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Diversity is a fact in Canada, with first and second generation 

immigrants now comprising nearly 40 percent of the population, and 

more than two thirds in Vancouver and Toronto. In fact, the immigrant 

population in Canada has grown by a third since 2000. And by 2030, 

Statistics Canada projects that the country’s population growth will  

rely solely on immigration, with workers coming increasingly from Africa, 

Asia, the Middle East, and Latin America. Along with Belgium, Canada 

now ranks as one of the most diverse countries according to the OECDiv. 
 

Canadian employers overwhelmingly agree on the benefits 

of having a diverse workforce and an inclusive workplace. 

Diversity can boost innovation and employee engagement, 

and companies with greater gender and racial diversity 

financially outperform their peers. Yet progress within the 

corporate world has been slow – there is still a lack of women 

and minorities in leadership positions, and many diversity 

programs fail, or at least are not succeeding fast enough. 

Only one in 10 strongly agree that companies are taking 

advantage of the benefits of diversity, according to a 2017 

report from the Royal Bank of Canada (RBC) and the Institute 

for Canadian CitizenshipV. Why? 

Businesses often point to inclusion as the missing ingredient. 

“Diversity doesn’t stick without inclusion”, notes Laura 

Sherbin and Ripa Rashid in their Harvard Business Review 

articleVI by the same name. In 2017, Deloitte published a 

major report on inclusion (Outcomes over Optics: Building 

Inclusive Organizations)VII suggesting that there are both 

important financial and moral reasons for an “inclusion 

imperative” in Canadian workplaces. In fact, inclusion is 

critical to avoiding a diversity backlash, according to Deloitte.  

Yet actually building inclusive workplaces, and quantifying 

feelings of inclusion, is difficult: "We found the majority of 

organizations surveyed see themselves as being diverse; 

however, while they are successful at building diverse 

workplaces, the next step of inclusion often remains elusive," 

said John Stackhouse, senior vice president  

at RBCVIII. 
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The concept of “covering”, sometimes 

referred to as “minimization”, may 

potentially help to advance the diversity 

and inclusion agenda in corporate Canada. 

Covering is about minimizing the 

obtrusiveness of a characteristic in order to 

assimilate to perceived and real established 

workplace norms. Some examples of 

covering include: 

• Changing your appearance in order to 

“fit in” (see Hadiya Roderique’s essay in 

The Globe and Mail, “Black on Bay 

Street”, in which she recounts being 

asked by a fellow law student and a 

white woman if she was going to wear 

her “natural hair” to interviews) 

• Pretending to be interested in sports, or 

even taking up certain sports (e.g. golf), 

in order to “keep up” with  

one’s peers 

• Avoiding references to one’s children or 

a same-sex partner at work (see Kenji 

Yoshino’s essay in The New York Times 

Magazine, “The Pressure  

to Cover”)ix.  

Yoshino’s essay in The New York Times 

Magazine opens with his recollection of the 

advice he received from a well-meaning 

colleague when he began teaching at Yale 

Law School in 1998: “You’ll have a better 

chance at tenure if you’re a homosexual 

professional than if you’re a professional 

homosexual”, his colleague cautioned him. 

In other words, being a constitutional law 

professor who “happened to be gay”, 

versus a “professional homosexual” who 

lectured on gay legal rights, for example, 

was probably a faster path to academic 

success, despite the fact that Yale was a 

“vigorously tolerant” university, and with a 

large gay student population, in Yoshino’s 

own words. 

Why would a “homosexual professional” 

rise faster than a “professional 

homosexual”, to use Yoshino’s description? 

The answer is because discrimination, at 

least in North America, has undergone a 

generational shift. According to Yoshino, 

discrimination was once aimed at entire 

groups, resulting in the exclusion, for 

example, of all racial minorities, women, 

members of the LGBTQ community, 

religious minorities, and people with 

disabilities. Now, however, a much subtler 

form of discrimination has risen to take its 

place. Instead of aiming at groups as a 

whole, it aims at a subset of groups that 

refuse to cover – that is, who refuse to play 

down an outsider identity in order to 

assimilate to dominant norms, argues 

Yoshino. 

The result is “coercive assimilation”, 

“workplace harmony” or even “common 

professional standards”, as one member of 

Ascend Canada’s Chief Inclusion Officer (CIO) 

Forum notes, juxtaposed – sometimes 

sharply and uncomfortably – against the 

needs of the individual: members of the 

LGBTQ community cannot be fired from a 

job on the basis of their status alone, for 

example, but individual gay men and women 

may be much more vulnerable if they are 

perceived as “flaunting” their sexuality at 

work.  

Similarly, women cannot be penalized by an 

employer for choosing to become a mother 

(in theory), but there can be negative 

consequences for women who are perceived 

as looking too womanly, manly, sexy, or 

frumpy, or who are judged as too direct, 

vocal, emotional, quiet, timid, maternal, and 

so on. Thus, the degree to which companies 

are now able to advance their diversity and 

inclusion agendas depends – increasingly 

and in some cases, acutely – on the degree 

to which employees may conform and mask 

at work because they feel compelled to by a 

culture of minimization.

You’ve heard about “inclusion”— 

but what about “covering”? 

Covering is about minimizing the obtrusiveness of a 

characteristic in order to assimilate to perceived and real 

established workplace norms. 
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What are you covering? 

 

Canada is becoming more and more 

diversified with respect to ethnicity, culture 

and religion. Currently, there are also 60 

million refugees and displaced persons in 

the world, and that figure is likely to rise, in 

part because of disturbances such as 

climate change. While covering is not 

limited to women, minorities, immigrants or 

specific groups, it is a growing reality in 

many societies, and increasingly, in our 

workplaces. 

 

Covering is also not new. Yoshino notes that 

F.D.R. frequently stationed himself behind a 

desk before his advisors entered the Oval 

Office. While it was well known that Roosevelt 

used a wheelchair, he was covering – playing 

down his disability so people would focus on 

his more conventionally presidential qualities. 

Similarly, Margaret Thatcher used a voice 

coach to lower the pitch of her voice. Yoshino 

also shares that Martin Sheen was Ramon 

Estevez on his birth certificate, Ben Kingsley 

was Krishna Bhanji, Kirk Douglas was Issur 

Danielovitch Demsky, and Jon Stewart was 

Jonathan Leibowitz. Even  

heads of state and some of the most 

successful actors in Hollywood have felt  

the need to cover! 

 

In corporate Canada, covering can occur 

among established leaders who one might 

assume shouldn’t “need” to cover anymore in 

order to advance their careers or to “fit in”. 

For example, more than one member of the 

Ascend CIO Forum recounted incidences of 

men in senior leadership roles at their 

organizations who did not drink for religious 

reasons, but “covered” with colleagues by 

explaining that other (non-religious) 

circumstances prevented them from being 

able to consume alcohol at work-related 

events (e.g. “I am on a juice cleanse and I will 

pass on wine tonight” or “I am recovering 

from the flu and wouldn’t enjoy a beer right 

now”). In another case, a senior executive had 

simply grown accustomed to stating he was a 

recovering alcoholic, although he wasn’t (and 

never had been), in what had become an 

unconscious, habitual effort to avoid any 

discussion about his religious beliefs in the 

workplace. 

 

Covering means focusing on the 

commonalities you have with the people you 

are interacting with, while downplaying 

important differences, even if such differences 

are core to your identity. But the stark reality 

is that the bias in most companies towards 

assimilation is strong, with almost everyone, 

regardless of one’s cultural or social identity, 

and regardless of seniority, eventually feeling 

the need to cover at some point in their 

career. 

Even heads of state and some of the most successful 

actors in Hollywood have felt the need to cover! 
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The high cost of covering 
 

Covering is about fitting in – and, of course, who doesn’t want to feel like they belong at 

work? That they are closely connected to their co-workers or their boss, and to their 

customers? At the same time, organizations want their employees to feel a deep sense of 

engagement, as well as alignment with the organization’s strategic goals and vision; and of 

course, companies want employees who “fit in”. The stakes for inclusion are high in the 

corporate world, as are the costs of covering. The latter includes: 

 

 

Lack of engagement 

 According to Ritu Bhasin, a diversity consultant and a former lawyer who worked on Bay Street for nearly a decade, 

it is “exhausting to feel left out, to be not included for who you are, and to be someone you’re not while at work”. 

Similarly, Roderique notes that, “Nowadays in Canada, overt acts of racism are rare. Instead, the subtle ones tire you 

out and wear your sense of belonging”. 

 

Lost revenue and productivity 

 It is difficult to quantify how such feelings – and the energy expended to cover successfully and perhaps 

repeatedly over time – actually translate in terms of lost revenue or productivity for companies. In some cases, 

top talent simply opts out of a profession, as Roderique chose to do when she resigned from private legal 

practice; she writes that “each drop in the bucket adds up”, whether it was the assumption that she doesn’t ski as 

a black person, or the frosty reactions or startled pauses she encountered when she was introduced as the 

associate on some of her files. (Roderique is now a Ph.D. candidate studying human resources and organizational 

behavior). 

 

A narrower talent pool 

In other cases, talent is simply not selected, particularly for certain promotions or opportunities, or talent fails 

to even consider certain professions in the first place. Bhasin is a first-generation Canadian whose South Asian 

parents immigrated to Canada 45 years ago. She notes that although racialized people make up 23 percent of 

Ontario’s population, they account for just 17 percent of lawyers and 6.6 percent of partners. Research from 

the Center for Talent Innovationx in the U.S. shows that 45% of women off-ramp to take care of children, 

although elder care is increasingly pulling women off the career track, with 24% leaving to care for aging 

relatives. But a significant number of women also feel pushed off the ladder: 29% say their career isn’t 

satisfying, and 23% feel stalled in their careers. 

 

 

Wasted dollars on diversity programs 

Finally, Bhasin argues that covering – essentially being someone at work who you’re not – may be the 

biggest barrier to authenticity and inclusion in the workplace. Yet it’s unknown if covering is considered in 

the diversity and inclusion programming of most companies. Frank Dobbin and Alexandra Kalev, writing for 

Harvard Business Review in 2016, observe that the usual corporate diversity programs (e.g. mandatory 

diversity training, job tests, and grievance systems) actually deliver poor returnsxi. In fact, the positive effects 

of diversity training rarely last beyond a day or two, according to Dobbin and Kalev, and a number of 

studies suggest that it can actually activate bias or spark a backlash. Nonetheless, nearly half of midsize 

companies have some form of diversity training, as do nearly all the Fortune 500. As such, while topics like 

unconscious bias and inclusive leadership, to name a few, are important and remain popular training 

subjects in diversity and inclusion programming, Ascend Canada wonders if there is a way to make (limited) 

corporate diversity and inclusion dollars more impactful if companies were to promote greater discussion 

on covering in their workplaces? 
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For employers and employees— how 
can you help? 

 
Authenticity is at the heart of truly inclusive cultures in Canada’s workplaces, and covering is about the efforts we 

adopt to minimize our authentic self, albeit for valid reasons (e.g. to connect with a co-worker or a customer, to be 

seen as “promotion ready” or part of the “leadership set”). At the same time, however, Yoshino reminds us that  

the aspiration of civil rights has always been “to permit people to pursue their human flourishing without 

limitations based on bias”. To this end, Ascend Canada recommends three actions for both employers and 

employees on covering: 

 

Consider introducing discussions 

on “covering” at your company. 

Covering or minimizing may not be part 

of the established lexicon at your 

company. But initiating a dialogue on 

this important topic may foster new 

insights into your organizational culture 

and employees’ feelings of engagement 

and belonging. For companies that are 

experiencing “diversity fatigue”, 

covering is also likely to be a newer 

topic, and conversations with 

employees on covering may spark 

renewed 

interest in your company’s diversity and 

inclusion goals and how to achieve 

them. 

Recognize that everyone is 

impacted by covering, and 

everyone covers. 

Understanding that employees – all 

employees – engage in covering at some 

point in their careers in order to “fit in” and 

to advance, is powerful. In any company, 

there are very few experiences that are 

common to an entire employee base, even 

if there is widespread variation in the actual 

characteristics or situations about which an 

individual employee chooses to cover. The 

white, heterosexual, able-bodied male 

manager, for example, who is up for 

promotion in a corporate culture that 

values “stoic, stable leadership” and is 

minimizing his 

experience dealing with his son’s mental 

illness or deteriorating marriage, is covering. 

So too is the director who smiles in 

uncomfortable silence every time the senior 

vice president mispronounces her “ethnic-

sounding” name, especially in front of the 

team she leads every day. Companies can 

use conversations about covering to 

potentially unite employees with diverse 

experiences and backgrounds, and even 

across different business units, geographies, 

and levels. And employees can learn from 

colleagues that everyone expends energy 

by repressing parts of their persona in the 

workplace in some way. The question is at 

what price, both to individuals and to 

companies, and how can employers and 

employees continue to (co)-create better 

conditions for people to be their authentic 

selves at work? 

Think of discussions about covering 

as valuable opportunities to 

potentially deepen inclusion. 

How included employees feel at work is a 

highly personal, individualized experience. 

Hearing others’ stories, and being able to 

share your own, is powerful, because it 

potentially deepens feelings of inclusion. 

And research conducted by Sherbin and 

Rashid finds that employees with inclusive 

managers are 1.3 times more likely to feel 

that their innovative potential is unlocked. 

Furthermore, employees who are able to 

bring their whole selves to work are 42% 

less likely to say they intend to leave their 

job within a yearxii. We know that when 

inclusion is synonymous with assimilation, 

the effects can be negative (e.g. you can be 

different from your co-workers, or even 

identify as a diverse person, but you must 

always “fit in”, versus adding to a 

company’s culture). But discussions about 

covering can help to reframe inclusion 

more positively, by shedding light, for 

example, on how exhausting it is to always 

conform to a company’s standards of 

demeanor or style, or by giving employees 

“permission” to express their authentic 

selves. 
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If you do nothing else... 

Learn more about covering. 
Some resources are listed below. 

 

Promote, and participate in, 
conversations about covering 
in your company or industry. 
Remember that everyone has covered at some 

point in their career – and both individuals and 

companies are adversely impacted when people 

feel the need to compromise their authenticity. 

 
Spread the word. 
Please consider sharing your own story about 

covering with Ascend Canada members at 

#stopcovering. 
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