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"There is no power for change greater than a community discovering what it cares about." 
– Margaret J. Wheatley 

 
One of the strengths of community is that it can unite people to work together towards a shared 
goal. As Wheatley explains above, a spark can mobilize a community to create change. This 
summer, the Commerce community at the Smith School of Business felt this spark. And they 
have been mobilized.  
 
The Commerce program at Smith is known for having a strong, tight-knit community. However, 
2020 brought many challenges for the program. The COVID-19 pandemic, and the transition to 
remote course delivery, was, and still is, a momentous undertaking. The challenge associated 
with building community during the pandemic is worthy of an entire article of its own.   
 
Smith’s problems didn’t end with the pandemic. During the summer, the Instagram page ‘Stolen 
By Smith’ was created. It provided a platform for students and graduates to share their painful 
experiences with racism and other forms of exclusion during their time at Smith. The page 
revealed the systemic barriers that were present within Smith.  The school needed to make 
changes to its practices, and quickly.  
 
Stolen By Smith uncovered that the strong sense of community within the Commerce program 
had a sharp underbelly: a distinct divide between haves and have-nots. Speaking with the 
Community Impact Research Program (CIRP), Sebastian Monsalve, president of the Commerce 
Society, the student governing body at Smith, put it as such: “There is a sense of community at 
Smith, but this sense of community was broken. Especially for our most vulnerable students.” 
The Commerce community was only a welcoming environment for a select group of students, 
while the rest, often those from minority backgrounds, were left feeling isolated and 
discriminated against. 
 
This is not what a healthy community is like. A healthy community celebrates and cherishes 
diversity and make everyone feel like they belong. It doesn’t isolate and exclude its vulnerable 
members. Fortunately, in the past few months, many members of the Smith community have 
been mobilized to work towards creating a healthier community for everyone.  
 
What the Smith Community is Doing 
 
Monsalve explains that the Commerce Society has since changed how it thinks about 
community: “After Stolen by Smith happened, we became concerned with questions like ‘Who is 
being involved and who is engaging with the [Commerce] community?” Monsalve’s executive 
team made changes to its practices to foster a more inclusive environment. Some of the 
initiatives he has spearheaded include mandatory anti-oppression training for all student clubs, 



student surveys and censuses to more accurately understand the community’s needs, and a first-
year mentorship program that provides support to students who otherwise would not have had 
access to it. The goal of all these initiatives has been to support marginalized students and to 
create a more inclusive community for all Commerce students.  
 
The Smith administration has launched a number of initiatives to further equity, diversity, 
inclusivity, and Indigenization (EDII) at the school. The school introduced an EDII task force to 
develop long-term, multifaceted strategies to change the culture and mindset of the school. It has 
made changes to its undergraduate admission process to reduce barriers for marginalized 
students. New awards and bursaries have been introduced to provide financial assistance to 
BIPOC and LGBTQ students. The number of initiatives that have been introduced in such a short 
time frame is, quite frankly, impressive. To read more about what Smith is doing, here is a link 
to the school’s EDII page: https://smith.queensu.ca/about/EDII/index.php. 
 
The broader Smith community has also come together to transform Smith into a more diverse 
and inclusive space. A new student club, the Smith Black Business Association, was created in 
September. It seeks to eradicate the barriers for Black people in business. A new course was 
added to the curriculum called Relationships and Reconciliation in Business and Beyond, which 
educates students on Indigenous peoples in business contexts to help them become supportive 
allies.  
 
Most importantly, Stolen By Smith sparked a cultural change within the school. Now, the 
community recognizes that it has problems and there is less resistance to change. A wide variety 
of stakeholders are actively working to make the school a more inclusive place.  
 
Building Diverse Communities at Business Schools 
 
Despite all these positive initiatives, there is still more to be done. Learning from other 
institutions who are on the same path as Smith is one way that the school can continue to work 
towards building an inclusive community.  
 
In February 2021, the CIRP started a conversation with leaders from other top business schools 
on the topic of diversity. It hosted a panel discussion titled ‘What business schools are doing to 
build diverse communities’ with Dr. Oriane Georgeac (Yale), Dr. Aneeta Rattan (London 
Business School), Dr. Sarah Soule (Stanford), Dr. Brenda Brouwer (Smith) and Dr. Tina Dacin 
(Smith), which created a space for faculty involved in the diversity space to share ideas on how 
they are fostering diversity at their respective institutions. To watch a live recording of the panel, 
click on the ‘Events’ tab on the CIRP website.  
 
As Interim Dean of Smith, Brenda Brouwer, says regarding the implementation of EDII 
initiatives, “You’re not going to get it done on your own.” Not only do discussions like this 
introduce new ideas to improve one’s own institution, but they also create support networks and 
communities of individuals working towards similar goals.  
 
At the CIRP panel, each of the speakers shared the EDII initiatives they were working on at their 
respective institutions. 



 
Sarah Soule, Associate Dean for Student Affairs at Stanford Graduate School of Business, spoke 
about how it was critical to create a unified approach to EDII strategy at her school: “What I 
learned, and I’m guessing this is the case at most of our institutions, is that there was actually 
quite a bit [of EDII work] being done, but it was all in siloed parts of the organization… What 
we now have is a more consolidated and strategic plan around diversity, equity, and inclusion.” 
Since unifying these initiatives, the school has been able to make significant progress towards 
building a diverse and inclusive community.  
 
One of Soule’s primary goals was to foster a sense of belonging and inclusion in the classroom. 
She is particularly proud of Stanford’s case initiative: they looked at every case study used in the 
curriculum for issues related to diversity and inclusion and rewrote the problematic ones. The 
school is also now writing more cases featuring protagonists from diverse backgrounds. The 
initiative has helped all Stanford students feel included and represented in the classroom.  
 
Stanford has also launched the world’s first LGBTQ executive education program. The program 
provides a space for LGBTQ business leaders to build a strong network of peers, develop critical 
business skills, and improve leadership skills. London Business School has followed suit, and its 
own LGBTQ program will be launching in the next year.  
 
Yale University has pioneered EDII initiatives of its own. In 2017, the university launched a 
summer program for underrepresented groups who are considering pursuing careers in academia. 
Very often, these underrepresented groups do not have the credentials required for PhD programs 
and haven’t had the opportunity to try doing academic research. The program builds ladders of 
opportunity for these individuals by providing them with 8-week summer internships. Students 
are given a snapshot of what it would be like to be in their first year of a PhD program, gain 
experience conducting research, and learn how to apply to graduate programs.  
 
The resounding message from all the panelists was the need for sustained action. They discussed 
how there is often plenty of upfront support for diversity initiatives but that enthusiasm wanes 
over time. Aneeta Rattan, Associate Professor at London Business School, explained that the 
hardest part of implementing EDII initiatives is “maintaining people’s energy and focus over 
time and making them believe that they as individuals can be the ones to take action.” She 
recommends going granular, continually asking oneself “Next week, what am I doing that I can 
do differently?” This way, one can avoid complacency and make real progress.   
 
Many Smith faculty members, administration, and students attended the CIRP panel. Hopefully, 
these ideas will inspire the Smith community to continue its work at making the institution an 
inclusive and diverse space. However, only time will tell whether the Smith community will 
successfully transform into a healthier version of itself.  
 
Thus far, the progress seems promising. 
 
 
 
 


