial lands and waters settlers reside.

This section provides an overview of the types of barriers often faced by five historically 
underrepresented groups in ocean-related industries: Indigenous peoples, women, immigrants, 
visible minorities and persons with disabilities.8 Although these findings provide an initial 
summary of DE&I barriers, they are not exhaustive, and more work is needed to capture existing 
and evolving challenges. 

Indigenous peoples

Types of challenges facing Indigenous peoples in ocean-related industries:9

• Indigenous employees do not always feel welcomed or invited by employers

• Industry unaware how to properly engage Indigenous peoples and communities 

• Industry unaware of the benefits of Indigenous participation in communities and business

• Discrimination and racism based on the lack of education and understanding of the Treaty relationships, 
the Indian Act and other current and historical realities

• Rural and remote locations pose a challenge and sometimes community members are not open to 
leaving—career development in Indigenous communities typically promotes collective well-being through 
employment within the community while ocean opportunities, particularly tech-centered careers and 
post-secondary institutions, are often located in more urban areas

• Non-Indigenous people sometimes do not understand the sacred and cultural connection Indigenous 
people have with the land and ocean

• Lack of awareness of opportunities in the ocean sector beyond fisheries

• Lack of cultural or social supports in new work environments

DE&I Case Studies: TOMODACHI and Atlantic Towing

In 2013, TOMODACHI, a public-private-partnership between the U.S.-Japan 
Council and the U.S. Embassy Tokyo, launched their TOMODACHI MetLife Women’s 
Leadership Program (TMWLP) to promote women’s leadership and empowerment 
in the workplace. The program matches Japanese university students with mid-
career professionals for a 10-month leadership development program that includes 
training and mentorship. Between 2013 and 2019, the program attracted 538 
participants (269 mentors and 269 mentees).

Atlantic Towing in Saint John, New Brunswick won the federal Innovation Award in 
2018 for its diversity and inclusion efforts. These efforts included a diversity and 
inclusion committee, D&I strategic objectives outlined in their annual reports, and 
partnerships with community colleges in three Atlantic provinces and the Marine 
Institute. In 2018, their vessel Atlantic Willow became the first tugboat to have an 
all-female crew in the Port of Halifax. 
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http://usjapantomodachi.org/programs-activities/entrepreneurship-leadership/tomodachi-womens-leadership-program/
http://usjapantomodachi.org/programs-activities/entrepreneurship-leadership/tomodachi-womens-leadership-program/
https://www.globenewswire.com/news-release/2018/10/04/1617198/0/en/Deploying-Innovative-Strategy-to-Combat-Unique-Industry-Challenges-Atlantic-Towing-Nationally-Recognized-for-Employment-Equity-Initiatives.html


Women

Types of challenges facing women in ocean-related industries:

• Male-dominated culture that acts as a social deterrent, workplace discrimination and harassment

• Perception that marine-oriented trades are physically demanding and involve harsh working conditions

• Career counselling that under-promotes entrepreneurship and non-academic pathways for females

• Lack of visible female role models in STEM, trades and other industrial marine careers

Immigrants

Immigrants tend to be underrepresented across ocean industries, except in R&D and ocean 
science roles where individuals are often recruited for their deep expertise.

Types of challenges facing immigrants in ocean-related industries:

• Lack of knowledge of Canadian context in their skilled trades, which employers perceive as a 
disadvantage

• The need for employment means that some immigrants forgo specialized training and education to 
provide for their families

• Immigrants are sometimes excluded from hiring due to Controlled Goods Regulations that restrict 
recruitment and the questioning of foreign credentials by potential employers (particularly in shipbuilding 
and defense sectors)

Visible minorities

Types of challenges facing visible minorities in ocean-related industries:

• Discriminatory hiring practices

• Lack of ocean-related career awareness

• Lack of formalized programs available to visible minorities

• Absence of role models in marine careers

Persons with disabilities

Types of challenges facing persons with disabilities in ocean-related industries:

• Perception that working conditions cannot accommodate people with different physical abilities

• Discriminatory hiring practices

• Lack of ocean-related career awareness

• Lack of formalized programs available to persons with disabilities

A notable gap in our findings (and in research more broadly) is insight on the challenges and 
barriers facing 2SLGBTQIA+ communities in the ocean sector. Similarly, discussions around the 
barriers facing religious minorities and youth in the ocean sector is in its infancy. These should be 
priority areas of research in future DE&I work.
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Comparing Sectors: DE&I in Canadian Agriculture and Electricity

What spurred DE&I action?

The agriculture and electricity sectors both recognize that the future performance of their 
industries rely on their ability to attract a diverse pool of talent. After struggling to fill more than 
25,000 jobs in 2014, the agriculture sector (through the Canadian Agricultural Human Resource 
Council (CAHRC)) was spurred to action and released a series of reports addressing employment 
barriers for non-traditional workers in the agricultural industry.10 Conversely, the electricity sector 
(through Electricity Human Resources Canada (EHRC)) was motivated to increase the breadth of 
its DE&I work after understanding that immigrants made up 60 percent of electricity employment 
gains in 2017 and that “with diversity becoming the norm in workspaces across Canada, it is fast 
becoming necessary for Canadian employers to adapt.”11 The agriculture and electricity sectors 
were chosen as comparators for the ocean sector due to similar workforce characteristics and 
the shared need to attract a diverse talent pipeline.

In addition, these sectors are generally perceived to involve heavy physical labour, and must 
overcome these perceptions in order to attract workers of differing physical abilities.

Comparator sector insights

The following DE&I insights for Indigenous peoples, immigrants and persons with disabilities 
are derived from a 2016 agriculture report, while insights around DE&I barriers facing women are 
drawn from a 2014 electricity report.
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Indigenous peoples12 Immigrants Persons with  
disabilities Women13

• Discrimination

• Reserve locations

• Transportation

• Poverty

• Lifestyle differences

• Attitudes  
of employers

• Seasonal nature  
of work

• Cultural differences

• Isolation

• Language barriers

• Lack of industry 
experience

• Attitudes of employers

• Transportation

• Requirement to  
job carvec

• Lack of industry 
experience

• Lack of training

• Gender stereotypes

• Challenges gaining 
apprenticeships and 
necessary work hours

• Lack of training and 
industry experience

Common DE&I barriers for agriculture and electricity industries

c Job carving is analyzing work duties of a given job and identifying tasks that may be assigned to an employee with disabilities.

https://cahrc-ccrha.ca/
https://cahrc-ccrha.ca/
https://electricityhr.ca/


DE&I criteria for success

Based on pilot studies from CAHRC and a comprehensive survey distributed by EHRC, the criteria 
that enable successful DE&I in the workplace include:9,10

• Establishing strong partnerships with 
employment services agencies

• The presence of a DE&I “champion”

• A clear business case for DE&I; placement 
must be rewarding for both parties

• Understanding and addressing the unique 
inequities facing each underrepresented group

• Developing and disseminating clear career 
awareness resources 

• Connecting with post-secondary institutions

• Implementing flexible work models

• Conducting internal needs assessment to 
identify areas for improvement

• Supporting and celebrating diversity in the 
workplace

• Developing support networks

Agriculture and Electricity DE&I Resources

Although the CAHRC toolkit is available at cost, some resources are free, 
including a Best Practice Guide to ensure women are organizationally 
represented and included. Conversely, the EHRC toolkit is available at no 
cost and includes a comprehensive Disability to Inclusion Toolkit and a 
Diversity, Equity and Inclusion Checklist. 

EHRC also has multiple initiatives addressing Indigenous participation in 
the electricity sector. They include an Aboriginal Workforce Participation 
Initiative, Aboriginal Procurement Strategies, and the Aboriginal Business 
Assistance Program.
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https://cahrc-ccrha.ca/sites/default/files/SAWA-advisory-group/SAWA Employer Guide.pdf
https://electricityhr.ca/resources/from-disability-to-inclusion/
https://electricityhr.ca/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/EHRC-Leadershift-Checklist-ENG.pdf
https://electricityhr.ca/resources/aboriginal-workforce-participation-initiative/
https://electricityhr.ca/resources/aboriginal-workforce-participation-initiative/
https://electricityhr.ca/resources/diagnostic-of-aboriginal-procurement-strategies/
https://electricityhr.ca/resources/aboriginal-business-assistance-program/
https://electricityhr.ca/resources/aboriginal-business-assistance-program/


Stakeholder Interviews
Ten interviews were conducted to inform the findings in this report in December 2020 among 
various ocean-sector stakeholder groups, including: advocacy organizations, SMEs, large 
companies, academia and government. All participants were asked a similar set of questions 
(see Appendix C) to uncover key challenges and future opportunities for the advancement of DE&I 
in the ocean sector. While Ocean Allies is national in scope, the insights and recommendations 
within this initial report are focused on Atlantic Canada, and additional research is needed to 
capture a more robust Canadian perspective. 

Key challenges

Interview participants were asked to expand on the barriers and challenges they have witnessed, 
experienced or perceived in the advancement of workplace DE&I in the ocean sector. The 
following common themes emerged.

Lack of representation at the executive and managerial level

Participants reported low representation of historically marginalized groups in managerial or 
executive positions. This indicates that although DE&I initiatives may be in place, they are not 
well embedded in the organization. Indeed, several participants noted that DE&I often begins and 
ends at the recruitment process, rather than extending through the whole organization to build 
foundations of inclusivity. An interesting note from one participant was the importance of providing 
mentorship and support to female workers, particularly to address imposter syndrome (the feeling 
of self-doubt which leads individuals to discount their expertise and accomplishments).

Perceptions of the ocean sector as a career path

The ocean sector is often perceived as being heavily focused on the military, technology, and 
resource extraction. While these areas may be of interest to some, it appears to be limiting the 
sector’s ability to attract a broad and diverse talent pipeline with varied interests and motivations. 

One participant shared that a lack of interest and awareness of opportunities in ocean-related 
careers, and the resulting skills gap, have perpetuated the primarily English-speaking, White 
workforce in Canadian sub-industries. This can reinforce perceptions that ocean workforces are 
unwelcoming or undesirable environments, which serves as a deterrent to workforce participation 
for historically marginalized groups. 

In addition, ocean careers are largely believed to involve hard labour and trade work, resulting 
in the perception that there are minimal opportunities for persons with visible disabilities. Due 
to a combination of these factors, particularly a perceived lack of diversity,14 youth may not see 
themselves reflected in the ocean sector, again reinforcing a limited talent pipeline.

12

Findings
O

cean A
llies Pilot Project



Lack of awareness of opportunities in the ocean sector

Although Canada relies on the ocean to generate significant economic prosperity, participants 
emphasized a lack of awareness of career opportunities in the ocean sector. High school 
curriculum and career development programs often do not encompass ocean learning and 
ocean-related careers, and many students are only introduced to the ocean sector in post-
secondary institutions.

In rural communities there can be a lack of access to the advanced high school courses needed 
for some ocean-related careers. This means that students entering post-secondary education 
programs are at a disadvantage, needing to spend more time, effort and money to reach the same 
level of education afforded to public high school students in urban areas. This barrier may serve 
to disincentivize rural students from being made aware of and pursuing ocean-related careers.

The lack of awareness of opportunities is indicative of the low visibility of diverse role models 
working in the ocean sector. Having a role model and seeing yourself reflected in an ocean 
career is an important aspect of awareness, but due to the White and male-dominated nature 
of many ocean industries, historically marginalized groups are often not aware of ocean-sector 
careers and may not see themselves in ocean sector roles, and therefore may not pursue 
opportunities in the sector.

Lack of cultural awareness and understanding

The lack of cultural awareness and understanding in the ocean sector was a recurring theme 
throughout our interviews. Without education and ongoing conversations surrounding DE&I 
(formal and informal), inclusion cannot be achieved. One participant pointed out the importance 
of understanding and acknowledging regional nuances and the resulting cultural differences. 
Another noted that a lack of Indigenous cultural awareness can even affect proper medical 
diagnosis and treatment, leading to increased systemic barriers to workforce entry.

Multiple participants pointed out that many people are not comfortable holding conversations about 
racism, discrimination and sexism, indicating a potential lack of awareness and understanding of 
the inequities facing historically marginalized groups. It’s important to note that many companies, 
particularly SMEs, expressed enthusiasm for training to address cultural awareness but lacked 
adequate resources to do so. 

Systemic barriers

Perhaps underpinning all of the above challenges is the reality of inequities that have been built 
into our systems. This is sometimes expressed when employers use terms like “best fit” or 
“fit into the team” in interview processes which can result in the perpetuation of homogenous 
workforces. This can also be revealed in well-meaning DE&I initiatives, where historically 
marginalized voices are excluded at design and decision-making processes. Even when 
historically excluded voices are included, it must be ensured that they are heard equitably.
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The way forward

Participants were then asked to give their opinion on priority areas that could help to advance 
DE&I in the ocean sector. Their responses were organized into themes and are summarized below. 

DE&I championed by executive teams

The importance of DE&I leadership was overwhelmingly emphasized by those interviewed for this 
report. Commitment to DE&I from senior leadership, and leading by example, shifts the onus from 
individuals to the organization itself. It was suggested that this type of forward-thinking, top-down 
leadership should provide opportunities and mentorship for historically marginalized groups and 
is key to building an inclusive workplace culture. 

Another consideration for executive teams was having adequate promotion opportunities in place 
that acknowledge inequities and encourage diversity in managerial and executive positions. 

Participants from SMEs reflected on their awareness of the need for balance when hiring from 
fields that are traditionally male-dominated, and the importance of being conscientious of 
accommodations that may be required for religious minorities. Moreover, participants noted that 
the earlier diversity is introduced, the more deeply it can become embedded.

Organizational DE&I training and support

To address the lack of cultural awareness and understanding, an abundance of education 
and training is required. The following DE&I support pieces were suggested by participants: 
unconscious bias training, cultural awareness training, creating safe spaces for dialogue and 
learning, inclusive language training and showcasing best practices. 

Many participants emphasized the need for external support and resources to ensure 
comprehensive training programs guided by DE&I experts. From a place of shared understanding, 
those once uncomfortable conversations become easier. One participant suggested that 
organizations could use informal project Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) agreements to 
give a common direction and commit to engaging historically marginalized groups.
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Increase awareness of career opportunities in the ocean sector

To address the lack of awareness of ocean-related career opportunities, pathways to the ocean 
sector must be developed for historically underrepresented groups. A key strategy to accomplish 
this could include connecting with advocacy organizations.

To attract youth, ocean sector careers could be embedded into high school curriculums. To 
attract immigrants, one participant proposed recruitment strategies for international students in 
universities and colleges.

Another participant suggested moving past the conventional approach of talking about ocean 
sector jobs in terms of resource extraction and economic opportunity to instead highlight 
conservation and ocean sustainability. This approach could be used to appeal to jobseekers with 
a more diverse set of interests and motivations. This re-framing would acknowledge traditional 
Indigenous ways of knowing and likely attract youth, who have clearly articulated a deeper 
interest in sustainability and the need for climate action. 

Address inequities through tailored support 

To address inequities, adequate support must be provided by employers. Support may include 
career mentoring, clear promotion pathways, or a safe space for historically marginalized groups 
to converse and collaborate, such as support groups. Although these types of groups exist more 
frequently in large multinational companies, the ocean sector could explore establishing similar 
support groups for employees of SMEs so individuals can access larger communities with 
colleagues across industries who face similar challenges.

Inclusion of underrepresented groups at the design stage of new ocean sector initiatives (including 
commercial partnerships and collaborations) is key and must be done equitably. This type of 
participation could also highlight individuals who are interested in becoming company champions 
and role models for more junior or student placements. 

Monetary support is an extremely important avenue to address inequity and may be leveraged 
from government or university sources. The programs mentioned by our participants included the 
Atlantic-wide Indigenous Career Pivot Project, the Nova Scotia Student Summer Skills Incentive 
and the Nova Scotia Co-operative Education Incentive. Other programs across Canada include 
the Indigenous Skills and Employment Training Program through WorkBC and the Atlantic 
Immigration Pilot.

Move beyond labels and categories

One of the most complex themes uncovered by participants was the belief that the labels and 
categorization used to communicate diversity can be perceived to work counterintuitively and 
promote division and a sense of “otherness” in the workplace. Multiple participants emphasized 
the need to increase inclusion but did not believe that categorizing or implementing quotas was 
an appropriate pathway. This is an important point that will be discussed in the final thoughts 
section of this report. 
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https://oceansupercluster.ca/projects/innovation-ecosystem-activities/indigenous-career-pivot-project/
https://novascotia.ca/programs/student-summer-skills-incentive/
https://novascotia.ca/programs/co-op-education-incentive/
https://www.canada.ca/en/employment-social-development/programs/indigenous-skills-employment-training.html
https://www.workbc.ca/Resources-for.aspx
https://www.canada.ca/en/immigration-refugees-citizenship/services/immigrate-canada/atlantic-immigration-pilot.html
https://www.canada.ca/en/immigration-refugees-citizenship/services/immigrate-canada/atlantic-immigration-pilot.html


The future of ocean sector DE&I

All interview participants remain optimistic about the future of DE&I in the ocean economy. They 
envision that DE&I initiatives will foster a workforce that is truly welcoming to all, spearheaded 
by leaders who have acute cultural awareness and deep sensitivity to the inequities faced by 
historically marginalized communities. 

One participant noted that the future of the ocean sector will be highly tech-centered (aligned 
with the Ocean Supercluster’s vision), which will ideally build a more inclusive space for persons 
with disabilities. 

Participants emphasized the infinite potential that exists in ocean-related careers, with much 
of the ocean still unexplored. Contrary to work that treats the ocean solely as a commodity, our 
participants envision future ocean work that is carried out more thoughtfully and respectfully, 
acknowledging the ocean for the life-giving entity that it is.
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Recommendations
The following sector and employer recommendations outline first steps that ocean sector businesses could take to integrate 
DE&I into their workplaces. Recognizing that each equity-seeking group has unique and distinct needs, the implementation 
of these recommendations must be tailored accordingly. These elements will build the foundation for strong DE&I 
understanding and continued action. 

Education and conversation are the most important and sometimes overlooked avenues to build shared respect and 
understanding. It’s vital to put this work in context and remember that these actions and uncomfortable conversations are  
a reality because one group of people has been prioritized and enjoyed benefits that others have been systematically denied. 
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Increase awareness of ocean sector careers

In order for people to choose a career in the ocean sector, they must first be aware of 
the possibilities. We repeatedly heard that historically marginalized populations were 
not aware of ocean-related career opportunities or had unfavourable perceptions 
of the sector. Government and industry could partner to produce public marketing 
campaigns that de-mystify ocean careers, profiling underrepresented individuals 
working in the sector. As was done in the agriculture and electricity sectors, these 
efforts could be supplemented by the distribution of career awareness resources. In 
addition to increasing awareness of ocean-related careers, this could offer an avenue 
to amplify the vision for a sustainable ocean economy.

3

Clearly communicate the importance and benefits of Indigenous participation  
to the ocean sector

Common DE&I barriers for Indigenous participation in the ocean sector involve 
industry actors not understanding and properly valuing Indigenous skills, abilities, 
and cultural perspective. This recommendation provides an opportunity for non-
Indigenous allies to work alongside Indigenous peoples to educate the ocean sector 
about the importance and benefits of Indigenous participation. Sector action should 
align with the 94 calls to action outlined in the Truth and Reconciliation Commission 
of Canada with particular attention to Action number 92 “Business  
and Reconciliation”.

4

Establish sector-wide resource groups for SMEs

As mentioned previously, support or resource groups are common in larger 
corporations. For SMEs, the Ocean Supercluster should explore the establishment of 
sector-wide resource groups for employees from historically marginalized groups. 
Resource groups bring people together based on a common identity and could help 
create a network of colleagues across ocean industries to discuss sector challenges, 
promote well-being, foster innovation and spark collaboration.

1

Include underrepresented groups at the design stage of ocean sector initiatives

To ensure equitable design of ocean sector initiatives moving forward, it’s imperative 
that qualified individuals from underrepresented groups be included at the design 
stage of new sector initiatives. Fostering strong relationships with organizations 
representing historically marginalized communities will help ensure that qualified 
individuals are sought out. Initiatives could include new partnerships, commercial 
collaborations or industry initiatives on any topic. This could ensure that, starting 
from initial project stages, diverse perspectives are heard, and play a role in shaping 
initiatives that improve social equity and strengthen the ocean economy.

2

Sector-wide recommendations

https://www2.gov.bc.ca/assets/gov/british-columbians-our-governments/indigenous-people/aboriginal-peoples-documents/calls_to_action_english2.pdf
https://www2.gov.bc.ca/assets/gov/british-columbians-our-governments/indigenous-people/aboriginal-peoples-documents/calls_to_action_english2.pdf


19

Recom
m

endations
O

cean A
llies Pilot Project

Develop collaborative partnerships to break down career barriers

To break down barriers impeding entry into ocean sector careers, employers 
should seek to partner with high schools and post-secondary institutions. Through 
fellowships, internships, training opportunities or field trips, employers could 
showcase opportunities in the ocean sector and attract a diverse talent pipeline. 
Any type of formal work opportunity must provide adequate pay. Unpaid positions 
or those with small stipends limit candidate pools and eliminate those with 
financial constraints, disproportionately limiting participation from historically 
underrepresented communities.15 Lastly, and most importantly, employers should 
engage with organizations who are connected to, or advocate for, historically 
underrepresented communities. Additionally, employers could draw upon external 
DE&I experts who have an unbiased stance and could offer DE&I assistance where 
required. Building relationships with these organizations and experts could help 
employers address community needs and forge mutually beneficial opportunities.

3

Executive DE&I training

Our findings solidified that employees take cues from senior leadership, and that 
executives must lead the way. As a starting point, executives must understand the 
business case underscoring DE&I efforts. To ensure that executives have a deep 
understanding of DE&I, increased access to training should be made available, 
especially for SMEs who may have financial constraints. Many forms of training have 
been mentioned throughout this report, but unconscious bias (awareness-based 
and behaviour-based elements) and cultural awareness training was considered 
especially important by interview participants. From a place of understanding, 
executives should then work to embed DE&I principles into their organization and 
investigate relevant metrics.

1

Develop policy-driven initiatives to support career development for individuals from 
historically marginalized communities

Understanding the inequities that face individuals from historically marginalized 
groups, employers should work to develop policies that support career development 
and outline clear promotional pathways for employees from underrepresented 
groups. Senior leadership that reflects diverse perspectives performs better, attracts 
talented employees (especially youth), and shows that a pathway to senior roles 
exists for interested individuals from marginalized groups.

2

Employer-specific recommendations
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Final Thoughts
A key component of any DE&I initiative or action is the intention behind it, and in the workplace 
it must be done thoughtfully and with purpose. This includes executives and champions fully 
understanding the business case for a diverse and inclusive workplace and what this means for 
their business growth and resilience.

The revelation that some businesses are not keen on labels and categorization suggests that 
quotas and diversity measures might be carried out somewhat performatively. Performative 
actions discount the effort that is needed to ensure diverse perspectives are not only present, but 
continually included and respected in the day-to-day workings of a business.

The solution to this issue is complex. As mentioned in the desk research findings, a common 
barrier to ocean sector DE&I is the lack of benchmarking data which leaves companies with 
little or no understanding of their DE&I strengths and weaknesses. On the other hand, an over 
attachment to labels can leave workers feeling boxed in, singled-out, or unable to express their 
uniqueness (beyond standard diversity measures). This is an interesting and complex issue which 
deserves future study. One proposed strategy is “cluster hires,” where an employer hires multiple 
individuals at once. This hiring strategy has been linked to less bias and reduced tokenism, and 
helps to foster collaboration and support between new hires.16

One way to potentially mitigate the over reliance on labels and categorization is to educate 
employers about intersectionality, a term first coined in 1989 by lawyer Kimberlé Crenshaw.17 
Intersectionality explains how different characteristics (race, gender, religion, sexual orientation, 
etc.) and their associated privileges or burdens serve to shape an individual’s experience in 
the world. It encourages people to think beyond one single label or categorization to embrace 
the complex and often intermingling discrimination that we each face to different degrees. For 
example, a Muslim woman with visible disabilities could experience gender-based discrimination, 
religious-based discrimination and ableism.d Intersectionality should be considered in the 
collection of DE&I data and be recognized as just one of many tools that can help to track an 
organization’s DE&I progress.

d Ableism is discrimination in favour of able-bodied people.
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Next Steps
The sustainability and future performance of the ocean sector depends on attracting and 
retaining a diverse workforce. In order to realize an innovative, equitable and sustainable ocean 
economy, DE&I must be taken seriously and acted upon. Although DE&I has historically been an 
afterthought, we are beginning to see change and many promising initiatives. By understanding 
the preliminary challenges identified for each historically marginalized group, there is a clear path 
forward for a thriving and diverse ocean sector.

The key recommendations outlined in this report aim to build a strong foundation for both the 
Ocean Supercluster and ocean sector organizations to take action to improve DE&I. It’s important 
to emphasize that the implementation of these recommendations must recognize and be tailored 
to the unique and distinct needs of each equity-seeking group. As part of the Ocean Allies pilot 
project, this report will inform the development of DE&I toolkits for ocean sector executives 
and operational teams. Toolkit content will be shaped by discussions with Ocean Allies project 
partners to understand which recommendations are most pertinent and actionable. Done 
properly, DE&I efforts should be positively reflected in the ocean sector’s talent pipeline, talent 
development and leadership accountability.

As mentioned previously, this report is the first stage of the Ocean Allies pilot project. It is 
intended to be solely directional, highlighting initial ideas and areas that will require greater focus 
in future work. While Ocean Allies is national in scope, the insights and recommendations within 
this initial report are focused on Atlantic Canada, and additional research is needed to capture 
a more robust Canadian perspective. To increase understanding, test and refine the findings 
and recommendations offered in this initial report. Also, future research should focus on the 
perspectives and experiences of 2SLGBTQIA+ individuals, religious minorities and youth in the 
ocean sector.
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Ocean Sector Labour Force Data
As the business development agency for Nova 
Scotia, partnerships are key to achieving goals such 
as inclusive economic growth. This includes clients 
and partners at home and beyond in high potential 
industry clusters - such as the ocean sector. For 
the Ocean Allies project, Nova Scotia Business 
Inc.’s (NSBI) role was to compile statistics on the 
participation of underrepresented groups in the 
ocean sector’s labour force. 

The resulting report provides a high-level analysis 
of labour force statistics for women, Aboriginal/
Indigenous Peoples, Persons with Disabilities, 
Immigrants and Visible Minorities. It focuses 
primarily on Nova Scotia; however, broader 
geographic information was included where 
possible. Its purpose was to provide an overview of 
what labour force statistics currently exist in order 
to identify gaps and areas for further research.

Read the full report here:  
oceanallies.ca/opportunities-and-events/

http://oceanallies.ca/opportunities-and-events/
http://oceanallies.ca/opportunities-and-events/
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Appendix A:

Ocean Allies’ Advancement of the UN SDGs
The Ocean Allies pilot project aims to foster a diverse and inclusive workforce through industry-
led action. Through these objectives, Ocean Allies has the opportunity to contribute to the 
advancement of three primary UN SDGs and their related targets: 

SDG 5 Gender Equality 

Target 5.1: End all forms of discrimination against all women and girls 
everywhere.

Target 5.5: Ensure women’s full and effective participation and equal 
opportunities for leadership at all levels of decision-making in political, 
economic and public life.

SDG 8 Decent Work and Economic Growth

Target 8.5: By 2030, achieve full and productive employment and decent 
work for all women and men, including for young people and persons with 
disabilities, and equal pay for work of equal value.

SDG 10 Reduced Inequalities

Target 10.2: By 2030, empower and promote the social, economic and 
political inclusion of all, irrespective of age, sex, disability, race, ethnicity, 
origin, religion or economic or other status.

Target 10.3: Ensure equal opportunity and reduce inequalities of outcome, 
including by eliminating discriminatory laws, policies and practices and 
promoting appropriate legislation, policies and action in this regard.
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Appendix B:

Detailed Methodology
Multiple methods of research were used to evaluate existing barriers, challenges and potential 
recommendations for the ocean sector. They included:

Primary research: 

• Ten stakeholder interviews 

Desk research:e

• A broad scan of existing DE&I challenges and initiatives in ocean sub-industries

• A comparative analysis of DE&I barriers and initiatives in two similar sectors: agriculture and electricity

The desk research, which focused on sub-industries globally, helped establish an understanding 
of the current state of ocean sector DE&I. Although not exhaustive, this research uncovered 
common DE&I challenges and examples of DE&I industry initiatives. The comparative analysis 
revealed DE&I work that has been done in similar Canadian sectors and was undertaken to 
showcase and learn from programs and initiatives that could be replicated in an ocean context. 
Comparator sector choices were reviewed and validated with Ocean Allies project partners.

Ten interviews were held with multiple organizations working in the ocean sector, including 
advocacy groups representing Indigenous peoples from Atlantic Canada, African Nova Scotians, 
and women, marine science research centers and economic development agencies, federal 
government departments, and several ocean technology and consulting companies. We aimed to 
understand the current state of DE&I in the ocean sector and we asked stakeholders to comment 
on the future needs of DE&I in the ocean sector. These rich conversations were informed and 
guided with input from an expert in DE&I. 

Both desk research and stakeholder interview findings were used to inform report 
recommendations. Key findings and recommendations will be used in the development of the 
Ocean Allies pilot program, which aims to address DE&I challenges and promote an inclusive and 
diverse workforce to support a sustainable ocean economy.

e Also known as secondary research, this entails the review of existing research. In this study, peer-reviewed and grey literature sources were used.
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Appendix C:

List of Interview Questions

How are your employees engaged with work in the ocean sector? Tell us about some of 
the work you do, and the roles people play.

1

When you consider the ocean economy in Canada, what do you think needs to be the 
priorities related to diversity, equity and inclusion?

6

What does diversity, equity and inclusion mean to your organization?

a) Is there a person in the organization who is responsible for managing inclusivity  
and diversity?

b) What do you think is the most effective way to engage and attract employees who 
may be considering a career in the ocean sector?

2

Do you have any policies or initiatives in place to support inclusivity and diversity? If not, 
is anything being considered?

a) Could you share a bit more about the policy/initiative and how it’s communicated to 
your employees?

b) Do you currently or have you ever considered a policy that supports the career 
development of employees from marginalized communities?

4

What are some of the challenges you are dealing with in implementing DE&I? 

a) How has a diverse workforce contributed to the strength of your team and business? 
Has anything unexpected arisen?

b) Have you had to make any workplace changes or innovations to enable a person to 
participate equally and thrive in the workplace?

5

What percentage of your workforce would you consider as being diverse?

a) Of that group, where does your greatest diversity lie?
3
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Appendix D:

DE&I Resources
Diversity Employment Network – Employers

Diversity Employment Network – Job Seekers

Gender Diversity: Toward Building and Maintaining a Diverse Shipboard Team

Gender Equality Mainstreaming (GEM) Self-Assessment Tool

Equity & Inclusion in Action 

https://diversityemployment.ca/for-employers/
https://diversityemployment.ca/for-job-seekers/
http://wistainternational.com/wp-content/uploads/Gender_Diversity.pdf
https://www.meda.org/the-gem-self-assessment
https://www.aaaa.org/index.php?checkfileaccess=/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/EQUITY-INCLUSION-IN-ACTION_AdvancingBeyondConversation.pdf&access_pid=90283
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