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Executive Summary
MediaStyle’s Partner and Managing Director, Caitlin Kealey was accepted as one of 260 
participants in this year’s Governor General’s Canadian Leadership Conference 
(GGCLC).

The GGCLC is designed to put its participants through an intensive life experiences via a 
unique process of examination, debate and discovery intended to broaden perspectives 
and to enhance the participants’ leadership qualities.

Strong leaders are needed to build the country we deserve, not the one we have. A 
country where wealth isn’t concentrated in the top 1%, while more than 100 reserves 
don’t have running water. A country where Indigenous women and girls are three times 
more likely to be murdered than non-Indigenous women. 

What can we learn from this experience about leadership?  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INTRODUCTION1

As a country, we are facing huge problems of inequity which create barriers to 
reconciliation. First Nations, Inuit and Metis peoples are more likely to suffer from 
poverty, injustice, and racism. 

Currently, 89 First Nations communities in Canada are under a drinking-water advisory. 
Shoal Lake 40 has been under one for so long that a generation of children have grown 
up without clean tap water.  On January 26, 2016, the Canadian Human Rights Tribunal 2

found that the Canadian government is racially discriminating against 163,000 First 
Nations’ children and their families by providing flawed and inequitable child welfare 
services and failing to implement Jordan's Principle to ensure equitable access to 
government services.3

As we learned through our work with the Truth and Reconciliation Commission of 
Canada, there is an important role for all members of society to play in reconciliation. 
We, as a country, still have not implemented  implementing the United Nations 
Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples. Putting such a proclamation in place 
would strengthen the sovereignty of Indigenous peoples, while weakening the authority 
of federal and provincial governments. 

To move forward in fixing these issues, we will need strong leadership at all levels. In 
addition to the issues we are facing here at home, we are facing staggering levels of 
intolerance and injustice internationally. As one leader told us: “Silence in the face of 
intolerance means intolerance wins.”

 Some of the thoughts are taken from the final presentation that our group gave to the Governor General in 1

Ottawa on June 15, 2017 at the Canadian Museum of History. This was a group experience and as such 
some of the ideas in this paper have come as part of talks, debriefs and meetings with my fellow 
participants. A full list of the Yukon group is listed on page XX. Without them the experience would have 
been much different and I am forever indebted to all of them. In addition some of this conference runs under 
Chatham House rules, which means I cannot attribute all of the very smart things that were said. Where 
applicable I have quoted people accurately without attribution.

 Christie Mcleod, “Canada is seen as a global human rights beacon—but not so much, at home,” Macleans. 2

http://www.macleans.ca/opinion/canada-is-a-global-human-rights-beacon-but-not-so-much-at-home/

 https://fncaringsociety.com/i-am-witness3
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Supporting Leaders

As one of 260 participants of the Governor General’s Canadian Leadership Conference 
(GGCLC), I want to create a document both for you the reader, but also for myself. I 
want to remember the amazing trip and to collect the important takeaways on leadership 
and Canada in one place. I also want to share the important story of the Yukon and the 
people we met, who were so gracious in sharing with us. 

Since 1983, the GGCLC has taken place and, according to its website, it was created to 
broaden the perspectives of future leaders in business, unions and public administration 
so that their decisions are based on a practical understanding of the influence of their 
organizations on the general welfare of the community. 

The mission of the Governor General’s Canadian Leadership Conference is to:

• Improve decision-making abilities among young leaders likely to occupy high level 
positions in the near future;

• Facilitate a more progressive era of interaction between leaders from business, 
labour, government and the broader community; and

• Broaden understanding of Canada.

What this means is that the GGCLC team works hard to bring together participants who 
come from different regions of Canada, different perspectives and different careers. All 
members share one thing in common: they are high potential individuals expected to 
achieve senior leadership positions in their organizations and communities.

Yukon Bound
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The trip started with a three-day opening plenary in Whistler, B.C., and then everyone 
was split into tour groups and sent across the country to spend 10 days meeting with 
people from all levels and positions in society. I had the privilege of being part of the 
Yukon group with 16 other individuals from across the country. 

The Yukon is a vast territory with a very low population. it feels like an unexplored gem in 
Canada. It has stunning scenery and welcoming people. It is filled with much opportunity 
and hope. But it also has a set of challenges. Set in a harsh northern climate, it has its 
share of poverty, homelessness, inequality and its economy is heavily reliant on Federal 
transfer payments with two-thirds of all jobs related to government. The Indigenous 
population is just over 20%, in comparison to the 4% across Canada. 

There are no reserves in the Yukon. In addition to that, and arguably most importantly, is 
that 11 of the 14 First Nations have come to land settlement agreements with the 
Federal Government, which means they are self-governing and self-determining. For the 
past 30 years, these First Nations have been working to set up their own governments, 
their own services and working to fix the damage of many generations of colonization. 

 
 
 
Indigenous Demographics of the Yukon  and Canada4 5

 http://www.eco.gov.yk.ca/stats/pdf/populationJun_2016.pdf 4

 http://www.statcan.gc.ca/pub/89-503-x/2015001/article/14313/tbl/tbl1-eng.htm  5
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Depending on which population study you read, the entire territory has between 30,000 
and 35,000 inhabitants, rising in the summer and declining in the winter, partially due to 
tourism and resource extraction industries. 
 
So why does this matter? It matters because when we learn about all the things the 
Yukon is doing right, it then requires thought to extrapolate the lessons of leadership and 
paths forward, to apply them to other places in Canada where the lived realities are 
much different. For example there are 133 First Nation communities in Ontario alone.  6

That’s not to say it’s not possible, it will just take strong leadership to move forward.

BACKGROUND
As we face huge challenges both internally and externally as a country, what lessons of 
leadership can we take from the leaders and experiences we were exposed to during 
our two week GGCLC adventure and what paths forward can we take to be the leaders 
that Canada needs? 

As one speaker told us, we are Canadian Ambassadors to the future. This represents 
heavy weight of responsibility and, as we heard repeatedly we are inheriting a country 
and a world that needs great leaders. Good isn’t necessarily going to be good enough to 
get us through the complexities of our current reality. 

So what makes a great leader? While there are many leadership styles, and different 
people value different characteristics, there were overarching themes that I want to 
explore.

What is Leadership? 

There are many definitions and examples of leadership available online. You could read 
articles for days on how one becomes a leader. 

Definition of leadership according to the Merriam-Webster dictionary: 
1. the action of leading a group of people or an organization.
2:  capacity to lead
3:  the act or an instance of leading
4:  the leaders of a group, organization, or country

Here’s are some highlights from the opening plenary speakers: 

ONE
Taking into consideration the context of our reality, a fundamental economic power shift 
toward India and China is happening and it will be 1000 times bigger than the industrial 
revolution. This transformation will be rooted in unprecedented advances in technology 
and a strong yearning for new social relationships  because 70% of households 
worldwide now have less income and less opportunity than before. Leaders will need to 

 http://www.chiefs-of-ontario.org/ 6
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be extremely resilient, not afraid of failure and ready to pivot quickly. The next 
generation of leaders also need to be interesting because character counts for a lot - 
selflessness and being a “we person, not an I person”. 

TWO
True leaders change the conversation. How are we going to change the story so that we 
all tell one story as Canadians? We have an identity problem in Canada as we draw our 
identity from across the oceans, from below the 49th parallel and not from our first 
peoples. 

THREE
“We are all prisoners of our historical 
biases”. Adaptability and residency are 
key when you consider that when you 
are thinking about the workforce of the 
future, half of the children in primary 
school now will be working in fields that 
don’t even exist right now. The time for 
full inclusion is now if we want to make a 
difference internationally. One example 
given that underlines this is that 
provinces with higher rates of 
immigration and diversity file more 
patents. The lack of advancement of 
women in corporate Canada is not a 
failure of talent, it’s a failure of 
leadership. We need to broaden our 
definition of the “right fit”. “Trust is the 
currency of leadership.”

FOUR
As leaders we need to embrace change, we can’t be change agents for everything but 
we can all focus on one area. We were challenged to be innovative thinkers. Innovation 
and leadership require us to cultivate a culture of impact, to make organizational change 
a weapon, to lead by influence and to think about impact to a factor of 10X, not 10%. 

FIVE
Always be ready to go when someone says action. You can’t control whether you are the 
smartest person in the room, but you can control being the most prepared.

You all work together or you don’t do it. No one works for you and you don’t work for 
anyone else. When we think about building a country, we all need to participate and to 
do whatever  
it takes. 

SIX
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We need to stop being a seatbelt society where we are more concerned with safety than 
adventure. Reactivity, herding, self blaming instead of self reflection, a quick fix mentality  
and lack of well differentiated leadership is important. Be clear with your own values, 
work diligently, have fun and be innovative but in small increments. Make lifelong 
learning a commitment, while being inclusive, strategic and bold. 
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SOLUTION
To tackle the vast and complex issues we face as a country, it will take strong leaders.  
These leaders will require a set of skills to help right the wrongs. 

1. RESILIENCY 

One of the things that quickly rose to the forefront of learning was the notion of 
resiliency. This was demonstrated regularly by the people we met in the Yukon. This 
extended to everything including resiliency against nature, given their near 24 hours of 
darkness in the winter and then 24 hours of light in the summer. 

Imagine you are two years old. You are sleeping in a strange bed.  No one you 
recognize is there to comfort you when you wake from a nightmare, no one is there to 
kiss the scraped knee when you have fallen, no one is there just to give you a hug or to 
say I love you, no one to speak to you in your language. This was the reality for many 
First Nation children: the loss of identity.
 
This is the story of Chief James Allen the former chief of Champagne and Aishihik First 
Nation. His is a story of resilience and identity. Taken from his family and put into a 
hospital at the age of two and then after a few years of care, placed in an Indian 
Residential School. 

After Chief Allen almost completed high school, he travelled to Prince George, trying to 
find work in the forestry industry. He struggled to find work so he ran a taxi service for $2 
per ride to survive. Eventually he found work in a pulp mill, but lost touch with his family. 
They didn’t know if he was alive or dead until his brother came to find him and brought 
him home.  
 
He went on to become Chief and has been a successful business owner for the past 30 
years. He is a strong proponent of preserving traditional language, culture and going 
back to the land.
 
From him we learned: “Leadership is something you have or you don't. It's the drive to 
keep going. I should be retired but I can't because I have too much to do.”  
 
No matter the depth of despair, or feeling of being lost and alone, finding your 
connection to your culture, home and identity can lead you to the opportunity to heal and 
lead others.

This was further underlined by Luann Baker-Johnson who has also overcome adversity, 
after suffering a devastating loss, which changed the trajectory of her life. She told us of 
a year spent grieving without laughter, until her husband encouraged her to go to art 
school where she immediately fell in love with glass. She spoke with us about the power 
of fragility, and how she and her classmates brought the studio to the North in the hope 
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that they could help some of Whitehorse’s vulnerable people find strength in fragility in 
the same way as she did. Along the way she has won two Governor General’s medals, 
which she held in her hands as she told us her story. 

The true resiliency that she and Chief Allen exemplified proved to me that true leaders 
must dig in and use the hard times to leverage past experience in order to overcome 
obstacles. From hardship and tough times you can develop the skills needed to be 
strong. 

2. PARTNERSHIPS

One of the other keys to being a great leader comes from the relationships you can build 
that are based on respect and a common goal. If you cannot build a team that is willing 
to work alongside each other, both internally and externally, you will have a hard time 
achieving any goal. 
 
While we were touring the Yukon we witnessed incredible partnerships between First 
Nations’ and non-First Nations’ communities. These partnerships are the type that we 
should all aspire to build across our provinces and country. Of course this is not easy 
and comes with other requisite pieces of a larger puzzle (honesty, respect, education, 
understanding, etc.)

Leadership and vision were key factors for Working Together Declaration to become a 
reality. It was signed in January 2017 by the chiefs of 11 of the First Nations, the then 
newly elected Premier of the Yukon, and all the Ministers of the Yukon Government.  7

A first of its kind, the declaration states that all the governments “affirm our commitment 
to work together in the spirit of reconciliation and collaboration … [in] a constructive 
relationship that contributes to and promotes good governance for all Yukoners.” Two of 
its architects, Grand Chief Peter Johnston and Deputy Premiere Ranj Pillai are both 
GGCLC alumni from 2015 and said that their trip helped to build a subtle framework that 
enabled them to understand that if they worked together they could make change. 

They discussed how they realized they could be an example for how to make this work 
across Canada. Grand Chief Johnston said that it is “changing the way the game is 
played. We have set the example for the rest of Canada. It’s almost too easy now that 
we are working together with a common goal.” 

A second example of partnership was introduced to us via the Kwanlin Dün First Nation 
and their Chief Doris Bill. They are leading the effort to create a community-based action 
plan to end and prevent homelessness in Whitehorse.

They have worked tirelessly with the broader community to get people on board. Even 
when Chief Bill was ridiculed in the newspapers over what she was trying to do, she was 
patient and persistent, but she did not back down. She told us this work is important 
because it recognizes the root causes that lead a person to be in a vulnerable position. 

 http://www.eco.gov.yk.ca/aboriginalrelations/pdf/yukon-forum-declaration.pdf7
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In February 2017, in five short weeks, the 5th Avenue Temporary Shelter was opened in 
response to people freezing on the streets. Chief Bill stepped up and was decisive, 
taking charge and moving quickly to establish a temporary emergency shelter. She 
established partnerships with a wide range of agencies and organizations, from the 
Yukon territorial government, which provided the building, to Ashley’s Furniture, which 
supplied appliances.

She and her team told us that over 86 days of operation, these efforts were able to 
shelter 822 guests. This undoubtedly saved lives. But there was still more need. Even 
with that success, 130 people were turned away due to capacity issues that highlight the 
need for a more permanent and sustainable solution.

Kwanlin Dun’s work has continued with the City, the Territory, and Ta’an Kwach’an First 
Nation and has resulted in the forthcoming Safe at Home - A Community-Based Action 
Plan to End and Prevent Homelessness in Whitehorse, Yukon.  By approaching all 8

communities with respect, and as partners, there is now a plan to end homelessness in 
Whitehorse that has the co-operation all four governments.

3. EDUCATION

Education was another overarching theme that ranged from the importance of lifelong 
learning, the idea of unlearning so that you can truly learn, to the importance of returning 
to the land and learning your traditional ways. 

On our first day in the Yukon we met with the Champagne and Aishihik First Nation 
(CAFN) near Haines Junction (one of the most beautiful places I’ve ever been). Chief 
Steve Smith underlined the importance of education and explained that the solutions to 
many of the problems facing his people are found by reclaiming their language and their 
culture. CAFN funds the youth in their community to get post secondary education and 
he sees them as ambassadors to the rest of the world. As the Chief of his First Nation, 
he said that “my job is to grow the numbers of opportunities for those who come next… 
We are the best placed to deal with our own issues.” 

The most poignant portion of our trip for me was the sweat lodge. It was something I’d 
never experienced before and it was an important moment of education. It was also an 
incredibly healing way for our group to open up to each other in ways I’m not sure we 
would have without this experience. The understanding and learning about each other 
and ourselves that came out of that experience was truly unparalleled by anything else 
on the trip. It highlighted the importance of remembering that you don’t always know 
what someone else is going through in their private life, but even more importantly it 
made me realize that being authentic and honest with your feelings is key to having 
balance. Making time for self-care and reflection is important, because as a leader you 
will be limited in your ability to take care of others if you aren’t looking after yourself. 

 http://www.kwanlindun.com/images/uploads/KDFNnews-Jan-Web_version_-_FINAL.pdf8
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Led by a man named Vern Swan, the sweat was for me, transformative. As we were 
driving down a dirt road, packed into a pickup truck to go get boughs, Vern taught us 
about the importance of stories. He told us that, “elders don’t give you the answer, they 
tell you stories. You can hear a story three or four times and you’ll hear something 
different every time. If you listen to them from up here (points to head), you won’t get it. 
The solution we are seeking are to be found in our stories.”

Vern is a true leader. His demeanour and quiet, calm passion has stuck with me over the 
past few weeks since I have left Yukon. When I mentioned that he had missed the group 
photo at the end of our time at Jackson Lake Healing Camp, he told me that he had 
been listening to a story from one of the other workers at the camp and that you never 
walk out on a story. 

The time we spent with Vern and at that camp has reinvigorated me. It has underlined 
that the work that I do, through my company MediaStyle, is of the utmost importance and 
definitely my passion. 

We learned from our hosts, and we also learned from each other. The group was made 
up of government workers, union leaders, educators, military, private business 
managers, and the non-for-profit world - all very smart, very driven folks who, at most 
times, had a lot of things to say. We laughed, cried, argued and shared as we were 
educated both about the Yukon, but also about ourselves. 

4. FUTURE FOCUSED

Leadership also requires an eye on the future. It means you need to take a long view 
when thinking about strategy and where you want to be while also balancing your short 
to medium term needs. 

In business development, this requires a different way of looking at things. The Yukon is 
research rich, but when it comes to resource development, and especially extraction, the 
question is asked if it is the right move for the longer term picture. 

As Lynn Hutton, the CEO of Chief Isaac Group of Companies explained, “In business we 
think about the next seven generations, not just this one. I have to answer to all of my 
aunties.” 

This doesn’t mean they aren’t making economic impact, but they are choosing carefully 
how and when. But according to Hutton, the Yukon First Nations are contributing to the 
Yukon economy with half a billion dollars in assets and growing rapidly. They have 
material control of natural resources, consume over $100 million in goods and services 
annually and contribute more than $200 million to the GDP annually. 

“First Nations Development corporations are a bright light in the business world here in 
Yukon.” - Takhini Hot Springs owner, Gary Umbrich.
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We often heard about the seminal work of Chief Elijah Smith and a delegation of Yukon 
Chiefs who traveled to Ottawa to meet with Prime Minister Pierre Elliot Trudeau in 1973. 
They presented him with the now historical document: Together Today for Our Children 
Tomorrow. This document convinced the Federal government to begin a negotiation 
process for a modern-day treaty, the first in Canada that led to 11 land settlement 
agreements. In this document they argued that the path to success was to take over 
their governance, their  
service delivery and to return their languages, their culture and their land. 

“We now feel we are being listened to. Our only defence against assimilation is a strong 
unified Indian Identity. Our old people will once again be encouraged to make our 
children aware and proud of their heritage. The young can once again be proud to listen. 
Too long have our young people been taught by the Whiteman to be ashamed of our 
heritage.”  9

 Elijah Smith, Together Today for Our Children Tomorrow, p.19. 9
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For most of the trip, I didn’t feel like it was meeting the life changing experience that I 
had been promised. It was great to meet all these new people, visit all these new places 
and learn about the Yukon but I was left wondering what I was supposed to be taking 
away from this, left wondering about the big picture. 

And then on the second last day, we went to the Jackson Lake Healing Camp. This 
camp is run by Kwanlin Dün and offers 28-day on-the-land residential treatment 
programs at the Centre for both women and men. As part of our time there, we 
participated in a sweat lodge.

Our time visiting with Vern, the grandfathers and ourselves, reinforced the themes of 
resiliency, partnerships, education and the future. We each spoke of our personal hopes,  
fears and life moments that we wouldn’t have otherwise shared. 

The experience (re)invigorated me. It has underlined that the work that our team does at 
MediaStyle, is of the utmost importance and is a work of passion. While we may need 
true leadership to get there, I am ready to step up to the plate. As Vern Swan told us, 
“You should never look down on people, unless you’re going to lift them up.” At its core, 
this is what it is all about. It’s a lesson we’ve now seen first-hand throughout the Yukon 
and something that I dedicate myself to as a leader but also as a human being. I’m going 
to continue to work hard and to lift people up.

We learned from our hosts, and we also learned from each other. The group was made 
up of government workers, union leaders, educators, military, private business 
managers, and the non-for-profit world - all very smart, very driven folks who, at most 
times, had a lot of things  
to say.

The great leaders of the future need to be resilient, strong bridge builders, commit 
themselves to lifelong learning and always keep looking forward, thinking not only  
of where we came from, but also of the future seven generations. 
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ADDITIONAL RESOURCES
My wonderful colleagues and fellow adventurers: 

Jessica Boyer-Bennett (ON)
Éric Caputo (QC)
Martha Casey (NS)
Kateri Champagne Jourdain (QC)
Jason Easton (ON)
Max FineDay (ON)
Doug Gray (ON)
Emily Heikoop (ON)
Adam Janikowski (AB)
Caitlin Kealey (ON)
Maria MacAulay (PEI)
Richard MacIntosh (BC)
Karina Montminy (QC)
David Morley (ON)
Christian Ouellet (QC)
John Thomas (ON)
Geneviève Vallieres (ON)
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FOR MORE INFORMATION

Caitlin Kealey © MediaStyle 2017  

For more information, please contact caitlin@mediastyle.ca 
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