RBC Fires CFO Over Breach of Conduct
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In a significant corporate shake-up, Royal Bank of Canada (RBC), one of Canada's largest
financial institutions, dismissed its Chief Financial Officer, Nadine Ahn, and a senior
executive, Mason. The bank cited a breach of its Code of Conduct, specifically alleging an
undisclosed close personal relationship between the two executives that led to preferential
treatment in the workplace. This decision sent shockwaves through the financial sector,
given Ahn's prominent position and her potential to become RBC's first female CEO. The
dismissal was swiftly followed by legal action from both Ahn and Mason, who vehemently
denied any romantic involvement and claimed the bank's investigation was flawed and
biased. The case has since sparked intense debate about corporate governance,
workplace relationships, and the interpretation of ethical guidelines in high-level executive
positions, while also raising questions about gender stereotypes and the potential impact
on future career prospects for the dismissed executives.

RBC's Position
RBC maintains that the dismissal was ethical and justified:
e The bank claims it conducted a thorough review with outside legal counsel.

o RBC states there was "irrefutable evidence" of a significant breach of their Code of
Conduct.

e The bank asserts Ahnwas in an "undisclosed close personal relationship" with
another employee, leading to preferential treatment.

Ahn and Mason's Position
The former executives argue the dismissal was wrongful:

e Ahndenies providing preferential treatment and claims RBC's decision was partly
based on gender stereotypes.

e Both Ahn and Mason deny having a romantic relationship, describing their
connection as a friendship and professional working relationship.

e Theyargue RBC's investigation was flawed, biased, and lacked supporting evidence.
Legal and Ethical Considerations

Several factors complicate the ethical and legal assessment:
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e RBC's Code of Conduct appears to have broad definitions of "close personal
relationships".

e The bank's swift action and public disclosure were reportedly due to securities law
requirements.

e Questions arise about the thoroughness of the investigation and the interpretation
of the relationship between Ahn and Mason.

Potential Consequences
The situation has significant implications:

¢ Ahnclaims the dismissal caused "palpable reputational harm" and may have ended
her chance to become RBC's first female CEO.

o Employment experts suggest such legal actions can significantly impact future job
prospects for executives.

Given the conflicting claims and pending legal action, it's challenging to definitively label
the dismissal as purely ethical or wrongful. The courts will likely play a crucial role in
determining the legality and justification of RBC's actions. This case highlights the
complexities surrounding workplace relationships, corporate governance, and the
interpretation of codes of conduct in high-level executive positions.

RBC's corporate culture
RBC emphasizes five core values that shape its organizational culture:
1. Client First: Prioritizing clients' needs and striving to be their first choice.

2. Collaboration: Promoting teamwork and a shared sense of purpose across the
organization.

3. Accountability: Encouraging personal and collective responsibility for high
performance.

4. Diversity & Inclusion: Embracing diversity to foster innovation and growth.

5. Integrity: Maintaining high ethical standards to build trust with stakeholders.
RBC's culture is guided by a clear purpose and vision:

e Purpose: "Helping clients thrive and communities prosper"

e Vision: "To be among the world's most trusted and successful financial institutions"
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RBC holds itself to high standards to build and maintain trust with clients and
stakeholders.

The organization values transparency, fairness, and respectin all relationships.

The bank is focused on leveraging new technologies and creating exceptional digital
client experiences.

There's an emphasis on reimagining the role of banking in clients' lives to stay
relevant in the digital age.

The bank invests in employee development and creating a high-performance work
environment.

There's a focus on recognizing and rewarding results while encouraging personal
growth and career management.

The bank focuses on making positive impacts in communities, particularly in areas
of youth, arts, and climate.

There's an emphasis on sustainable finance and integrating ESG factors into their
capital markets platform.

RBC's corporate culture is built on strong ethical principles, client-centricity, innovation,
and a commitment to both employee development and social responsibility. This culture
aims to position RBC as a trusted, successful, and forward-thinking financial institution.

RBC has a comprehensive Code of Conduct that applies to all employees and sets clear
expectations for ethical behavior. The Code covers areas like conflicts of interest, fair
dealing, and compliance with laws and regulations.

1.

The Code of Conduct requires employees to disclose "close personal relationships
that could potentially lead to conflicts of interest or preferential treatment in the
workplace.

RBC appears to have a broad definition of what constitutes a "close personal
relationship." This can include employment relationships, receipt of incentives,
family connections, or close personal associations.

The Code emphasizes the importance of identifying and managing conflicts of
interest, including those that may arise from personal relationships.

AlLRBC employees are required to review and agree to abide by the Code of
Conduct annually, ensuring ongoing awareness of these expectations.
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5. The Code provides a framework to help employees navigate complex and sensitive

issues, which would include situations involving personal relationships.

6. RBC has established processes that enable employees to report concerns or

potential violations of the Code without fear of retaliation.

7. The Code emphasizes the importance of being "respectful, transparent and fair in

all relationships," which would apply to workplace relationships as well

RBC Board's role

As the highest governing body of the bank, the Board would have ultimate oversight
responsibility for major personnel decisions, especially those involving C-suite
executives.

The Board is likely responsible for approving and overseeing the implementation of
RBC's Code of Conduct, which was cited as the basis for Ahn's dismissal.

The Board may have been involved in approving or overseeing the internal review
and external legal counsel investigation into Ahn's conduct.

Given the high-profile nature of the case and Ahn's position as CFO, the Board likely
played a role in the final decision to terminate her employment.

The Board would be responsible for ensuring RBC's compliance with securities laws
in Canada and the U.S., which required timely public disclosure of the situation.
The Board may have been involved in or approved the appointment of Katherine
Gibson as interim CFO.

The Board would be concerned with managing the reputational and legal risks
associated with the dismissal and subsequent lawsuits.

Ensuring proper corporate governance procedures were followed throughout the
process would fall under the Board's purview.

Ontario labour law about workplace relationships:

There are no specific employment laws in Ontario that outright prohibit consensual
workplace relationships between employees.

While not mandated by law, many employers in Ontario implement policies
regarding workplace relationships, especially those involving power imbalances.
Some workplace policies may require employees to disclose romantic
relationships, particularly when there's a potential conflict of interest or power
imbalance.

Ontario employers have a strict legal obligation to ensure their workplaces are free
from discrimination and harassment. This can impact how workplace relationships
are viewed and managed.

Relationships between superiors and subordinates are of particular concern due to
potential issues of consent and favoritism.
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e Employers may take action if a workplace relationship interferes with legitimate
business interests or creates conflicts of interest.

e Provincial human rights legislation applies to sexual advances by those in positions
of power, giving employers a basis for monitoring internal relationships.

e While employers could theoretically implement complete bans on office dating,
such policies are often considered ineffective and may deter disclosure.

e Anemployee generally cannot be fired for just cause solely due to a consensual
workplace relationship, unless it violates clear policies or significantly impacts the
business.

e Employers may need to make reasonable accommodations to manage workplace
relationships, such as changing reporting structures.

While Ontario labour law doesn't explicitly prohibit workplace relationships, it provides a
framework for employers to manage them through policies and practices that aim to
prevent conflicts of interest, discrimination, and harassment.

The Impact on Dismissed employee:

e The public nature of the dismissal and allegations may cause severe reputational
harm to both Ahn and Mason.

e This could negatively affect their personal and professional relationships.

e High-profile dismissals can significantly impact future job prospects, especially in
the financial sector where reputation is crucial.

e Ahn's potential to become RBC's first female CEO has likely been derailed.

e Loss of high-level executive positions will result in significant immediate income
reduction.

e Future earning potential may be diminished due to the circumstances of their
dismissal.

e Both Ahn and Mason have filed lawsuits against RBC, which will likely be time-
consuming, stressful, and potentially costly.

e The sudden termination and public scrutiny can cause significant stress, anxiety,
and emotional distress for both the individuals and their families.

e The allegations and public nature of the dismissal may strain personal relationships
and family dynamics.
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Their professional networks and industry relationships may be affected, potentially
limiting future opportunities.

Both individuals may face ongoing public and media scrutiny, affecting their privacy
and personal lives.

The case may influence how they are perceived within the banking and finance
industry, potentially affecting their credibility and future roles.

The dismissal may force a reassessment of their career paths, potentially leading to
shifts in industry or type of roles they pursue in the future.

Corporate governance perspective:

This case can be seen as both a strength and a challenge for corporate governance:

Strong aspects:

1.

RBC demonstrated a willingness to enforce its Code of Conduct, even at the highest
levels.

2. The bank publicly disclosed the issue, aligning with principles of corporate
transparency.

3. RBC acted quickly upon discovering the alleged misconduct, showing
responsiveness to ethical concerns.

Challenges:

1. The dismissed executives are challenging the thoroughness and fairness of RBC's
investigation.

2. Ahn's claim of gender stereotypes playing a role raises questions about equity in
corporate governance practices.

3. The case highlights potential ambiguities in how "close personal relationships" are

defined and managed in corporate policies.

Rules and principles:

1.

RBC's Code of Conduct requires disclosure of relationships that could lead to
conflicts of interest or preferential treatment.

There's an emphasis on identifying and managing potential conflicts, especially
among senior executives.
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The principle of maintaining respectful, transparent, and fair relationships in the
workplace is key.

Employees are expected to disclose personal relationships that could impact work
dynamics.

Thorough investigations and fair hearings are expected before taking significant
disciplinary actions.

Alignment with Canadian Corporate Values:

The case aligns with several Canadian corporate values but also raises some concerns:

Aligning aspects:

1.

The focus on maintaining high ethical standards is consistent with Canadian
corporate values.

2. RBC's public disclosure aligns with expectations for corporate transparency.

3. Holding senior executives accountable for ethical breaches reflects a commitment
to corporate responsibility.

Concerns:

1. The case highlights ongoing challenges in achieving gender equity in top corporate
positions in Canada.

2. The handling of the case may prompt discussions about how to balance personal
freedoms with professional responsibilities in Canadian workplaces.

3. The challenges to the investigation process raise questions about ensuring fair

treatment in corporate disciplinary actions.

DEI vs Ethics:

Ahn has indeed raised gender-related concerns in her lawsuit. She claims that her
termination ended her chance of becoming RBC's first female CEO, highlighting
ongoing gender equity issues in Canada's banking sector. However, this doesn't
appear to be the primary basis of her challenge.

The case seems to involve serious allegations from both sides. RBC claims to have
"irrefutable evidence" of a code of conduct violation, while Ahn and Mason strongly
deny any impropriety in their relationship.

Ahn's legal action appears to be reactive rather than proactive. The lawsuit was filed
after her dismissal, suggesting she didn't anticipate or pre-emptively address the
issues that led to her termination.
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e Without access to the full legal documents and evidence, it's difficult to assess the
solidity of either party's claims. RBC states they have "irrefutable evidence," while
Ahn and Mason deny any wrongdoing.

e Theinformation provided doesn't indicate whether Ahn sought legal counsel before
her dismissal. It's possible she didn't anticipate the severity of the situation or the
need for legal representation until after her termination.

e While Ahn claims the dismissal ended her chance of becoming CEO, there's no
clear evidence provided that she was actively being considered for this role or that
the dismissal was specifically aimed at preventing her ascension to CEO.

e The available information doesn't support a conclusion that RBC used these
"tactics" specifically to prevent Ahn from becoming CEQO. The bank's actions appear
to be in response to alleged code of conduct violations.

Questions:

How should RBC have handled the disclosure of the alleged breach of conduct to maintain
transparency while protecting the reputations of the individuals involved?

What guidelines should be in place to distinguish between professional and personal
relationships in a corporate setting?

What strategies should be employed to manage public perception and maintain
stakeholder trust during such crises?

How should Ahn and Mason approach be rebuilding their careers in the wake of these
allegations and the subsequent legal action?

What impact could this case have on the future of women in leadership roles within the
banking sector, especially regarding perceptions of fairness and the breaking of glass
ceilings?
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