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I live and work in
the most culturally
diverse city in North
America. One hun-
dred and three lan-
guages are spoken by
people who call
Toronto their home.

It’s not uncommon to hear people con-
verse on the streets in Farsi,Tagalog and
Somali.You can buy newspapers published
in Portuguese, Sinhalese and Mandarin.

This is what I love about Toronto – its
cultural richness and the wealth of diversity.
The fact that I grew up on a farm outside
Burlington and didn’t meet a person of
colour until I entered the University of
Toronto at the age of 17 makes me appre-
ciate our wonderful city even more.

And yet, there is a down side to the
multicultural fabric I’ve just described.
Many people in Toronto, and across this
province, face barriers to education and
employment, or wait in hope for opportu-
nities that are out of reach.Their experi-
ences with racism and discrimination are at
odds with our goal of a tolerant society
that embraces and celebrates diversity.

I call it the nether side of humanity. For
whatever reason, many of us are not com-
fortable with people who are different
from us. It upsets me because it’s so divi-
sive. In my view, intolerance is a weapon of
mass destruction.

Sadly, our profession isn’t immune to
this reality.

As nurses, we are citizens of the world
and we look after citizens of the world.
That’s why we must be genuinely inclu-
sive.This isn’t about white nurses respect-
ing black nurses or Christians respecting
Muslims. It’s about all of us showing mutu-
al respect and demonstrating that respect in
our day-to-day dealings with one another.

During Joan Lesmond’s presidency,
RNAO set out to address the barriers that
exist in our profession by launching the
Embracing Diversity and Inclusivity Project.
The Board of Directors and staff set out to

develop clear positions and an action plan
to ensure we live our mission statement in
all of our activities.We also wanted to build
policies that would give all nurses, includ-
ing those from different racial groups, those
with disabilities, and those who are gay, les-
bian, bisexual and transgender, the oppor-
tunity to participate fully in nursing and in
RNAO.

Members of the board, assembly, interest
groups and staff took part in workshops
and interviews. Difficult questions were

asked and answered about ourselves and
our inherent biases.We have committed as
a board to demonstrating that we truly
value diversity. For our purposes, diversity
includes all 16 grounds upon which the
Ontario Human Rights Code prohibits dis-
crimination. In April, the board adopted an
organizational statement on diversity and
inclusivity that sets out a list of expectations
for the association. In June, we approved a
position statement titled Respecting Sexual
Orientation and Gender Identity. RNAO is
now looking at how to be inclusive in
everything we do, from the services we
offer members, to policy initiatives, to the
work we do with our stakeholders and the
programs we develop to encourage our
members to bring diversity and inclusivity

to their own lives and workplaces.
Our statement isn’t exclusive to

RNAO.We’re merely taking the lead.We
believe all nurses have a responsibility to
ensure everyone has a voice in the kind
and quality of care they need and deserve.
We need to respect differences so effective
care can be delivered irrespective of the
patient’s origin, their sexual orientation or
gender identity. And our statement doesn’t
just address the needs and rights of our
patients; it also takes a hard look at the dis-
crimination that nurses experience.

You may ask,‘what are we trying to
change?’

And the answer can be found in one
telling example from my experience.The
vast majority of nurses who occupy leader-
ship roles in this province are white. In my
career, I have met and worked with many
committed, knowledgeable nurses from
various cultures, but few of them have
achieved positions of authority.And for
those who have, the road has not been easy.
They’ve struggled and pushed to get where
they are, and once there, are still confronted
with barriers and discrimination.

Although this is RNAO’s document,
we think it’s important for health-care pro-
fessionals and organizations to engage in
this dialogue as well.We want a profession
that doesn’t discriminate but rather, reflects
society at large. RNAO has an opportunity
here to show significant leadership in a
meaningful way by defining what the
words diversity and inclusivity mean in
symbolic and practical terms.

We need members to help us move this
initiative forward by informing nursing
colleagues and other health-care profes-
sionals where you work.We’re charting
new and important waters and are making
progress. Join in and learn with us.

Together we can promote a society
where diversity is valued and inclusivity is
celebrated. RN
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