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Do you remember the story of the Titanic – 
that great unsinkable ship of the seas?

…Do you remember the lifeboats that took the women 
and the children off that sinking ship? 

Aye – the lifeboats. As compared to the great ship, they were 
exceedingly small. No passenger had, perhaps, given them 
any particular thought until the crisis came and then in that 
time of peril they were of inestimable value. 

That is what life insurance is to man. It is a life-boat 
upon his ship. 

Have you enough lifeboats to carry your family to 
safety if you were to die to-night? 

– Lifeboats, W.E. Bilheimer, 1923

“

”
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EQUITABLE LIFE’S 
first 100 YEARS

The year 2020 marks the 100th anniversary of Equitable Life 

of Canada – a significant milestone for any company. This 

book was created as part of the centennial celebrations, as a 

way to share an overview of the Company’s key milestones 

with all of our employees – past and present – as well as our 

partners and customers, who have helped shape our history. 

Equitable Life of Canada’s earliest days began in Waterloo, 

Ontario, in 1920, as the Ontario Equitable Life and Accident 

Insurance Company. The world was emerging from the First 

World War and the Spanish Flu Influenza Pandemic, and both 

these events had a profound impact on Canadian society and 

the economy, with Canadians who longed for stability quickly 

embracing the new company and the safety net that life 

insurance represented. 

Early in its operation, the company’s founders chose the 

lighthouse as its corporate symbol. Today, just as in its early 

days, Equitable Life strives to offer financial protection and 

peace of mind to its customers.

The company has come a long way from its early beginnings 

in 1920 in a two-room office with a rented typewriter. Over 

the last century, dedicated teams have helped Equitable 

Life successfully navigate some formidable storms, while 

remembering to appreciate and enjoy the sunny skies. Today, 

the company is one of Canada’s largest and most financially 

stable mutual life insurance companies and is ending its 

first century in business stronger than ever. With more than 

800 employees across the country and growing, Equitable 

emerged in its 100th year strongly positioned for the next 100.

1920-2020



As 2020 began, the company kicked off what was to be a year of centennial 

celebrations with employees, partners, clients and communities.

We had no idea, of course, that just a few short months into the year we would once again find ourselves in 

the midst of another global pandemic. Like the Spanish Flu Pandemic in 1920 that preceded the founding of 

our company, the Coronavirus Pandemic has had, and will continue to have, a lasting and profound impact on 

Canadians. How we live and interact with each other, how we work and communicate, how we move around 

and travel – virtually every aspect of our company and our lives has been affected.

The 100th Anniversary Virtual 
Celebration took place on 

Saturday, July 18, 2020

^

Gift baskets were sent to all 
attendees to compliment the 
virtual celebration

^

Colonel Chris Hadfield was the 
keynote Speaker and musical 
performer was Alan Doyle.

2̂020
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We hit pause on the anniversary celebrations and turned our 

focus to adapting our day-to-day activities to our new reality 

so we could meet the very real needs of our customers 

and partners. Many aspects of the insurance business – 

applications, medical assessments, signatures, payments, 

sales meetings, training and education – were still reliant on 

paper-based processes and required face-to-face interactions 

to complete them. We had to find new ways of maintaining 

our relationships with our advisors and customers in an 

environment where physical contact was prohibited, and 

we all faced very real and profound fears about our own 

health, and the health and well-being of our family members, 

friends, employees and customers.

In the midst of rapid change and adjustment to new ways of 

doing business during the pandemic, Equitable’s Individual 

Life Insurance division also saw a significant increase 

in the number of new applications. While it isn’t entirely 

unexpected to see an increased interest in insurance 

during a time of crisis, the added workload put additional 

pressure on the team that was already stretched to capacity. 

Fortunately, reinforcements from other divisions within 

the company were quickly mobilized to help meet demand, 

something that made an impression on Karen Mason, Senior 

Vice President of Individual. 

When our volumes started increasing, 

and our team was feeling the stress, 

the other divisions didn’t hesitate 

to pull employees off of their teams 

and send them our way, and those 

employees just rolled up their sleeves 

and pitched in and did whatever 

needed to be done. As a result, in June 

2020 we saw the highest settled policy 

count ever, in the 100-year history of 

our company, which is certainly not 

an outcome we were expecting.

While it is still too early to determine what lasting impact 

the Coronavirus Pandemic may have on the future of  

Equitable Life of Canada, and the insurance industry in 

general, we are cautiously optimistic. We believe we have 

the adaptability, resiliency and financial strength to weather 

this storm while continuing to provide financial protection 

and peace of mind to our customers. 

“

”

Equitable Life branded 
Covid-19 face mask - 2020

>
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In the early 20th century, Waterloo was considered the 

‘Hartford of Canada’ as a result of the number of insurance 

operations that were established there, a comparison to 

the U.S. insurance centre, Hartford, Connecticut. By 1940, 

the city was home to the headquarters of five insurance 

companies. The success of the insurance industry continued 

into the 21st century and today Waterloo Region is home 

to close to ten insurance companies and dozens of related 

businesses, such as distribution organizations, that support 

the insurance industry.

When Equitable Life of Canada was established in 1920, 

the business community in Waterloo Region looked much 

different than it does today, with manufacturing and 

industrial operations dominating as the leading employers. 

Companies in operation when Equitable Life first began 

included: Joseph E. Seagram & Sons, Kuntz Brewery, 

Electrohome, Arrow Shirts, the Forsyth Company, Bauer 

and Company, Kaufman Rubber Company and the Rumpel 

Felt Factory, to name a few. However, by the turn of the 

21st century, many manufacturing operations had closed 

their doors or left Waterloo Region. 

The insurance industry on the other hand, has remained an 

economic force within the community to this day. Operating 

continuously for 100 years is no small feat, particularly 

given the many turbulent times therein. In 2020, Equitable 

Life joins an exclusive collection of insurance companies 

in Waterloo Region that have reached the 100-year mark, 

such as Gore Mutual (1839), Dumfries Mutual (1856), 

Ontario Mutual Life Assurance Company (1868, now Sun Life 

Financial) and Economical Insurance (1871).

Equitable Life credits its longevity to its prudent and 

deliberate approach to risk, with a focus on long-term 

strategies that foster ongoing stability and growth for 

policyholders and business partners, all while staying true 

to its ‘small but mighty’ roots. Throughout its history, the 

company has prided itself on its engaged and motivated 

workforce. Social engagement opportunities have helped 

to keep staff focused on the common goal of Equitable Life 

success. The mutualization of the company in 1963 ensured 

that it could not be sold by its shareholders and further 

fostered the team atmosphere of the business through 

shared goals. 

During Equitable Life’s past 100 years, the company has 

persevered despite the challenges and tragedies of world 

war, the introduction of American insurance company 

branches in Canada in the 1920s, the Great Depression, 

the AIDS crisis, the financial crisis of the 1980s, asset 

challenges in the 1990s, the financial crisis of 2007–08 and, 

most recently, the global COVID-19 pandemic. Equitable 

Life overcame the rough waters of history by remaining 

adaptable in the face of adversity. 

WATERLOO REGION
as an INSURANCE HUB

6
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The story of Equitable 

Life of Canada begins 

in Winnipeg, Manitoba, 

with a young man named 

Sydney C. Tweed. Tweed 

got his start in the 

insurance business as 

a stenographer at an 

insurance company 

at the age of 15. He continued to work in the Winnipeg 

insurance industry until 1911, when he moved to Waterloo. 

Upon arriving in Waterloo, Tweed accepted employment 

with the Mutual Life Assurance Company, where he became 

superintendent of agencies. He continued in the insurance 

business until 1920, when he established his own company, 

The Ontario Equitable Life and Accident Insurance Company.

As the story goes, Tweed began Equitable Life in a rented, 

two-room office at 26 King Street North in Waterloo (now 

demolished). He used a rented typewriter and purchased $150 

worth of furniture for the space that he shared with a clerk. In 

the early days, Tweed and his agents used old rate book proof 

sheets from other companies to sell stocks and policies.

Equitable Life’s first agent was Edwin Irwin of London, 

Ontario. Following Irwin, the team of agents grew to four. 

Supported by a board of directors composed of businessmen 

primarily from southwestern Ontario, Tweed had drawn 

together a fledgling sales force of experienced agents from 

a group who had previously sold for an American company, 

The Equitable Life Assurance Society that had branched into 

Ontario and subsequently withdrew in 1920.

The BEGINNING

“
”

What’s that Drake song… 

we started from the bottom, 

now we’re here?

-  Cam Crosbie, Vice President of IT 
and CIO, Equitable Life of Canada

8



As a new company, Equitable Life began by selling only 

non-participating insurance (where policyholders were not 

entitled to dividends from the investment of their premiums), 

with the first policy sold to board director and local industry 

owner, Aloyes Bauer, for $5,000 at the first Annual Meeting 

on November 23, 1920. There were 29 shareholders at the 

meeting, with 2,900 shares purchased amongst them. By 

December 21, 1920, agents had sold 343 policies amounting 

to more than $1 million in-force.

The company grew rapidly, with $1,053,300 insurance 

in-force at the close of 1920, a mere six weeks after officially 

opening for business. In addition to insurance policy sales, 

agents also sold company stock in excess of $600,000 by 

December 31, 1920. Sales in-force and stock sales continued 

to trend upward very quickly, and Equitable Life outgrew 

its leased quarters at 26 King Street North. In 1922, the 

company purchased the nearby Devitt Building at the corner 

of Erb and King Streets in Waterloo. 

“Few companies have made so auspicious a start as the 

Ontario Equitable Life and Accident of Waterloo, Ont., Canada, 

which opened its offices on October 1, 1920. At that time 

the company had not yet obtained its charter or its licence 

to write business, had not sold a single share of stock, nor 

solicited a single application. By December 31, 1920, the 

company had received applications for insurance in excess 

of $1,000,000 and had sold over $600,000 of stock. It now 

has an organized agency force throughout Ontario and the 

Maritime Provinces. The success of the new company is 

undoubtedly due in large measure to the fact that the

Equitable employees at work - 1920s^
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management of its affairs is in the hands of a strong official 

staff, consisting of men of ability and long experience in 

life insurance work. S. C. Tweed, President and Managing 

Director, was formerly superintendent of agencies for the 

Mutual Life of Canada.” – Insurance Press, New York, 1920

Part of Tweed’s business plan was to establish branch offices, 

coupled with an aggressive marketing campaign. By the 

mid-1920s, Equitable Life had 18 branches in the Canadian 

provinces, with the exception of Prince Edward Island and 

the Dominion of Newfoundland. Life insurance sales were 

greatly increased with the purchase of the assets of the 

Policyholders Mutual Insurance Company in 1923. A measure 

of the company’s rapid growth was how it fared against other 

life insurance companies. In 1923, there were 31 British and 

Canadian companies operating in Canada, and, of them all, 

only eight gained more insurance in-force than Equitable Life. 

>
Equitable’s early

policy certificate seal 
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The EXECUTIVE

Twelve presidents have captained Equitable Life through its 100 

years of operation, including the current President and CEO, 

Ron Beettam. Under the guidance of these leaders, some of whom 

were also political leaders, new opportunities were realized, and 

obstacles overcome, while the company continued to adapt and 

evolve. Each president was faced with their own set of challenges, 

and their own opportunities, and each made an impact on the 

history of Equitable Life.  

Top row, left to right: Sydney C. Tweed, Hon. Charles A. Dunning, Hon. James L. Ralston, Mervyn J. “M.J.” Smith.

Middle row, left to right: Howard E. Power, Thomas R. Suttie, Donald L. MacLeod.

Bottom row, left to right: H. Ian McIntosh, Peter H. Williams, Ronald Beaubien, Ronald Beettam  (not pictured: Jack G. Weber)

<

12



SYDNEY C. TWEED – 1920-31

Sydney Tweed is an essential personality in the early 

corporate history of Equitable Life of Canada. It was a result 

of his desire to establish his own insurance company that 

Equitable Life was created. While President from 1920–1931, 

Tweed was elected as a Member of the Ontario Legislative 

Assembly as a representative for Waterloo North from 

1929–1935. 

Tweed’s time at Equitable Life was one of incredible and rapid 

growth, having secured $1,053,300 of business in-force in the 

company’s first six weeks. At the first Annual General Meeting 

held at the head office in Waterloo on February 13, 1921, 

Tweed stated, “Our record of organization and production of 

business is one that has never before been equalled in the 

history of Canadian life insurance.” 

Before the onset of the Great Depression, the price of 

Equitable Life stock had rapidly climbed from $10 per share to 

$65 per share. Although the drastic decline in company stock 

in October and November 1929 was viewed as a temporary 

situation from which the company would recover, Tweed 

tendered his resignation. In the face of heavy losses, the Board 

of Directors elected to take a course of action to stabilize the 

company, and Tweed’s resignation was accepted.

Office of Sydney Tweed -1920s^

>
An early 

marketing poster 
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HON. CHARLES A. DUNNING – 1931-35

The Honorable Charles Dunning became President of 

Equitable Life in 1931 following Tweed’s departure. 

Dunning had sat on the company’s Board of Directors since 

1930 before accepting the role of President. Politically, 

Dunning had been a Member of the Legislative Assembly 

of Saskatchewan from 1916–17 and 1917–26, Premier of 

Saskatchewan from 1922–26 and Member of Parliament for 

Regina from 1926–30. He re-entered politics as the Minister 

of Finance in 1935 under Prime Minister King but abandoned 

politics altogether by 1939.

During Dunning’s tenure as President, insurance companies 

offered emergency policy loans for customers throughout 

the depression. Social assistance programs had not yet been 

established, and being able to borrow against an insurance 

policy offered many policyholders a safety net to help them 

cope through difficult financial times. The insurance industry 

had agreed to hold policy loan interest rates at 6% in 1935 

(which remained in place until 1968), and Equitable Life 

managed to carry through with these obligations without a 

single default. 

HON. JAMES L. RALSTON – 1935-39

The Honorable James Ralston was a Nova Scotia–born 

lawyer who assumed the presidency of Equitable Life after 

Dunning. Prior to starting at the company, Ralston was a 

Member of the Nova Scotia House of Assembly from 

1911–20, then a Member of Canadian Parliament from 1926–

35. While at Equitable Life, Ralston took a break from federal 

politics only to return to it after leaving the company. The 

Honourable James Ralston became the Minister of Defence 

under Prime Minister King from 1940–45, owing to his past 

military experience that saw him rise to the rank of Colonel. 

As with Dunning, Ralston was President of Equitable Life 

during the Great Depression. During his tenure, plans were 

made to incorporate the company with a federal charter and 

change its name. On August 1, 1936, the company obtained 

its federal charter and was henceforth known as The 

Equitable Life Insurance Company of Canada.

It was also during 1936 that Equitable Life began writing 

participating insurance in addition to non-participating 

insurance. Participating insurance allows a policy holder 

to share in the profits of the participating account, which 

are paid in dividends. Non-participating policies do not pay 

dividends and policyholders do not share in profits.

“
”

We cannot forget if we would 

the bright outlook which seemed 

before us in 1929 and what a 

mirage it turned out to be.

– Hon. James L. Ralston, 1937

14



MERVYN J. “M.J.” SMITH – 1939-67

In 1935, as a result of the Dominion Housing Act of the same 

year, Equitable Life entered the residential mortgage lending 

program. Less than 10 years later, in 1944, the company 

was lending mortgages under the National Housing Act. This 

lucrative market offered an investment opportunity for the 

company, made possible by the promotion of new residential 

construction and renovations to existing houses, later 

coupled with the abundance of available housing for soldiers 

returning from the Second World War. 

Arguably one of the greatest achievements throughout 

Smith’s tenure as President was the mutualization of 

Equitable Life in 1963, resulting in ownership of the company 

lying in the hands of participating policyholders rather than 

stockholders. Smith felt that the only way to save Equitable 

Life from external ownership was to make the switch from 

a shareholder company to a mutual company. As such, 

Equitable Life customers became an integral part of the 

operation of the company. 

Under Smith’s guidance, Equitable Life offered retirement 

savings plans for customers, with the introduction of 

Registered Retirement Savings Plans (RRSP) in 1957 

following an amendment to the Income Tax Act that allowed 

tax deductions for RRSP contributions. Winnipeg branch 

employee Herb Williams published a book on RRSP planning 

that same year, called A Valuable Tax Concession.

The introduction of Medicare and the Canada Pension Plan 

(CPP) in 1966 affected the operation of many insurance 

companies, and Equitable Life was no exception. Although 

Equitable had only introduced group insurance coverage 

for medical care in 1962, Smith successfully prepared the 

company to adapt to the impact of the new legislation by 

preparing the company’s group plan structure to reflect 

the losses that would result from the introduction of 

government-paid health benefits under Medicare, and 

proclaiming the advantages of the CPP as a foundation on 

which to build additional retirement savings, such as RRSPs.

Smith retired as President in 1967 and served as Chairman 

of the Board until the Annual General Meeting in February of 

1968. He retired from the Board in 1974.

M̂. J. Smith
1934
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HOWARD E. POWER – 1967-71

Howard E. Power joined Equitable Life in 1923, just three 

years after the company was founded. He proceeded 

through various roles before becoming the fifth President 

in 1967, after the retirement of M.J. Smith. Although he 

officially retired as President of the company at the end 

of 1967 and was elected Chairman of the Board at the 

Annual General Meeting in 1968, Power retained the title of 

President until 1971. The Board had approved the creation 

of a new position of Executive Vice President, and appointed 

T.R. Suttie to “assume such of the responsibilities of the 

President…as the President might delegate to him.” 

During Howard Power’s tenure as President of Equitable 

Life, the company moved to its new head office at One 

Westmount Road North in Waterloo. The premises in the 

Devitt Building on Erb Street had become increasingly 

cramped, and business projections suggested that the 

workforce would continue to grow. Plans for the move 

began during the Smith presidency and came to fruition 

during Power’s tenure. 

Under Power’s leadership, Equitable Life reached $1 billion 

in life insurance in-force in 1968. In his retirement speech, 

Power remarked, 

I am proud of this business. I have 

seen it operating following the 

greatest epidemic ever encountered 

in Canada [referring to the influenza 

outbreak following World War 

One], and in the greatest depression 

and the greatest war the world has 

ever known. And in all these, it 

discharged every obligation it 

had assumed.

After he was made an Honorary Director in 1980, his many 

contributions to Equitable Life were recognized when the 

company established the Howard E. Power Quality Award. 

Presented for the first time in 1981, the award honoured a 

branch’s excellence in “persistency”, a term used to describe 

retaining business. It was presented to Office Supervisors 

whose branch achieved the best persistency each year.

Ĥoward E. Power, 1960s

“

”
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THOMAS R. SUTTIE – 1971-80

Thomas R. Suttie joined Equitable Life in 1949. Hailing 

from England, Suttie became an actuary at Equitable Life 

following the death of esteemed actuary Frank Relyea in 

1948. Following Howard Power’s official retirement from the 

day-to-day duties of President in 1967, Suttie was appointed 

Executive Vice-President – a role that saw him take on most 

of the day-to-day duties of President. He was officially named 

President in 1971, which coincided with the first year that 

Equitable Life operated from the new head office location at 1 

Westmount Road North in Waterloo.

During Suttie’s presidency, Equitable Life established a 

task force to set a ‘blueprint’ for succession planning at the 

company. This was instituted to help manage growth within 

the increasingly complex insurance world as Equitable Life 

set its sights to the future. In the early 1970s, an external 

movement was afoot, agitating for unionization of white-

collar workers and bankers. Ultimately, the union movement 

failed to gain any momentum from Equitable employees. This 

failure was attributed to a misinterpretation of the insurance 

industry as a white-collar occupation and, in the case of 

Equitable Life, the availability of competitive wage packages 

and benefits within the company.

Suttie led the company through a number of milestone 

achievements and changes during his presidency. The 

company became an administrative centre for the new 

Ontario Health Services Insurance Plan (OHSIP) and was 

able to continue providing a complete range of group 

services to policyholders. In 1972, the province took over full 

administration of the plan at which point it was renamed the 

Ontario Health Insurance Plan (OHIP).

Equitable employees wrote a play called This is Your Life, 

Tom Suttie in 1971 in honour of the revered President. The 

play was performed at the company picnic that year.

DONALD L. MACLEOD – 1980-87

A native of Moncton, N.B., Donald MacLeod began his career 

at Equitable Life in 1958, when he joined the head office 

as Assistant Superintendent of Agencies. MacLeod was 

promoted through numerous positions until 1981 when he 

became Equitable Life’s seventh President and CEO. 

Under Donald MacLeod, Equitable Life continued to adapt 

to the changing market as a value-added company. A 

unique non-smoker’s insurance policy was introduced that 

allowed for reduced insurance rates for non-smokers, a first 

in Canada. The universal life insurance product Direction 

2000 was established while MacLeod was President. MAPP 

(Manpower and Production Planning) was created in the 

marketing department under MacLeod’s guidance. The 

general agency system was also established as a second line 

of distribution. This system allowed Equitable Life to move 

its products into the insurance market more extensively and 

build sales efficiently during a time of increasingly lower 

agent retention. 

MacLeod also focused on purchasing business that other 

companies sought to sell. Under his guidance, Equitable Life 

undertook a number of acquisitions and purchased the group 

business of companies such as Westbury Life and Montreal 

Life as a result of their restructuring. MacLeod passed away 

during his tenure as President, cutting short his progressive 

leadership.
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H. IAN MCINTOSH – 1987-92

Ian McIntosh became Equitable Life’s President following 

the death of Donald MacLeod. In 1988, the Gain Sharing Plan 

was established. This plan offered employees an opportunity 

to participate in a bonus plan that emphasized increased 

workplace productivity to enhance market competitiveness. 

The Equitrac system, established under McIntosh in 1989, 

was a computerized client file system that replaced the 

earlier file management system. 

In 1989, McIntosh oversaw the first anticipated expansion of 

the head office at One Westmount Road. This 19,000 square 

foot expansion had been proactively planned at the same 

time the new head office building was constructed as it was 

anticipated that the company would continue to grow in both 

business and staff. 

In 1990, the Financial Post enumerated Equitable Life among 

the ‘100 Best Companies to Work for in Canada.’

After retirement, McIntosh maintained a keen interest 

in Equitable Life and he continued to closely follow the 

Company as a regular attendee at our Annual General 

Meeting up until his passing in 2019.

PETER H. WILLIAMS – 1992-95

Peter Williams’ short presidency was one marked by 

restructuring. With about 20% of its investment portfolio 

in commercial mortgages at the time, the company was 

negatively affected by the many bankruptcies that occurred 

as a result of the recession that occurred in the late 1980s 

and early 1990s. The company even considered issuing 

shares in an attempt to raise capital to support future growth 

– a dramatic idea given the company’s earlier transition to a 

mutual company.

Instead, the Executive and Board of Directors re-evaluated 

how the company would do business going forward, which 

included restructuring the company’s investment strategy, 

marketing efforts and administration structure. 

Equitable Life was able to survive this period due to its 

prudent management, the strength of its reserves and 

strategic business decisions such as the purchase of 

Allstate’s Group business, which almost doubled the 

company’s Group premiums in force.

JACK G. WEBER – 1995-96

Jack Weber, Chairman of the Board of Directors, became 

the acting President of the company in 1995 following the 

departure of Peter Williams. Weber served only until 1996.

“
”

Equitable Life is unique – this company has succeeded where a lot of life insurance 

companies have not through doing a lot of the right things – giving good value to 

our policyowners, good service, and good support to our field force through hard 

working and conscientious employees. 
- Ian McIntosh, Former President
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RONALD BEAUBIEN – 1996-2005

Ronald Beaubien became President as the company was 

coming out of the recession of the early 1990s, a period 

calling for creative and innovative guidance. Ron worked to 

create a new Mission and Vision statement for the company 

to help establish a renewed culture and fresh beginning 

following the commercial mortgage issues that had plagued 

the company. Equitable Life continued to be open to 

innovation, which Beaubien credited as a major reason that 

the company was able to overcome periods of instability. 

A difficult period in Beaubien’s presidency involved 

rebuilding capital and cutting 25% of the company’s 

expenses. This was substantially achieved by converting 

all career agents to brokers or managing general agents, 

meaning that agents would sell competitors’ insurance 

products rather than specializing in Equitable Life products 

only. The growth of Equitable Life continued throughout 

this conversion, including the purchase of a 

significant block of life insurance business from 

Clarica Life through its purchase of Metropolitan 

Life. The managing general agent organizational 

structure remains in place today and is now the 

largest distribution channel in the industry.

Under Beaubien’s leadership, the company 

also continued implementing technologies 

to make it easier to do business with. 

By the end of the decade, the company 

reached several significant financial 

milestones that left no doubt it had 

rebounded from any lingering financial 

challenges from earlier in the decade – 

life insurance coverage in-force exceeded

$10 billion, Group premium in-force exceeded $100 million 

and, in its 79th year of operation, Equitable Life exceeded 

$1 billion in assets under administration.

Beaubien’s Friday afternoon walk-abouts, a defining activity 

of his presidency, are remembered fondly by employees. 

Reflective of the close-knit corporate culture at Equitable 

Life, employees enjoyed and appreciated Ron’s Friday visits 

as they provided the opportunity to speak with him one-on-

one, maintaining the unique opportunity for transparency 

and accessibility that has been vital to Equitable Life’s 

success for the last 100 years. Beaubien is also credited 

with helping Equitable successfully defend a ‘vanishing 

premium’ class action lawsuit, the only Canadian company 

to successfully do so. 

RONALD BEETTAM – 2005-2021

Ronald Beettam joined the company as President and CEO 

in January 2005, and he steered Equitable Life of Canada 

into its 100th year of operation. With his extensive industry 

experience, Beettam has worked closely with the Board of 

Directors and his management team and positioned the 

company for significant expansion and financial growth. 

The company’s strategic focus continues to be on solid 

growth, strong profit and excellent service, with a firm 

commitment to embracing advanced technologies that 

enhance client services and product development. Beettam 

introduced a process-improvement culture to the company 

with a focus on streamlining and enhancing operations, 

improving productivity and refocusing on the most 

competitive products and services – all of which positioned 

the company to seriously compete with the biggest players 

in the Canadian insurance industry.^Wooden tie featuring 
Equitable’s logo, gifted 

to Ron Beaubien 
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In 2006, Beettam led the company into a year of record sales 

with a concerted effort to increase Equitable’s presence 

across Canada by expanding its regional sales teams. This 

continued in 2007 with the addition of an independent 

team of wholesalers to focus exclusively on Savings and 

Retirement. Along with the company’s ongoing focus on high-

quality investments and prudent management practices, it 

was a move that would help the company not only survive 

but thrive in the challenging economic conditions.

In 2009, Equitable Life exceeded $200 million in sales in 

Savings and Retirement. During the same year, the company 

reached $50 billion of life insurance coverage in-force, 

which remarkably doubled to $100 billion in 2016, less than 

10 years later. From 2013 to 2017, the company’s earnings 

doubled from $50 million to $100 million, and premiums 

and deposits grew at a rate of 12.2% – far outpacing the 

average industry growth of 4.8%. During this same period, 

the company achieved its highest-ever rating of financial 

strength and continues to achieve industry-leading results 

today, as measured by Life Insurance Capital Adequacy 

Test (LICAT). 

While it took almost 80 years for the company to exceed 

$1 billion in assets under administration, it took only 11 more 

to exceed $2 billion in 2010, another seven to exceed $4 billion 

in 2017, and just two more to exceed $5 billion in 2019. 

The company’s workforce has also doubled to more than 

800 employees, bolstered by the addition of 100 new hires in 

2019 alone – a monumental increase from Sydney Tweed’s 

early days operating with a clerk in two rented rooms. 

True to Beettam’s management style, the growth has been 

strategic with a focus on hiring for both skill and cultural fit, 

while maintaining the flat management structure that has 

served the company so well throughout its history.

At the time of final writing of this book, Beettam is leading 

Equitable Life through another unprecedented time in the 

Company’s 100 years of history – the global COVID-19 

pandemic. Within a week, the majority of Equitable’s 

more than 800 employees transitioned from Head Office 

in Waterloo to their home offices and started working on 

developing and implementing the digital solutions needed 

to allow business to continue operating. As of October 2020, 

Equitable Life’s leadership, employees and partners are 

working effectively together to meet the ever-evolving needs 

of our partners and clients. Beettam and his management 

team have also worked closely with their peers in the 

Canadian insurance industry and its regulators to allow 

practices like e-signatures and waiving medical exams 

so insurers could continue doing business in a virtual 

environment, while also supporting their customers with 

premium deferrals and emergency funds. 

In June 2020, Beettam announced that he would be retiring 

in June 2021 as President and CEO. Douglas Alexander, Chair 

of Equitable Life’s Board of Directors, praised Beettam’s 

contributions to the company:

I want to express my appreciation 

for Ron’s leadership and contribution 

to Equitable Life. With impressive 

growth and outstanding financial 

results, he has built Equitable into 

one of Canada’s leading mutual 

insurance companies.

“

”
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The history of Equitable Life of Canada is interwoven with 

the history of the small Ontario town where the company 

got its start in 1920 and where its Head Office has remained 

since that day. The first office consisted of two rooms on King 

Street, and it wasn’t long before the company outgrew this 

small space and began the search for a permanent head 

office location. 

They didn’t have to go far – just around the corner, in fact, 

to a commercial building, known as the Devitt Building, in 

the heart of the city’s business district. When the company 

started outgrowing that space, they began the search for 

a new home for the Ontario Equitable Life and Accident 

Insurance Company. They eventually purchased a piece of 

property just 1.4 kilometres away, at the corner of Erb Street 

and Westmount Road, and constructed a new head office 

building. Fortunately, they chose a site with room to grow, 

and several additions later the building remains home to 

most of Equitable’s workforce.

THE DEVITT BUILDING OR “OLD EQUITABLE”

In 1922, in the earliest days of the company, Equitable Life 

purchased the Devitt Building at the corner of Erb and King 

Street North from the Estate of William Snider. Lauded 

as “the finest head office building in town” by Waterloo 

Mayor Weichel at its grand opening, the building underwent 

extensive renovations to accommodate the company. The 

Devitt Building, once referred to by staff as “Old Equitable,” 

was constructed in 1857 by Benjamin Devitt. It was a three 

storey, brick commercial building that at one time housed the 

Devitt’s general store, the Princess Theatre and the Waterloo 

Chronicle office. Equitable was not the first insurance company 

to locate within the Devitt Building. In 1870, the Mutual Life 

Assurance Company occupied office space on the second floor, 

which was later rented to the Dominion Life Company. For 

many years, the North Waterloo Farmers’ Mutual company 

also called the Devitt Building home.

At first, Equitable Life occupied part of the building, though in 

time, as the company grew in size, additional space within the 

building was required until the company eventually occupied 

the entire structure. Equitable Life continued to grow, and still 

more space was needed at the head office. Located at a busy 

corner in Uptown Waterloo with no room to expand, additions 

to the Devitt Building were out of the question. In 1929, 

Equitable Life acquired a small building on the west side of the 

Devitt Building, named the Annex, in an effort to augment the 

office’s cramped quarters. The Annex and the Devitt Building 

were connected at the roof between the two buildings. 

HEAD OFFICE
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In addition to the increasingly crowded office, the Devitt 

Building had various quirks that have been recounted by 

many employees and have become part of the folklore of the 

early years of Equitable Life. Past President Ron Beaubien 

recounted how the old Princess Theatre area of the building 

had sloped floors that caused chairs to roll. Some retired 

employees recalled hearing Laurel Creek running under the 

building. Others remembered the day a chandelier dropped 

from the ceiling, narrowly missing a receptionist. 

As the 20th century progressed, the lack of air conditioning 

in the building posed a problem for employees who reported 

sweltering at their desks. The solution to the absence of 

air conditioning could not always be as easy as opening a 

window. Given the nature of the work, paper on desks would 

inevitably be blown asunder. Things did not improve during 

the winter in terms of climate control. The radiator heating 

would cause the employees sitting nearby to become

overheated, while employees stationed a distance from 

the radiator would be cold. Many employees who worked 

at the old building have recalled the friendly scuffles that 

would occur as a result of the  ongoing ‘windows open or 

closed’ debate.

The “Old Equitable” building unfortunately met with the 

wrecking ball in 1976, as the Devitt Building was demolished 

to make way for an expansion of Waterloo Square. One of 

the things retiree George Melnik remembers most about the 

old building is the prominent and “spectacular” Equitable 

Life sign on top of it that could be seen by anyone walking or 

driving down King Street from as far away as William Street.

ONE WESTMOUNT ROAD NORTH

Under President Howard E. Power, and with great foresight, 

lands were purchased for a new head office location for 

Equitable Life in 1962. A 5.5-acre property at the northwest 

L̂ithographic plate of 
the Devitt Buliding or 
“Old Equitable” Head Office
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corner of Westmount Road and Erb Street was secured, 

and construction of the new $2 million building began in 

1970. Architects Searle, Wilbee and Rowland of Toronto 

designed the new One Westmount Road North building. 

Local engineers from Kitchener, Walter Fedy, McCargar and 

Hachborn, and landscape architect Andres Kalm of Breslau 

also contributed to the project.

The new office was reported to be functional, efficient, 

flexible, bright, colourful, well-equipped, aesthetically 

pleasing and designed for economical, easy expansion. 

Former President Ron Beaubien remarked that “moving into 

the new head office space was like moving to a utopia.” It 

boasted a cafeteria for employees, office space designed to 

an open-concept floor plan, and carefully considered storage 

for the company’s computer system.

Interestingly, the new building was constructed with plans 

for future expansion already considered. In keeping with 

Equitable Life’s plan for prudent but deliberate growth, the 

construction of the new head office anticipated the need for 

additional office space over the next decade. The original 

plans called for an expansion that would see the 210-foot-

long, 60,000-square-foot building extended along Westmount 

Road and an office tower added at the rear of the building 

facing University Avenue. 

It took longer than a decade, and the office tower was never 

added, but there have been two expansions to Head Office: 

the first in 1989 added the envisioned extension of the original 

three-storey building along Westmount Road, and the second 

in 2006 added a new three-storey section to the rear along 

Erb Street. As the company continues to grow, Equitable’s 

management is now focussing on solutions such as remote 

work arrangements with more employees working from home 

and interior renovations to help accommodate continuing 

demands for office space at One Westmount Road North.

Êquitable Life’s Head Office 1970s
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BEACON TOWER

In 1974, Equitable Life built a 17-storey, 99-unit apartment 

building adjacent to the new head office on Westmount 

Road North in Waterloo. This rental property was named 

Beacon Tower, drawing on the symbology of Equitable Life’s 

lighthouse logo, after a contest was held inviting Equitable 

staff to submit ideas for names. It was the company’s 

first commercial real estate holding and was indicative 

of Equitable Life’s success. Today, Beacon Tower remains 

a part of the company’s diverse portfolio and a cousin to 

the neighbouring head office building characterized by 

the lighthouse theme signage that identifies the tower on 

Westmount Road North.

BEECHMOUNT

A second residential tower, this time a 125-unit condominium 

development named the Beechmount, was constructed 

in 1988 on Westmount Road, located north of the Beacon 

Towers apartments. This structure was built as a condo by 

Equitable Life to maximize investment earnings. It has been 

noted that employees were given the opportunity to purchase 

units for a lower price than the public at the time. The 

Beechmount is still standing today but is no longer owned by 

Equitable Life.

The TOWERS
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“Certainly, if you look at our financial statements, we’re an extremely 
strong company in terms of surplus and quality of assets. So financially 
we’re strong. But I think…what sets us apart is the people in the 
organization, both those that work here in the home office, our 
employees in the field, as well as the advisors that represent us, 
so it’s the people that really make the difference with the company.     
– Doug Alexander, Chair, Board of Directors, Equitable Life of Canada ”

^Lighthouse Club Picnic - 1980
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The inclusivity and teamwork that has been developed over the 

last century at Equitable Life has proven vital to the company’s 

ability to navigate the growth and consolidation of the insurance 

industry in Canada. A very important aspect of the corporate 

culture that Equitable Life has fostered involves the opportunity to 

engage in social activities. Throughout the history of the company, 

social activities have been integral to building the company’s 

strong community and have been an ingredient key to the recipe of 

Equitable Life’s longevity. Vivian Remington, a retiree from the 

IT department recalled how her tightly knit team would celebrate 

life milestones, with a record of 74 straight days of sweets shared 

to celebrate the various life achievements of the department. 

CORPORATE CULTURE
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Jack Finnegan sits on Santa’s knee 
during a Christmas party in the 1980s. 
At the time, Jack’s mother worked at 
Equitable, as did Santa (John Askin). 
Jack eventually came to work at 
Equitable, and worked side by side 
with John Askin, who retired in 2019.  

^

Equitable Life Picnic - 1924^

SOCIAL EVENTS & CLUBS

The Equitable Club, the company’s former production club 

for agents, dates to at least the mid-1920s. In 1925–26, the 

Equitable Club qualification period ran from July to the 

following May. District Managers qualified by reaching 100% of 

their agency quota of ‘paid-for business.’ Field representatives 

needed to achieve $3,000 in first-year premium income to 

compete. Awards were much sought after and included a 

trip to Algonquin Park in 1923. Travel as a reward for agents, 

as well as for networking and team building opportunities, 

was offered by Equitable Life through biennial education 

conferences that were held in locations around the world 

until 2018. By 2019, industry guidelines had changed, and free 

travel can no longer be provided to agents. While an education 

conference under the new guidelines was planned for 2020 

to coincide with Equitable’s 100th Anniversary, it had to be 

cancelled due to the global pandemic, and the future of the 

biennial conference program remains uncertain.

The Lighthouse Club, a social organization at Equitable Life, 

was established to offer a team-building environment for 

employees in both the head and regional offices. The club’s 

events helped employees feel connected, fostering a sense 

of community.
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The Club, which continues to operate today, arranges many 

social events and excursions for employees. In the early years, 

for example, employees created theatrical productions that 

they performed regularly at company picnics.

The theatre continued to be a destination for the Lighthouse 

Club, though as the 20th century drew on, trips were taken to 

the Stratford Festival and the Royal Alexandra Theatre, giving 

employees a break from being the stars of the stage. Other 

events have included organized trips by train to watch Toronto 

Maple Leaf hockey games in Toronto, barbecues, picnics, car 

rallies, casino nights, dances, festive celebrations, scavenger 

hunts, baseball and bowling leagues and trips to New York 

City and Montreal. It was also through social events like these 

that Equitable Life romances blossomed, resulting in more 

than a few happily wedded unions. 

Brenda Demeuleneare, Equitable’s 
longest serving current employee 
at 41 years (and counting!)

^

Equitable Life Ladies Softball 
Champs Jacket - 1980
^
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NEWSLETTERS

Since its early days, Equitable Life has published 

newsletters and other forms of communication celebrating 

the staff and accomplishments of the company. These 

publications have acted as beacons, building and 

maintaining ties among employees working in all facets of 

the company, whether regional offices in the prairies, the 

Rocky Mountains, our nation’s capital or more recently, 

remote workers.

>
Equitable’s early

Agency Records Newsletters

Equitable employees 
at work - 1970s
^

E Q U I TA B L E  L I F E  O F  CA N A DA  |  Celebrating 100 years



The first issue of The Echo newsletter was printed in 

October 1947. It provided a space to introduce and welcome 

employees from different departments. The newsletter was 

also where information about company social events was 

highlighted, such as summer picnics, drama productions, 

recipes and department events. Calls for volunteers for the 

various social committees were posted in The Echo. 

Predating The Echo, the Agency Records newsletter was 

established in 1933, in Equitable Life’s early days. It focused 

on business operations of the company – news from the 

field and results for agents and branches – rather than the 

social activities at Equitable Life. This newsletter ran until 

the mid-1990s.

The Equitable Connection is a quarterly newsletter that was 

created and is still currently edited by long-time employee 

and retiree, George Melnik. It provides a link between 

retirees and the company and often features interviews with 

past employees to help keep the Equitable Life community 

connected. Equitable also sponsors a semi-annual retiree 

luncheon to encourage retirees to get together and stay 

connected to the company. Even in retirement, former 

Equitable Life staff members remain actively and willingly 

linked to the company, signifying its foundation of strength 

and loyalty.

Today, Equitable Life has retired print newsletters in an 

effort to adapt to the times. Communications are now 

shared electronically through an employee intranet that 

can provide daily updates to staff. In 2018, the company 

undertook a complete makeover of the intranet to improve it 

as a tool and resource for employees. 

Equitable’s early
Echo Newsletters
^
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AWARDS

Over the last century, Equitable Life has consistently 

recognized excellence in the workplace through merit-based 

awards such as the Lighthouse Trophy, begun in 1945, 

the Beacon Award, Rookie of the Year Award, the Howard 

E. Power Quality Award, the President’s Award for top 

employees, the Blue Vase Award, the Equitable Life Award 

for both managerial and non-managerial staff, and the Sales 

Awards program that recognizes sales leaders across all 

three Lines of Business. 
<
The Lighthouse Trophy

Group of Equitable Life 
award recipients - 1960s
^

^The Blue Vase 
Award - 1960s
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FUNDRAISING 

Tied to many of Equitable Life’s 

social events are the numerous 

fundraising endeavours undertaken 

by the company and its employees. 

Retired employee Vivian Remington 

recalls bake-offs held by the Individual IT 

department to raise funds for the Angel Tree 

gifts for families in need in the area. Not only 

was the bake sale a fun social event for a great cause, but 

the bakers would get together outside of office hours to bake 

their dessert. Carrying on the tradition, department teams still 

hold bake sales today as part of various fundraisers, including 

the United Way campaign each fall. 

Equitable Life has a long history of supporting the United 

Way and, in 2015, was awarded the Campaign Team Award 

in recognition of our fundraising efforts. Employees also 

consistently demonstrate tremendous generosity through the 

annual Autism Speaks campaign and Adopt a-Family 

initiative during the holiday season. Equitable Life 

has also provided financial support to a number of 

educational and art organizations and healthcare 

institutions including: the Canadian Red Cross, 

Hamilton Family Theatre in Cambridge, Movember, 

Girl Guides of Canada, Kitchener Waterloo Art Gallery, 

Family and Children’s Services Foundation and 

The Registry Theatre. 

This culture of giving is embedded in Equitable Life’s vision 

as a measure of success, and the company’s active corporate 

donations program is often cited by employees as one of 

the reasons they like working for the company. In addition, 

through Equitable Life’s annual corporate giving budget, 

funds are contributed to employee-led charitable initiatives, 

including up to $250 to employees who request support for 

their personal fundraising efforts. 

As a socially responsible corporate citizen, the company 

is committed to giving back to the communities in which 

it operates. Equitable Life earmarks charitable funds 

specifically for contribution by employees who work in 

the field in both the east and west to ensure the company 

contributes to all the communities it serves across Canada, 

not just Waterloo Region. Equitable employees are also given 

a full day each year to provide support to their favourite 

charitable initiatives. 

In the last 15 years alone, Equitable Life has donated more 

than $7.5 million to the communities where we operate. In 

2020, as part of our 100th Anniversary celebrations, Equitable 

Life gave $10,000 to five different charities across Canada 

to help them further their good works. We also made a 

legacy donation of $4.5 million to the Grand River Hospital 

Foundation for the purchase of a new MRI scanner.

$4.5 million
to the Grand River
Hospital Foundation

Equitable Life
donates

^Equitable’s Waterloo 
Walk for Autism 

Speaks hat
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One of the most important years in the history of Equitable 

Life is 1963, the year the company mutualized. Brought about 

because of the increasing threat to the control of financial 

assets of Canadian companies by international shareholders, 

an interest arose in mutualization. The Canadian and British 

Insurance Companies Act was amended by royal assent 

in 1957 to provide a procedure by which a company could 

purchase its own shares. 

In 1958, Equitable Life was one of the first insurance 

companies in Ontario to obtain permission from the Minister 

of Finance, Donald Fleming, to establish and implement 

a plan for the mutualization. At that time, the company 

had already been subjected to an attempted take over by 

a foreign company, as had others in the industry. Many 

insurance companies that did not seek to mutualize in the 

late 1950s came under the control of American companies.

To become mutual, Equitable Life offered to purchase its 

shares at $65 each, which was the same price of shares in 

1929 and only five dollars more than they traded for at their 

highest point in the 1950s. In total, Equitable Life purchased 

65,431 of its shares at a cost of more than $4 million over 

the period between 1958 and 1963. The last shares were 

purchased in 1963 – five years ahead of schedule – and 

Equitable Life became mutually owned with $373,308,211 of 

insurance in-force.

This success has indeed carried the company through to its 

100th anniversary. In discussing Equitable Life’s success 

over the last 10 years, former Board of Directors Chair Doug 

Dodds remarked: 

“

”

We have been able to say to the marketplace that we are a mutual company 

so we can offer [products] as good, or better, than our competitors. When 

you put that under the umbrella of mutuality and how it affects the average 

consumer, it takes the edge off the fact that you are dealing with a big 

corporation. It’s an organization that understands my needs, that is going 

be supportive in dividend policies and recognize my needs too. I wouldn’t 

say it makes the sale easier, but it provides a confidence in the relationship. 
– Doug Dodds, Former Chair, Board of Directors, Equitable Life of Canada 

MUTUALIZATION
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Equitable Life Advertising
Billboard - 1920ŝ
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Over the course of Equitable Life’s last 100 years, many 

different marketing mediums were used, reflective of the era 

and advances in marketing know-how. Creative campaigns 

focused both on attracting clients and marketing to the 

industry have been expertly executed by Equitable Life since 

the 1920s, and the company’s steady growth can in part be 

attributed to these campaigns. Equitable Life established its 

corporate identity in the early days with the introduction of 

the lighthouse logo and this vision: 

In the 1920s, large billboards with the Equitable Life lighthouse 

and the word ‘Protection’ streaming through the lighthouse 

beam could be seen in Waterloo and elsewhere. Marketing 

campaigns from 1928 included slogans such as, “Let us carry 

the ‘if’ in your life,” which was one of the inspirational stamps 

on agents’ correspondence with their clients.

An ingenious marketing campaign established under Tweed 

in the 1920s focused on the creation and distribution of 

cookbooks. The publication of the cookbooks was sponsored 

by Equitable Life, while the content was compiled by 

members of the St. Quentin Chapter of the Imperial Order 

of Daughters of the Empire. Much of Equitable Life’s early 

growth is attributed, at least in part, to marketing campaigns 

like this. Interestingly, the cookbook tradition continued at 

Equitable in later years when staff submitted recipes and 

created one as part of a fundraising campaign in the 1980s.

MARKETING 
 & ADVERTISING

 Equitable Life cookbook - 1920s

^

“

”

Just as the beacon of light protects 

vessels from the vagaries of the sea, 

the Equitable lighthouse stands 

 for protection against the 

unpredictable financial 

disasters of life.
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Tongue-in-cheek approaches to marketing were also used by 

Equitable Life in the early days. A pamphlet promoting a free 

screening of the film Lord Chumley, hosted by the company 

at the Capitol Theatre in Kitchener, was designed as a 

blanket policy and titled “Free Insurance Against Death by 

Laughter.” If viewers could laugh themselves to death, their 

heirs were promised a $1,000 insurance payout. 

Later, before the days of OHIP, Equitable Life took a creative 

approach to marketing its services by offering free physical 

examinations four afternoons per week for children in 

Waterloo between the ages of 3 and 15, called The Waterloo 

Plan. Although the ad is not dated, it states that Equitable 

Life believed that it was the first insurance company in 

Ontario to offer a general plan for free physicals.

Under President Tom Suttie, the company implemented an 

aggressive marketing campaign in the hopes of capturing 

the top third earning advisors and inducing them to 

join Equitable Life. This tactic was also aimed at young 

professionals who were on track to eventually place within 

the top third of earners. A training course designed by 

Equitable Life was used to direct and implement this new 

marketing model.

In the early 1970s, Equitable Life conducted a national ad 

campaign in the Financial Post to promote the company’s 

advanced approach to marketing, computerization, agents and 

business in the face of competition from larger companies.

As marketing practices evolved, the company stayed true 

to its goal of being easy to do business with and focused its 

efforts on explaining the benefits of its products to advisors 

and clients. The marketing department worked with subject 

experts from across the company to create and deliver 

presentations to explain the sometimes complicated and 

technical nature of participating policies and dividend scales. 

Their efforts paid off: in 2016, Equitable was number one in 

the MGA channel for the number of whole life policies sold.
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Ĥead office interior - 1970s

“ I think the biggest strength [of Equitable Life] is 
the culture and the type of people we attract and 
retain…It’s very team based, very collaborative 
and very much a…family so people feel like they 

contribute, they make a difference and they belong.
–  Judy Williams, Vice President, Savings and Retirement, 

Equitable Life of Canada ”
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For most of the last 100 years Equitable Life has remained 

a mid-sized company compared to its competitors, but it 

is both its size and its flat management structure that has 

helped contribute to its profitable growth. Doug Dodds, 

former Chair of the Board of Directors, has remarked that: 

“The reason we are enjoying this success today is because 

we are now a very focused organization that is in tune with 

developments in the industry and what is happening on the 

street and then responding to it. I am not surprised with our 

success, and in fact I think we are in an enviable position. 

With our size, we can react quickly to opportunity, we have 

knowledgeable people who know how to do that and build 

relationships within the industry.” 

With the three lines of business working closely with the 

Equitable Asset Management Group, Equitable Life has been 

consistent in understanding emerging trends and big-picture 

themes that affect the financial markets. This prudent and 

measured approach – and the ability to respond quickly to 

risk and returns – has resulted in successful innovations in 

the company and its products.

In 2006, during the development of a new computerized 

system to handle the administration of its Group business, 

the third-party vendor developing the system announced 

it could no longer support the project and went bankrupt. 

In response, Equitable Life took over development of the 

product from the now bankrupt vendor. The in-house IT team 

improved on the original concept, allowing most of Group’s 

processes to be consolidated into a single operating system, 

and paving the way to new products, services and increased 

sales. In 2009, Equitable sold licensing rights to its now 

proprietary system to two other insurance companies, and it 

is still in use today.  

INNOVATION
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One of the company’s most successful life insurance 

products, its participating whole life policy Equimax, was 

developed in direct response to shifting market conditions. 

Vice President Judy Williams commented that work began 

on Equimax in 2011 in an effort to find a product that would 

work better for consumers in the economic environment 

that existed at the time: “Following the recession in 2008, 

we had just come off a very bad equity market experience 

– although the markets were going up a bit they were still 

volatile. Interest rates were going down, and consumers and 

advisors were looking for products with more guarantees.”

Equimax came to market five years before a significant 

change to the Income Tax Act came into effect in 2017 

that would impact tax-exempt investments in permanent 

life insurance policies. The insurance industry in Canada 

overall experienced a significant increase in sales in 2016 

as customers scrambled to take advantage of products that 

would be grandfathered, but Equitable saw a staggering 

60% increase in sales, mostly due to Equimax.

Senior leaders at Equitable also credit the company’s 

management structure and the hands-on operating style 

of its leadership for its ability over the years to avoid some 

of the challenges and pitfalls that have hit the Canadian 

insurance industry hard.

“
”

I would also give a lot of credit to the 

purposeful thought and consideration that 

comes from having a senior management 

team so close to and involved in the business.

–  Karen Mason, Senior Vice President, Individual, 
Equitable Life of Canada
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PRODUCTS AND SERVICE

Over the last century, Equitable Life has proactively and 

consistently diversified its products to remain competitive 

and provide clients with the outstanding service its 

reputation has been built on. When the company was 

established in 1920, it was one of the first insurance 

companies to underwrite a Double Indemnity benefit, which 

would provide for the payment of double the amount of the 

insurance policy in the event of accidental death. 

Equitable Life was also one of the first insurance companies 

to underwrite Personal, Accident and Sickness policies in 

Canada and, in 1930, was the first to introduce a Family 

Income Policy that provided a monthly life insurance death 

benefit instead of just a lump sum payment, in recognition 

of the financial hardship families suffer following the death 

of an income earner. 

The company’s response to the introduction of Medicare 

in 1966 was to focus its group plan structure to reflect the 

losses created as a result of the program. Equitable Life 

became an administrative centre for OHSIP, a precursor 

to OHIP, and while it was a non-profit proposition, it was 

an important move in allowing the company to continue to 

provide a complete service to group policyholders. 

The introduction of OHIP in 1972 caused the company to 

cease acting as an agent for the payment of health insurance 

as this role was absorbed by the province. In 1971, Equitable 

introduced Long-Term Disability, then in 1978, group dental 

insurance was offered. The universal life insurance product 

Direction 2000 was established in the 1980s.

Throughout the 2000s, Equitable continued to refocus its 

existing products and introduce new ones to meet the 

needs of its growing client base. One of the company’s 

most successful products, its participating whole life policy 

Equimax, was developed in 2011 as a direct response to 

shifting market conditions.

Today, the company continues to grow by delivering high 

quality, competitive products and building on its reputation 

for excellence in customer service. In the face of an ever-

changing 21st century marketplace guided by technological 

advancements, distribution consolidation, and financial 

and market conduct regulation, Equitable Life conquers 

complacency while continuing to read trends in order to 

meet the needs of its clients. 

Being recognized for its service culture across all 
lines of business is a point of pride for a company 
that includes ‘customer focus’ as one of its three 
corporate values. In 2019 surveys:

 Customers from 15 life insurance companies ranked 

Equitable Life’s Individual Life and Health division in first 

place on the Net Promoter Score, a measure used across 

industries to gauge the loyalty of a firm’s customer 

relationships;

 More than 100 leading group consultants, brokers and 

third-party administrators across Canada ranked Equitable 

Life’s Group division among the top two insurers across 

all categories, including for Operational Management and 

Underwriting and Claims Management; and

 Equitable Life’s Savings and Retirement division was 

ranked in the top quartile for segregated fund service in 

a survey of advisors and MGAs.
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ASSET MANAGEMENT

With an eye to diversification, Equitable also introduced 

different asset classes such as preferred shares in the 

early 2000s, private equity in 2012, and their own internally 

managed segregated funds in 2013. 

Equitable uses a top-down, macro-driven investment style 

to focus on the ‘big picture.’ This investment style allows 

the Asset Management team to keep ahead of market 

forces and has been an integral aspect of the company’s 

financial success.

“

”

I get a lot of satisfaction in seeing 

the company be so different and 

in having created so many career 

opportunities for talented people. 

That’s what I take from it. There are 

a lot of people building careers in 

this great company that the Board, 

and myself personally, had a small 

part in helping get there.

-  Doug Dodds, Former Chair, Board of Directors, 
Equitable Life of Canada 
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TRAINING 

Training initiatives at Equitable Life have been essential to 

the growth of the company, with ‘Engaged Employees’ noted 

as one of the company’s three core values. In 1937, General 

Manager M.J. Smith had the foresight to remark that, 

“We believe that agents’ success in the future will depend 

increasingly upon training...” 

New initiatives established to train staff helped to situate 

training and development within the corporate culture at 

Equitable Life. Programs such as The Pilot and 360⁰, along 

with the Agency Record, assisted in the development of 

sales and office staff in the insurance industry. The NONPAR 

POINTS newsletter, first published in 1926, was also used to 

augment the training of field staff. 

Equitable Life continues to devote resources to career 

development and retention as a key ingredient to business 

growth. As such, employee turnover at Equitable Life has 

consistently been well below its competitors. Equitable Life 

was one of the first companies in Canada to adopt a ‘flextime’ 

system for scheduling work hours for head office staff. 

Flextime allowed employees to shift the start time of their 

workday to accommodate work/life balance.

Head Office Training School - 1959̂

Conference - date unknown̂
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WOMEN’S EQUALITY In the 1970s, following the emergence of the women’s 

rights movement, Equitable Life changed its operations to 

reflect the new environment by allowing married women 

and married men the same benefit formula for group life 

insurance. Additionally, women were afforded the ability to 

be enrolled in family benefits if their spouses did not already 

have coverage through their employers. 

Women were increasingly encouraged to pursue leadership 

opportunities within the industry. For example, in 1976, 

Tamara Giesbrecht was the first female Director on Equitable 

Life’s Board and also held the distinction of being the first 

woman to sit on an insurance company’s Board of Directors 

in Canada. In 1977, Donna McGrail, Senior Business Analyst, 

was elected Director of the Insurance Accounting and 

Statistical Association, making her the first woman to hold 

the office among 3,000 delegates from the U.S. and Canada.

Secretaries 
conference,
Niagara Falls

^

“

”

The inclusivity that has been 

developed, the teamwork, has 

been a very important part of 

being able to navigate through the 

growth and consolidation of the 

insurance industry in Canada.

 –  Maureen Farrow, Former Board of Directors 
Member, Equitable Life of Canada 
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By the 1980s and 1990s, women were increasingly engaged 

in senior positions within Equitable Life. Judy Williams, first 

hired as an Actuarial Assistant in 1987, held a number of 

positions during her career at Equitable Life, progressing 

into leadership roles and her current appointment in 

2015 as Vice President, Savings and Retirement. Today, a 

number of other key leadership positions at Equitable are 

also held by women: Karen Mason joined the company in 

2006 as Vice President of Group, was promoted to Senior 

Vice President of Group and took over as Senior Vice 

President of Individual in 2015; Sheila Hart joined Equitable 

Life as Senior Vice President and Chief Financial Officer 

in 2016 and is accountable for the oversight of all aspects 

of financial management for the company; Tara Proper 

joined Equitable in 1997 as Portfolio Manager and served 

in a number of leadership roles with the company’s Asset 

Management Group before being appointed Vice President 

of Capital Markets in 2018.

Women’s equality has been vital to the success of Equitable 

Life’s last 50 years as the company worked to attract and 

foster the best talent available in the industry, regardless 

of gender.

Equitable Employees 
at work - 1970s

^

Tamara Giesbrecht, 
bottom right.

^
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TECHNOLOGY

Technologically, Equitable Life was an early leader in 

the adoption of new applications and processes for data 

management. In 1961, Equitable began using a RAMAC 

computer. The computer was very large and had to be 

cooled, so it occupied the only air-conditioned space in the 

old office in the Devitt Building. Past employees recall having 

to manually enter punch cards into the machine for data 

processing. The RAMAC was quickly outmoded and an IBM 

Model 360 was purchased in 1965. 

The emergence of new computer technologies – and the 

foresight of the company’s leadership to invest in them 

– would help pave the way for another significant period 

of growth in the company’s history. Implementing new 

technology from both a system and a service perspective 

created opportunities to develop new products, create more 

efficiencies in administering those products, and provide new 

services for customers.

In the 1980s, Equitable introduced new computer systems 

to help administer whole life and group insurance policies, a 

new state-of-the-art computer system to deal with individual 

life and annuity contracts from issue to termination, and 

new systems to improve actuarial applications and product 

development, allowing projections and valuations to be 

tested much more quickly. By the end of the decade, the 

head office for Equitable Life boasted two mainframe 

computers and 201 personal computers and computer 

terminals for a staff of 230.

Throughout the 1990s, additional technology was introduced, 

including a system to administer payment to advisors. With 

the advent and popularization of the internet, Equitable Life 

was among the first insurance companies in Waterloo to

“The Ramoc”, Equitable’s first computer ^
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create a corporate website in 1996, offering another means 

of connecting with customers and prospective customers.

Starting in the 2000s, Equitable was able to focus more on 

technology as a strategic imperative to grow the business 

by improving products, processes and customer service. 

The company introduced a new system for actuarial and 

pricing to automate calculations; scanning, imaging and 

automation technology that eliminated the manual, paper-

based processing of applications; built a proprietary system 

to manage the administration of its group business and sold 

licenses for the system to its competitors; developed in-

house software solutions to manage the specific needs of its 

investment portfolio; added internet-based tools that allow 

group claims and life and segregated fund applications to 

be submitted electronically; introduced predictive analytics 

to evaluate and control risk in the group underwriting 

and claims management processes; and developed and 

implemented robotic process automation tools that have, so 

far, taken over more than 10,000 hours of manual tasks and 

significantly enhanced processing times. 

The last decade also saw a complete modernization of 

the company’s data centre infrastructure, including the 

construction of a new off-site facility, to improve capacity, 

security, and resiliency and lay the foundation for future 

technological evolution and growth. Not surprisingly, the 

IT department at Equitable Life has experienced the 

biggest growth in the company, both in terms of budgets 

and employees.  

Today, Equitable Life provides secure, agile technology that 

meets the needs of customers and distribution partners, 

enables self-service and supports employee productivity. 

This has been achieved through the continued prioritization 

of significant investments in the adoption of developing 

technology, all done to stay a step ahead of current 

issues such as cyber-security and privacy and to remain 

competitive while protecting customers in the 21st century. 

Although the core of Equitable Life’s business has not 

changed, what has changed dramatically is the relationship 

with advisors and customers as a result of technology. The 

company continues to build on its strong service culture as it 

adopts digitalization. 

In an effort to streamline operations, improve turnaround 

times and quality, and remain environmentally responsible, 

Equitable Life continues its efforts to eliminate paper and 

adopt digital processing systems. In 2016 the company 

introduced EZComplete®, an electronic application process 

for its life insurance products, which has been refined over 

the years to include all products, all amounts, all ownership 

types, and non-face-to-face transactions. In 2019, the company 

introduced EZComplete for its segregated funds as well. 

In 2020, the global COVID-19 pandemic brought new urgency 

to the need to digitize. The IT team accelerated its efforts to 

introduce new digital processes that would allow the company 

to continue operating with its employees, advisors and clients 

in forced isolation. EZComplete went from a 70% usage rate 

in January 2020 to a more than 90% usage rate in June 2020. 

Equitable also accelerated the development and introduction 

of a new process to electronically deliver completed policy 

contracts, as well as new electronic payment and online 

customer service processes – all of which have helped 

Equitable Life maintain sales and service levels.
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Equitable Life of Canada has been one of Waterloo’s top employers each 

year for the last 13 years since the designation began, and the company 

is also one of the top mutual life insurance companies in Canada. It has 

remained true to its early motto, “A company easy to do business with,” 

and continues to grow by delivering high quality services and competitive 

products, building stronger relationships with distribution partners, 

engaging its people and positioning itself for changing markets.

In 2020, Equitable Life kicked off the new year with plans to celebrate 

100 years of protecting what matters most to Canadians with a series 

of activities and events with current and past employees, partners and 

clients. A website dedicated to the 100th Anniversary celebrations was 

launched early in the new year, and a commemorative mural – painted 

by one of Equitable’s security staff – was unveiled in the lobby of the 

Company’s Head Office in Waterloo. 

The FUTURE
LOOKS BRIGHT
For  Equi t ab le  L i f e  o f  Canada’ s 

N E X T  1 0 0  Y E A R S
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While the global pandemic forced the cancellation of many 

of Equitable’s 100th Anniversary celebration events, the 

company moved forward with plans to share its financial 

success with the communities where its employees and 

clients live and work. In May 2020, Equitable made a 

legacy donation of $4.5 million to the Grand River Hospital 

Foundation in Waterloo, Ontario, for the purchase of a new 

MRI scanner. Equitable also donated $50,000 – $10,000 each 

– to five charities across Canada that help strengthen and 

improve the quality of life for Canadians.

Today, Equitable Life of Canada has grown to more than 

800 employees – a monumental increase from Sydney 

Tweed’s early days operating with a clerk in two rented 

rooms. When asked what message he would like to share 

with those employees as they prepared to celebrate 100 

years of Equitable Life, President Ron Beettam remarked:

I would hope that they take 

great pride. The number of small 

companies that start out and then 

are still around after 100 years is 

a very small fraction. When you 

think of what this company has 

been through: the Great Depression, 

Second World War, financial crisis 

of the 80s, asset challenges in the 90s, 

financial crisis…this company has 

gone through all of them and come 

through with flying colours. That’s a 

testament to the Board, Management 

and employees over the ages.

At the time he made those remarks in 2019, Beettam couldn’t 

have foreseen the global pandemic and the profound 

impact it would have by March of 2020. During a follow up 

interview in July 2020 to discuss the potential long-term 

impacts of the pandemic, and his own upcoming retirement 

after 41 years in the industry, Beettam said Equitable’s 

“spectacular” finish to its first century of operations has 

proven the “small but mighty” company is well positioned 

to begin the next 100 years. 

Only time will tell, of course, how the ongoing pandemic 

will change our industry and shape the future of Equitable 

Life of Canada. But, if 100 years of history is anything to go 

by, “the Equitable” will be protecting what matters most to 

Canadians, well into the future.

Grand River Hospital 
Donor plaque

^

“

”
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“Providing for uncertainties of the future 
out of the certainties of the present.” 

– Hon. James L. Ralston      



Equitable Life of Canada 
is stronger than we’ve 
ever been, by any measure 
you use – the continuing 
growth of our employee 
base, sales, financial 
strength, the diversity 
of our products and the 
robustness of our processes 
and systems. In fact, that 
strength and the resiliency 
of our entire team, is what 
is helping us through these 
current extraordinary 
circumstances.

– Ron Beettam, President and CEO, 
Equitable Life of Canada
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is stronger than we’ve 
ever been, by any measure 
you use – the continuing 
growth of our employee 
base, sales, financial 
strength, the diversity 
of our products and the 
robustness of our processes 
and systems. In fact, that 
strength and the resiliency 
of our entire team, is what 
is helping us through these 
current extraordinary 
circumstances.

– Ron Beettam, President and CEO, 
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