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BEN WHYNOT
Senior Corporate Governance Advisor
Alberta Pensions Services

Fun fact:
As I was on the verge of changing careers, I was
admittedly becoming a little trepidatious (okay: scared!).
Clearly, I needed more comfort with risk. So, in
September of this year, I crossed an item off my bucket
list and did a tandem skydive! It was an incredible
experience, one I would repeat in a heartbeat! If I could
jump out of a plane, I figured I could ‘take the plunge’ into
a new career. I gave notice about a month later.

Why have you joined GPC?
I joined GPC in January 2021 after deciding to enroll in the Education Program. For about 11 years, I served
in public policy roles, first in government relations and then for the Government of Alberta, most recently
guiding strategic policy and legislation through the Cabinet decision-making process in a Deputy Minister’s
Office. However, much like Batman or Spider-Man, I had a secret identity I donned at night: I was a
governance person!

This is sounding increasingly confessional, but it started in university, when I somehow ended up on students’
council. I was scheming to be a vice-president (higher profile, decent salary, matching windbreakers!), but a
lot of what I cared about, like empowering councilors through better training and overhauling the bylaws,
was a better match with the Chair position (zero profile, little money, windbreaker-less—but I did get a
gavel!). After university, I started serving on non-profit boards in Edmonton, and always found myself
chairing the Governance Committee, writing heaps of policy, and wearing down my colleagues until they let
me organize a strategic planning process. I also served with a provincial program that matched volunteers
with non-profits to facilitate workshops on governance and policy. I loved my night job!

How did you get into governance and your current role?
Picking up from the previous answer, I started to ask myself: if I loved my night job, why not make it my day
job? Over the course of 2020, I applied for five different governance positions. No responses: nada, zilch,
bupkis. Something was clearly missing. So, and here’s a possible marketing testimonial for GPC, I researched
governance programs, felt GPC was a terrific fit, and completed the first two modules of the Education
Program in spring 2021. And I immediately started to screen into competitions and be invited to interviews!
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Making the transition from voluntary roles to a professional position, I felt I needed a step back from
management to learn from someone more experienced. The Alberta Pensions Services Corporation, which
provides administrative services to nine Alberta public sector pension plans, had a position reporting to the
General Counsel and Corporate Secretary. I made the leap in late October and am now officially working in
the governance field for the first time! And a sincere thank you to GPC for helping me make this transition!

Why do you think GPC is an important organization for any
governance professional to belong to in Canada?
There are a lot of reasons! I’ll select one in particular: a sense of community. This is by no means a novel point,
but governance as a profession has some unique attributes. It’s arguably not as well understood as areas like
legal, accounting, or human resources. If organizations have governance shops, they may be quite small, or
limited to a single person. These roles operate in close proximity to other teams, like Boards themselves and
senior management, but can be deliberately quite separate from those groups. And then there’s the general
sense—at least based on the looks I get when I say these things to friends and family—that it might be a little…
quirky to actually enjoy things like policies, bylaws, and meeting management. For all these reasons, I think the
profession benefits tremendously from having places and spaces to share ideas as well as encourage, learn,
commiserate, and socialize with one another.

Taking the GPC modules with other people who care about the same things I do was very exciting! It felt like
that thrilling moment when you find the people you’ll sit with in the high school cafeteria during lunch period:
“Oh good, I get these people and they get me. Now I can eat my ham and cheese sandwich.” It’s nice to feel
you belong somewhere!

What do you believe is a key topic right now in the governance
industry?
I’ll answer this question from a place of humility, as I am a relative “newbie” in the industry, professionallyspeaking, with a lot to learn! But I am fascinated by the evolution from CSR and corporate citizenship to ESG
and purpose-based governance. To educate myself, I have been reviewing GPC’s November 2020 discussion
paper on purpose governance and listening to recorded sessions from the Propelling Purpose Summit earlier
this month. This direction could be transformative in renewing the way organizations engage with
stakeholders and communities. It would also be tremendously exciting to see new partnership models emerge
that bring together business, government, academia, and the non-profit/voluntary sector to tackle pressing
societal challenges, while fostering growth and creating shareholder value.
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Where do you see, or would like to see the role of governance in
the next few years?
As a non-profit Board member over the years, I often ran into the assumption—often as “the governance guy”—
that I would be the person who read the Policy Manual so no one else had to (and remembered where it was
filed), who knew if an adjournment motion needed to be seconded, who had strong opinions about the
commas in every motion. In other words: a stickler, a follower and enforcer of rules, a persnickety wordsmither
(and I admittedly can be all those things to varying degrees, depending on the phase of the moon).

I would like people outside the field to increasingly see governance as a discipline more immersed in strategy,
values, meaning, and passion, as it is to controls, compliance, procedures, and rules. I feel like other
professions, like our friends in accounting, have made progress in this direction, and I think we can too—one
person at a time!

What does governance mean to you?
I’m the second oldest of six children from a tiny village in rural Nova Scotia. We were all close in age and grew
up basically on top of each other in a climate I would charitably call ‘cacophonous.’ As a kid, I remember so
many nights at the dinner table, everyone talking relentlessly over one another, thinking: “There must be a way
for us to speak in some kind of order so we can actually hear what we’re all saying.” I think we needed the
conch from Lord of the Flies!

Dialogue is at the essence of what governance means to me: being able to hear each other better, to listen,
to understand, to find areas of common ground, to clarify points of divergence, and, when the time is right, to
move forward with a decision or course of action enriched by everyone’s perspectives. Maybe governance
could be viewed as approaches, systems, tools, processes, and cultural factors that contribute to the quality
of this dialogue. Of course, the actual outcomes depend on the participants—their courage, skill, knowledge,
and passion—but it’s rewarding to know we can foster an environment, we can set a table, that helps to draw
out the best in people.

What is the most fulfilling part about your role in governance?
What do you love most about your job?
As it’s only been a month, my current job and I are more in the dating phase than the love stage! But what I
find most fulfilling about my governance work in a variety of contexts—from my student days to non-profits to
elsewhere—is how difficult, seemingly intractable conversations can be surprisingly productive, constructive,
civil, and resolvable when the table is set effectively. I find that profoundly hopeful because thoughtful
discourse and dialogue is how we move forward.
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Sorry for being overly cosmic about this, but I also feel the work I do plays some miniscule role in reducing the
amount of aggregate disorder and chaos in the universe. Organized files, a well-structured, efficient meeting,
an elegant policy that clarifies how something should happen so it’s not a scramble every time—there’s
something beautiful about those things. Life is messy and chaotic, and challenging conversations on complex
issues are messy too, but some incredibly beautiful things, like nature or music, are both ordered and chaotic.
I think there is beauty in what we do too. After all, don’t people say governance is less science, more art?
Maybe we should start referring to ourselves as governance artists (like sandwich artists!)? I’ll leave that
thought for the membership’s further consideration.

What is the best career advice you can provide?
I’ll give a two-part answer. During my undergraduate studies, I became friends with the University Chaplain,
perhaps unlikely as a gay kid who spent a little too much time in pubs. The chapel was a welcoming place,
non-denominational and ecumenical, and they staged farcical English comedies as fundraisers for the choir
(more on those in a moment). My friend had been chaplain for over twenty years and he was methodical
about going to hockey games, giving prayers or blessings at every banquet or retirement dinner he could sniff
out, eating lunch on the main floor of the students’ union building to be visible as students passed by. He
understood a key to relevance is presence, showing up in as many places as you can, including the unlikely
and unexpected. That’s always resonated with me.

The second part ties back to those plays, which I was drafted to perform in frequently. Something I liked about
acting was that, no matter how many times you’ve delivered the lines, it’s always the first time for someone in
the audience. They deserve the best performance you have. That’s a decent customer service philosophy, and
it’s helped me in every job I’ve ever had, whether working the graveyard shift at Tim Horton’s (11 pm to 7 am!),
selling trampolines and fishing licenses at Wal-Mart, or serving in government. A lot of us can probably think of
a time when an unexpectedly helpful or positive interaction brightened or turned around our day. If I give the
most enthusiastic performance I can muster every time, there’s a chance I could be that bright spot for at
least one person.
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