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About Transform the Sector

Transform the Sector 2017 was a one-
day conference about revolutionizing the 
Canadian social sector’s use of data. Held on 
February 23rd 2017, the event was organized 
by Powered by Data in partnership with the 
Ontario Trillium Foundation and the Stanford 
Digital Civil Society Lab. Transform the Sector 
2017 was a collaboration between Powered 
by Data, the Ontario Trillium Foundation, and 
Stanford’s Digital Civil Society Lab (DCSL).

About Equity and Inclusion at Transform the 
Sector

The co-hosts of Transform the Sector 
2017 wanted this event to include leaders 
and change agents from across diverse 
communities, reflecting the broad range of 
stakeholders that’s required for effective 
systems change. In this report, Michael 
Lenczner and Jon McPhedran Waitzer 
document Powered by Data’s efforts around 
equity and inclusion at Transform the 
Sector.  Powered by Data’s work to promote 
equity and inclusion at the conference 
was funded by the Carold Institute and the 
Stanford DCSL. These efforts resulted in the 
selection of 22 Conference Fellows who 
were supported in attending the conference. 
They also included efforts to address barriers 
to attend for speakers from marginalized 
communities, as well as efforts to address 
barriers to participation at the conference 
itself. In sharing these reflections, Lenczner 
and McPhedran Waitzer hope to demonstrate 
the importance and impact of this work, and 
encourage other organizations to build on 
these experiences in order to make their own 
events more inclusive.
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A Foreword
By Nicholas Salter, Powered by Data

On February 23rd 2017, in partnership with the Ontario 
Trillium Foundation and Stanford’s Digital Civil Society 
Lab, Powered by Data organized the Transform the 

Sector conference, a one-day event about revolutionizing 
the Canadian social sector’s use of data. This event brought 
together 300 data experts, policy innovators, and social sector 
leaders for a day of learning, networking, and strategizing on 
how the social sector can increase its impact through the use 
of digital data.

Early in the planning process, we recognized that participation 
in large conferences of this kind often reflects broader 
inequities among social groups. We did not want this event 
to perpetuate existing injustices in this way. We wanted to 
include leaders and change agents from across diverse 
communities so that the conference could reflect the broad 
range of stakeholders required for effective systems change. 
In partnership with the Carold Institute, we developed a plan 
to actively include perspectives that are typically excluded 
and/or marginalized at large cross-sector gatherings. These 
efforts resulted in the selection of 22 conference fellows, 
who were provided with support to attend the conference. 
Additional financial support for the fellowships was provided 
by Stanford’s Digital Civil Society Lab.

Written by Powered by Data’s co-founder and director, Michael 
Lenczner, and organizational development consultant Jon 
McPhedran Waitzer, this report serves to document Powered 
by Data’s efforts around equity and inclusion at the Transform 
the Sector 2017 conference — where we succeeded, where 
we could have done better, and what we learned.  In sharing 
Lenczner and McPhedran Waitzer’s reflections, we hope to 
demonstrate the importance and impact of this work, and 
encourage other organizations to build on these experiences 
in making their own events more inclusive.



Lenczner and McPhedran Waitzer approached their 
writing process as a collaboration across complementary 
perspectives, much like their experience of working 
together on the conference itself. While both their voices are 
represented throughout this document, we have chosen to 
present their findings in two versions that reflect their distinct 
perspectives: a Summary Report and a Equity and Inclusion 
Process Report:

The Summary Report outlines high-level decisions and 
learnings from the perspective of Powered by Data with a 
focus on costs and benefits for the organization. It will be most 
useful for leaders who may be considering an investment in 
equity and inclusion for the first time.

The Process Report shares more information on the process 
and considerations behind each action taken, and includes 
more feedback from participants and other stakeholders.  It 
will be most useful for event organizers who may already be 
familiar with equity and inclusion work, and are interested in 
building on the learnings from our experience.



Summary Report



8

Like many nonprofits, Powered by Data functions as a 
small team. In deciding to address barriers to inclusion 
as a part of organizing Transform the Sector 2017, 
we knew we would require additional resources. We 
were fortunate to receive financial support from The 
Carold Institute and Stanford’s Digital Civil Society Lab 
without which this work would not have been possible.

As an organization with relatively little experience in 
equity and inclusion, we hired a consultant to lead us 
in this work. Beyond adding capacity to our team, this 
ensured a consistent focus on inclusion that could 
have been lost in the face of other demands on our 
time and resources.

Our overall goal was to make Transform the Sector 
2017 an event that included the perspectives, skills, 
and expertise of groups that experience social 
marginalization. We approached this as an ethical 
response to social injustice, as well as a strategic 
opportunity to increase the impact of our conference.

“Bringing people in” is an important step to making 
events more inclusive. However, participants from 
groups that are typically excluded can face many 
additional barriers. Our goal was to support the 
full engagement of participants, so we aimed to 
address both barriers to attendance and barriers to 
participation.

Organizational 
Context and 
Overall Approach

We identified three key barriers that typically prevent 
members of marginalized groups from attending 
conferences, both as participants and panelists:

1. awareness of the event

2. belief that their perspectives will be welcomed

3. ability to afford the costs of attending.

We addressed these barriers through targeted 
outreach and financial assistance in the form of a 
Conference Fellowship program:

• We developed clear criteria to guide our outreach 
and financial support.

• We spread the word through nearly 100 
“influencers” who had large networks within 
marginalized communities.

Addressing 
Barriers to 
Attendance
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We identified the following key barriers to full 
participation for members of marginalized groups:

1. Accessibility

2. Background information

3. Social networks

4. Relevant subject matter.  

 We worked to make our event accessible for 
participants with diverse physical and cognitive needs. 
This guided our selection of venue and catering, 
along with our choice to provide digital options for 
participating in sessions. 

We supported Fellows before, during, and after 
the conference to help them participate as fully as 
possible:

• Before the event, we connected with each Fellow 
by phone, helped them connect with each other, 
and supported their travel and logistics.

• On the conference morning, we hosted a welcome 
breakfast.

• Throughout the conference, our consultant was 
available as an on-call support person.

• Post-conference, we organized a session for 
Fellows, organizers, and key partners.  This 
intimate gathering centred expertise and 
perspectives from marginalized communities, with 
Fellows setting their own discussion priorities.  For 
most participants (including our own team), it was a 
highlight of the entire conference experience.

• We closed our Fellowship program with a shared 
meal to debrief informally, answer remaining 
questions, and solidify relationships before parting 
ways.

Addressing 
Barriers to 
Participation

• We created a diverse committee to select Fellows 
in order to reduce biases.

We conducted targeted outreach to prioritize lived 
experiences of marginalization. We also subsidized 
the costs of conference attendance for panelists who 
indicated this as a barrier.
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Our investments in equity and inclusion generated 
significant strategic dividends — generating social 
impact, improving the conference, and strengthening 
our organization.

SOCIAL IMPACT

The social impact of this work can be found in the 
increased capacity of the Fellows. They reported 
gaining knowledge and increased connections that 
will dramatically increase their effectiveness as data 
advocates both within and beyond their communities.

IMPROVING THE CONFERENCE

This work improved our conference by increasing 
attendance, enhancing the quality of discussions at 
sessions, and mitigating risks.

Our work to promote equity and inclusion increased 
overall ticket sales. Beyond attracting Fellowship 
applications, our targeted outreach spread awareness 
of the conference through new networks.

The participation of Conference Fellows and 
diverse panelists noticeably enhanced the quality of 
conference sessions. Despite representing only 7% 
of attendees, Fellows were highly visible participants 
whose contributions broadened dialogue and added 
new ideas in ways that were noted and appreciated 
by many other attendees.

Panelists who represented marginalized perspectives 
were consistently praised in our feedback survey for 
making sessions feel more accessible and relevant. 
Having nearly 50% female panelists at a tech-related 
conference was particularly celebrated.

Impact

“Within 30 minutes of 
arriving, participating 
in this conference was 
already a transformative 
experience.” 

—NATIEA VINSON, CONFERENCE 

FELLOW

“We clearly saw that 
outreach around the 
Conference Fellowship 
program led to 
registrations from 
participants who would 
not otherwise have known 
about this event.” 

—NICHOLAS SALTER, POLICY 

AND COMMUNICATIONS 

DIRECTOR OF POWERED BY 

DATA

Additionally, we asked panel moderators to work 
with panelists to prepare sessions beforehand and to 
ensure that questions of equity, inclusion, and access 
were reflected in panelists’ remarks.

Finally, we opened our event with an acknowledgment 
of our presence on traditional First Nations territories.

ANDREW MEANS @

MEANSANDREW: 
Love seeing female 
majority panels at 
#sectortransform17
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In addressing barriers to attendance and 
participation, we also mitigated reputational risks. 
Hosting a physically inaccessible event or having 
overwhelmingly white male panelists, for example, 
would have had definite consequences. We have also 
seen events suffer similar consequences for including 
participants from marginalized communities in a way 
perceived as tokenistic, without sufficiently addressing 
their barriers to participation.

STRENGTHENING OUR ORGANIZATION

The greatest beneficiary of our work on equity and 
inclusion may have been our own organization: this 
process added value for our organization in terms of 
ideas, networks, and reputation.

Engaging with Conference Fellows contributed 
valuable new ideas that are already influencing the 
direction of our work. We gained new perspectives on 
data that will enrich our organization’s programming 
and strategy, we learned about innovative approaches 
that we want to help spread.

Targeted Fellowship outreach dramatically expanded 
and diversified our organization’s network. We are 
now in contact with an exciting new range of potential 
employees, project partners, and advisors.

Finally, being seen as an organization that effectively 
prioritizes diversity has strengthened our reputation 
and relationships. We have heard this clearly from 
a range of stakeholders who value equity and 
inclusion as strategic priorities, including conference 
participants, employees, partners, and funders.

“The level of expertise 
shared by the Conference 
Fellows fundamentally 
changed the conference, 
and it really reinforced 
the tremendous value of 
including diverse voices in 
this work.” 

—JESSE BOURNS, POWERED BY 

DATA CO-FOUNDER

“The inclusion of the 
Conference Fellows was 
a refreshing change for 
these types of gatherings. 
The efforts of our partners 
to engage “not the 
usual suspects” greatly 
enhanced the quality and 
success of Transform the 
Sector 2017.” 

—BLAIR DIMOCK, ONTARIO 

TRILLIUM FOUNDATION

“When you’re socially 
marginalized, imposter 
syndrome is real no 
matter how accomplished 
you are.  Seeing more 
diversity among panelists 
would have had a huge 
impact in making the 
conference feel more 
inviting to various types of 
knowledge, experiences, 
and perspectives.” 

—HERLEEN SAYAL, CONFERENCE 

FELLOW
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INVESTING IN THIS WORK CAN BE EASY 
WITH THE RIGHT HELP

As a small organization with no prior experience 
“doing” inclusion work, we were intimidated by it.  In 
the end, the process described in this report was 
much less difficult, time consuming, and expensive 
than we’d expected.  Hiring an expert consultant was 
crucial to the success of these efforts as was investing 
time early in this relationship to clarify goals, set 
expectations, and build trust.

PROMOTING EQUITY AND INCLUSION CAN 
YIELD MORE BENEFITS THAN EXPECTED

Designing for inclusion often benefits everyone: many 
actions we took to support marginalized participants 
were highly appreciated by everybody at the 
conference.  Similarly, several Fellows’ requests that 
we didn’t fulfil - such as breakout meeting spaces and 
more interactive sessions - would also have enriched 
the conference as a whole.

OUTREACH, OUTREACH, OUTREACH

Much of this work’s impact came from the many 
people who chose to share it with their contacts. 
Being clear about our intentions was essential for 
reaching beyond our own networks and connecting 
with communities that are highly sensitive to 
superficial “diversity” initiatives.

Still, we failed to attract any participants or panelists 
from Northern Canada, and recruited only 7 (of 37) 
non-white panelists. We could have done better by 
doing earlier targeted outreach for panelists, and 
inviting more Fellows to help us with this.

BRINGING PEOPLE IN IS NOT ENOUGH

Addressing barriers to full participation is a crucial 
step that’s often under-emphasized within inclusion 
efforts. Fellows named these elements of our 
support as the most important drivers of their overall 
conference experience. Still, we heard from Fellows 
and other participants that they could have engaged 
more fully if we’d gone further to ensure accessibility 
and recruited a more diverse group of panelists.

Key Learnings

“The data that we 
worry most about is 
that which represents 
people. It is critical that 
the people represented 
in these datasets are 
active participants in all 
conversations about how 
data can be used for good. 
No discussion of using data 
for social change should 
happen without the active 
participation of people 
whose lives are at stake 
and whose data is being 
discussed. The Transform 
the Sector Fellows program 
is a good example of one 
way to do this.” 

—LUCY BERNHOLZ, 

SENIOR RESEARCH SCHOLAR, 

STANFORD UNIVERSITY

“Members of marginalized 
groups often feel when 
we’re being tokenized. 
Your Fellowship program 
clearly thought through this 
issue and worked to limit 
that effect; this gesture 
inspired trust and more 
meaningful participation.” 

—IAN SUNABACKA, CONFERENCE 

FELLOW


	A Foreword
	Key Learnings
	Investing in this Work Can be Easy with the Right Help
	Promoting Equity and Inclusion Can Yield More Benefits than Expected
	Outreach, Outreach, Outreach
	Bringing People In is Not Enough

	Impact
	Social Impact
	Improving the Conference
	Strengthening our organization

	Addressing Barriers to Participation
	Addressing Barriers to Attendance
	Organizational Context and Overall Approach

