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A commitment 
to excellence

PRESENTED BY SPONSORED BY

Winner, 2014 CFO of the Year 

Janice Fukakusa
Chief Financial Offi cer & Chief Administrative Offi cer, 
Royal Bank of Canada

“Canada’s CFO of the Year Award recognizes the drive and the innovative 
spirit needed to lead, particularly in a storied Canadian institution like RBC. 
We congratulate Janice on this win and look forward to celebrating her success.”

Tahir Ayub, Managing Partner, Markets and Industries, PwC Canada.
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In my conversations with management and board members over 
the past year, it’s clear that innovation and technology are at the 
very top of the agenda for Canada’s business leaders. 

Our recent Global CEO Survey revealed that most CEOs see 
innovation as a key enabler for growth. Mastering innovation as 
an enterprise discipline is tough. The survey results show a glaring 
gap between aspiration and action with 47 per cent of CEOs 
viewing the speed of technological change as a potential threat. In 
contrast, many of those CEOs who are achieving sustained growth 
have successfully harnessed these same technological changes to 
spur innovation. 

Two other recent PwC surveys support these findings. Our 
Global Innovation Survey and our Digital IQ Survey indicate that 
one third of Canadian respondents find it very challenging to 
build an innovation culture. We’re lagging the U.S. where nearly 
20 per cent more respondents have support models in place to 
drive and sustain innovation. Furthermore, when it comes to 
reaching new customers, only two per cent of respondents look to 
outside sources for innovation.

The conversations and research in these studies provide ample 
evidence that mastering innovation is an opportunity and key 
driver for growth. However, many organizations in Canada are 
grappling with how to do just that. 

I recently sat down with The Globe and Mail for an interview 
on the topic of innovation. One of the barriers many Canadian 
leaders tell me they’ve found in activating innovation as a growth 
engine is our “Canadian-ness”. My 30-plus years working in 
Canada and internationally has taught me that one of the things 
we struggle with as a Canadian business community is that we’re 
not big risk-takers compared to other countries around the world. 

Getting comfortable with risk and failure isn’t an easy thing, 
especially in results-driven organizations. To mitigate risk, but still 
reap the benefits of innovation, we advise our clients to implement 
innovation as a business discipline – tied to goals and strategy. 
In our experience, the clients that do this mature twice as fast as 
their competition. We believe that innovation can be learned and 
mastered. To learn more about our Innovation Blueprint, you can 
visit: pwc.com/ca/innovation. 

Bill McFarland

CEO and Senior Partner,  

PwC Canada

 Leader’s message | Bill McFarland

A commitment 
to excellence

PRESENTED BY SPONSORED BY

Winner, 2014 CFO of the Year 

Janice Fukakusa
Chief Financial Offi cer & Chief Administrative Offi cer, 
Royal Bank of Canada

“Canada’s CFO of the Year Award recognizes the drive and the innovative 
spirit needed to lead, particularly in a storied Canadian institution like RBC. 
We congratulate Janice on this win and look forward to celebrating her success.”

Tahir Ayub, Managing Partner, Markets and Industries, PwC Canada.

In this edition of Up front, you’ll read how some leading 
Canadian organizations are taking a disciplined approach to 
unlocking the value that innovation brings. In many cases, this 
has been supported by technology, but in others, it is because 
the organization has engaged its employees and customers to 
challenge the norm, look at challenges from a new perspective, 
and take some acceptable risks to position itself to grow in the 
long-term.

I hope you find the articles in this magazine as enjoyable and 
as informative as I did. I thank the participants for sharing their 
insights and best practices. 

Please visit us online at upfront.pwc.com to receive ongoing 
insights from Canadian business leaders.
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End game

52 Vertical reality  
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in Highrise, Katerina Cizek’s 
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Blue sky

4 A new world: the pace of technological change 
delivers challenges and opportunities

Harnessing technology: 
confidence, caution and  
racing change
Innovation and technology are hot topics for Canadian 
executives. In a recent survey of Canadian CEOs, we 
found that most expect technological change to be 
one of the biggest trends to impact their business over 
the next five years, and that a full 65 per cent have set 
innovation as an organizational priority.

But there’s also a concern about the pace of this 
change and an undercurrent of uncertainty about where 
to focus their technology and innovation efforts. 

The executives who contributed to this issue of Up 
front are innovation leaders and agents of change in a 
rapidly evolving global economy. Their success hinges 
on their ability to look forward and take action, while 
recognizing and managing the inherent and potentially 
costly risks associated with technological change. 

I am grateful for the time they spent sharing their 
stories with us. Thank you.

Tahir Ayub  
Managing Partner, 
Markets and Industries, 
PwC Canada

SPECIAL FEATURE 

Changing it up
From robots to 3-D printing, five technologies  
that will transform the world as we know it

25
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Vertical reality  
Technology plays a leading role 
in Highrise, Katerina Cizek’s 
award-winning interactive 
documentary film series

Plan for success 
Joshua Gans, Jeffrey 
S. Skoll Chair of 
Technical Innovation and 
Entrepreneurship, Rotman 
School of Management; 
Scott Stern, David Sarnoff 
Professor of Management of 
Technology and Chair of the 
Technological Innovation, 
Entrepreneurship and 
Strategic Management 
Group, MIT Sloan School of 
Management

50

Challenges
Case studies from Canadian 
businesses

Behind the music 
Cable-based Stingray 
Digital plays DJ for a global 
audience, while keeping 
its content secure with 
proprietary technology

10

Public success 
By ending Canada’s tech 
IPO drought in May 2013, 
talent management specialist 
Halogen Software secured 
$55-million to fuel its global 
ambitions

36

Good behaviour 
Canada’s Zerofootprint 
Software makes it easier 
for organizations to 
engage employees in 
sustainability efforts

18

Playing to win 
Armed with insights from 
neuroscience, Canadian 
e-learning outfit Axonify 
turns corporate training into 
a game

44

Charting a new course 
Ontario start-up Maps BI 
gives private and public 
sector clients the big picture 
by transforming spreadsheet 
data into interactive maps

48
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“Even when you take a holiday from 
technology, technology doesn’t take a 
break from you.”
Douglas Coupland, novelist and visual artist

“Acquiring pre-emptive 
knowledge about emerging 
technologies is the best way to 
ensure that we have a say in 
the making of our future.”
Catarina Mota, inventor of high-tech materials  
and open-source advocate

“You have to pick carefully … 
Innovation is saying ‘no’ to 
1,000 things.”
Steve Jobs, Co-Founder, Apple Inc.

Blue sky

Hands off my high-tech cluster
Without ground-floor contributions from the U.S. government, 
Silicon Valley might not exist: funding, flexible immigration 
laws and robust intellectual property all helped attract the 
big brains. More recently, the U.K. government threw its 
weight behind East London Tech City, also known as Silicon 
Roundabout – and that innovation cluster grew from 15 
start-ups in 2008 to more than 1,300 today. Closer to home, 
the Ontario government is considering a high-speed train to 
connect the Toronto business core with the 1,500-plus start-ups 
clustered around Kitchener-Waterloo. Still, just 30 per cent of 
global CEOs think such ecosystems are the responsibility of 
government, and a mere 18 per cent believe governments are 
good at fostering them.

Breakthrough innovation and growth (PwC, 2013)

Innovation action plan
Three steps to developing the repeatable, dependable and scalable 
technology needed for new products and business models: 

1 Focus on breakthroughs. Competitors can respond to – or 
top – incremental changes quickly, but breakthroughs are 
where you’ll really increase revenues and margins.

2 Put formal, disciplined innovation techniques in place. 
Creativity isn’t a free-for-all, but it can’t be too structured 
either. Find the balance that works for your firm today – 
and don’t assume that balance will never change.

3 Increase collaboration. Consider this: the most innovative 
companies work with their customers to co-create new 
products and services almost twice as often as the least 
innovative companies.

Breakthrough innovation and growth (PwC, 2013)

The more things change, the faster they change
With technology evolving this quickly, no wonder 69 per cent of Canadian CEOs worry 
that the speed of change can hamper growth. Who wants to bet on the wrong horse and 
end up being the next Betamax? 

MIT Technology Review (May 2012); 17th Annual Global CEO Survey (PwC, 2014)

Change agents
What force do global CEOs think will most transform their business in the next five years?

Social media, mobile devices, 
big data and other 

technological advances

Demographic shifts Shift in global economic 
power

17th Annual Global CEO Survey (PwC, 2014)

years
25
Time it took for 
telephones to 
achieve 10 per cent 
market penetration 
in the U.S.

years
2.5
Time it took tablets 
to do the same
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“Acquiring pre-emptive 
knowledge about emerging 
technologies is the best way to 
ensure that we have a say in 
the making of our future.”
Catarina Mota, inventor of high-tech materials  
and open-source advocate

“You have to pick carefully … 
Innovation is saying ‘no’ to 
1,000 things.”
Steve Jobs, Co-Founder, Apple Inc.

“Where we’re going  
we don’t need roads.” 
Dr. Emmett (“Doc”) Brown, Back to the Future

2
1

3

45

6

7

8
10

9

Technology at work
Silicon Valley software developer Martin Ford holds an MBA from 
the Anderson Graduate School of Management at the University 
of California, Los Angeles, and is the author of The Lights in the 
Tunnel: Automation, Accelerating Technology and the Economy of 
the Future. “I tend to focus on types of jobs that are susceptible, 
regardless of industry,” he says when asked which sectors will get 
the most dramatic technology makeover in the next three to five 
years. Ford’s top four picks for a shakeup:

Fast-food service
“There are already some start-up companies working 

on full automation in this area,” Ford says. 

“Momentum Machines in San Francisco, for example.”

Retail
Self-service checkouts are commonplace. We’re 

already starting to see advanced vending machines 

and mobile apps that compare product features and 

track loyalty points.

Pharmacy
Regulation might hold back pill-dispensing robots, 

Ford admits, but he thinks hospitals and drugstores 

are ripe for automation.

White collar
Lawyers, tax accountants and pretty much “any 

white-collar job that involves analysis, manipulating 

information, producing formulaic reports, et cetera.”

Hands off my high-tech cluster
Without ground-floor contributions from the U.S. government, 
Silicon Valley might not exist: funding, flexible immigration 
laws and robust intellectual property all helped attract the 
big brains. More recently, the U.K. government threw its 
weight behind East London Tech City, also known as Silicon 
Roundabout – and that innovation cluster grew from 15 
start-ups in 2008 to more than 1,300 today. Closer to home, 
the Ontario government is considering a high-speed train to 
connect the Toronto business core with the 1,500-plus start-ups 
clustered around Kitchener-Waterloo. Still, just 30 per cent of 
global CEOs think such ecosystems are the responsibility of 
government, and a mere 18 per cent believe governments are 
good at fostering them.

Breakthrough innovation and growth (PwC, 2013)

Innovation action plan
Three steps to developing the repeatable, dependable and scalable 
technology needed for new products and business models: 

1 Focus on breakthroughs. Competitors can respond to – or 
top – incremental changes quickly, but breakthroughs are 
where you’ll really increase revenues and margins.

2 Put formal, disciplined innovation techniques in place. 
Creativity isn’t a free-for-all, but it can’t be too structured 
either. Find the balance that works for your firm today – 
and don’t assume that balance will never change.

3 Increase collaboration. Consider this: the most innovative 
companies work with their customers to co-create new 
products and services almost twice as often as the least 
innovative companies.

Breakthrough innovation and growth (PwC, 2013)

1. U.S.
2. South Korea
3. Germany
4. Finland
5. Sweden

6. Japan
7. Singapore
8. Austria
9. Denmark 
10. France

Printing

Factory system

Steam engine

Railway

Electricity

Iron steamship

Internal 
combustion 

engine

Automobile

Aeroplane

Mass production

Computer

Lean production

Internet

Biotechnology Nanotechnology
(process)

16th & 17th centuries 18th century 19th century 20th century 21st century

The pace of innovation
If history is any guide, the future holds a wealth of world-changing inventions.

Richard Lipsey, Kenneth I. Carlaw and Clifford T. Bekhar  

17th Annual Global CEO Survey (PwC, 2014)

National treasures
In 2013, Bloomberg Rankings evaluated factors such 
as research and development intensity, patent activity 
and tech density to determine the most innovative 
countries. Canada leads the world in tertiary 
efficiency (an aggregate measure of enrolment and 
graduation rates for post-secondary studies in science, 
engineering, manufacturing and construction), but 
our No. 17 overall ranking leaves plenty of room for 
improvement. Here’s the top 10 list. 
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Shared 
rewards
Vision Critical Founder, President and Chief Product Officer 
Andrew Reid sees big opportunities for enterprise in the 
technology-driven collaborative economy

By Nick Rockel 

If you look at the speed at which this 
[collaborative] economy’s growing, 
there’s a lot at stake for big brands to 
pay attention to.

Andrew Reid

Vision Critical Founder, President  

and Chief Product Officer

The leaders

6 Up front Summer 2014 

The leaders
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“It’s an interesting time to be a big brand right 
now,” says Andrew Reid. The head of technology 
company Vision Critical wants to help traditional 
enterprises fi nd their place in the collaborative 
economy, a social movement that is rapidly turning 
sharing into the new buying. 

The collaborative economy may be disrupting 
old business models, but Reid puts it in perspective. 
“This is about people getting the best product at 
the best price in the most fl exible way possible,” 
he says, referring to key players such as property 
rental service Airbnb Inc. and custom-product 
marketplace Etsy Inc. “Those are core tenets that 
every big business is all about. And so if you look 
at these broad categories and the speed at which 
this economy’s growing, there’s a lot at stake for big 
brands to pay attention to.”

Reid is Founder, President and Chief Product 
Offi cer of Vancouver-based Vision Critical, which 
specializes in what it calls insight communities 
– online groups of customers and prospects. The 
company powers these communities for more 
than 650 brands worldwide, including U.S. media 
conglomerate Discovery Communications Inc., 
Singapore Telecommunications Ltd. and Colombian 
airline Avianca S.A.

In March, Vision Critical published a report 
called Sharing is the New Buying: How to Win in 
the Collaborative Economy. It co-authored the 
document with Crowd Companies, a San Francisco-
based brand council whose founder, Jeremiah 
Owyang, guides big corporations through the new 
economic landscape.

The backbone of this landmark study is a survey 
of more than 90,000 consumers in Canada, the 
U.S. and the U.K. Although the collaborative 
economy may have started out as the domain 
of environmentalists and hipsters who think 
sharing resources is the right thing to do, it’s 
gone mainstream. Eighty million Americans and 
10 million Canadians obtain goods and services 
from each other online or plan to do so soon, the 
report estimates, whether through a long-standing 
business like eBay Inc. or upstart car service Uber 
Technologies Inc.

The leaders
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In conversation with Andrew Reid

Tahir Ayub is Managing Partner, Markets & 

Industries, and former Private Company Services 

(PCS) leader of PwC Canada. This role encompasses 

PwC market strategies and the National Priority 

Clients program. Tahir is also a business advisor to 

clients in several industries.

All about the collaborative economy

The collaborative economy is a fast-

growing movement whose members 

obtain goods and services from each 

other online – or even make them 

outright. In March 2014, Vancouver-

based insight community technology 

company Vision Critical and San 

Francisco-based consulting firm Crowd 

Companies released the first major 

profile of this mainstream phenomenon. 

The report identified three main drivers 

of the collaborative economy: growing 

consumer interest in sharing, economic 

factors such as rising production costs 

and technologies Iike mobile devices 

and social networks. 

Based on survey of some 90,000 

people in Canada, the U.S. and the 

U.K. from October to December 2013, 

Vision Critical and Crowd Companies 

broke the collaborative economy into 

three customer groups:

1. Non-sharers  
These consumers, who make up 

about 60 per cent of the Canadian 

and U.S. population, have yet 

to engage in the collaborative 

economy. But many of them plan 

to try it in 2014.  

2. Resharers 

This group buys and sells pre-

owned goods through established 

online services such as craigslist 

and eBay. Resharers comprise 16 

per cent of the Canadian and U.S. 

population; many of them intend to 

try other kinds of sharing in 2014.

3. Neo-sharers 

In 2013, neo-sharers used at 

least one of the latest generation 

of sharing sites and apps, which 

include Kickstarter, LiquidSpace 

and TaskRabbit. They make up 

25 per cent of the population in 

Canada and 23 per cent in the U.S.

Source: Sharing is the New Buying: How 

to Win in the Collaborative Economy, 

Vision Critical and Crowd Companies

Delivering everything from crowdfunding 
(Kickstarter Inc.) to meeting-room rentals 
(LiquidSpace Inc.), the collaborative economy is 
growing fast. Vision Critical and Crowd Companies 
divided it into 11 categories of providers. They also 
identified three kinds of customer, from those who 
intend to start using sharing services to patrons of 
the newest websites and apps. 

Given survey respondents’ willingness to 
try sharing or explore new categories, the 
collaborative economy could double in size this 
year. “We found that every single category has a 
very small percentage of market share, but all of 
them are growing at 50 per cent or more year-over-
year,” Reid says. 

Another tantalizing statistic: sharers skew 
younger (ages 18 to 34) and more affluent. “These 
are people that are here to stay, and these are 
people that have money to spend,” says Reid, whose 
700-employee company has offices in the U.S., 
Europe, Asia, Australia and South Africa. 

Facebook and other social media helped lay 
the groundwork for the collaborative economy by 
allowing digital peer-to-peer connections, Reid 
explains. That foundation has enabled people to 
share physical goods because they can create trust 
through their online networks. For Reid, who 
founded Vision Critical in 2000, social change 
is driving the move toward sharing too. “You’re 
going to see this accelerate as millennials get older 

The leadersThe leaders
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The business case for the cloud

There are three main components to cloud computing:

1. Software as a service gives you the ability to access technology 
where you need it on a “pay-as-you-go” subscription basis.

2. Infrastructure as a service eliminates the need to buy and house 
expensive IT hardware and infrastructure such as servers, storage 

and databases. Instead, the cloud allows you to “rent” it. 

3. Platforms as a service takes the conventional model for building 
and deploying business applications to a new level by eliminating 

the need for an operating system, coders and infrastructure. Instead, you can 
leverage the capabilities of providers to build a specific application that will 
reside in the cloud ready to be used when you need it.

Building a sustainable future—Technology strategies: Ninth Annual 

Business Insights Survey of Canadian private companies (PwC, 2014)

Download the full report | www.pwc.com/ca/private

INSIGHTS ONLINE

and have more money to spend, because they have 
more of a social conscience and they’re worried 
about climate change, they’re worried about 
sustainability,” he says.

In an increasingly urbanized world, Reid 
thinks the sharing model will become even more 
entrenched as people coexist in smaller spaces – 
and demand personalized products, thanks to new 
technologies such as 3-D printing.

“You’re going to see some big guys bubble to the 
top,” he says when asked what the collaborative 
economy will look like in five years. “You’re going 
to see some consolidation.” One of the biggest 
current successes is San Francisco-based Airbnb, 
which is valued at $10-billion (U.S.) after it closed 
a $500-million (U.S.) funding round with private 
equity firm TPG Capital.

But a larger trend will be established businesses 
jumping onboard, Reid believes. As he points out, 
moving-equipment rental giant U-Haul has taken 
the plunge with a foray into peer-to-peer lending. 
“I can be using a trusted brand I care about, get a 
better rate of return than I can at the bank and I can 
completely sidestep the entire banking institution 
and do it straight with U-Haul,” he says.

Reid also sees big opportunities in the business-
to-business world. He cites LiquidSpace, which 
large companies could use to manage office 
space internally or rent out unused inventory. For 
corporate travel, they might switch from hotels to 
Airbnb. “The minute the enterprise starts embracing 
those models and says, ‘Let’s at a corporate level 
start leveraging technology and some of these 
services to be more efficient,’ you’re going to see a 
sea change,” Reid says.

That scenario may seem ridiculous today, he 
admits. But the collaborative economy works partly 

because it’s self-governing: participants rate and 
review each other. “It’s scary to think about using 
reviews as currency for the enterprise, but I think 
we’re going to start to see the enterprise taking hold 
of this economy,” Reid predicts. “Some people are 
going to go fast, and some people are going to be a 
little late to the game.”

With the rules quickly changing, enterprises 
rely on Vision Critical to connect with consumers 
through branded insight communities. “Our model 
allows companies to build these communities of 

five, 10, 15 thousand of their customers that have 
coverage across all of their core segments and that 
allow them to talk to people on an ongoing basis 
and do that very quickly,” Reid says. “Our platform 
remembers every question we ever ask, so we don’t 
ever ask the same questions twice.”

Based on feedback from its community, Discovery 
Communications launched a new network, using 
the information it had gathered to settle on a name, 
a theme and content, he notes. “The only thing they 
did was talk to their community members, because 
they knew those are their core customers.”

As the collaborative economy keeps growing, 
Reid expects to see innovative brands adding 
big areas of their business to the mix. Germany’s 
BMW now offers car rentals at its dealerships, 
and U.S. retail chain Walgreen Co. recently 
teamed up with online marketplace TaskRabbit 
to offer pharmaceutical home delivery. “You’re 
going to see them partnering with some of these 
disruptive technologies and companies,” Reid says. 
“Everything’s up for grabs.”  UfAnother tantalizing statistic: sharers skew 

younger (ages 18 to 34) and more affluent. “These 
are people that are here to stay, and these are 
people that have money to spend,” says Reid, whose 
700-employee company has offices in the U.S., 
Europe, Asia, Australia and South Africa. 

Facebook and other social media helped lay 
the groundwork for the collaborative economy by 
allowing digital peer-to-peer connections, Reid 
explains. That foundation has enabled people to 
share physical goods because they can create trust 
through their online networks. For Reid, who 
founded Vision Critical in 2000, social change 
is driving the move toward sharing too. “You’re 
going to see this accelerate as millennials get older 

The leaders

Vision Critical’s headquarters in downtown Vancouver.

The leaders
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The challenge
If you’ve ventured into the upper channels of your 
cable TV subscription, you’ve likely tuned in to 
Galaxie, the popular music service programmed and 
supplied by Montreal-based Stingray Digital Group. 
The company’s own numbers show that when we 
aren’t watching television, we enjoy listening to 
music on it. But in an era when the music industry 
itself is being reshaped, and the cable industry is 
contending with free streaming sites like YouTube 
and subscription services such as Netflix, Stingray 
not only has to deal with the competition, but also 
with questions of whether its licensed content 
remains secure. That challenge has led it to develop 
a risk-resilience plan that’s equal parts advanced 
technology and old-school proprietorship.

The strategy
“Music everywhere,” says Senior Vice-President of 
Marketing and Communications Mathieu Péloquin 
of Stingray’s growth strategy. That ambitious 
approach has put musical programming curated 
and licensed by Stingray into 113 countries and 105 
million cable TV-equipped households worldwide. 
Besides Galaxie, the company’s offerings include 
the Karaoke Channel, Concert TV, Music Choice in 
Europe and, thanks to a recent acquisition, Mood 
Media in Latin America.

To manage most of the digital products it sends 
out across the globe, however, Stingray employs 
a much narrower focus. The key to protecting its 
musical programming is the company’s proprietary 
server technology, UbiquiCAST. That name might 

Behind the music
Cable-based Stingray Digital plays DJ for a global audience –  
while keeping its content secure with proprietary technology

By Christopher Korchin

suggest a product that’s available to one and all, but 
it’s actually a method of maintaining tight control 
through a closed connection between Stingray’s 
IT department in Montreal and its own servers, 
which are installed on-site at various broadcasters’ 
headquarters around the world. Content is uploaded 
to each UbiquiCAST server over a secure virtual 
private network. 

“We have 24-7 contact with those servers,” 
Péloquin says. “We upload all of the playlists in a very 
secure, closed environment – we’re not streaming 
through the cloud or using a satellite signal.” 

Challenges | Risk Challenges | Risk
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The results

In an age when new means of delivering 
information are surfacing at a bewildering rate, 
Stingray’s server-to-server model seems almost 
quaint, but it has the virtue of extreme security. “In 
terms of fraud or hacking situations, that’s just never 
happened,” Péloquin says.

Another advantage is that Stingray is primarily a 
business-to-business enterprise, dealing on one end 
with established music labels and on the other with 
large cable, satellite or Internet Protocol Television 
(IPTV) providers like Bell Canada and AT&T. That 
model in itself ensures a level of security. Of course, 
virtually anything today can be pirated once it’s 
broadcast, and the very notion of copyright is 
under assault, but Stingray has so far seen little 
unauthorized use of its content, except, perhaps, on 
YouTube, Péloquin notes.

The future

Stingray believes that reports of the death of TV are 
greatly exaggerated, but it is addressing the growing 
fragmentation in consumer habits by making its 
products available on platforms like Android and 
iOS. Still, the secure pay TV model is a seductive one. 

“Eighty-five per cent of the Canadian population 
has access to pay TV,” Péloquin says. “If you look 
at markets like Latin America, 35 per cent of the 
population has access to pay TV, and it’s growing 
in double digits. Three or four years ago, it was the 
thing to have a mobile or smartphone, but today, 
especially with the soccer World Cup, it’s to have 
cable and a wide-screen TV in your living room. So 
we’re forgetting that countries like Canada or the U.S. 
are coming to maturity in terms of TV – there are a lot 
of markets around the world where it’s still growing.” 

Stingray plans to meet that demand with 
secure content.  Uf

We upload all of the playlists in a very 
secure, closed environment – we’re not 
streaming through the cloud or using a 
satellite signal.
Mathieu Péloquin 
Senior Vice-President of Marketing and Communications, Stingray Digital

suggest a product that’s available to one and all, but 
it’s actually a method of maintaining tight control 
through a closed connection between Stingray’s 
IT department in Montreal and its own servers, 
which are installed on-site at various broadcasters’ 
headquarters around the world. Content is uploaded 
to each UbiquiCAST server over a secure virtual 
private network. 

“We have 24-7 contact with those servers,” 
Péloquin says. “We upload all of the playlists in a very 
secure, closed environment – we’re not streaming 
through the cloud or using a satellite signal.” 
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The Stingray Digital team.
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Join the cloud 
Corporate Canada can mitigate risk by embracing cloud-based technology 

By Bob Elliott

Canadians aren’t risk-takers, at least when it comes to technology. 
And with an innovation such as cloud computing, there’s a general 
fear of the unknown and a misconception that it’s not safe.   

The typical notion around cloud computing is that information 
is flying around a data centre somewhere far away rather than 
securely locked up in a local server room. In reality, whether your 
data is locked up in a data centre – data doesn’t actually like to 
move anywhere – or in a local server, it’s still susceptible to being 
hacked or mined.   

Keeping data in the cloud is just as safe as keeping it anywhere 
else, so why are Canadian companies so resistant to investing in 
this new technology? We all know that technology is one of the 
key drivers of productivity gains, but Canada has some catching 
up to do. In 2011, our corporate sector’s per-worker allocation 
to software and other information and communications 
technologies was less than 58 per cent of the U.S. commitment, 
according to a 2013 report by the Ottawa-based Centre for the 
Study of Canadian Living Standards.  

When you understand how cloud-based solutions work, you can 
see how they help boost productivity and lower financial and other 
risks. Implementation is fast, software is constantly upgraded, the 
pay-as-you-go subscription model means relatively low costs, and 
with the cloud vendor managing IT, companies can focus on their 
core business.    

Insights | Risk Insights | Risk
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Expert opinion

Bob Elliott is the Managing Director of SAP 

Canada Inc. He is responsible for the business 

operations in Canada and driving growth for 

SAP’s industry-leading cloud, mobile and 

database and technology solutions that help 

9,000 Canadian customers in 25 industries 

become best-run businesses.

The networked economy  
Every day we see proof that technology improves lives in 
unimaginable ways, and the corporate sector is no exception. 
Diving into cloud-based solutions can open up a new world of 
opportunity that no enterprise would be able to harness alone. 
Our everyday personal use of cloud technology makes us part of a 
network, whether we’re storing and sharing our data on Dropbox, 
paying a bill online or finding a new connection on LinkedIn. At 
SAP, we call this the networked economy.  

 Tapping into the cloud allows a company to become networked: 
better connected to its suppliers, customers and partners. For 
example, if an organization works with its suppliers via the cloud, 
it can electronically trade invoices and payment information and 
see the exchange happen in real time. This kind of transparent, 
360-degree visibility can transform how businesses manage their 
spending. It eliminates the paperwork and phone calls typically 
involved with such transactions, and there are no uncertainties 
when managing cash – everything is visible.  

Networking with financial institutions can also help speed up 
payment and reconciliation processes. And in an age when many 
companies have suppliers, customers and banking relationships 
around the world, that real-time insight into revenue, spend and 
cash positions means nothing is hidden or uncertain. It all happens 
automatically, allowing businesses to make more-informed 
financial decisions.    

Cloud delivers clout
As cloud-enabled companies know, the benefits don’t end there. 
Last year, market research firm International Data Corp. and 
Telus Corp. published their second-annual enterprise cloud study. 
In this survey of 250 business and IT leaders from big Canadian 
companies, 81 per cent of respondents reported that using the 
cloud lowered IT costs. Half of the businesses in that group 
reduced total IT spending by more than 10 per cent. 

For survey participants, the top three incremental benefits 
of using the cloud instead of hosted third-party services were 
better data compliance, enabling their IT department to focus on 
supporting the core business and lower capital expenditures. An 
encouraging sign: respondents gave themselves a B+ rating on 
adopting new technologies, versus a C the previous year. 

  If Canadian companies want to compete with U.S. and other 
global rivals, the productivity gains and business benefits that 
flow from the cloud all start with investing in technology. Our 
corporate sector has the money: since the middle of the last 
decade, the International Monetary Fund reports, it has stashed 
away cash at a faster pace than any of its G7 peers. The total hoard 
for our non-financial companies was a staggering $626-billion in 
the third quarter of 2013, according to Statistics Canada. We need 
to start using some of that capital for technology investments that 
will improve the productivity and profitability of our businesses, 
and help grow Canada as a whole.  Uf

Tapping into the cloud allows a company 
to become networked: better connected to 
its suppliers, customers and partners.
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 The public 
service of the 
future needs to be 
highly networked, 
needs to be able 
to work on an 
enterprise basis, 
needs to be very 
connected and 
nimble.
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Liseanne Forand

President,  

Shared Services Canada
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Former Auditor General Sheila Fraser was never 
shy to present blunt and often sobering audits of 
federal government operations to Canada’s political 
leaders. A section of one such assessment in 2010 
was particularly frank and concerning, even though 
it went largely unnoticed by most Canadians.  

In it, Fraser raised alarms over the federal 
government’s aging information technology 
infrastructure – everything from email systems 
to data centres. Not only was that infrastructure 
rapidly reaching obsolescence, she found that most 
federal departments had no strategy or funding 
to update their technology, and couldn’t assess IT 
vulnerabilities and risk areas. 

The report only underscored the importance 
of the government’s sweeping Administrative 
Services Review, which had been initiated as a 
way to reduce the federal budget deficit. In 2011, 
the review resulted in the establishment of Shared 
Services Canada (SSC), a new department tasked 
with the consolidation and rationalization of 
the federal government’s IT infrastructure. The 
objective was to create a more efficient, reliable and 
secure IT platform for the government of Canada. 

The challenge would be herculean, to put it 
mildly. Over decades, the federal government’s 
IT infrastructure had been built department by 
department, resulting in huge systems diversity, 
duplication and complexity. The job of helming 
SSC and achieving what many considered 
an impossible goal went to Liseanne Forand, 

previously Senior Associate Deputy Minister of 
Human Resources and Skills Development and 
Chief Operating Officer for Service Canada, the 
department that administers everything from 
passports to social insurance numbers. The 
veteran civil servant knew what a challenge 
lay ahead. “We had more firewalls between 
departments than with the outside world,” Forand 
recalls. “If there was a piece of IT equipment built 
anywhere that was available in Canada, we had 
bought at least one of them.”

SSC was charged with bringing together more 
than 6,000 IT staffers from across 43 departments 
and updating systems that in some cases are up 
to 30 years old. That also meant merging 485 
data centres spread across dozens of federal office 
buildings. Another challenge: each department 
had its own wide-area network, and together the 
departments had built thousands of local-area 
networks within their individual worksites. 

That’s not to mention the 63 email systems used 
by various federal departments, or the staggering 
number of commercial-grade video-conferencing 
systems. Prior to SSC’s creation, the federal public 
service had deployed more than 80 such platforms 
that were often not compatible with one another, 
making conferencing between departments difficult. 
SSC is working to shrink that number down to 
one to promote video-conferencing as an effective 
alternative to travel and as a means of involving 
regional teams in a wide range of initiatives.

Technological 
revolution
For Liseanne Forand, President of Shared Services Canada, modernizing the federal 
government’s IT infrastructure comes down to planning well and motivating people

By Chris Atchison
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All about Shared Services Canada

Founded in August 2011, Shared 

Services Canada (SSC) is a new 

federal department that’s responsible 

for operating and transforming 

government-wide IT infrastructure. 

That involves consolidating and 

standardizing the numerous IT 

platforms used by 43 departments, 

while finding new efficiencies in 

areas such as procurement and 

licensing. Part of that process has 

involved bringing together more 

than 6,300 IT and internal services 

professionals across four new 

branches: Transformation, Service 

Strategy and Design; Projects and 

Customer Relationships; Operations; 

and Corporate Services.  

At the helm is President Liseanne 

Forand, a career federal civil servant 

who has held senior positions at 

various departments, including Service 

Canada, Agriculture and Agri-Food 

Canada and the Privy Council Office. 

Forand is no stranger to overcoming 

major organizational obstacles en 

route to streamlining operations and 

providing better service to Canadians. 

She’s also the first to concede the 

challenges of the job, as well as the 

importance of positioning the Canadian 

public service for a future of fast-paced 

innovation, mobile communication and 

big data.

“The need to make connections is 

becoming increasingly important 

in any line of business,” Forand 

explains. “Modern IT infrastructure 

is a critical building block to enable 

the government of Canada to move 

forward and take advantage of what 

technology has to offer.”

So, how are Forand and her colleagues 
accomplishing this massive effort? She says it involves 
taking a measured and strategic approach – one 
that could offer lessons to private-sector companies 
looking to update their IT infrastructure. For SSC, 
the first step was embracing the need for patience 
and unprecedented organization. “There was 18 
months of planning work that was done before 
the department was created in August 2011,” 
Forand recalls. “It was a well-planned piece of work 
where the government took the time to decide the 
reasonable scope for the project. If the scope is too 
big, it can fail.” 

After taking stock of the government’s myriad 
IT systems, SSC’s mandate was restricted to 
modernizing IT infrastructure and not departmental 
applications. Forand credits that narrowed scope 
with helping to create conditions for SSC to maintain 
continuity and avoid service disruptions to hundreds 
of critical government programs such as Employment 
Insurance and the Canada Pension Plan. 

Forand and her team then rolled up their 
sleeves and began executing SSC’s ambitious IT 
infrastructure transformation plan, which extends 
until 2020. They started by carefully migrating 
those 6,000 federal government IT professionals 
to SSC and using their internal research to set out 
strategic infrastructure upgrade priorities. The 
department then engaged Canada’s information and 
communication technology industry associations 
for input on how best to manage the mammoth 
project. As a result, SSC created an IT infrastructure 
round table bringing together representatives of 

those organizations, as well as IT vendors, for an 
ongoing dialogue to discuss new strategies, highlight 
mission-critical objectives and overcome challenges 
that would emerge along the way. 

But the most important aspect of the process, 
according to Forand, was managing the human 
element. Between November 2011 and February 
2012, SSC staged town-hall meetings to outline the 
department’s mandate and objectives to its new 
employees. Public-sector union representatives 
were also engaged, and regular internal SSC 
communications became a top priority. At that 
point, ironically, the department lacked the 
infrastructure to speak to its employees. 

“They were all still on individual departmental 
email systems and the firewalls among them didn’t 
allow us to communicate, so we created an extranet 
and started posting blogs and staging webinars to 
multiply the opportunities for communication,” 
Forand explains. “We had to make sure we conveyed 
to employees that our objective was to make things 
better, make them more secure, to improve the 
service being delivered and to talk concretely about 
where that standardization and consolidation was 
going to lead.” 

To communicate with the 43 federal departments, 
SSC also created a Projects and Client Relationships 
branch to organize outreach on a regular basis.

Since its inception, SSC has identified savings 
totalling more than $200-million by amalgamating 
email systems, finding software and hardware 
provisioning efficiencies, and renegotiating licensing 
contracts. What truly excites Forand, however, is 

The leaders The leaders
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The path to true digital transformation

Today, all roads lead to digital. From business 
strategy to execution, digital technology 
has become the foundation of everything we 
do. Yet, not all companies fully appreciate 
how technology is woven throughout the 
enterprise. We call this Digital IQ. It’s a proxy 
for measuring how well value is generated 
from the information within the business. We 
have identified five key behaviours that make 
for a high Digital IQ.

6th Annual Digital IQ Survey (PwC, 2014)  
Download the full report | www.pwc.com/ca/digitaliq

INSIGHTS ONLINE

The 5 interdependent digital behaviours

 CEO actively champions digital 

 Strong CIO-CMO relationship

 Outside-in approach to digital innovation 

  Significant new IT platform investments

 View digital as an enterprise capability 

those organizations, as well as IT vendors, for an 
ongoing dialogue to discuss new strategies, highlight 
mission-critical objectives and overcome challenges 
that would emerge along the way. 

But the most important aspect of the process, 
according to Forand, was managing the human 
element. Between November 2011 and February 
2012, SSC staged town-hall meetings to outline the 
department’s mandate and objectives to its new 
employees. Public-sector union representatives 
were also engaged, and regular internal SSC 
communications became a top priority. At that 
point, ironically, the department lacked the 
infrastructure to speak to its employees. 

“They were all still on individual departmental 
email systems and the firewalls among them didn’t 
allow us to communicate, so we created an extranet 
and started posting blogs and staging webinars to 
multiply the opportunities for communication,” 
Forand explains. “We had to make sure we conveyed 
to employees that our objective was to make things 
better, make them more secure, to improve the 
service being delivered and to talk concretely about 
where that standardization and consolidation was 
going to lead.” 

To communicate with the 43 federal departments, 
SSC also created a Projects and Client Relationships 
branch to organize outreach on a regular basis.

Since its inception, SSC has identified savings 
totalling more than $200-million by amalgamating 
email systems, finding software and hardware 
provisioning efficiencies, and renegotiating licensing 
contracts. What truly excites Forand, however, is 

the opportunity for the federal public service to take 
bold steps forward with cutting-edge tech tools at 
its disposal. “The public service of the future needs 
to be highly networked, needs to be able to work on 
an enterprise basis, needs to be very connected and 
nimble,” she says. “It needs to have the ability to 
leverage big data. It’s not the piece people think of 
first, but you actually can’t get there without the IT 
infrastructure we’re building.” 

Among SSC’s many other objectives, that entails 
constructing a modern and secure networking system 
that reduces the number of wide-area networks and 
information security centres to one of each. It also 
means building seven new, state-of-the-art, fully 
secure data centres to ensure 24-7 availability.

When asked what advice she has for other 
organizations intending to modernize their IT 
infrastructure, Forand is unequivocal. “You need 
to plan, get the scope right and be rigorous about 
executing to that plan,” she says. “It’s not about 
servers and switches; it’s about people. You need 
to maintain that attention and focus on motivating 
people, informing them and making them part of the 
solution, because that’s really going to be the secret 
to success in the end.”  Uf
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In conversation with Liseanne Forand

John Moore is National Public Sector Leader and 

a Partner at PwC’s Ottawa office.  

Ivan Milam is a Director with PwC’s Global 

Sourcing Practice.

The Honourable Diane Finley, Minister of Public Works and Government 
Services and Minister responsible for Shared Services Canada, spoke at 
Canada’s Government Technology Event (GTEC) 2013 on the vision of a 
leaner, more efficient government.

DM140923_Pg01-52_PWC_AUG_2014.indd   17 14-07-03   3:11 PM



18 Up front Summer 2014 

The challenge

Most companies know that it takes more than 
great products and service to build trust with their 
customers; they also need to show good corporate 
citizenship through sustainable environmental and 
social practices.

But building a sustainability program – one 
that balances business needs with caring for the 
environment, employees and the community – can 
be tough. There are often big expenses such as 
energy-efficient heating, eco-smart windows and 
low-flow toilets. Social initiatives like wellness and 
community support programs need organizing and 
funding, too.

Then there’s the biggest challenge of all: 
engaging staff. “It’s the last frontier, basically,” says 

Ron Dembo, Founder and CEO of Zerofootprint 
Software Inc. The Toronto-based company’s VELO 
and GOODcoins programs help drive corporate 
sustainability strategies by encouraging employees 
to behave differently. “When people think of 
sustainability, it’s typically infrastructure they 
talk about – changing windows and light bulbs 
or moving into LEED-certified buildings,” Dembo 
adds. “But it’s the behaviour of people that can 
really make a difference.”

Dembo cites research showing that occupants 
of LEED buildings can slash energy use by doing 
things like using the office photocopier less. In 
some cases, the reduction is 40 per cent more than 
expected, based on LEED standards.

Good behaviour
Canada’s Zerofootprint Software makes it easier for 
organizations to engage employees in sustainability efforts

By Marjo Johne

Challenges | Trust Challenges | Trust
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Ron Dembo, Founder and CEO of Zerofootprint 
Software Inc. The Toronto-based company’s VELO 
and GOODcoins programs help drive corporate 
sustainability strategies by encouraging employees 
to behave differently. “When people think of 
sustainability, it’s typically infrastructure they 
talk about – changing windows and light bulbs 
or moving into LEED-certified buildings,” Dembo 
adds. “But it’s the behaviour of people that can 
really make a difference.”

Dembo cites research showing that occupants 
of LEED buildings can slash energy use by doing 
things like using the office photocopier less. In 
some cases, the reduction is 40 per cent more than 
expected, based on LEED standards.

The strategy
Dembo, who previously founded Toronto-based 
Algorithmics Inc., a financial risk management 
software provider, turned to corporate sustainability 
after attending a California technology conference 
where he saw the disconnection between companies 
trying to change the world – and consuming 
so much of it in the process. After launching 
Zerofootprint in 2006, he split it into two entities. 
Zerofootprint Carbon sells carbon offsets and 
helps organizations earn a carbon-neutral label 
certified by the CSA Group (Canadian Standards 
Association). Zerofootprint VELO, a software-as-a-
service platform, brings together key components of 
an effective sustainability strategy, including data 
management, analytics and communication. 

Organizations use VELO to track, analyze and 
communicate all of their sustainability efforts 
via one central system accessible online through 
a desktop computer, laptop or mobile device. 
For example, employees can view their carbon 
footprint, which is based on measures ranging from 
how many trips they’ve taken by plane, car and 
public transit over a certain period to how much 
paper they’ve used. 

Corporate sustainability also includes programs 
that look after the well-being of people and 
communities, Dembo notes. VELO can track health-
related metrics such as how much staff walk each 
day (by using data collected through a pedometer 
app on mobile devices) and what foods they eat.

“It’s now a given: sustainable corporations are 
viewed as caring corporations,” Dembo says. “And 
for people to trust your brand, your brand has to 
show you care.”

The results

About a dozen organizations, including companies, 
universities and municipalities in North America, 
Europe, Australia and New Zealand, use 
Zerofootprint’s technology. Dembo points to clients 
such as the city of London, Ont., which adopted 
VELO in 2010 to make residents more aware of 
their energy consumption and carbon footprint. 
Oxford Properties Group, the real estate division 
of the Ontario Municipal Employees Retirement 
System, uses the software to track and communicate 
tenants’ electricity consumption in one of its Toronto 
buildings. Digital displays in the elevators show 
various carbon footprint metrics, plus suggestions 
on what people can to do help, such as shutting 
down their computers when they go to lunch.

The future

This March, Zerofootprint launched the GOODcoins 
rewards program, which offers incentives for 
sustainable behaviour. For instance, an employee 
who earns coins for buying environmentally 
friendly products can trade them for a transit 
pass. Through GOODcoins – which is designed to 
work with VELO – companies have an even more 
powerful tool for motivating employees to be good 
corporate citizens, Dembo says. 

“We know from social science that people react 
very well to rewards,” he explains. “In terms of 
changing people’s behaviour so they act in a more 
sustainable way, I believe this currency for good 
is necessary for companies to truly achieve their 
sustainability goals.”  Uf

It’s now a given: sustainable corporations 
are viewed as caring corporations. And for 
people to trust your brand, your brand has 
to show you care.
Ron Dembo 
Founder and CEO, Zerofootprint Software

Challenges | Trust Challenges | Trust

Zerofootprint’s Toronto offices.
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Right on target
Facebook makes business personal again  

By Jordan Banks

Expert opinion

Jordan Banks is Global Head of 

Vertical Strategy for Facebook, Inc. and 

Managing Director of Facebook Canada.
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Many factors go into providing a great brand 
experience. Among them is feeling valued not 
just as a customer but as a person. It feels good 
to have a relationship with a business: the barber 
who knows the way you like your hair; the 
barista who remembers your drink order. 

In the past, the world was full of these 
personal connections, but they slowly began 
to disappear after the invention of mass media 
allowed companies to reach large audiences 
more efficiently. Messages started to become 
crafted for the masses, and marketers built 
brands to forge connections with personality 
types rather than with people themselves. 

For a time we lost much of that personal 
connection with the businesses we buy things 
from. But we never stopped craving it. Today’s 
technology has enabled a level of personalization 
that, until now, has not been possible. 

Just as TV changed things all those years ago, 
technology – specifically, the evolution of the 
Internet and the proliferation of mobile devices 
– is shifting us back to a more personal way of 
marketing, and Facebook is at the forefront of 
this transformation. 

The personalization era 

While TV has always delivered a shared, 
communal experience, the smartphone gives 
people a completely personalized screen they 
carry with them and check constantly. Therefore 
it should come as no surprise that consumers are 
starting to demand a more personal relationship 
with businesses. 

The onset of mass media might have 
made brands possible, but to survive these 
brands must now be personal. People expect 
the companies they choose to treat them as 
individuals, to respond when they have feedback 
and to be accountable. 

This era of personalization represents one 

of the biggest marketing shifts in generations. 
Facebook, which is built around people and the 
things they care about, is uniquely positioned to 
lead this shift. Each day 802 million people visit 
Facebook, and in a privacy-safe environment, 
businesses can connect with the people who 
matter to them in a way that’s uniquely personal. 

A better way to advertise 

The key to making marketing personal again is 
by combining real identity, massive scale and the 
best targeting available. 

Whether they’re launching a new product or 
increasing the share of an existing one, companies 
can use Facebook to reach people consistently 
with a meaningful, relevant message – a stark 
contrast from other mass media that limit brands 
to interacting with people on an infrequent or 
inconsistent basis. This empowers marketers to 
amplify their brand’s story and make it more 
impactful over time. 

For example, Sport Chek was able to target 
18- to 34-year-olds, a demographic it knew was no 
longer engaging with the traditional paper flyer, 
through a social flyer campaign on Facebook.

Results have been so strong that Sport Chek 
recently got rid of the brand’s paper flyers for 
a two-week test and replaced them completely 
with digital spend – the majority of which was on 
Facebook. During that time, national in-store sales 
grew 12 per cent year-over-year and in-store sales 
of items promoted on Facebook grew 23 per cent.

Tapping into the power of personal enables 

businesses to move beyond blunt demographics 
and toward perfectly timed and tailored 
messages so they can speak directly to the people 
they’re trying to reach. We know that millions 
of Canadians have their News Feed in the palms 
of their hands when they’re buying products 
and shopping in stores – opening up a vast new 
territory of potential for seeing what friends or 
family are purchasing or what they recommend. 

Getting more personal also gives businesses 
more flexibility on how and when to approach 
customers. This not only makes for more efficient, 
more effective marketing, but it adds real value to 
people’s lives, which is good for everyone.

Personalized advertising works 

This shift to personalization is more than just an 
opinion – it’s something we can see in how 
marketing dollars are spent. Canadian marketers 
allocated $267-million to paid social network 
advertising last year, according to recent 
estimates from New York-based market research 
firm eMarketer. That’s a gain of more than 35 
per cent over 2012, and their outlay on social 
advertising is set to surpass 10 per cent of total 
digital media spending by the end of 2015.

Facebook will continue to leverage our 
understanding of people to make marketing 
even more personal, and do it on a massive 
scale. After all, this is not only what marketers 
are demanding. It’s what people have always 
wanted: a more personal relationship with the 
businesses they buy from.  Uf

Today’s technology has enabled a 
level of personalization that, until 
now, has not been possible.

Expert opinion

Jordan Banks is Global Head of 

Vertical Strategy for Facebook, Inc. and 

Managing Director of Facebook Canada.
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Fuelling 
tomorrow
In the alternative energy realm, Methanex President and CEO  
John Floren sees opportunities for steady growth

By Guy Saddy

On a Friday morning at Methanex Corp.’s downtown 
Vancouver head office, President and CEO John 
Floren is sans tie. But when it comes to discussing 
the shifting market for methanol, Floren is hardly 
laid-back. That’s because in a rapidly changing 
world, methanol is gaining a prominent foothold 
as an alternative energy source. This bodes well for 
Methanex, whose global 14 per cent market share 
makes it the largest producer, marketer and supplier 
of methanol.

Methanol is a colourless, biodegradable liquid 
formed primarily by mixing natural gas and steam. 
Originally distilled from wood sources – it was once 
colloquially referred to as wood alcohol – today it’s 
used to make a vast array of products, from paints 
and plastics to, as Floren points out, my sport coat. 

John Floren

President and CEO, Methanex 

The leaders The leaders

As energy applications grow, they 
create very large demand. You 
want to have orderly growth on 
both the demand and supply side.
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world, methanol is gaining a prominent foothold 
as an alternative energy source. This bodes well for 
Methanex, whose global 14 per cent market share 
makes it the largest producer, marketer and supplier 
of methanol.

Methanol is a colourless, biodegradable liquid 
formed primarily by mixing natural gas and steam. 
Originally distilled from wood sources – it was once 
colloquially referred to as wood alcohol – today it’s 
used to make a vast array of products, from paints 
and plastics to, as Floren points out, my sport coat. 

burning versus some of 
the petroleum products,” 
Floren explains. 

As environmental 
concerns become more 
critical, methanol is 
part of the solution. 
In China, for example, 
fuel blending (mixing 
methanol with gasoline) 
helps reduce emissions 
and pollutants. And at 
concentrations of up to 
15 per cent, methanol 
can be used in any car, 
with no retrofitting 
required. “The amount 
of methanol being used 
in China today, just for gasoline blending, is about 
seven million tonnes out of a 57-million-tonne 
global market,” Floren says. “The demand growth 
there is just exponential.” 

Evolving environmental regulations present 
opportunities elsewhere. In Northern Europe’s Baltic 
region and on the coast of North America, sulphur 
emission restrictions due to take effect in 2015 will 
require ships to use cleaner fuel. For ships operating 
in the region, there’s a choice to make. “You can put 
scrubbers on the stacks, but it’s very expensive and 
takes a lot of dry-dock time,” Floren says. “Liquefied 

Innovation gap

While most CEOs in the energy 
sector want to improve their 
company’s ability to innovate, only 
a minority has already started.

17th Annual Global CEO Survey: 

Key findings in the energy industry (PwC, 2014) 

Download the full report |  
www.pwc.com/ceosurvey

INSIGHTS ONLINE

Develop an  
innovation ecosystem

Alter research and development, 
and innovation capacity

Change technology 
investments

41% aspire to 53% aspire to

24% have started or 
completed changes

49% aspire to

29% have started or 
completed changes

“Pretty much everything in this room would have 
methanol in it,” says the three-decade chemicals 
industry veteran. “So it’s a building block.”

Historically, global gross domestic product 
drove methanol consumption, with Western 
industrialized economies accounting for a 
disproportionate share. Economic mobility was 
the major growth engine: as people become 
more affluent, they consume more products – 
cars, homes and furniture, for example – that 
require the chemical. The methanol market has 
traditionally expanded between three and five 
per cent annually. “But what’s more exciting now 
are the applications for energy,” says Floren, who 
became CEO in January 2013 after more than 
a dozen years with Methanex in management 
roles that included Senior Vice-President, Global 
Marketing and Logistics.

Ten to 20 years ago, use of methanol as an energy 
source comprised about 20 per cent of global 
demand for methanol; today it’s about 40 per cent, 
and it will probably make up half of global demand 
by 2018. The reason? First, the cost of oil has risen 
steeply relative to the price of natural gas, methanol’s 
primary feedstock. For years, the ratio ($barrel of oil 
versus $mmbtu for natural gas) was approximately 
10:1 for oil and natural gas, respectively; today, 
Floren notes, it’s more like 25:1.

However, that isn’t the sole factor driving increased 
use of methanol fuel. “Methanol is very clean-

natural gas works from a new build perspective, but 
it’s challenging and costly to retrofit a ship to run on 
it. You can use marine gas oil, which is very expensive 
and may be in significant demand in the coming 
years. Or you can use a product like methanol.”

A ship retrofitted to run on methanol can also 
use less-expensive bunker oil when feasible. “When 
you’re inside an area that has these restrictions, you 
can run on a 95-per-cent methanol and five-per-cent 
bunker fuel blend and meet the air-quality standards. 
And when you’re outside, you can run 100-per-cent 
bunker,” Floren says. “You have what we call a dual 

The leaders The leaders

A Methanex plant in Trinidad and Tobago.
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Methanol: a primer

Vancouver-based Methanex is the 

world’s top producer, marketer and 

supplier of methanol, a chemical 

building block used in the manufacture 

of a huge variety of consumer and 

industrial products and, increasingly, 

as an alternate energy source. 

As a fuel source, methanol has 

four advantages over conventional 

petroleum products:

1. Lower cost: made by combining 

steam and plentiful natural gas, 

it’s less expensive than petroleum-

based fuels.

2. Less environmental impact: 

compared to petroleum fuels, 

methanol is a cleaner-burning 

energy source. 

3. Can be stored, transported 

and used in existing petroleum 

products infrastructure.

4. Can be processed from any 

carbon source.

In 2013, Methanex invested in Carbon 

Recycling International, an Icelandic 

company that has developed a way 

to tap into carbon dioxide emissions 

from the country’s geothermal power 

plants – a novel application. The 

cost is higher than using natural gas, 

but there’s a tangible benefit. “If you 

can make a product from CO2 that 

has energy value, then it could be 

something that is quite interesting in 

the future,” Methanex President and 

CEO John Floren says.

fuel: same engine, different sets of injectors and two 
different fuel sources.”

Methanex currently employs approximately 
1,100 people and has plants in six countries: 
Canada, Chile, Egypt, New Zealand, Trinidad and 
Tobago, and the U.S. To stay at the forefront, the 
company has adapted to changing circumstances. 
For example, its Chilean plants are traditionally 
dependent on Argentinian natural gas. But in 2007, 
when Argentina was forced to import energy to meet 
domestic needs, Argentinian gas suppliers halted 
all natural gas exports; overnight, 80 per cent of the 
Chilean feedstock disappeared. Instead of letting 
the facilities sit idle, Methanex decided to relocate 
two of its four existing Chilean plants to Louisiana, 
closer to readily available supplies of gas.

“It’s quite innovative,” says Floren, adding that 
although other methanol plants have been cut up 
and shipped in pieces, nobody else has attempted to 
move large sections of a plant intact. The logistics 
were daunting, but the payoff was worth it. “To 
relocate a plant from Chile to Louisiana, we can do 
it for about two-thirds the capital of a new build and 
in about half the time,” says Floren, adding that a 
new plant takes about five years to complete. The 
first Louisiana plant is targeted to be operational 
later this year, the second by early 2016.

In 1995, to transport methanol to world 
markets, Methanex formed Waterfront Shipping 
Co. Ltd., a wholly owned subsidiary whose 18 
vessels specialize in safe, responsible and reliable 
transportation, making up the world’s largest 
methanol tanker fleet. (Seven more ships with 
dual-fuel capabilities are on order.) In the past, 
Methanex had deployed Waterfront’s fleet solely to 
ship methanol. But when circumstances changed in 
Chile, it had to improvise, repurposing the vessels 
to carry cargo other than methanol. “Forty per cent 
of what we carry today is not methanol,” Floren 
says, adding that the ships now often carry gasoline 
or diesel on backhaul routes. “That’s made our 
shipping costs much more effective.”

Hurdles remain. Finding skilled employees – as 
Methanex grows, it’s looking to add between 700 
and 800 people in the next three to five years – will 
be the most pressing challenge. Another is the 
deft management of market growth, which is now 
increasing by 8 per cent annually. “The fastest-
growing markets for methanol are in the energy 
sector, and as energy applications grow, they create 
very large demand,” Floren says. “You want to have 
orderly growth on both the demand and supply 
side, to grow the supply at the same time as the 
demand grows.”  Uf

In conversation with John Floren

Iain Morris is a Tax Services Partner in the Vancouver 

office of PwC. Iain has extensive experience in 

corporate tax consulting primarily for clients in the 

consumer and industrial products sectors. He is also 

the lead relationship partner for Methanex. 

The leaders

Methanex moves one of its Chilean methanol plants to Louisiana by ship.
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to carry cargo other than methanol. “Forty per cent 
of what we carry today is not methanol,” Floren 
says, adding that the ships now often carry gasoline 
or diesel on backhaul routes. “That’s made our 
shipping costs much more effective.”

Hurdles remain. Finding skilled employees – as 
Methanex grows, it’s looking to add between 700 
and 800 people in the next three to five years – will 
be the most pressing challenge. Another is the 
deft management of market growth, which is now 
increasing by 8 per cent annually. “The fastest-
growing markets for methanol are in the energy 
sector, and as energy applications grow, they create 
very large demand,” Floren says. “You want to have 
orderly growth on both the demand and supply 
side, to grow the supply at the same time as the 
demand grows.”  Uf
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SPECIAL FEATURE 
Game-changing 
technologies
By Bryan Borzykowski

A message from  
Philip Grosch

Partner, National Leader,  
Management and Technology Consulting,  
PwC Canada

In a recent discussion on innovation that 
appeared in The Atlantic, renowned author and 
“technology evolutionist” George Dyson referred 
to a random walk among what is possible. 

I certainly agree that invention does follow a weaving path of 
curiosity and exploration. True innovation, however, is hardly an 
act of random luck. Our research and experience has shown that 
innovation follows a process that can be designed, measured and 
ultimately mastered by any organization with the desire and a 
strong commitment from leadership.

We’re seeing massive social, environmental and economic 
changes converging, reshaping established industries and 
shaking companies in those industries to their very core. Today, 
complacency is not an option. Tomorrow’s market leaders will be 
those who looked ahead, harnessed the collective power of the 
knowledge within and beyond their organization, challenged the 
norm, accepted the risks and succeeded.

In this special feature, you’ll meet individuals and organizations 
pioneering technologies set to fundamentally reshape the 
industries and markets we work in. We’ll look at the impact of 
3-D printing, the promise and potential of quantum computing, 
advances in robotics, the rising use of drones and the booming 
market in wearable technology.

The game changers are inspirational examples of innovation 
mastered. They’re not abstract concepts or visions of a distant 
future. They’re real and now. The only question is: “Are we ready?”
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Hi, robots
As humanlike machines learn to work smarter on the factory floor 
and in the home, people will learn to like them

In the future, after you get 
married, you’ll buy a house, 
a car and a robot.““In the future, after you get “In the future, after you get In the future, after you get “In the future, after you get 

”a car and a robot.”a car and a robot.

To Rendall, a robot is any machine that automates 
a task, like the Roomba self-directed vacuum 
cleaner. However, many robots are “dumb,” says 
Hoda ElMaraghy, a Professor of Industrial and 
Manufacturing Systems at the University of Windsor 
and Canada Research Chair in Manufacturing 
Systems. They do one easy task and have simple 
sensors; for example, the Roomba’s sensors prompt 
it to back up after hitting a wall. The robots of the 
future will be far more complex and may even be 
able to think for themselves. 

The big concern about robots is that they’ll put 
millions of people out of work. By 2034, robotics and 
other computerization could replace 47 per cent of 
U.S. jobs, according to a 2013 University of Oxford 
study. Rendall admits that automation will make 
some jobs obsolete, but he says it will also create 
new ones by improving output capacity and boosting 
gross domestic product.  

Learning on the job
Automation has been a big part of manufacturing for 
years, but there may come a day when nobody has to 
oversee the machines. 

Led by Germany, European governments, 
companies and research institutions have poured 
billions of research and development dollars into 
Industry 4.0, a high-tech strategy to make machines 
in factories talk to each other and adapt without 
human intervention. The plan: a person would tell 
the robots what they need to do and let them take it 
from there. If the factory ran out of a certain material 
or a part broke, the robots would be able to adjust 
their tasks accordingly. 

This “intelligent” factory would have “sensors 
embedded in just about every piece of machinery and 
product that’s produced,” says ElMaraghy. “They can 
read data and emit data for other sensors to read and 
do something about.” With robots deciding among 
themselves how to fix problems, production would 
always be running at full capacity.

But don’t expect factories to adopt this technology 
soon. In a survey by Germany’s Forschungsunion 
Wirtschaft – Wissenschaft, an advisory council on 
innovation policy, 70 per cent of the companies and 
universities polled said it won’t go live until 2025.  

Behind the wheel
As automation technology improves, cars, buses 
and trucks will no longer need human drivers. The 
driverless cars that Google is already road-testing are 
robots, Rendall says. He thinks consumers will be able 
to buy such vehicles by 2020, at the latest. 

Mining companies are working with Clearpath to 
create specialized driverless vehicles. As mines grow 
deeper, these robots will be able to test for structural 
weaknesses, Rendall explains. They might also extract 
minerals themselves someday, especially in mines that 
are uncomfortably hot and tough to navigate.

At your service
Sooner, rather than later, robots will play domestic 
servant by loading the dishwasher and mopping the 
floors. In 2010 a robot at the University of California, 
Berkeley, took 30 minutes to fold a towel; a year later 
it could do it in six minutes. 

Such technology will vastly improve the lives 
of elderly and disabled people, ElMaraghy says. 
Whether or not robots eventually become true 
companions to their masters, she doesn’t think they’ll 
replace human beings. “We’re going to put these to 
good use and use them to our advantage,” ElMaraghy 
contends. “It’s to better the quality of life.”  Uf

One day robots will take over the Earth. We’ll probably thank them: these machines won’t be free-thinking 
bots from movies like The Terminator. Although they may be eerily humanlike, they should make our lives 
easier. “In the future, after you get married, you’ll buy a house, a car and a robot,” predicts Matt Rendall, 
Co-Founder and CEO of Clearpath Robotics Inc., a Kitchener, Ont.-based developer of driverless vehicles for 
eventual use in mining, agriculture and other industries.

Companies are already spending billions on robotics. Last November, Apple Inc. announced that it 
was allocating $10.5-billion (U.S.) to buy robots and other machines that will help make its computers 
and gadgets. Search engine giant Google Inc. acquired seven robot-related companies in 2013, including 
Rethink Robotics, Inc., whose long-armed Baxter machine can perform repetitive tasks.

 Special feature | Game-changing technologies  3-D printingSpecial feature | Game-changing technologies  Robotics

Baxter, a behaviour-based robot 
designed by Rethink Robotics for use in 
manufacturing environments. 

Image courtesy of Rethink 

Robotics. Image courtesy of 

Stratasys.
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it could do it in six minutes. 
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contends. “It’s to better the quality of life.”  Uf
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Another
dimension
The rise of 3-D printing will transform industries from 
manufacturing to medicine

Imagine that just two decades from now, the Canadian economy has reinvented itself. We don’t export 
much to the U.S. anymore, and all of the goods we produce are designed, developed and ready for sale in 
days. What could turn this massive change into reality? Inexpensive 3-D printers.

Companies already use these machines, which build objects based on digital blueprints from layers of 
plastic, ceramic, metal and other materials, to make products such as rocket-engine fuel injectors and parts 
for rare cars. But it’s only a matter of time before 3-D printers churn out everything from pieces of food to 
human hearts, says Christopher Barnatt, Associate Professor of Strategy and Future Studies at Nottingham 
University Business School. Up front spoke to Barnatt, author of the 2013 book 3D Printing: The Next 
Industrial Revolution, about where this fast-growing technology is headed.  

Where are we when it comes to adoption?

It’s starting to enter the mainstream, but it’s still 
a fairly small industry. It’s only producing about 
$2-billion worth of stuff worldwide, which is small 
compared to the rest of the manufacturing sector, but 
it’s growing rapidly, by about 300 per cent a year. It’s 
revolutionary, though. In 10 years’ time, maybe 20 
per cent of things will be made with a 3-D printer.

How will this technology affect business?

It will bring products to market so much faster. You 
can make a product mould now, but that might 
cost $30,000 and take a few months. With 3-D 
printing, you can make it for $2,000 overnight. 
That changes the nature of the market. There will 
be many more products out there that people can 
buy – and buy cheaply. 

Is that why 3-D printing is so revolutionary?

Yes, but it will also allow companies to make things 
in their own country. Today, our economy is based 

How is 3-D printing being used today?

It’s actually been in use since the 1980s, but it’s 
traditionally been used to make prototypes. Now 
we’re making bits and pieces of final products. It’s 
often industrial components, like bits of airplanes or 
spare parts. You can also more easily make moulds 
that make the final product. That can reduce the 
cost of making a component by 70 per cent, so it’s 
really having an impact.

Where might 3-D printing have the most impact in 

the short term?

We’re starting to see a lot of development in 
dentistry, ophthalmology, cardiology and other 
medical areas. In dentistry, you’ll be able to scan 
someone’s mouth and produce an impression using 
a 3-D printer rather than plaster. Eye doctors will 
print glasses and even lenses, potentially. This year 
we saw the first 3-D-printed human liver tissue, 
which is being used for drug testing. In 10 to 15 
years, we’ll be able to print human cells.

on shipping things to people and storing them, but if 
you can build something as close to the end point as 
possible, it takes all of that out of the equation. In his 
State of the Union address last year, [U.S. President] 
Barack Obama talked about how 3-D printing will 
bring manufacturing back home. That will change 
the economy.

What does that mean for industries reliant on an 

import-export model?

Those businesses could potentially be in trouble. I 
was at a logistics conference recently, and there was a 
talk on how UPS will adapt its business. Is its business 
shipping? Or is it delivering products to the customer 
the way they want them? Maybe UPS can start 
accepting 3-D files and print them for customers. 

How can companies ensure that they’re not left 

behind?

One thing companies don’t realize is that they don’t 
have to own a 3-D printer to get into 3-D printing. 
There are a lot of businesses that will take a file and 
print it for you. So you don’t have to rush out and 
spend tens of thousands of dollars. Just think of 
something you want to create, send the file and get 
it back.

Will we all have 3-D printers in our homes?

A lot of people will have one, and we’re only about 
18 months away from a $99 printer. But you’ll only 
be able to print small plastic things like toys or tools 
at home. 

What will we be making in, say, 20 years?

We’ll be printing a lot of clothing, shoes and other 
things we want customized that absolutely fit. 
Medicine will be transformed. We’ll be printing 
some foods – you can already print ingredients – 
and sections of buildings. Printing in 3-D will create 
a new economy.  Uf

 In 10 years’ time, maybe 20 per cent of 
things will be made with a 3-D printer.“ ”

In 10 years’ time, maybe 20 per cent of 

”
In 10 years’ time, maybe 20 per cent of 

things will be made with a 3-D printer.”things will be made with a 3-D printer.

A complex model created with 
a 3-D printer from U.S.-Israeli 
developer Stratasys Ltd. 
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Need 
for speed
From medicine to fi nance, quantum computing 
promises to transform the world

“

Special feature | Game-changing technologies

Building 
tomorrow’s giants
Finding suffi cient funding – whether from 
private sources or government programs – 
is critical for enabling Canada’s emerging 
technology companies to succeed in bringing 
their innovations to market. 

Here are some thoughts on how to increase the odds:
• Focus on building a sustainable business
• Build strong relationships
• Remember that there are more ideas than capital
• Look globally for funding
• Take time and care with SR&ED and other government 

funding claims

Companies on the hunt for funding

Canada’s emerging companies are on the hunt for funding. The good 

news: they’re fi nding it.

How much are they fi nding?

And where are they fi nding it?

Building tomorrow’s giants: Emerging companies’ survey (PwC, 2014) 

Download full report | www.pwc.com/ca/v2rsurvey

INSIGHTS ONLINE
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56%
36%

8%

$1 to $500K $500K to $2-million $2- to $10-million

51% 
angel investors

18% 11% 

Canadian venture 
capitalists

Both U.S. 
and Canadian VCs
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A chip from D-Wave Systems’ quantum computer. 

Image courtesy of D-wave Systems.
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Need 
for speed
From medicine to fi nance, quantum computing 
promises to transform the world

When Vern Brownell got headhunted to join D-Wave Systems Inc. as CEO in 2009, the American executive 
thought it might have been a joke. After all, Burnaby, B.C.-based D-Wave claimed to have a quantum 
computer in the works. “I was skeptical at fi rst,” Brownell recalls. “I had heard that quantum computing was 
20 years way from becoming a practical reality.”

The former Chief Technology Offi cer at the Goldman Sachs Group, Inc. soon learned that D-Wave’s four 
founders had been trying to build this new kind of computer for nearly a decade. Having made a prototype 
in 2003, they would sell their fi rst device a year after Brownell took over. “I had a billion-dollar budget at 
Goldman, and we bought a lot of technology,” he says. “But I didn’t see anything that could change the 
world the way this will.

Inside the black box
Quantum computers don’t resemble anything you 
might fi nd at Best Buy. D-Wave’s machines, which 
are being used by Google Inc., NASA, and aerospace 
and defence giant Lockheed Martin Corp., inhabit a 
three-metre-high black box that looks like a storage 
locker. They also behave differently from traditional 
computers, which process information as bits that 
only exist in two states: a zero or a one.

For some time, physicists have known that 
atoms and other particles can exist in two states 
simultaneously. Quantum computers exploit this 
phenomenon with “qubits,” which are far more 
powerful than ordinary bits because they can be a 
zero, a one or both. This “superposition” lets them 
do many calculations at once. 

Although D-Wave’s current rigs keep pace 
with the speediest conventional computer, in a 

few decades quantum machines will process vast 
quantities of data almost instantly, explains Co-
Founder and Chief Technology Offi cer Geordie Rose. 
A problem that would take about 32 years to solve 
today could be done in 30 seconds. “The systems 
will be blindingly fast,” Rose says.  

One of the challenges that he and his colleagues had 
to confront was how to handle those qubits. If you look 
at or disturb them in any way, they lose their quantum 
properties and go back to being your average bits.

That helps explain why D-Wave’s system – the 
only quantum computer in existence – is a bleak-
looking box. Its insides are cooled to absolute zero 
(-273 C) so the processor’s superconducting metal 
circuitry can function, light and air are banished, 
sound can’t enter and radiation stays out. Because 
nothing can disturb the qubits, they stay in their 
superposition state.  

 We’ll understand everything from basic 
science to the [evolution of the] universe with 
these systems.“ We’ll understand everything from basic “ We’ll understand everything from basic 

”these systems.”these systems.

Quantum leap
There will be three real-life uses for quantum 
computers: producing medicines, cracking codes 
and solving complex optimization problems, 
says Scott Aaronson, an Associate Professor of 
Electrical Engineering and Computer Science at the 
Massachusetts Institute of Technology.

Pharmaceutical companies will use them to 
search through “zillions” of molecules to fi nd 
optimum combinations for different drugs, 
Aaronson explains. Quantum computers will 
unlock the most complex codes in minutes, and 
corporations will be able to view all the data they 
collect and fi gure out better ways of doing things.

Aaronson thinks the latter application might 
have the biggest impact. For example, airplane 
manufacturers could fi nd the ideal wing design, and 
investment fi rms could create new models that better 
predict where the market is headed. “All sorts of 
things fall into this huge category,” Aaronson notes. 

It will probably take decades for the world to feel 
the full effect of quantum computing, Rose says. As 
such computers grow more powerful, they’ll allow 
people to better understand the laws of physics, he 
wagers. Quantum machines could also cure cancer 
and send humans deep into space. “We’ll understand 
everything from basic science to the [evolution of 
the] universe with these systems,” Rose says. 

It’s hard to imagine everyone having a quantum 
computer at home, but you never know. “The 
technology 40 years from now will be so different,” 
Rose says. “It will be like the iPhone compared to the 
fi rst computers that took up an entire room.”   Uf
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D-Wave Systems was recognized as one of the 2013 Vision to Reality Awards’ top 10 up-and-coming 
technology companies

The Vision to Reality Awards program celebrates dynamic companies in the technology sector that have 

demonstrated successful growth and whose outstanding achievements have made them some of Canada’s most 

successful emerging businesses.

For information or to nominate an emerging company, visit www.pwc.com/ca/v2r-nominate.
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The sky’s 
the limit
Drone technology wings its way into civilian life 

Last December, online retail giant Amazon.com, Inc. 
revealed that it was developing a new method of 
getting packages to customers within 30 minutes of 
purchase. There’s only one way to ship items from 
warehouse to home that quickly: with drones that fly 
to your front door and drop off your items.

Such lightning-fast delivery would transform the 
shipping and logistics industries, but Amazon isn’t 
the only company with big plans for drones, which 
are also known as unmanned aerial vehicles (UAVs). 
Facebook Inc. wants to use them to beam Internet 
connectivity to the masses, and Google Inc. recently 
bought Titan Aerospace so it can dispatch the New 
Mexico-based company’s UAVs to map disaster areas 
and take high-quality images of the Earth. Some 
observers think people will eventually pick up their 
groceries with personal drones.

UAVs have become a military fixture (the U.S. 
government devotes a reported $2-billion (U.S.) a 
year to drone R&D) but the business world isn’t far 
behind. Over the next decade, 12 per cent of the 
$98-billion (U.S.) in total global spending on drones 
will be commercial, projects BI Intelligence, a division 
of New York-based business and technology news 
publisher Business Insider, Inc.

Drone rangers 
Canada may be the North American testing ground 
for drones because our laws governing the aircraft 
are more lenient than those in the U.S., which doesn’t 
allow commercial UAVs in the skies. Here, flying a 
drone requires a certificate handed out by Transport 
Canada on a case-by-case basis. 

Dave Kroetsch, Co-Founder and President of 
Waterloo, Ont.-based Aeryon Labs Inc., is already 
cashing in on Canada’s more relaxed regulatory 
environment. Aeryon has shipped hundreds of UAVs 
since 2009, when it sold its first. The company has 
customers in Canada, Europe, the Middle East, 
South America and 
the U.S., where it 
serves government 
clients. Buyers 
tend to use Aeryon 
vehicles for specific 
tasks rather than 
for recreational 
use, as some UAV 
owners do.

In agriculture, farming operations big and small 
are hiring companies to send up Kroetsch’s camera-
equipped UAVs to check the health of their crops. 
Utilities fly them to inspect insulators around 
power lines, oil-and-gas companies launch them 
to view hard-to-access pipelines and universities 
have purchased them for marine mammal research. 
Meanwhile, law-enforcement agencies are buying 
Aeryon drones to keep an eye on big crowds and 
quickly respond to crashes on major highways. About 
80 per cent of customers use the machines to stream 
photos and videos in real time, Kroetsch notes.

 We’re going to see a new type of 
transportation network in the world.  
It’s a big deal.““We’re going to see a new type of “We’re going to see a new type of We’re going to see a new type of “We’re going to see a new type of 

”””

Taking flight
Regions with poor transportation infrastructure are 
looking closely at drones, says Andreas Raptopoulos, 
Co-Founder and CEO of Palo Alto, Calif.-based 
Matternet Inc., which develops UAV technology and 
licenses it to other companies. Raptopoulos can see 
doctors in Africa transporting medicine to people 
with no access to roads, non-profits flying emergency 
goods to victims of natural disasters and governments 
sending documents to remote locations. “We’re going 
to see a new type of transportation network in the 
world,” he says. “It’s a big deal.”

Aeryon’s Kroetsch is focusing on growing his share 
of the so-called dull, dirty and dangerous sectors – 
energy, law enforcement and agriculture, for example 
– but he’s confident that drones will become a fixture 
in the sky.

The UAV revolution offers plenty of opportunities 
for smaller businesses. The main reason that many 
companies would want to use a drone is to capture 
aerial imagery or economically collect data that a 
satellite would otherwise gather, Kroetsch says. But 
when it comes to possible uses, the sky is literally the 
limit. For instance, architects might fly UAVs to survey 
building sites, and construction companies could 
deploy them to install parts on a skyscraper.

It will take a while for regulations to catch up 
and for people to get comfortable with drones, but 
these aircraft will become mainstream, Raptopoulos 
predicts. We may even have our own UAVs. “Imagine 
waking up one morning and having no milk. Just 
send your vehicle to the closest supermarket, buy a 
litre and fly it back,” Raptopoulos says. “It may sound 
a little ridiculous, but it can happen.”  Uf
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energy, law enforcement and agriculture, for example 
– but he’s confident that drones will become a fixture 
in the sky.

The UAV revolution offers plenty of opportunities 
for smaller businesses. The main reason that many 
companies would want to use a drone is to capture 
aerial imagery or economically collect data that a 
satellite would otherwise gather, Kroetsch says. But 
when it comes to possible uses, the sky is literally the 
limit. For instance, architects might fly UAVs to survey 
building sites, and construction companies could 
deploy them to install parts on a skyscraper.

It will take a while for regulations to catch up 
and for people to get comfortable with drones, but 
these aircraft will become mainstream, Raptopoulos 
predicts. We may even have our own UAVs. “Imagine 
waking up one morning and having no milk. Just 
send your vehicle to the closest supermarket, buy a 
litre and fly it back,” Raptopoulos says. “It may sound 
a little ridiculous, but it can happen.”  Uf

Smart outfits will take on a whole new 
meaning as wearable tech moves from the gym 
to the boardroom and the factory floorDress for 

success Bluetooth earpieces are hardly the height of fashion. But as 
they’ve grown less clunky and conspicuous, these devices have 
paved the way for wearable technology that looks like ordinary 
clothing and accessories. It won’t be long until we slap on an 
e-shirt or a biometric bracelet before heading out to work or play.

The wearable tech or smart clothing market will blossom into 
a $19-billion (U.S.) industry by 2018, versus $1.4-billion (U.S.) 
in 2013, according to U.K.-based Juniper Research Ltd. Although 
personal devices have gotten most of the attention, many businesses 
will use smart clothing in the future. Here are three categories that 
should see massive growth.
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Electronic textiles
Who’s wearing them now: While training for their gold- and silver-medal 
moguls performances at the 2014 Olympic Winter Games, Canadian 
skiing sisters Justine and Chloé Dufour-Lapointe wore electronic tank 
tops developed by Montreal-based Hexoskin. The wireless Hexoskin 
top, which blends in at the gym, captures metrics such as heart rate, 
breathing volume and activity level via sensors linked to a small recording 
device worn on the waist. E-garments are typically shirts; mostly used by 
serious athletes, they can cost upward of $400. Unlike that first Bluetooth 
headset, these threads have been stylish from the start.  

 
Where they’ll go: At some point, prices will drop 
and these fabric gadgets will go mainstream. The 
business world will find uses for e-textiles, McIntyre 
predicts. CEOs will wear shirts that keep tabs on 
their stress levels; miners will don garments that warn 
them when underground temperatures get too hot; factory 
workers’ clothing will monitor oxygen levels; and doctors 
will prescribe shirts that scan for conditions such as an 
enlarged heart or an irregular heartbeat.  Uf

Glasses and heads-up displays
Who’s wearing them now: Anyone willing to 
shell out $1,500 (U.S.) can buy Google Glass, the 
Internet giant’s contribution to smart clothing. These 
eyeglasses allow wearers to call up online information 
and take photos and videos. Vancouver’s Recon 
Instruments makes ski and snowboard goggles that display 
maps and performance metrics like speed and time in the air. Facebook, 
Inc. recently spent $2-billion (U.S.) to buy Irvine, Calif.-based Oculus VR, 
Inc., whose virtual reality heads-up display is mostly used for gaming, but will 
probably have training and other business applications, too. 

Where they’ll go: “It’s wearable cameras that will gain the most traction with enterprise 
and small companies,” says McIntyre. There’s a huge market for such headgear in 
construction, roofing, energy, healthcare and other sectors where people perform 
complex tasks, she notes. McIntyre envisions a world where construction workers get 
on-the-job training via their glasses and engineers walk oil-rig workers through a repair 
in real time: “You can keep doing what you’re doing as you watch the instructions 
[onscreen].” Surgeons will be able to more easily monitor vital signs, too. Much like 
today’s flight simulators, the Oculus Rift display could mimic real-life situations for 
firefighters and other workers who do dangerous jobs.

Bracelets and 
armbands

Who’s wearing them 

now: So far, bracelets 
and armbands are 

enjoying the most success, 
mainly with health and 

fitness enthusiasts, says Angela McIntyre, a 
San Francisco-area Research Director with information 
technology research and advisory firm Gartner, Inc. The 
devices can monitor everything from distance walked to 
calories burned to sleep patterns. “People want to learn 
more about themselves and become more healthy or just 
feel better,” McIntyre explains. “These bands will help 
them do that.” 

Where they’ll go: If Toronto-based Bionym Inc. has its way, 
people will be able to open locked doors, start cars and pay 
for goods with the swipe of an arm. The Nymi bracelet, 
which Bionym plans to start selling this fall, uses biometric 
sensors to identify wearers by their unique heartbeat. 
Although its applications will be limited at first, the Nymi 
has plenty of potential. At launch, the bracelet will link 
to a secure smartphone app holding website passwords 
and a bitcoin wallet (also stored on a mobile) that only 
the wearer can access. It will interact with devices such as 
Bluetooth door locks. 
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Marc Poulin

President and CEO,  

Sobeys and Empire Co. 

The leaders The leaders

32 Up front Summer 2014 

We want to bring 
food back to the 
centre of Canadians’ 
lives, but in a 
different way, as 
an ingredient in a 
healthy lifestyle.
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Food for 
thought
Under President and CEO Marc Poulin, Sobeys is confronting competition in the grocery 
business by giving Canadians healthier choices 

By Chris Atchison

It’s a daunting task for any chief executive: finding innovative 
ways to compete with rivals and differentiate their brand by 
providing a better product or service. Just ask Marc Poulin, 
President and CEO of Canadian grocery giant Sobeys Inc. and its 
parent, Empire Co. Ltd. In his business, price wars between major 
retailers are fierce, profit margins are razor-thin, and keeping the 
in-store experience current is a costly and creatively demanding 
job dictated by fast-changing consumer tastes.  

For Poulin – a food retail veteran who took charge of Sobeys 
in 2012 and has held other senior positions with the likes of 
Provigo Distribution and the Oshawa Group – those challenges 
are nothing new. 

But in recent years, the grocery war has seen retail square 
footage grow at more than double historical norms across some 
regions. Stiffer competition among domestic grocers such as 
Loblaw Cos. Ltd. and Metro Inc., as well as U.S.-based discount 
retailers such as Costco Wholesale Corp., Wal-Mart Stores Inc. 
and new player Target Corp., has battered companies’ bottom 
lines and share prices. 

“The industry is at a stage where it’s redefining itself because new 
entrants create quite a bit of square footage, but we’re also facing 
something new: aging consumers who tend not to buy as much food,” 
says Poulin, who joined Sobeys in 1998 when it bought the Oshawa 
Group, where he was Vice President, Grocery Merchandising.  
“It’s going to be a challenging market in the next few years.”

To maintain its status as the country’s second-largest grocer, 
Sobeys – which operates under several retail banners and 
posted sales of $17.3-billion for the 2013 fiscal year – needed to 
retool. Poulin understood that staying price-competitive would 
be critical to his organization’s success. So too would securing 
the chain’s grip on a key demographic: Canadians who want a 
high-quality, full-service grocery experience. Poulin took it a step 
further, though.

About two years ago, he and his team asked how Stellarton, 
N.S.-based Sobeys could continue selling great products but 
also make a tangible difference in customers’ lives. In an era of 
fast food, diminished cooking skills and the demise of the family 
meal, Poulin envisioned transforming Canadians’ fundamental 
relationship with food. His goal was to help combat obesity and 
give consumers healthier meal options, while also establishing 
a critical point of brand differentiation. The strategic direction 
was set. Sobeys’ stores would promote better meal planning using 
fresh foods and hand-picked ingredients. The rallying cry: Better 
Food for All. 

“We want to bring food back to the centre of Canadians’ lives, 
but in a different way, as an ingredient in a healthy lifestyle,” 
Poulin explains. “We have to … [help] Canadians in their meal 
preparation. We’ll make it easy so you can adopt a lifestyle where 
you take control of your food experience, then teach you about 
new experiences around food.” 

The leaders The leaders
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In conversation with Marc Poulin

Bill McFarland is the CEO and Senior Partner of PwC 

Canada. His career with PwC began in 1980. Based 

in Toronto, Bill was the leader of the Toronto audit and 

assurance practice from 2002 to 2005. He has been 

the lead audit partner on several major multinational 

accounts and a senior relationship partner with many 

of the firm’s larger clients.

All about Sobeys

Founded as a Stellarton, N.S.-based 

meat delivery business by J.W. Sobey 

in 1907, Sobeys is one of Canada’s 

leading full-service grocery chains. 

With some 124,000 employees and 

$17.3-billion in revenue in 2013, it’s 

Canada’s second-largest food retailer. 

The company runs more than 1,500 

corporate and franchised stores in all 

10 provinces under the names Sobeys, 

Safeway, IGA, Thrifty Foods, Foodland, 

FreshCo and Lawtons Drugs. It also 

operates 330-plus gas stations and 

properties such as distribution centres. 

Sobeys, which remains a family-

owned business headquartered 

in Stellarton, grew partly through 

strategic acquisitions such as its 

purchase of Canada Safeway Ltd. in 

2013 and the Oshawa Group in 1998. 

The rest comes down to innovation 

and a deep understanding of what 

Canadians need from their grocery 

store experience, explains President 

and CEO Marc Poulin, who holds the 

same titles at Sobeys’ parent, publicly 

traded Empire Co.

“What we want is to be a champion of 

the affordable better-food movement,” 

Poulin says. “We want to be at the 

forefront of providing solutions to 

Canadians. We want to position 

ourselves differently than the other 

grocers that aren’t going to help 

Canadians have a different relationship 

with their food. No one is delivering 

that experience, but we have the 

expertise, the knowledge and the 

willingness to make it happen.”

To achieve those lofty goals, the chain opted to 
expand its geographic footprint and gain access to 
new customers across the country, moving west 
beyond traditional strongholds in Atlantic Canada, 
Ontario and Quebec. Last year, Empire spent 
$5.8-billion to acquire 213 Canada Safeway Ltd. 
grocery stores, along with dozens of the company’s 
other properties in the Western provinces, including 
gas stations, in-store pharmacies, manufacturing 
facilities and distribution centres. 

This purchase not only grew Sobeys’ national 
market share but gave it access to real estate in 
key urban markets such as Vancouver and Calgary. 
“The deal changed the profile of our company,” 
Poulin says. “We’re much more diversified from a 
geographic perspective, which will allow us to face 
the bumps of this business over the long term.”

The Safeway acquisition came on the heels of a 
deal to supply perishable items to new rival Target, 
which was preparing to open stores in Canada, 
and Sobeys’ 2012 purchase of 236 Shell Canada 
Ltd. stations in Quebec and Atlantic Canada. The 
latter, non-traditional approach to growth has let 
Sobeys cross-merchandise products by doing things 
like selling food in gas stations and offering gas 
discounts at its grocery stores. 

The success of Better Food for All hinges on 

employees buying into the concept, then living 
and breathing it every day. How to reinforce that 
message across some 1,500 stores? Poulin and his 
team started by communicating the Better Food 
for All philosophy throughout the organization 
and encouraging employees to embrace a shared 
sense of purpose. But he knew that Sobeys needed 
an authentic ambassador, someone whose persona 
was built around introducing the kind of nutritional 
change that Sobeys was promoting.

Enter British celebrity chef and healthy-eating 
advocate Jamie Oliver. Sobeys had long sold Oliver’s 
products in its stores and regularly met with his 
team to discuss various business dealings. At one 
such meeting, Poulin’s team outlined Sobeys’ 
cultural shift. Oliver’s people instantly became 
excited. “Both teams realized we shared the same 
values and sense of purpose,” Poulin recalls. 

Oliver signed on as Sobeys’ chief brand 
spokesperson in 2013, delivering his unique brand 
appeal and authenticity. “With customers, Jamie’s 
been a great ambassador,” Poulin explains. “But 
I would argue at this stage as we embark on our 
journey and want 124,000 employees to understand 
[Better Food for All]… the day we announced he 
would be the spokesperson for Sobeys, a light bulb 
went on for a lot of our people.” 

The leaders The leaders
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Consumers searching for 
their perfect match

Canadian consumers are concentrating their 
shopping efforts, with more than half patronizing 
five or fewer major retailers. Multichannel shoppers 
are even more focused, with 97 per cent favouring 
fewer than five retailers. Making a strong connection 
to the consumer is key.

INSIGHTS ONLINE

Total Retail: Canadian customer expectations driving the next retail 

business model (PwC, 2014)

Download the full report | www.pwc.com/ca/totalretail

48% 
shop with one retailer

3%  
shop with  

five or more retailers

49% 
shop with two to five retailers 

Canadian multichannel shoppers

97 %
shop with  

fewer than five retailers

Better Food for All is also enhancing the customer 
experience at Sobeys stores, which are being 
transformed as the company trains staff to share 
their unique expertise everywhere from the produce 
aisle to in-store sushi bars. It’s a move designed to 
help educate customers and rekindle their interest 
in food. “Twenty years ago, sushi was exotic, 
but now it’s mainstream,” Poulin says. “Habits 
and influences are changing what Canadians are 
expecting from a food store, and we need to respond 
to that. That’s our challenge.” 

There’s more. A new Sobeys app offers meal-
planning tips and healthy recipes to help direct 
shoppers’ experience; it will eventually enable 
mobile shopping by allowing purchases directly from 
smartphones. In-store signage gets specific about 
the origins of certain products, listing the local farm 
where fresh apples were picked, for example.

To enact such sweeping change, Poulin keeps 
it simple: put the right people in the right places, 
give brand direction and let them go to work. “The 
Jamie Oliver relationship is something I consider a 
big win, but that didn’t happen from the C-suite,” he 
notes. “It happened because our people understood 
what we’re all about, connected the dots and made 
it happen. There’s nothing I find more satisfying 
than seeing people connect those dots to make a 
difference in our customers’ lives.”  Uf

employees buying into the concept, then living 
and breathing it every day. How to reinforce that 
message across some 1,500 stores? Poulin and his 
team started by communicating the Better Food 
for All philosophy throughout the organization 
and encouraging employees to embrace a shared 
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team to discuss various business dealings. At one 
such meeting, Poulin’s team outlined Sobeys’ 
cultural shift. Oliver’s people instantly became 
excited. “Both teams realized we shared the same 
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Oliver signed on as Sobeys’ chief brand 
spokesperson in 2013, delivering his unique brand 
appeal and authenticity. “With customers, Jamie’s 
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The challenge

When Paul Loucks joined what is now Halogen 
Software Inc. in 2000, he quickly understood 
what the company needed to put it on a growth 
trajectory. Named President later that year, he 
launched a product reinvention at the Ottawa-based 
software consultancy and developer that morphed 
into its current cloud-based talent management 
solutions. Loucks, who became CEO in 2006, led the 
development of software that helps organizations 
manage everything from employee performance 
appraisals to recruitment and succession planning.

In 2013, Halogen had reached a significant size 
for a Canadian software company, with annual 
revenue in the $40-million to $50-million range 
and a worldwide clientele. But it needed capital to 
compete in the global talent management space. 

Timing was everything. Halogen targets  
mid-market companies – those with between 
100 and 10,000 employees. With some 300,000 

The strategy

As Halogen’s leader, Loucks had always aimed to 
grab investors’ attention. Going after a big potential 
market was key and so was recurring revenue from 
many customers. Because Halogen sells most of 
its products via annual subscription, its revenue is 
predictable, with more than 90 per cent visible early 
in the fiscal year. Also, the company’s top five clients 
represent less than six per cent of total sales.

With the systems, people and processes in place, 
350-employee Halogen “really just needed to look 
at market timing” for the IPO, Loucks recalls. The 
company would be testing the market to see if there 
was an appetite for a Canadian tech flotation. 

“I don’t know if anybody really knows when it’s 
the right time to go public,” Loucks says. “There’s 
always that risk between the time you file your IPO 
and when you’re actually able to complete it that 
the capital markets [won’t] remain strong,” he adds. 
“You always have to have some good luck.” 

businesses in that category worldwide, Loucks knew 
he had a $15-billion market. Tapping it at an early 
stage was crucial. 

“We know that less than 10 per cent of those 
companies have talent management software 
solutions in place,” says Loucks, who was previously 
Founder and President of Ottawa software developer 
NeoDyne Consulting Ltd., which Compaq Canada 
Corp. acquired in 1997. “We wanted growth capital 
available to make sure we go out there and capture 
that market.”

That led to another bold move last May, when 
Halogen launched a $55-million initial public offering 
on the Toronto Stock Exchange  – the first Canadian 
technology IPO filing to reach the TSX in 18 months. 

Public success
By ending Canada’s tech IPO drought in May 2013, talent management 
specialist Halogen Software secured $55-million to fuel its global ambitions

By Diane Jermyn
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The strategy

As Halogen’s leader, Loucks had always aimed to 
grab investors’ attention. Going after a big potential 
market was key and so was recurring revenue from 
many customers. Because Halogen sells most of 
its products via annual subscription, its revenue is 
predictable, with more than 90 per cent visible early 
in the fiscal year. Also, the company’s top five clients 
represent less than six per cent of total sales.

With the systems, people and processes in place, 
350-employee Halogen “really just needed to look 
at market timing” for the IPO, Loucks recalls. The 
company would be testing the market to see if there 
was an appetite for a Canadian tech flotation. 

“I don’t know if anybody really knows when it’s 
the right time to go public,” Loucks says. “There’s 
always that risk between the time you file your IPO 
and when you’re actually able to complete it that 
the capital markets [won’t] remain strong,” he adds. 
“You always have to have some good luck.” 

The results
With investors starting to recognize Canadian tech 
companies’ quality and growth potential, response 
to the IPO was strong. Initially priced at $11.50, 
Halogen stock rose 17 per cent on its first day, to 
$13.40. Although it was trading in the $8 range as 
of early June 2014, Loucks isn’t concerned. “We 
announced our results for Q4 recently, and our 
recurring revenue on an annual basis was up 28 per 
cent year-over-year, and our total revenue was up 24 
per cent,” he says. “Our international revenue in Q4 
was up 99 per cent, so I think that our growth story 
is still there and we’re continuing to execute and 
build a fantastic business.”

The future
Halogen sells its products to some 2,000 customers 
in North America, Europe, Australia and the Middle 
East. The company, which already has international 
offices in London and Sydney, Australia, will open 
locations in the Netherlands and the United Arab 
Emirates this year. “The long-term benefit of going 
public was clearly that growth capital,” Loucks says. 
“That has enabled us to look a little further out 
to make sure that we’re building something that, 
hopefully, in the long run will turn into a Canadian 
technology powerhouse.”  Uf

The long-term benefit of 
going public was clearly that 
growth capital.
Paul Loucks, President and CEO, Halogen Software

Members of the Halogen Software team at the 2013 Best Ottawa Business Awards, where Halogen won Company 

of the Year and Financial Deal of the Year and President and CEO Paul Loucks was honoured as CEO of the Year.
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Nothing ventured, 
nothing gained
Canada’s venture capital renaissance: An opportunity for the corporate sector?

By Peter van der Velden and Mike Woollatt

Nearly six years after the 2008 global economic 
downturn, we’re happy to be in a position to speak 
about venture capital (VC) re-emerging in Canada 
and around the world. Not long ago, limited partner 
investors were fleeing the sector in droves, and talk 
seemed to focus on whether the venture capital 
system was broken. In certain quarters such as life 
sciences, people were even asking whether the 
backbone of the VC industry – building world-class 
companies – was sound and if the model should 
shift to “assets,” instead of businesses. 

Little of this angst strikes us as anything new. 
Like most, the VC business is a cyclical one. 
So today we’re not surprised to see that social 
media has everyone’s tongues wagging, mobile is 
everywhere and biotech has lit up the initial public 
offering (IPO) markets with a breadth and depth of 
promising offerings for better health and wellness 
that we haven’t seen in a decade. VCs are returning 
substantial sums to limited partners, and the pace 
and magnitude of investment are at their highest 
levels since the late 1990s.

Despite this great news, and the strong 
performance of seasoned veterans and a new 
generation of Canadian VCs with excellent teams 
and unique strategies, new fund formation in this 
country remains a big challenge.  

Regardless of the reasons for this funding 
gap, market dislocations such as these represent 
opportunities. All major suppliers of VC funding 
should take advantage but, perhaps, no single 
potential stakeholder stands out more than the 
Canadian corporate sector. 

38 Up front Summer 2014 
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The corporate VC advantage

With strong management teams and deep balance 
sheets, Canadian corporations have enjoyed strong 
relative performance. But growing worries about 
global competitiveness and decreasing productivity 
suggest that they may not enjoy such smooth 
sailing ahead.

The opportunity: of all the possible sources of 
venture capital – from pension funds to insurance 
companies – corporations are the only ones that 
get multiple bangs for their buck. Besides a shot at 
high returns on idle cash, they gain early exposure 
to next-generation and best-in-class innovation 
that may reshape their industries, plus the chance 
to build relations with leaders who are creating the 
companies of tomorrow. 

Internationally, corporate investment has always 
been part of the VC ecosystem, with particularly 
strong participation from the biotech and 
pharmaceutical sectors. Today, mobile and software 
are equally robust, with Google Ventures, Intel 
Capital, Microsoft Corp. and SAP Ventures among 
the most active players. 

Once referred to as “dumb money,” corporations 
are now anything but: investing directly or via 
independent managers, they’re highly sought-

after syndicate partners. In fact, in 2013, Intel 
and Google alone did a combined 360 VC funding 
rounds. Although industry-wide statistics show a 
14-to-15 per cent participation rate by corporates in 
all U.S. financing rounds, this number soars to more 
than 40 per cent for the 100 biggest deals.

What to make of this? Intel is the long-term 
leader in its sector, and Google is one of the 
world’s fastest-growing innovation companies 
and an outstanding creator of prosperity and jobs. 
Both have used VC investing as a strategic tool to 
enhance their performance.

How? By identifying emerging technologies 
that lie beyond their in-house scope or ability, 
discovering best-in-class managers and technology 

teams working outside corporate environments, 
and exploring new business models and paradigms 
without risking their core businesses. Intel and 
Google have also gained a huge competitive 
advantage in mergers and acquisitions through the 
ability to acquire companies and teams they vetted 
with early investments.

Canada’s chance

So where does that leave Canada? The short answer: 
our corporate sector trails its U.S. counterpart when 
it comes to engaging VC firms. 

From 2003 to 2013, the average corporate 
contribution to total Canadian VC investment was 
less than half the U.S. level, Thomson Reuters 
reports – 3.8 per cent versus 7.9 per cent. Worse yet, 
today Canada lags the 7.7 per cent average we saw 
in the five years prior to 2003. But, perhaps, most 
concerning is that nearly all of this current corporate 
VC investment in Canada comes from U.S. companies.

There are a few notable exceptions. They include 
the Canadian subsidiaries of pharmaceutical 
companies such as Eli Lilly & Co., GlaxoSmithKline 
Inc. and Merck & Co., Inc., which have seen the 
wisdom of partnering with local Canadian VCs. 
Some cable and telecommunications companies 
run modest in-house practices. OpenText Corp. 
recently waded in with several initiatives, but it 
seems to be the lone Canadian software company 
practising VC engagement. Finally, a few oil and 
gas players have made the leap. If only others 
would follow their example.

As corporate Canada confronts the much-debated 
productivity gap, as governments worry about the 
hollowing-out of industries and as research and 
development spending continues to lag that of global 
leaders, now could be the perfect time to seize the 
VC opportunity – directly or as a limited partner in 
an existing fund. We know that Canadian companies 
can use venture capital to make themselves more 
competitive and create value for stakeholders.  Uf

Now could be the perfect time 
to seize the VC opportunity.

Despite this great news, and the strong 
performance of seasoned veterans and a new 
generation of Canadian VCs with excellent teams 
and unique strategies, new fund formation in this 
country remains a big challenge.  

Regardless of the reasons for this funding 
gap, market dislocations such as these represent 
opportunities. All major suppliers of VC funding 
should take advantage but, perhaps, no single 
potential stakeholder stands out more than the 
Canadian corporate sector. 
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Expert opinion

Peter van der Velden is President of 

Canada’s Venture Capital & Private 

Equity Association (CVCA) and Managing 

General Partner at Toronto-based Lumira 

Capital Corp. 

Mike Woollatt is CEO of CVCA. 

Insights | Growth Insights | Growth

DM140923_Pg01-52_PWC_AUG_2014.indd   39 14-07-02   3:08 PM



40 Up front Summer 2014 

Innovation is not only 
doing cost reduction and 
process improvement, but 
doing new products and 
new processes.

Pierre Lapointe

President and CEO, 

FPInnovations

”
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On the 
cutting edge
Pierre Lapointe pushes FPInnovations’ world-leading research and development 
efforts far beyond the forestry sector

By Matt O’Grady

The leadersThe leaders

When Pierre Lapointe was asked to take the helm 
of FPInnovations in late 2008, the forestry sector 
was in crisis. The organization was only a year 
old, born as a result of four distinct industry-based 
research institutes having merged in 2007, their 
individual memberships unwilling and unable to 
support all four.

But then the fi nancial meltdown of 2008-09 
hit, and the very future of forestry in Canada was 
in doubt. “The RBC guys came into my offi ce for 
six months to supervise us because the fi nancial 
situation was so diffi cult. We had fun,” recalls the 
President and CEO of FPInnovations, with a chuckle. 

That was then; this is now. Today, Montreal-based 
FPInnovations is one of the world’s leading research 
organizations in the natural resources sector, advising 
similar groups around the world and partnering with 
industry giants such as Domtar Corp., Kruger Inc. 
and West Fraser Timber Co. Ltd. to produce the eco 
friendly materials of the future. The organization is 
introducing advanced forest products and forestry 
technologies to whole new markets, including the 
mining and agricultural sectors. 

“The difference between fi ve years ago and today? 
Government ministers and industry leaders engage 
us directly when looking to the future of the sector,” 
says Lapointe, a trained geologist. “They understand 
and appreciate the value and expertise we bring to 

the table and our role as a catalyst for innovative 
ideas throughout the sector.”

The key to FPInnovations’ success lies in its name 
– innovation – and Lapointe’s commitment to lead an 
innovative organization that’s not about preserving 
the status quo but embracing and driving change. 

“The innovation is not only doing cost reduction 
and process improvement, but doing new products 
and new processes,” he explains. “We need to fi nd 
new applications for the wood fi bre resource to 
get to the next level. Making two-by-fours is really 
easy. Making cross-laminated timber and producing 
135-metre span bridges and 30-storey towers – that’s 
something else.”

The innovation goes far beyond building 
infrastructure faster and stronger, two key advantages 
of the cross-laminated timber (CLT) technology that 
FPInnovations is pushing. This engineered product 
uses multiple layers of wood, each one crosswise 
to the next, to increase dimensional stability and 
strength in framing systems. But FPInnovations is 
also developing a whole new language for business 
development in forestry.

“I can speak French, I can speak English, and I can 
speak politics,” says Lapointe, who spent the fi rst 
17 years of his career at Natural Resources Canada 
before heading l’Institut national de la recherche 
scientifi que (INRS) and, ultimately, FPInnovations. 
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Breakthrough 
innovation and growth

Innovative businesses are maturing twice as fast as 
their competition. These organizations have a more 
structured approach to innovation and engage a 
more diverse set of collaborators. By doing so, they’re 
able to harness a greater number of ideas and see 
the best ones through to implementation.

INSIGHTS ONLINE

PwC Global Innovation Survey (PwC, 2013) 

Download the full report | www.pwc.com/ca/en/innovation

Innovation essential in Canada and around the world

PwC’s Global Innovation Survey, 2013, found that executives from 

around the globe agree that innovation isn’t just important, it’s essential 

to staying relevant and competitive in an evolving global market. 

Although Canadian companies express a very eager appetite for 

innovation, they lag behind the world in having some key components 

necessary for staying ahead of the curve.

35% 
focused on 

aggressive growth 

$46 -
million 
spending

$282 -  
million
spending

26% 
focused on 

aggressive growth 

Appetite for innovation versus money spent

Structures for managing innovation

37 % 
have formal 

structures in place 

41% 
have formal 

structures in place 

“But can I speak to the chemical industry? Can I 
speak to the oil and gas industry? This is the biggest 
change that has happened to forestry: talking to 
other sectors.”

Introduction of CLT to the North American market 
and the large-scale production of cellulose filaments 
(CF) – a wood-fibre-based biomaterial that can be 
used as a strengthening agent for traditional pulp 
and paper products and a slew of new products, 
including thermoplastics, reinforced plastics, 
adhesives and coatings – are two of the marquee 
initiatives coming out of Canada’s forestry sector 
today. But FPInnovations is also leading the charge 
on a wide range of surprising innovations, including 
new transportation technologies.

“We invented a self-inflating and deflating tire 
system for our trucks,” Lapointe says. “So when you 
are on a gravel road, the pressure adjusts down; 
when you get onto a paved road, the pressure of the 
tires goes up. You save fuel; you save a lot on road 
maintenance.” The technology is finding a receptive 
audience not only in forestry but also mining, which 
shares a lot of the same rough roads. 

For the oil and gas sector, FPInnovations has 
created a carpet made of poplar for use during 
pipeline construction in environmentally sensitive 
areas: “You just lay it down and the truck drives on, 
and you don’t disturb the environment,” Lapointe 
explains. Because the carpet is biodegradable, 
companies can leave it behind when they’re 
finished construction.

One challenge facing FPInnovations and other 
such organizations is a Canadian aversion to taking 
risks – and funding them. “We are very good at 
the research, we’re very good at the training, 
but we have a lot of difficulty when innovation 
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has to go from intellectual property toward 
commercialization,” Lapointe notes. “If you go to 
the U.S., there is a lot of venture capital. If you 
go to Germany or France, you’ll see a lot more of 
government taking risk.”

To that end, one of Lapointe’s biggest 
achievements as CEO has been convincing both 
federal and provincial levels of government of the 
value of investing in the precommercialization stage 
of FPInnovations projects – to take that risk where 
the private sector will not. “What I’ve been telling 
them is, ‘I will deliver on the output if you take the 
risk of investing in us,’” he says. 

Lapointe highlights a joint venture with Domtar 
called CelluForce, a Quebec-based company that 
has become the world leader in the commercial 
development of nanocrystalline cellulose (NCC), 
which is extracted from woody biomass and 
processed into solid flake, liquid and gel forms. NCC 
improves the strength and toughness of whatever 
it’s added to, with possible uses ranging from 
advanced packaging to bone replacement to high-
strength textiles. 

“Government was willing to get in with us at the 
precommercial stage,” Lapointe says. The Quebec 
plant will produce one tonne of NCC per day to 
make specialized coatings and advanced materials 
out of hardwood chips, with the new facility the first 

in the world to yield NCC on such a scale.
FPInnovations’ success has been noted south 

of the border, where the Americans have lacked 
a strong, researched-focused voice in the forestry 
sector. “They’re saying, ‘We see the success you guys 
are having. Why don’t we try to have an equivalent 
of FPInnovations in the U.S.?’” Lapointe recounts. 
Talks are underway with FPInnovations to set up a 
parallel body to serve U.S. industry needs.

“What the forest sector has just started to realize is 
that in the 19th century and 20th century, there was 
a lot of creativity about paper and packaging – and 
somehow we’ve lost this creativity,” says Lapointe. 
“Now we’re coming back to being creative.”  Uf

In conversation with Pierre Lapointe

Frédéric Bouchard is a Partner with the Consulting 

and Deals group specializing in corporate finance at 

PwC’s Montreal office. Frédéric is Montreal’s forest, 

paper and packaging leader, and Eastern Canada 

transaction leader for that sector.

All about FPInnovations

Formed in 2007 from a merger of 

four industry organizations – Forintek 

(wood products), FERIC (forest 

operations), Paprican (pulp and 

paper) and the Canadian Wood Fibre 

Centre – FPInnovations is the leading 

voice for research and innovation in 

Canada’s forestry sector. It pursues a 

collaborative research model through 

strategic alliances, along with licensing 

and joint venture agreements that 

balance the needs of its members in the 

private, public and academic sectors. 

The organization has more than 200 

members, 525 employees and an 

annual operating budget of $90-million, 

with research laboratories in Montreal, 

Quebec City and Vancouver, and 

technology transfer offices at 

universities and other organizations 

across Canada.

FPInnovations centres its research and 

expertise in four key areas: value-

chain optimization including resource 

assessment and forest operations; 

building and living solutions; next-

generation pulps and papers; and 

bioenergy, chemicals and advanced 

bioproducts. It has developed a 

worldwide reputation for innovative 

partnerships with government and 

industry, and is helping to meet a 

global need for environmentally friendly 

building and energy solutions. 

FPInnovations President and CEO Pierre Lapointe (left) at the 2012 inauguration of the CelluForce plant, the world’s first 

nanocrystalline cellulose demonstration facility.

DM140923_Pg01-52_PWC_AUG_2014.indd   43 14-07-02   3:32 PM



44 Up front Summer 2014 

The challenge

As companies seek better ways to train their staff, 
entrepreneur Carol Leaman is revolutionizing the 
process. Leaman is President and CEO of Waterloo, 
Ont.-based Axonify Inc., her fourth start-up, 
whose software platform uses gamification and 
neuroscience to motivate employees to retain what 
they learn. 

Forget old-school seminars where staff sit on 
folding chairs watching a slide show – and come 
away remembering almost nothing. Accessible on 
any Web-connected device, Axonify’s e-learning 
tools let them play brainteaser games consisting of 
multiple-choice questions.

“Retrieval practice is the act of asking simple 
questions of learners multiple times to get them to 
retrieve the information repeatedly,” Leaman says 
of her method. “Being forced to recall information 
solidifies the neural pathways in the brain and 
actually creates memory.” 

Playing to win
Armed with insights from neuroscience, Canadian e-learning 
outfit Axonify turns corporate training into a game

By Susan Smith

Challenges | Talent

In 2011, Leaman bought a rudimentary version 
of Axonify’s current software from a Kitchener, 
Ont., marketing firm that had developed it to help 
U.S. auto parts retailer and service chain Pep Boys: 
Manny, Moe & Jack curb employee theft. Pep Boys 
encouraged staff to answer questions such as: What 
should you do if you suspect another employee of 
stealing? What kind of rewards does the company 
give for reporting theft?

The program, which workers accessed 
voluntarily whenever they had a few minutes, gave 
points and prizes for correct answers. It worked 
because it reminded them what to do if they caught 
someone stealing and acted as a deterrent by 
putting potential thieves on notice. Pep Boys saw 
“inventory shrink” fall by 55 per cent, leading to 
about $20-million in annual savings. “They became 
believers,” Leaman recalls. “I listened to the story 
and I thought, ‘If they have those issues, others 
must have those issues.’” 

Challenges | Talent
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The results

Axonify now has 32 employees and some 30 clients, 
most of them global brands. They include fashion 
house Burberry Group Plc, chocolate maker The 
Hershey Co., pharmaceutical giant Johnson & 
Johnson Services, Inc., Toys“R”Us, Inc. and Wal-
Mart Stores, Inc. Over a six-month pilot period in 
2012, Wal-Mart decreased reportable safety-related 
incidents at eight distribution centres by 54 per cent. 

Axonify lets clients choose from a basket of games; 
they can turn existing learning content such as 
videos and written material into question modules 
on specific topics. The company also has four 
instructional designers on staff who create questions 
out of existing materials at clients’ request.

The future

Axonify has an ongoing relationship with the 
Rotman institute whereby the company delivers 
anonymized data that provides insight into how 
to optimize its product to improve retention and 
participation, and to make predictions about 
behaviour that might be important to its customers.  

“Customers who are using the platform to 
reinforce product and pricing information are 
finding significant differences in the levels of 
knowledge retention of employees who use 
Axonify and those who don’t,” Leaman says. “This 
has a direct correlation to their performance on 
the job.”   Uf

Customers who are using the platform to 
reinforce product and pricing information 
are finding significant differences in the levels 
of knowledge retention of employees who use 
Axonify and those who don’t.
Carol Leaman 
President and CEO, Axonify

Challenges | Growth

The strategy

Having sold data analytics service PostRank Inc. 
to Google Inc. in 2011, Leaman had a strong 
entrepreneurial track record. That helped her raise 
$5-million in venture capital from Canadian and 
U.S. backers to assess the e-learning market and 
overhaul the platform. Under the name Axonify, 
Leaman and her team redesigned it to serve more 
users, make adding new games easy and allow 
customers to tackle a wide range of problems.

Workplace injury prevention is one hot area. 
Sample questions: What do you do when something 
is too heavy to lift? Where can you get help 
with something that’s too high to reach? Other 
applications for the cloud-based program include 
helping salespeople digest and remember rapidly 
changing product specs. 

The more complicated the information, the more 
retention matters – and that’s where cognitive 
neuroscience comes in. Axonify is collaborating with 
York University’s Faculty of Health and the Rotman 
Research Institute at the University of Toronto’s 
Baycrest Health Sciences centre to better understand 
how the brain absorbs and retains information.

“If you repeat something to someone up to five 
times in 30 days, his or her ability to remember 
that piece of information long-term is greater than 
90 per cent,” Leaman explains.

Waiting longer before repeating a question can also 
help improve retention. “The idea is trying to grow 
the spacing between each iteration to make it a little 
bit harder for the person to remember the answer,” 
Leaman says. “It challenges the brain and makes 
those neural pathways just that much more solid.” 

Challenges | Talent

In 2011, Leaman bought a rudimentary version 
of Axonify’s current software from a Kitchener, 
Ont., marketing firm that had developed it to help 
U.S. auto parts retailer and service chain Pep Boys: 
Manny, Moe & Jack curb employee theft. Pep Boys 
encouraged staff to answer questions such as: What 
should you do if you suspect another employee of 
stealing? What kind of rewards does the company 
give for reporting theft?

The program, which workers accessed 
voluntarily whenever they had a few minutes, gave 
points and prizes for correct answers. It worked 
because it reminded them what to do if they caught 
someone stealing and acted as a deterrent by 
putting potential thieves on notice. Pep Boys saw 
“inventory shrink” fall by 55 per cent, leading to 
about $20-million in annual savings. “They became 
believers,” Leaman recalls. “I listened to the story 
and I thought, ‘If they have those issues, others 
must have those issues.’” 

Quizzes and games, with incentives for employee participation, help workers learn and retain 

information like product specs, workplace safety rules and other instructional content.
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Expert opinion

Matthew Saunders is President and Managing 

Director of Ryerson Futures. He has more 

than 17 years’ experience as an entrepreneur 

and executive working with companies in the 

technology and service-based sectors.

Walking the talk
The Digital Media Zone at Ryerson University helps organizations better communicate 
with employees and customers

By Matthew Saunders

Insights | Talent Insights | Talent
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From the retail sector to human resources and beyond, 
technology can boost companies’ powers of 
communication. Internally, organizations want 
software tools that help them recruit top talent and 
enable the free flow of ideas among employees. 
Externally, they’re seeking to better understand their 
clients by capturing a detailed picture of buying 
patterns and consumer preferences.

But in-house development of such technology 
can be slow, costly and challenging. It can also drain 
already limited resources, thereby distracting a 
business from its core goals. Relying on an outside 
service provider offers more flexibility, and with 
entrepreneurship on the rise, companies can choose 
from an incredible array of innovative solutions.

At Canada’s largest incubator, the Digital Media 
Zone (DMZ) at Ryerson University, and the affiliated 
accelerator and seed fund program operated 

by Ryerson Futures Inc. (RFI), we help talented 
entrepreneurs achieve their goals faster. The DMZ 
and RFI deliver business development assistance, 
mentorship and networking opportunities to start-
ups, plus access to funding and co-working spaces. 

Since the DMZ officially opened in April 2010, 
it has incubated and accelerated 133 companies, 
fostering and creating 1,196 jobs through new 
enterprises and market-driven research. Three of 
these start-ups are reshaping how organizations 
connect with one another and the world.

Loud and clear

Some technology has a clear application to internal 
or external communication, but other solutions 
can serve both purposes. Toronto-based SoapBox 
Innovations Inc. provides a Web-based platform 
for turning ideas into action. SoapBox allows a 
community to suggest and prioritize ideas and then 
deliver that information to key decision makers. The 
result: less time figuring out what the community 
wants and more time to enact change. 

Clients such as Accenture and Indigo Books & 
Music Inc. use the SoapBox platform to source ideas 
from employees and customers. The Coca-Cola Co., 
GlaxoSmithKline Inc., RBC Financial Group and 
St-Hubert L.P. turn to it to gather internal feedback. 
Justin Trudeau, Leader of the Liberal Party of Canada, 
uses SoapBox to connect with constituents.

Smarter shopping

In retail, brands pay for premium shelf space based 
on generalized market research about how 
consumers shop. Physicalytics Inc. saw an 
opportunity to leverage real-time insights into 
customer behaviour. The Toronto-based company’s 
plug-and-play sensors and software tap into cellular 
data so retailers can gather information on how 
many people visit their store, how many walk by, 
how long customers stay and how often they come 
back. All data is sourced ethically; it’s anonymous 
and heavily encrypted to protect shoppers. 

Physicalytics is winning clients at home and 
abroad. Entrepreneur Melissa Davis uses the 
service at her Toronto designer sneaker and apparel 
boutique, Ugly Dukling. A South African department 
store has also deployed Physicalytics.

Keeping an eye on talent

In the human resources field, Toronto-based Kira 
Talent developed an award-winning online video 
interviewing platform that allows recruiters and 
managers to assess job candidates remotely. Users 
can set up the interface in minutes and navigate it 
without training. 

Candidates answer preset recorded video 
questions. After rating and comparing applicants, 
employers interview only the most suitable 
candidates in person, saving time and speeding up 
the hiring process. Besides the Queen’s School of 
Business, the University of Toronto’s Rotman School 
of Management, the University of Waterloo and Yale 
University, Kira Talent counts a major insurance 
provider and two prominent professional service 
organizations among its clients.

Bringing ideas to life

At the Digital Media Zone, the community fosters just-
in-time learning. Entrepreneurs learn the skills they 
need to succeed while simultaneously growing their 
business. Part of this experience involves meeting 
regularly with industry leaders and potential clients, 
allowing teams to continuously iterate their approach. 
The formula is different for every company, but 
these successes share a common element: a solid 
understanding of the people their businesses serve.  Uf

“Organizations want software tools that 
help them recruit top talent and enable the 
free flow of ideas among employees.”

Insights | Talent Insights | Talent
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The challenge

Businesses have instant access to more data than 
ever. But Mike Branch, Founder and CEO of 
Oakville, Ont.–based Inovex Inc., which makes 
custom-designed software for the healthcare and 
energy sectors, kept hearing the same thing from 
clients: they faced challenges using data in timely 
and effective ways.

“Spreadsheets full of numbers don’t tell a 
dynamic story until they’re presented in a visual 
way,” says Branch. Traditionally, geographic 
visualizations had to be done by graphics specialists 
who were so busy that the job would end up in a 
queue. The result was a static map that might be 
out of date when it was finished. 

So, in 2012, Branch challenged a team of software 
developers at the privately held Inovex to build 
a solution. The result was Maps BI (for Business 
Intelligence), an easy-to-use program for generating 
interactive colour maps of performance and potential 
opportunities directly from data spreadsheets.

The strategy

The rapid growth of mobile apps that provide GPS 
information has made it possible to collect location-
based data from many sources. There are programs 
that visualize data, plot logistics and map sales 
geographically, but none of them combines these 
functions interactively, Branch says. 

The Maps BI team created proprietary algorithms 
that let users in any sector convert spreadsheet data 
into an onscreen dashboard with overlays showing 
multiple variables and how things shift over time. 
For instance, the software can project how the 
market for a consumer product or a healthcare 
service may evolve due to changes in demographics 
and help identify bottlenecks in logistics and 
technical support, Branch explains.

Customers can embed the Maps BI dashboard 
in their existing management software, he notes. 
The cloud-based product is available by monthly 
subscription at various rates, depending on user need.

Charting a new course
An Ontario start-up gives private and public sector clients the big picture by 
transforming spreadsheet data into interactive maps

By Wallace Immen

Challenges | Technology
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The strategy

The rapid growth of mobile apps that provide GPS 
information has made it possible to collect location-
based data from many sources. There are programs 
that visualize data, plot logistics and map sales 
geographically, but none of them combines these 
functions interactively, Branch says. 

The Maps BI team created proprietary algorithms 
that let users in any sector convert spreadsheet data 
into an onscreen dashboard with overlays showing 
multiple variables and how things shift over time. 
For instance, the software can project how the 
market for a consumer product or a healthcare 
service may evolve due to changes in demographics 
and help identify bottlenecks in logistics and 
technical support, Branch explains.

Customers can embed the Maps BI dashboard 
in their existing management software, he notes. 
The cloud-based product is available by monthly 
subscription at various rates, depending on user need.

The results
“This gives a way to see trends and provide referrals 
that we were not able to do before,” says Ravi Jain, 
Toronto-based Director of Ontario Osteoporosis 
Strategy at Osteoporosis Canada, which is testing 
Maps BI. “Even when we plotted the raw data on 
thousands of patients on a map, it would only give 
us a static picture of what is going on,” Jain adds. 
“Using Maps BI, we can use a slider to see trends in 
patient flow over six years. It’s like a weather radar 
map, and it gives us a more dynamic picture of how 
the patient base is changing over time.” 

But that’s only scratching the surface, Jain says. 
“Next we took the step of saying, ‘How can we 
identify local health services [where] we could 
refer them to make it more convenient to screen 
and do follow-ups?’” – which can play a key role 
in preventing subsequent fractures. Colour coding 

The future
When the product launched in November 2013, 
Maps BI had spun off from parent Inovex. Branch 
serves as CEO of both companies. Canadian 
business automation firms Audaxium, Inc. and 
Virtual Logistics Inc. have already partnered with 
seven-employee Maps BI to integrate its data 
mining capabilities into their own offerings. “We 
believe partnerships will become a significant part 
of the business model – as much as 50 per cent,” 
Branch says.

Maps BI is working on a light version for small 
business that handles fewer numbers and locations. 
The company is testing the prototype to track a 
regional theatre’s patronage and a technology 
association’s membership growth.  Uf

Charting a new course
An Ontario start-up gives private and public sector clients the big picture by 
transforming spreadsheet data into interactive maps

By Wallace Immen

and the ability to plot distances between patients 
and health centres make it possible to provide 
information immediately on the phone. “In the 
past it would have required putting patients on 
hold for a long time to search through three sets of 
spreadsheets,” Jain says. 

Through a partnership with Geotab, Inc., an 
Oakville-based leader in fleet management and 
vehicle tracking, Maps BI converts GPS data into 
useful business intelligence. Clients can identify 
and track aggressive drivers, thereby reducing the 
maintenance, repair and insurance costs associated 
with such behaviour – and improving driver and 
public safety. The Maps BI dashboard shows a 
heat map of a particular region that lists the top 
offending vehicles and breaks down their infractions 
by category.

Spreadsheets full of 
numbers don’t tell a 
dynamic story until 
they’re presented in a 
visual way.
Mike Branch 
Founder and CEO, Inovex and Maps BI 

Challenges | Technology

The easy-to-use Maps BI dashboard brings raw numbers to life.
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Plan  
for success
Entrepreneurs: give your innovative idea the care it 
deserves by considering multiple routes to market

By Joshua Gans and Scott Stern

Although breakthrough ideas and innovations are 
rare, the range of options that a manager or 
entrepreneur faces to commercialize them can be 
daunting. Entrepreneurs whose eyes light up with 
insight about an opportunity often put little effort into 
choosing how to bring that idea to market. Rather 
than give their idea the care it deserves, they simply 
pursue the first business model they investigate.

Insights | Technology Insights | Technology
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Expert opinion

Joshua Gans holds the Jeffrey S. Skoll Chair of Technical 

Innovation and Entrepreneurship at the University of 

Toronto’s Rotman School of Management.  

Scott Stern is the David Sarnoff Professor of Management 

of Technology and Chair of the Technological Innovation, 

Entrepreneurship and Strategic Management Group at the 

MIT Sloan School of Management. This essay summarizes 

themes of their forthcoming book, Entrepreneurial Strategy.
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Although breakthrough ideas and innovations are 
rare, the range of options that a manager or 
entrepreneur faces to commercialize them can be 
daunting. Entrepreneurs whose eyes light up with 
insight about an opportunity often put little effort into 
choosing how to bring that idea to market. Rather 
than give their idea the care it deserves, they simply 
pursue the first business model they investigate.

A tale of two dot-coms

An effective entrepreneurial strategy is grounded in 
the insight that for any given idea, there are multiple 
go-to-market options. Consider the case of Peapod 
LLC and Webvan. Both of these 1990s U.S. dot-com 
ventures were based on the same idea – online 
grocery shopping – but they had fundamentally 
different visions about how to translate it into a 
commercial reality. 

Peapod collaborated with supermarkets, thereby 
reducing not only its competition but also its cost 
of goods. By contrast, Webvan 
tried to compete directly with 
supermarkets by developing a 
soup-to-nuts solution that cut out 
the existing players entirely.

The demise of Webvan was 
striking: more than $1-billion 
(U.S.) spent on a business 
plan that gained the company little customer 
traction and a reputation as the epitome of 
dot-com excess after it went bankrupt in 2001. 
Yet it wasn’t the idea behind Webvan that was 
unviable. The much smaller Peapod focused on 
creating value – conserving customers’ time – and 
developed a profitable business in co-operation 
with Koninklijke Ahold N.V., the European 
conglomerate that owns U.S. chain The Stop & 
Shop Supermarket Co.

When launching a start-up, don’t 
commit to your first business plan – 
write two and then choose one!

Insights | Technology Insights | Technology
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The choice is yours

Our work holds a key message for would-be 
Canadian entrepreneurs: when launching a start-
up, don’t commit to your first business plan – write 
two and then choose one! Consider several business 
models that would allow you to bring your idea 
to market. All too often, our research shows that 
entrepreneurs become quickly enamoured with 
the first viable model they can identify instead of 
meaningfully developing the one that does justice to 
their idea (and the opportunity cost of their time).

For example, some entrepreneurs, smitten by 
the idea of “disruption,” try to shoehorn ideas that 
would best be commercialized through co-operation 
with industry players into a strategy that requires 
competition with those incumbents. The converse 
can occur too: industry-changing ideas fall flat 
because attempts to commercialize them through 
existing channels suffer organizational resistance or 
lack of follow-through.

The implications don’t end with how you relate 
to existing industry players. Depending on your 
core entrepreneurial strategy choices, you’ll make 
different decisions about the customers you choose, 
how you leverage technology, and the way you build 
your team and your venture. Each strategy requires 
a distinctive set of resources and capabilities; your 
choice will end up changing the company you build.

Change of plans

At the University of Toronto’s Creative Destruction 
Lab, start-up Bionym Inc. spent years trying 
to license its sensor technology, which allows 
identification of users from their heartbeat 
signatures. Bionym knew this technology had 
applications for security but also for more 
mundane things like ensuring that the lights come 
on when you get home. To the company, licensing 
was its only option. 

However, as it turned out, incumbents in the 
industry couldn’t quite see this 
vision. So Bionym undertook a 
strategy to build a device, the Nymi 
bracelet, which today is gathering 
great momentum as a product 
that may free us of passwords 
altogether. Bionym could end 
up in the arms of an incumbent, 

but none of this would have happened if the 
entrepreneurs at the heart of it hadn’t considered 
and implemented a Plan B. 

For every gem of entrepreneurial insight, there 
are a variety of choices about how to proceed. By 
taking the time to develop meaningful choices, 
entrepreneurs can more quickly come to terms 
with how they will create and capture value, and 
how they will build the type of company their 
idea deserves.  Uf
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Filmmaker Katerina Cizek is changing the face 
of interactive technology and storytelling, 
one building at a time. Toronto-based Cizek’s 
interactive documentary series Highrise, on 
urban issues and the everyday lives of city 
apartment dwellers around the world, keeps 
expanding the boundaries of the medium.

Produced by the National Film Board of Canada, 
the ongoing series has used 360-degree interactive 
views of apartment interiors to allow viewers to 
choose what they’d like to learn about people’s 
societies and inner lives. For a look, see the 
instalment “Out My Window” at highrise.nfb.ca.

Cizek, who has won a 2011 International 
Digital Emmy Award and several other honours, 
also shows how poetic digital interaction can 
be. One photo montage on apartment life, its 
comforts and sometimes its alienation (in A 
Short History of the Highrise, co-produced with 
The New York Times) lets viewers halt the flow 
and examine any photo more closely, almost like 
holding someone’s personal snapshot. 

Now, Cizek is planning to push her 
experimentation even further.

What’s next for the Highrise series?
I’m interested in a conversational documentary. 
Throughout the ages, documentary has been like a 
monologue. And I think digital culture – certainly 
the way software is being built and conceived 
by technologists – is moving toward trying and 
simulating conversation, simulating human 
interaction. For example, your software remembers 
what you did last time in order to facilitate your 
next interaction, like Google remembers what you 
did. You can say the same about conversation. When 
you see somebody again, you don’t reintroduce 
yourself. [Similarly,] this documentary will ask you 
questions. And based on how you answer, we will 
offer up stories and conversation with you.

Why did you make Highrise interactive? 
With a lot of interactive uses, the technology gets 
ahead of the story. A lot of great documentary 
stories are being told without challenging ourselves 
as documentarians, in terms of exploring these new 
ways in which technology is changing every aspect 
of our lives. How it’s changing documentary is such 
an important question for me. I found Highrise to be 
at such a wonderful place at the intersection of this 

question. I’m really interested in very small, quiet 
stories of our domestic lives, of the places we call 
home. Piled on top of each other, they start to give a 
much larger picture of the human condition and the 
urban condition of the 21st century.

Can technology get in the way of artistry or 
capturing the core emotions of a story?
Any technological choice you make needs to have a 
sincere artistic motivation, a meaningful reason to 
be there. My background is in photojournalism; I 
love still photography. And I love documentaries 
made of still photographs, but I’m always left 
wanting to stop the film and examine each 
photograph and understand where it comes 
from, and its context. And so I felt like this is an 
opportunity, as an interactive digital storyteller, to 
offer up something I’ve always craved.

Where do you see the medium going?
I think we’re in very early days. A lot of the stuff that 
we’re doing now, it won’t take long for it to look 
really outdated. It’s a very different kind of artistic 
expression, so I do feel like it’s ephemeral in that 
sense. These technologies are changing so quickly, 
in particular our interface with them. But as this 
improves and evolves, we are not going to be 
hunched over a keyboard and a screen for much 
longer. We are going to wear these technologies, we 
are going to be immersed in them, they are going 
to become much more a part of our tactile, tangible 
and physical experience of the world.  Uf

Vertical reality
Technology plays a leading role in Highrise, Katerina Cizek’s 
award-winning interactive documentary film series

By Guy Dixon

End game

Filmmaker Katerina Cizek.

Leech and McNish explore Canada’s looming 
pension crisis and argue, through solution-oriented 
case studies, that unless public policy moves to 
rehabilitate the country’s ailing pension system, a 
grim future awaits both retirees and taxpayers.

SPONSORED BY MEDIA PARTNER

“Inadequate or unsustainable pensions represent a dire fi nancial challenge 
that politicians secretly refer to as the third rail. Like the third high-voltage 
beam that powers subways, pension controversies are presumed 
to bring imminent destruction to any politician fool enough to 
touch them.”

For more information, please visit 

www.nbbaward.ca

The Third Rail 
by Jim Leech & Jacquie McNish
2013 National Business Book Award Winner 
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Can technology get in the way of artistry or 
capturing the core emotions of a story?
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be there. My background is in photojournalism; I 
love still photography. And I love documentaries 
made of still photographs, but I’m always left 
wanting to stop the film and examine each 
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opportunity, as an interactive digital storyteller, to 
offer up something I’ve always craved.
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