Updated name, new award, enhanced value

all signs of program’s coming of age
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O MATTER WHAT STAGE OF LIFE YOURE AT, ICEBREAKERS

can help the first day of school seem a little less daunt-

ing. But when the school is St. Mike’s, and the subject

is corporate social responsibility, you can forget about
standard tension diffusers like ‘tell two truths and one lie about yourself’
or pinning your birthplace on a giant map.

As participants in the 2019/2020 Graduate Diploma in Social Re-
sponsibility and Sustainability cohort met for the first time this past
October, students were asked to chat with a seatmate and then present
that person to the group by naming their core values. As the introductions
circled Charbonnel Lounge, words like honesty, gratitude, compassion,
respect, integrity and humour surfaced, indicators that this is not just
any classroom.

For close to 20 years, University of St. Michael’s College has been
the go-to school in Canada to study Corporate Social Responsibility, an
operational philosophy also known by a variety of other labels, including
ESG (Environmental, Social, and Governance), Corporate Citizenship,
or Social Purpose and Social Innovation.

The common thread is an institution’s commitment to action that
enhances the common good by adopting strategies such as environmen-
tally friendly processes, fair labour practices, or corporate volunteer ef-
forts. Proponents of CSR argue that a strong strategy can have multiple
benefits, from answering shareholder concerns and aligning with a board’s
ethics through to self-preservation and furthering employees’ sense of
participation in something valuable, all factors that can contribute to a
stronger bottom line.

“Corporate Social Responsibility is not just a set of [business] tools
but a new outlook,” Program Manager Kathryn Cooper explains.

“CSR helps you look at people in a more human way and, as such, it is
transformational.

“When we talk about Corporate Social Responsibility or Citizenship,
we talk about social and environmental impact. Today investors, consum-
ers and global citizens want to know that organizations are not causing
social or environmental damage. In fact, there is an expectation that
companies are making a positive contribution to society and the planet.”

As an example, she cites athletics apparel giant Nike as a cautionary
tale. When negative media reports on its international labour practices
surfaced in 1996, stock value fell by 50% from $38 to $19 per share,
while sales dropped almost 10%.

Itis precisely the goal of positive change that makes St. Mikes a logical
host for the program, says University President David Sylvester, because
the program’s goals and outcomes represent the long-standing values of St.
Michael’s. There is a clear correlation, for example, between the top-
ics studied in the program and the tenets of Catholic Social Teaching,
whether the issue is environmental stewardship, concern for the marginal-
ized or a driving interest in the common good, he explains.

As itapproaches its third decade of operation, the St. Mike’s program
is undergoing its own transformation, a sign of a coming of age not only
of the program but also for the concept itself.

We make a lot of
between
values and ethics and urge
people to take their
whole selves to work.”

This past Fall, the program name of Corporate Social Responsibility
was changed to the Graduate Diploma in Social Responsibility and Sus-
tainability. Corporate no longer appears in the program name because the
core concepts appeal reaches far beyond the business world. While the
idea began with financial institutions, it is now being embraced by a vari-
ety of sectors, including health care, education, NGOs, and not-for-profit
organizations, notes Cooper. Recent graduates from the St. Michael’s
program have come from a diverse group of employers, including Toronto
Hydro, Manulife Financial, the University of Calgary, and UNICEE

“The idea of social responsibility used to be viewed as a public relations
issue or the way to earn a ‘social licence to operate’, but it’s got far wider
applications,” she says.

Sustainability has been added to the program’s name “in response
to a global trend toward embedding environmental, social and gov-
ernance issues in business,” Cooper adds. “To survive and thrive,
organizations must focus beyond their bottom line, and create posi-
tive social impact.

“We make a lot of personal connections between values and ethics
and urge people to take their whole selves to work.”

The name change also signals the program’s upgrade from a certifi-
cate to a diploma. Graduates of the 2018/2019 cohort were the first
to receive diplomas at their November convocation, and are eligible
to use the post-nominal letters G.Dipl.SR&S. The upgrade is a result
of the increasingly academic nature of the program, says Dr. Sylvester,
who notes that when the motion to change the program to a diploma
was put before St. Michael’s Senate, it was unanimously approved.

The changes to the CSR program come as St. Mike’s engages in
its own strategic visioning exercise, notes Dr. Sylvester. Sz. Mike’s 180,
Rooted in the Future seeks input from community members, asking
how St. Mike’s can create a dynamic and abundant future as the
school looks to its 180th anniversary in 2032. (If you haven’t already
participated, please see the survey questions on p. 5 of this magazine.)

St. Mike’s, like many other Canadian post-secondary institutions,
is beginning to think more about the social impact of universities, and
is looking to imbed related language and goals, examining everything
from purchasing and infrastructure to examining a school ’s relevance
and how it engages with the community, he adds.
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“We want to turn research and teaching on the community as a vibrant

force, because universities must be engaged in the community to have
relevance,” Dr. Sylvester says.

The Social Responsibility and Sustainability program at St. Mike’s runs
over 13 months, and consists of three sets of in-class sessions throughout
that period, for a total of 11 days on campus. In between the three on-
campus sessions, participants engage in reading assignments, participate
in webinars, post reflections, meet with mentors who provide advice and
guidance on a capstone project, and stay in touch as a cohort through
a special web portal. As each cohort is capped at 30 students, both par-
ticipants and instructors get to know each other well, with plenty of
time for discussion.

On-campus sessions include workshops on everything from making
the business case for social and environmental responsibility to how to
apply CSR and sustainability strategies in the workplace through the
development and implementation of diversity and inclusion, commu-
nity investment, ethics and reporting and communication policies and
procedures.

The program draws three types of participants, Cooper notes. Some
are tapped on the shoulder by employers wanting participants to develop
their company’s CSR or Sustainability Strategy. Others are looking for
a purpose-focused mid-career transition, while a third group consists of
younger people who have graduated with theoretical knowledge about
sustainability and CSR but are looking to learn from mentors and pro-
gram participants with practical experience.

Participants have two major assignments, as well as a capstone project
where they work with a seasoned CSR and sustainability mentor to un-
dertake a practical social responsibility and sustainability project. Students
identify their project’s outcomes and methodology;, as well as how to
socialize the plan with key stakeholders, she explains. Past projects have
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included Community Investment Strate-
gies, Volunteer Programs, Environmen-
tal Sustainability Initiatives, Indigenous

Impact and Sustainability Reports and

CSR/Sustainability Strategies.

The ability to connect with experts,
as well as to meet others in similar fields
grappling with similar questions, is one
of the big draws for the program, gradu-
ates note.

“It’s a top-notch program, the only
one of its kind in Canada connecting
like-minded people with similar passions
in Corporate Social Responsibility;” says
Alexandra Biron, who is Assistant Man-
ager, Corporate Responsibility at profes-
sional services firm Deloitte in Toronto.
She looked at online offerings from other
schools but was drawn to St. Mike’s both
because of the in-person sessions, as well
as what she heard from former students.

“You can find a lot of information online but the network of profes-
sors and speakers is what's most valuable. You are a cohort with a diverse
group in terms of age, sector, experience, background, and even with
those who might not come from a CSR background but are looking to
change fields,” Biron explains. “These people share their struggles and
high points, especially as so much can happen in 13 months. These are
people with similar values and passions in a variety of jobs.”

Biron was one of the two winners of the inaugural President’s Cap-
stone Award this past Fall for her project, entitled Deloitte Canada 2019
Indigenous Impact Report, which examined the impact [Deloitte has]
made with Indigenous communities through pro bono work, volunteer-
ing, donations, sponsorships or serving as directors on boards.

“This report was the first of its kind for the firm. We publish
an annual CR report but this was the first time we looked at the
impact we were having with Indigenous communities. It’s led to
an even bigger project, which is the firm’s Reconciliation Action
Plan, which is set to launch in 2020 and will set the stage for how
Deloitte will move forward on implementing TRC recommenda-
tions into its corporate life.”

Like Biron, Sarah Thirnbeck credits the program with offering her
the skills to lead change in her workplace. Thirnbeck, who is Associate
Director of Strategic Impact for the Canadian Real Estate Association
in Ottawa, says of the program, “It changed my life.”

When moved from handling social media into her current duties
this past Fall, Thirnbeck sought a program to help her create a vision
for her new role.

While seeking resources online, she found mention of the St. Mike's
program “and it fulfilled all my expectations. I arrived on Day 1 knowing
I wanted to develop a CSR strategy for my organization but I became
like a sponge, soaking up information.”



Thirnbeck was the other winner of 2019 President’s Capstone award.
Her project was titled “A CSR Strategy for the Canadian Real Estate
Association.” It has already had an impact, as the Board of Directors
of CREA agreed to include ethics, sustainability and social impact
as a new priority in its strategic plan, based on her recommendation.

Now, she will begin implementing ideas from her project, including
a green strategy, in her own office, with an eye to rolling them out to
various local boards and offices across the country.

Program graduate Robert Waite now serves as a CSR mentor, work-
ing with and inspiring other students. Waite found himself in the pro-
gram in 2008 while working at Canada Post, after he was asked to
lead the effort of Crown Corporations in the area of environmental
stewardship. Deciding he wanted an academic understanding of the
program, he chose St. Mike’s because “I liked the structure. ...It was
more humanistic and less technical, with more emphasis on the soft
skills. The program gave me the tools I needed,” says Waite, who went
on to produce the first CSR report of any Crown Corporation, and
hosted a meeting of various Crown Corporations to share best practices.

Waite, who now teaches at Seneca College and does consulting, says
he decided on the St. Mike’s program for several reasons, including the
fact that the small program, on a small campus within the enormous
University of Toronto campus, had an intimacy to it.

The very nature of a liberal arts college is another, he adds.

“Climate change, for example, can be positioned as a moral issue, a
philosophical one,” he says.

A few years after graduating, he was invited by a United Nations
official to lecture on CSR to a group of postal agencies from 10 Carib-
bean countries.

“The materials I used were materials I gathered from St. Mike’s. It
was a great feeling, as many participants’ countries were small and didn
have the resources to take on issues like environmental stewardship. My

ability to say yes can be tracked to my participation in the program. I
have nothing but praise for the people who run the program.”

One of the influences he cites is Dr. Mimi Marrocco, who started
the program in 2002, when she ran St. Mike’s continuing education
program. In chatting with various stakeholders, it became clear to Dr.
Marrocco that “the liberal arts had something to contribute to business,
including creating the time to think,” she recalls. “Liberal arts allows
for reflection.

“Sometimes, work environments can become siloed, but this pro-
gram creates a forum to talk to like-minded people, and it presents the
opportunity to make connections inside and outside.”

One of Dr. Marrocco’s first ideas for the program was to introduce
a novel study to allow people to use their right brain, the hemisphere
associated with creativity and innovation.

The first year, participants read E.M. Forster's Howards End,
which bears the epigraph Only Connect, a message she says under-
lines the program.

“We need slow knowledge, slow movements. We are busy people in
business and sometimes we fall into busyness, which doesn’t allow us
to use the whole person.”

New grad Alexandra Biron agrees.

The program “provided me with a platform to combine my profes-
sional life and one of my passions. ... My career may not have progressed
the way it did so quickly without this experience.” 4
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