


 

CONTEXT 
The Valley African Nova Scotian Development Association (VANSDA), is a community-
developed not-for-profit organization that serves members of marginalized groups. It 
has been operating programs for 21 years with a structural focus on ensuring that 
their services are especially sensitive and accessible to the African Nova Scotian 
population. Growing out of the Valley Black Resource and Information Society 
(VIBRIS) which focused on informational efforts in the Annapolis Valley, VANSDA was 
created to take a more active community development focus. This association 
develops and implements programs centered on the integration of marginalized 
persons into all facets of life in Western Nova Scotia including health, education, 
community development, immigration, heritage etc. VANSDA also provides 
employment services at its centre in Kentville as part of the Nova Scotia Works (NSW) 
system. 

The Nova Scotia Works Employment Services Centres cater to the provincial labor 
market by providing various employment services to help Nova Scotians prepare for 
and better secure employment. NSW programs are funded by the Department of 
Labor and Advanced Education’s Employment Nova Scotia through the Employment 
Assistance Services Program (NSEAS). These programs are delivered through a 
network of service providers across the province, geared towards improving 
employability for jobseekers as well as recruitment, management and talent 
development services to help businesses thrive. 

As part of its employment services provision, VANSDA runs a diversity training 
program as a New Opportunities for Work (NOW) program proponent. NOW is a 
provincially-funded program that focuses on the employment sector, specifically on 
integrating marginalized groups into the workforce. These marginalized and 
underrepresented groups are comprised of African Nova Scotians, Indigenous 
Peoples, persons, from racialized groups, persons with disabilities, Nova Scotians on 
Employment Supports and Income Assistance, and workers 55+ years of age. 
Participants are provided access to training and supports that are to lead to 
meaningful job attachment.  

VANSDA’s training program, Overcoming History: The Impact of Race on Building 
Cultural Competency and a Welcoming Workplace, is unique in Nova Scotia (and 
other jurisdictions) because of its immersive self-reflective component. Through a 
very engaging process it encourages the participant to look inward to explore their 
own ethnic background, thoughts, ideas etc. and to identify bias influence which 
hopefully will lead to a change of practice individually and policy organizationally. 

The program is made up of three phases: 1) an individual self-evaluation, 2) an 
analysis and discussion of these individual findings, and then 3) widening it out 



 

regionally to bring participants together to go through the process on an 
organizational development level. The goal is to involve all participating businesses 
and individuals in such a way that the information provided  in the first session of 
the presentation culminates  in getting businesses to view their organizations 
through a diversity and inclusion lens during the second session. 

 
INTENDED OUTCOMES  
This program will: 

Ø Provide the historical context for how bias influence has been developed and 
maintained. 

Ø Foster participants’ self-reflection on their personal views and beliefs. 
Ø Encourage and facilitate an open and safe dialogue on race and racism. 
Ø Challenge participants to look for opportunities to not only create but sustain 

change. 
Ø Provide opportunities for the inclusion of staff in designing strategies to 

achieve organizational goals. 
Ø Assist all participants in identifying, challenging and changing the influence 

race and racism have in employment practices such as hiring and retention. 
Ø Create awareness of the benefits of having a welcoming workplace for all 

involved. 
Ø Assist in the creation of an organizational evaluation model to determine 

progress around an organization’s culture of diversity and inclusion. 
 

THE CHALLENGE  
This participant-centered program faces the challenge of facilitating the translation 
of diversity policies from paper to their embodiment in day-to-day workplace 
practices. Doing this requires engaging the business community in conversations 
around race and racism and the ambiguity that can come with the idea of creating a 
welcoming workplace. This program’s self-reflective method requires the complete 
engagement and honesty of participants in order to inform the proceeding 
discussions. To begin to change practices, bias influence has to be clearly identified 
and challenged. The conversations that are paramount to bringing about the sort of 
changes that will contribute to an inclusive workplace are often difficult and 
uncomfortable to have. It is therefore crucial to create a safe, respectful place and to 
shift the focus from one of externally imposed change to walking  participants 
through a process of self-reflection which will ultimately help them to recognize the 
inner work that needs to take place. In turn, this will inform their role in the design 
process of organizational change in terms of the culture and policies around diversity 
and inclusion.  



 

THE CLIENT 
(Please note that this is a fictitious participant who is representative of the individuals 
this program has been developed for)  

This participant is an executive director of a community development social 
enterprise in Digby, Nova Scotia. Most of the programs she coordinates involve 
connecting persons from marginalized groups with social services and so the fact 
that her staff did not reflect the diversity in her community was an issue. This 
organization struggled not so much with the hiring  of a diverse staff but rather 
retaining them past the probationary period. In investigating why this was the case, 
the participant saw that many of the people who had left had lodged complaints with 
Human Resources citing a discriminatory workplace culture which made them feel 
uncomfortable, although no overt acts of discrimination were mentioned specifically. 
The participant realized that she needed to dig deeper into this, and signed her and 
her staff up for the Overcoming History workshop being offered by VANSDA’s office in 
Kentville. 

Through the workshop’s first self-evaluation phase, she found that she and her 
predominantly Caucasian staff members considered their workplace safe and 
welcoming and were mostly unaware of the diversity policies in place. The few 
persons from racialized groups reported feeling unwelcome and unsafe due to some 
of the language that was used to address them or overheard in the workplace. The 
evaluations further revealed that the participant’s organization was one of the 32% 
that did not have a diversity hiring policy currently. The second phase of the 
workshop involved unpacking these findings and engaging in further dialogue on 
what conscious, subconscious and unconscious bias looks like in the workplace and 
how it influences workplace practices and culture. Placing this in the historical 
provincial and regional context of the province further highlighted the significance of 
cultural competency and its importance to the success of a business and/or 
community, and especially to an organization working in the field of community 
development. Finally, the last phase of the workshop brought her and her staff 
together with other employers from Digby and Kentville for a discussion of the 
findings from the previous two sessions. 

With input from the staff, the organization conducted a restructuring of policies 
including implementing diversity hiring policies, and ensuring that all staff members 
were not only aware of but also understood all policies to the point of carrying them 
into their daily work lives. This training program has not only led to a more 
welcoming workplace, conversations from the program are ongoing as the level of 
post-workshop engagement on cultural competency remains high and has redefined 
their space. The participant reports positive feedback from employee workplace 



 

evaluations which are part of the efforts initiated after the workshop to track 
progress; this is borne out by the organization’s greater level of diversity and 
improved retention of staff.  

 

LESSONS LEARNED  
Ø Culturally appropriate training: The program’s focus is on African Nova 

Scotians and other racialized groups, as well as other forms of marginalized 
group such as persons living with a disability and LGBTQ individuals. 
Recognizing that that different persons of varying cultural backgrounds have 
different learning needs, the workshop can be configured to best suit 
culturally appropriate learning styles.  

Ø Participant-centered training: Presentations often follow the form of providing 
both questions and answers. The nature of the topics at hand, however, makes 
it integral that participants are given space to reflect and come up with their 
own answers. If left to their own devices, participants often take the easier 
route of going along with the proposed ‘fix’. This replicates the very challenge 
faced by businesses whereby policies are never fully understood or realized by 
the staff and consequently not put into action. The key here is to facilitate 
open and safe conversations informed by participants' self-evaluations, 
leading to a self-reflexive understanding of the issues, and participant-
generated solutions to them fitting their own contexts. 

Ø Organizational resources: The success of this program is largely due to the 
time dedicated as well as the diversity of the staff, including male, female, 
LGBTQ+, white, black, First Nations, all having a voice in the building of this 
program.  

 

 


