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RETURN ON CULTURE
In today’s competitive environment, leaders of Ontario’s high-growth small and 
medium-sized enterprises are finding that building a culture of employee 
engagement and empowerment helps them win the battle for talent

Once upon a time, it seems like business 
was easier. Talented and skilled workers 
lined up to work. The best employees 
followed orders and were thankful for 
steady work. Far away, in the corner 
office, the boss was revered, sometimes 
feared, but always in charge.

Things are different now. Bosses 
can no longer claim to know best. 

Business growth depends on creativity 
and initiative up and down the company, 
and the talent pools needed to move 
businesses forward are tough to find 
and harder to keep. Ontario’s innovative, 
high-growth small and medium-sized 
enterprises (SMEs) boast tremendous 
vision, great products and the will to 
win, but they face an alarming talent 

shortage. The brightest entrepreneurs 
are now rewriting the rule book to build 
companies with bold new cultures 
focused on the needs and skills of their 
employees, where employees across the 
board can expect to learn, be recognized 
(with more than just money) and become 
engaged with more meaningful work.

CHANGING TIMES
When markets were more stable and 
customers less unpredictable, it was 
easy for bold, charismatic leaders to 
point the way ahead. Today, culture-
driven companies are more complex, 
where creativity demands constant 
change and employee engagement 
requires flexibility and new ways of 
leading. Business leaders now count 
on their entire teams to create shared 
values and identify new opportunities. 
Companies that put culture first report 
greater payoffs such as employee 
satisfaction, higher productivity, reduced 
turnover, lower training costs and 
greater profits. Leveraging the creativity, 
connections and brainpower of the entire 
work force helps companies survive and 
thrive amid fierce global competition.

A case in point is Fibernetics 
Corporation, a telecom-services 
provider based in Cambridge, 
Ontario (see page 6). Two years ago, 
President John Stix detected a lethargy 
creeping through his company that 

was dampening growth, innovation 
and customer service. To rekindle his 
team’s passion, he launched a culture-
change initiative founded on boosting 
employee happiness. The results were 
increased alignment, accelerated 
growth and higher profits. The costs 
of improvement were inconsequential, 
says Stix, compared to the dramatic 
change that permeated throughout the 
whole company. “I wish all my business 
investments had this kind of return.”

Fibernetics is one example  
of a growing number of Ontario 
businesses discovering incredible 
returns from investing in values  
and people to build cultures of  
trust and collaboration. Leaders of 
forward-looking, innovative Ontario 
SMEs and their executive teams 
across many sectors are building, 
growing and, in some cases, turning 
around their companies by supporting 
and empowering employees and 
moving “from me to we.”

“HAPPINESS”
A 2015 Deloitte survey found 87% of 
companies around the world consider 
“culture and engagement” to be one 
of their biggest challenges. Yet not 
enough companies are moving in this 
direction. According to Gallup, Inc., 
the polling organization that measures 
engagement, at the end of 2014 only 
31.5% of U.S. employees were what 
Gallup calls “actively engaged” in their 
jobs. Some 51% were “not engaged,” 
and 17.5% were “actively disengaged.”

Even with the growing awareness 
and interest in the importance of creating 
a “happiness” culture to attract, retain 
and engage employees today, why are 
the majority of companies—even those 
committed to growth and innovation—
not moving in this direction? Recent 
studies have raised similar questions, 
such as the following:

 • Why are some leaders and role-model 
companies able to attract and retain 
employees with negligible turnover, 
while others, including those with 
formal human resources programs 
and policies, fall short and lag behind?
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 • Why do 70% of business leaders 
believe employee engagement 
is critical to achieving business 
objectives, yet only 20% feel their 
employee-engagement initiatives 
are effective?

 • Why do some employers, even 
those who recognize that employee 
engagement is critical to success in 
today’s work environment, not know 
how to develop and enhance it?

 • Is it true that companies are 
achieving return on investment by 
creating a “happiness” culture? Or 
is the concept simply a fad not yet 
proven with measurable results?

THE DIFFERENTIATOR
Peter Drucker, the dean of management 
gurus, is credited with saying, “Culture 
eats strategy for breakfast.” The 
antidote to disengagement is creating a 
strong, empowering culture that makes 
employees trust and respect their 
employers and encourages everyone 
to contribute. Drucker didn’t mean that 
businesses should neglect strategy but 
rather, that strategy follows culture just 
as form follows function. He encouraged 
business leaders to compare how much 
time they spent on creating strategy 
versus developing culture and rebalance 
their time accordingly.

THE CULTURE IMPERATIVE
In this report, Return on Culture: 
Winning the Battle for Talent, CEOs, 
presidents and owners of innovative, 
high-growth Ontario companies from 
various sectors and their human 
resources executives generously share 
their experiences and best practices. 
All seven companies profiled have 
taken various approaches to investing 
in corporate culture, fostering positive 
and empowering environments and 
engaging employees with measurable 
results. Collectively, their profiles 
(starting on page 6) demonstrate that 
culture is not expensive to build but 
requires knowing what the company 
stands for, the values that are the 

most important and how to represent 
them honestly. From the experiences 
and insights shared by the leaders 
individually, below is a summary 
of some key lessons learned and 
best practices.

SEVEN BEST PRACTICES
1. RECOGNIZE YOUR EMPLOYEES’  

ROLE AS PARTNERS  

In Orangeville, Ontario, the 
headquarters of cable-harness 
assembler Data Cable Company 
Inc. (see page 16), management was 
failing in its efforts to implement a 
Lean transformation project until it 
realized that true competitiveness 
comes from the whole team 
working together. “The turning 
point came when we realized that 
everyone here wakes up in the 
morning wanting to succeed,” says 
President Paul Nelson. The key to 
culture is identifying your company’s 
core values.

2. BE SENSITIVE TO YOUR 
ENVIRONMENT—PROMOTE CHANGE  

At Fibernetics (see page 6), 
President John Stix’s first major 
change involved self-awareness and 
conscious leadership to inspire the 
company’s managers. In an offsite 
session, Stix and his managers 
identified the company’s six core 
values, which now drive its culture 
and decision making: (1) Innovation, 
(2) Accountability, (3) Just Do It 
and Find a Solution, (4) Trust, 
(5) Teamwork and (6) Happiness.

3. “HAPPINESS” IS A CRITICAL GOAL 

“Happiness” may sound like an 
odd objective for a business, but 
it is a goal shared by companies 
as diverse as the Las Vegas-based 
online shoe retailer Zappos and the 
Whitby, Ontario, business-services 
provider 360incentives.com (see 
page 8). It is subtler and more 
powerful than it sounds. “You want 
to build an environment that makes 
people irrationally happy to be 
there,” notes 360 Founder and CEO 

Jason Atkins. “Happier employees 
are more resilient and more likely to 
treat customers positively, which, 
in turn, creates happier clients.” 
Atkins agrees culture is the best 
investment he has ever made.

4. HIRE FOR ATTITUDE…  
INVEST IN TRAINING  

“A lot of companies want to hire fully 
trained people who can come in and 
do the job right, but that’s not the 
real world,” notes Michael Beneteau, 
CEO of CenterLine (Windsor) 
Limited (see page 14), which builds 
customized manufacturing systems. 
“We want people with the right 
attitude and who want to learn. 
We will train them.” With training, 
employees understand their jobs 
and learn how to produce better 
products more efficiently and what 
customers want and need.

5. HIRE LOCAL AND BUILD  
A POSITIVE AND FLEXIBLE  
CULTURE FOR ALL EMPLOYEES  

When you build a positive culture, 
your employees will vigilantly 
support it. Dan and Tara Renaud, 
the husband-and-wife co-founders 
of Eastern Ontario’s Groupe TIF 
Group (see page 12), which builds 
specialized trucks and maintains 
mobile refrigeration vehicles, have 
learned their employees are great 
at recommending new employees 
and they won’t suggest people who 
don’t fit the culture.

6. NEVER UNDERESTIMATE THE POWER 
OF POSITIVE RECOGNITION  

Dr. Imants Lauks, PhD, Founder 
and CEO of the high-tech medical-
device company Epocal Inc. 
in Ottawa (see page 10), says 
employees never forget when a 
company recognizes them for a 
job well done or when a senior 
executive greets them by name. 
“Many business leaders are so 
focused on the product and the 
process that sometimes they 
forget about the people. You have 
to remember it’s the employees 
who allow the company to 
achieve excellence.”
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7. LIVE BY AND DEFEND YOUR CULTURE

At Kitchener, Ontario-based 
Miovision Technologies Inc. 
(see page 18), a producer of 
high-tech traffic-management 
systems, Co-Founder and CEO 
Kurtis McBride says his company’s 
future is limited only by its ability 
to find and retain creative talent. 
As a result, he has developed new 
ways of working that encourage 
employees to form teams and 
choose their own projects. He 
has even written a 10-point guide 
to help the company’s leaders 
understand that their job is to 
support employee empowerment.

For SMEs whose employees are among 
the majority that feel “not engaged” 
and “actively disengaged” in their jobs, 
keep in mind employees want to be 
engaged. A negative company culture is 
a failure in leadership and an opportunity 
for change. Conducting an employee-
engagement survey is an excellent first 
step to determine the mindset and 
morale of your work force.

According to Sean Fitzpatrick, 
Founder and President of Ottawa-based 
TalentMap, “After you’ve analyzed the 
results, share the scores, good and bad, 
with your team—this is essential. After 
all, it is not the scores that count, but 
the discussion and dialogue that follow. 
Using an employee-engagement survey 
as a catalyst for conversation will help 
you understand what issues are top 
of mind (and heart) for your staff and 
position you to make changes that 
will have a real impact.”

As Data Cable learned, nothing 
happened until the employees were 
fully informed and consulted. Once 
employees understood the company’s 
need for increased productivity and 
management’s willingness to collaborate, 
they were able to form problem-solving 
teams that produced positive, sustainable 
change. Throughout the culture journey, 
full communication—upward and 
downward—is essential.

THE 10 Cs OF EMPLOYEE 
ENGAGEMENT
In an article published in the Ivey 
Business Journal, Dan Crim and 
Gerard Seijts of Western University in 
London, Ontario, identified the “10 Cs 
of employee engagement.” At heart, 
they are all about communication.

1. CONNECT: Show that the company
values its employees.

2. CAREER: Provide challenging and
meaningful work with opportunities
for career advancement.

3. CLARITY: Communicate clear vision
and goals.

4. CONVEY: Clarify the company’s
expectations about employees and
provide feedback on employee
performance.

5. CONGRATULATE: Give consistent
recognition.

6. CONTRIBUTE: Help workers
understand how they contribute
to the company’s success.

7. CONTROL: Give employees more
control over the flow and pace
of their jobs.

8. COLLABORATE: Teams bound by
trust outperform both individuals and
teams with weaker relationships.

9. CREDIBILITY: Ensure the company
demonstrates high ethical standards.

10. CONFIDENCE: Good leaders must be
personal exemplars of high ethical
and performance standards.

As Crim and Seijts point out, engagement 
is a powerful tool but a fragile one. If a 
company fails to commit fully, they note, 
engagement “can wither with relative 
ease.” Still, a trustful start and a genuine 
commitment to ongoing communication 
should lead to a collaborative, mutually 
rewarding relationship with built-in 
incentives to succeed.

HONESTY IS THE 
BEST POLICY
Like many of the companies profiled 
in this report, CenterLine takes its 
commitment to communication and 
collaboration through to its natural 
conclusion, offering regular progress 
reports, disclosing the company’s 
financial results and splitting the gains 
through a profit-sharing program. 
“You always have to communicate 
what’s going on in the company,” says 
Beneteau. “Share the truth, and don’t 
try to hide things. If you want people 
to be honest with you, you have to be 
honest with them. And you have to 
take the first steps.”

NEW INSIGHTS 
AND SHARING
In addition to the seven role-model 
companies with full profiles (starting 
on page 6) that have embraced “the 
culture imperative,” this report also 
includes highlights from an interactive 
roundtable with five human resources 
executives from top London-area high-
growth firms, who offer intelligence of 
value to CEOs, presidents and owners 
of SMEs (see page 20); a showcase of 
seven “employment innovators” with 
unique and creative ways of finding 
talent, solving human resources 
problems and benefitting from their 
commitment to employee engagement 
(see page 24); forward-thinking 
ideas from Lori Schmidt, CEO of 
GO Productivity, presenting a new way 
of understanding the value of people 
and how businesses can measure 
their investments in human capital 
(see page 28); and perspectives from 
TalentMap’s Fitzpatrick (see page 5), 
who has provided a questionnaire to 
help you measure your company’s 
employee-engagement success and 
a sample employee survey to get 
you started (see page 30).
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THE VALUE OF 
EMPLOYEE-ENGAGEMENT 
SURVEYS
Employee-engagement surveys are one of today’s 
most popular management tools. When properly 
managed, they are also one of the most effective

Sean Fitzpatrick 
Founder and President,  
TalentMap, Ottawa

Conducting regular employee-
engagement surveys allows companies 
to track their staff’s passion for their 
jobs and commitment to the company. 
Above all, measuring engagement 
helps you understand employees’ 
willingness to put forward discretionary 
effort. In today’s competitive economy, 
companies with high levels of employee 
engagement have higher revenues 
per employee, lower costs, higher 
quality, fewer safety incidents and 
higher profits.

Launching an engagement survey  
is a strategic decision. The executive 
team must be ready for feedback—
good and bad—both psychologically 
and logistically. The timing must fit the 
business-planning timetable.

HOW AN EMPLOYEE-
ENGAGEMENT SURVEY  
CAN HELP
Employee surveys “done right” are the 
most efficient and effective tool to open 
up positive two-way conversations 
between management and staff. Every 
company with more than a handful  
of employees should run employee-
engagement surveys at least annually.

Here are four of the top reasons  
why well-run companies conduct 
engagement surveys:

 • Measurement is required to  
drive change.

 • Priority setting helps allocate  
scarce resources.

 • Front-line and mid-level management 
buy-in is critical for implementation 
of strategy.

 • Myth-busting information is  
needed to make progress or 
overcome obstacles.

MEASUREMENT IS REQUIRED TO DRIVE 
CHANGE: “You can’t manage what you 
can’t measure.” For most companies, 
investing in their employees (salaries, 
benefits, training, etc.) represents 
their single biggest line item. Yet 
most owners and executives don’t 
have a good understanding of the 
level of employee engagement or 
how to improve it. Properly executed 
employee-engagement surveys 

provide statistically valid measures of 
engagement and productivity that give 
leaders the knowledge and confidence 
to drive positive workplace change.

PRIORITY SETTING HELPS  
ALLOCATE SCARCE RESOURCES:  
Some companies are ready to change 
but need help prioritizing options. 
With limited resources, executives in 
these companies must systematically 
pinpoint factors that are most important 
to employees and will have the greatest 
impact on business results. A well-run 
engagement survey not only identifies 
these factors, but prioritizes them.

FRONT-LINE AND MID-LEVEL 
MANAGEMENT BUY-IN IS CRITICAL 
FOR IMPLEMENTATION OF STRATEGY: 
The executive team may have closely 
collaborated to create a “compelling 
vision for the future,” but without buy-in 
from front-line and mid-level managers, 
failure is likely. A strategically aligned 
engagement survey is a valuable 
tool for measuring supervisor and 
management support of your strategy.

MYTH-BUSTING INFORMATION IS 
NEEDED TO MAKE PROGRESS OR 
OVERCOME OBSTACLES: Workplace 
myths can take on lives of their 
own and create major obstacles 
to change. For example, “work-life 
balance” is a concern often cited by 
vocal minorities, but it is seldom a real 
issue for the silent majority. A well-run 
employee-engagement survey will 
eliminate organizational myths and 
misconceptions by using data and facts 
to drive decisions, not squeaky wheels.

TALENTMAP has developed 
an Organizational Readiness 
Checklist and a six-question 
Sample Employee-Engagement 
Survey. Taken together, these 
tools are a tested and valid way to 
measure the extent to which your 
employees feel passion for their 
work and commitment to your 
organization. To find out how your 
company measures up, see the 
checklist and sample survey on 
pages 30 and 31.
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CONSCIOUS LEADERSHIP 
EMPOWERS CHANGE
A new focus on employee happiness resulted in 
a cultural shakeup at Fibernetics that led to higher 
employee engagement—and accelerating sales growth

 PROFILE  John Stix, President, Fibernetics Corporation

AT A GLANCE 

 SECTOR: ICT TELECOM 

IN BUSINESS SINCE 2003

ANNUAL SALES (2015) $45 million

NUMBER OF EMPLOYEES 200

THREE-YEAR COMPANY  
GROWTH RATE  98%

One day, John Stix woke up and didn’t 
feel like going into work. This happens 
to many people, of course, but not 
often to entrepreneurs.

It was February 2014. Cambridge, 
Ontario-based Fibernetics Corporation, 
the company Stix co-founded in 2003 
with his childhood friend Jody Schnarr, 
was profitable. But something seemed 
to be missing. “We loved it but felt 
disengaged,” says Stix, President of 
Fibernetics. “I’d lost my passion for 

the dream I helped create with my 
best friend.” The company’s growth 
rate had slowed, from 30% or more 
a year to single digits. Its employees 
seemed listless. “It wasn’t just me,” 
says Stix. “There was bickering in the 
office, people holding onto territory. 
Attrition was becoming a problem. 
We were no longer a cohesive team.” 
Above all, he noticed, fewer and fewer 
people at Fibernetics seemed happy.

Terrifying as it seemed, Stix’s 
epiphany ended up creating positive 
change at the company that put it on a 
renewed growth path and culminated 
in a partnership with a local technology 
company that has proven that 
happiness can be nurtured, measured 
and profitable.

Checking with his peers confirmed 
Stix’s misgivings. Schnarr, the 
company’s Chairman, CEO and 
technical guru, was also feeling 
disengaged and unmotivated. Some 
of the company’s best customers said 
Fibernetics was no longer a pleasure 
to deal with. Searching for answers, 
Stix typed “unhappy at work” into 
Google. He read for hours about work 
environments, creativity and culture-
focused companies. Soon after that, 
he found a 110-year-old book on yogic 
philosophy (or did it find him?) that 
spoke of the power of the heart, spirit 
and true joy. “It was my awakening,” 
says Stix. “When I was reading the 
articles, my passion was no longer 

marketing, sales and finance or looking 
at spreadsheets. It was the people.”

With that, Stix began changing 
the focus and direction of Fibernetics. 
“I knew we were misaligned: none 
of our people would give the same 
elevator pitch about the company. So I 
started thinking of how to bring people 
together.” Months later, he took his ideas 
to an offsite meeting of the company’s 
leaders. They were defensive at first, 
but when he spoke of releasing people’s 
individuality and creativity, resistance 
faded. By day’s end, Fibernetics had 
new core values (involving Innovation, 
Accountability and Trust) and a head-
turning corporate purpose: “To deliver 
happiness and connections every day 
by being awesome.”

What is the connection between 
culture, happiness and business 
success? “When you find your true 
work self, that leads to passion,” says 
Stix. “Passion leads to happiness, 
which leads to productivity, which 
leads to results.”

Today, the Fibernetics culture 
nourishes individual lifestyles, creativity, 
wellness and spirituality. The head office 
has its own gym. Located metres away 
from the building is Lake Fibernetics, 
where employees can watch the ducks 
swim or go for a stroll around the 
lake. Work areas are painted in bright 
colours and sport big beach umbrellas. 
Employees work flexible hours and get 
their birthdays off, plus two paid days a 

Fibernetics employees check the 
Plasticity app daily; can fill out a daily 
survey question, such as “What made 
work great today?”; browse profiles of 
fellow workers and follow them through 
a social feed; and engage in features 
such as micro-polls and exercises that 
build positive habits related to Plasticity’s 
HERO Traits: Hope, Efficacy, Resilience 
and Optimism.

Jennifer Moss notes that happiness 
doesn’t mean being cheerful all the time. 
It is a way of thinking: taking the good 
with the bad and reframing negative 
energies as positive.

Most of Plasticity’s features are 
geared to individuals and remain 
confidential from management. 
However, the collective opinions 
and activities shared generate regular 
reports and provide readings on 
the work force’s changing moods, 
thoughts and engagement that are 
useful to the Fibernetics leaders 
and their commitment to delivering 
happiness and connections every 
day by being awesome.

“The most important thing about 
the Plasticity app is that it allows your 
company’s value system, purpose 
and culture to live somewhere that’s 
visible,” says Stix. “It allows people to 
connect to it any time, no matter where 
they are.” Since Fibernetics started the 
culture initiative, sales growth has been 
in the double digits, customer “trouble” 
tickets are down by 25%, and employee 
complaints have fallen by 80%.

Now with 200 employees worldwide 
and blue-chip clients across Canada, 
Fibernetics has grown from a no-frills 
provider of dial-up Internet services 
to a high-tech purveyor of telecom 
services to both residential and 
business customers across Canada. 
The company’s innovation energies 
have been revitalized. In addition, 
Schnarr now oversees a division called 
Fibernetics Ventures, which incubates 
local start-ups, some founded by 
Fibernetics employees. In a real-life 
example of happiness leading to 
results, one of the division’s first 
investments was in Plasticity Labs.
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year to work for charities of their choice. 
Staff and managers are encouraged 
to socialize, for social’s sake. Town 
hall meetings have given way to team 
huddles. “Silos have crumbled,” says 
Stix. “We see smiles on people’s 
faces again.”

Stix brought in a naturopath to 
consult with staff and hired Jackie 
Lauer, a leadership consultant, to help 
explore and strengthen the company’s 
values and vision. Lauer introduced 
Fibernetics to what has proven to be 
its most powerful change tool: an app 
created by Waterloo, Ontario, start-up 
Plasticity Labs.

Based on research, Plasticity Labs 
takes a scientific approach to employee 
engagement and company performance, 
with organizational, behavioural and 
positive psychology built into its social 
platform (i.e., the app), which is designed 
to be a daily self-development coach 
for individuals and an employer’s 
engagement tool.

Plasticity Labs was co-founded 
by Jim Moss, a former professional 
lacrosse player, and his wife, Jennifer 
Moss, after Jim’s remarkable recovery 
from a life-threatening autoimmune 
disease. Jim stunned his doctors 
by walking out of the hospital after 
just six weeks, aided by his use of 
motivational concepts such as gratitude, 
resilience, mindfulness and optimism. 
The couple moved to Waterloo, where 
Jim studied neuroscience at Wilfrid 
Laurier University. Then they recruited 
academics to develop a system for 
enhancing people’s thoughts, moods 
and performance. Their goal: “Help 
a billion people find what makes 
them happier.”

Fibernetics employees check the 
Plasticity app daily; can fill out a daily 
survey question, such as “What made 
work great today?”; browse profiles of 
fellow workers and follow them through 
a social feed; and engage in features 
such as micro-polls and exercises that 
build positive habits related to Plasticity’s 
HERO Traits: Hope, Efficacy, Resilience 
and Optimism.

Jennifer Moss notes that happiness 
doesn’t mean being cheerful all the time. 
It is a way of thinking: taking the good 
with the bad and reframing negative 
energies as positive.

Most of Plasticity’s features are 
geared to individuals and remain 
confidential from management. 
However, the collective opinions 
and activities shared generate regular 
reports and provide readings on 
the work force’s changing moods, 
thoughts and engagement that are 
useful to the Fibernetics leaders 
and their commitment to delivering 
happiness and connections every 
day by being awesome.

“The most important thing about 
the Plasticity app is that it allows your 
company’s value system, purpose 
and culture to live somewhere that’s 
visible,” says Stix. “It allows people to 
connect to it any time, no matter where 
they are.” Since Fibernetics started the 
culture initiative, sales growth has been 
in the double digits, customer “trouble” 
tickets are down by 25%, and employee 
complaints have fallen by 80%.

Now with 200 employees worldwide 
and blue-chip clients across Canada, 
Fibernetics has grown from a no-frills 
provider of dial-up Internet services 
to a high-tech purveyor of telecom 
services to both residential and 
business customers across Canada. 
The company’s innovation energies 
have been revitalized. In addition, 
Schnarr now oversees a division called 
Fibernetics Ventures, which incubates 
local start-ups, some founded by 
Fibernetics employees. In a real-life 
example of happiness leading to 
results, one of the division’s first 
investments was in Plasticity Labs.

“When you find your 
true work self, that leads 
to passion. Passion leads 
to happiness, which leads 
to productivity, which 
leads to results.”

John Stix, President, Fibernetics Corporation

“Happiness doesn’t mean 
being cheerful all the time. 
It is a way of thinking: 
taking the good with the 
bad and reframing negative 
energies as positive.”

Jennifer Moss, Co-Founder, Plasticity Labs

John Stix (right and below left), President, and 
Workplace Culture Warrior, Fibernetics Corporation
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BUILDING CULTURE FROM THE GROUND UP
Creating a workplace culture based on respect and 
freedom raises the happiness quotient for employees 
and customers alike—and boosts the bottom line

 PROFILE  Jason Atkins, Founder and CEO, 360incentives.com

AT A GLANCE 

 SECTOR: COMPUTER SYSTEMS  
 DESIGN AND B-to-B SERVICES 

IN BUSINESS SINCE 2008

ANNUAL SALES (2015) < $15 million

NUMBER OF EMPLOYEES 160

THREE-YEAR EMPLOYEE  
RETENTION RATE 99%

THREE-YEAR COMPANY  
GROWTH RATE  460%

It is a long way from Las Vegas to 
Whitby, Ontario. Las Vegas is home to 
Zappos, the online shoe retailer that 
gained fame by delivering unmatched 
customer service and prioritizing a 
corporate culture based on individual 
freedom and core values such as 
“Create Fun and a Little Weirdness”; 
Whitby is home to 360incentives.
com (360), a marketing-support firm 
modelled on Zappos, but with its  
own distinctive approaches.

Inside 360’s second-storey 
headquarters in a low-rise office 
building, more than 100 people rock 
and roll in an office space dominated 
by a lunchroom with free healthy snacks, 
a giant fish tank in the boardroom 
and pods of desks decorated with 
zany signs, hats and miscellaneous 
memorabilia. The space buzzes with 
chatter and laughter, a clear contrast 
to the usual air-conditioning hum you 
hear in most offices these days.

For Founder and CEO Jason Atkins, 
laughter is the sign of a healthy culture 
and money in the bank. This is his  
third business and it is founded on 
customer service. His core value: 
“Create an unbelievable workplace 
where people are happy and make  
a positive contribution.”

To the outside world, 360 is 
consummately professional. The “What 
We Do” page of its website soberly 
explains how 360’s digital tracking and 
payment systems improve the sales-
incentive and rebate experience for 
major consumer brands. The “Why We 
Do It” web page is what really sums 
up 360’s success. “We are building a 
culture of happiness,” it reads. “Happy 
employees bring their passion and 
experience to work every day to drive 
the success of our clients.”

Whether you believe it works or not, 
you can’t argue with 360’s success. 
Customer satisfaction, judged by its  
Net Promoter Score of 89.5%, is seven 
points above the level considered 
“excellent.” In 2014, when the company 
jumped from 50 to 130 employees, it 

“We are building a culture of happiness. Happy employees 
bring their passion and experience to work every day to 
drive the success of our clients.”

Jason Atkins, Founder and CEO, 360incentives.com
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was named Best Workplace in Canada 
for medium-sized businesses. In 2015,  
it ranked 13th on the PROFIT 500 list of 
Canada’s Fastest-Growing Companies.

Atkins takes pride in his company’s 
growth, but he is even prouder of the 
culture he is building. “Just watch 
people in our call centre,” he says. 
“They’re like a family. They make callers 
smile whether they want to or not.” 
“Creating happy” was part of his plan 
from the start: “I wanted to build a 
business where I wanted to be every 
day, with people I liked to be around.” 
The core of his vision is the Golden 
Rule: “We treat people like they want  
to be treated.”

As an employee at 360, you can 
dress as weirdly as you like, decorate 
your desk and take as many vacation 
days as you like—as long as your work 
gets done. Most companies have 
binders of policies and procedures, 
but Atkins can sum up 360’s rules in 
two sentences: “This is a business: 
put in more than you take out,” he says. 
“If you take out more than you put in, 
we won’t be a business anymore.”

Among 360’s other creative 
approaches to people management:

 • An in-depth recruitment process that 
focuses on cultural fit first. Creative 
interview questions might include 
“Tell me about the last time you ate  
a sandwich.”

 • Onboarding sessions, full-team 
welcomes, high fives and fresh-
baked cookies for new hires.

 • Individualized key performance 
indicators (KPIs).

 • Open-book management,  
with quarterly update meetings  
for everyone.

 • Bonus programs and stock options.

 • Generous severance packages for 
employees that don’t fit the culture. 
“We used to try to save people,”  
says Atkins. “Now we’ve learned  
to remove them more quickly.”

Atkins agrees some of these practices 
are a little radical. Employees sometimes 
struggle to balance their freedoms and 
responsibilities. For example, some 
people have had to be reminded not  
to leave their team hanging when  
they head out on vacation. In general, 
though, respect and freedom seem to 
make 360’s team more responsible.

Atkins admits few other companies 
of 360’s size would have three human 
resources leaders: Christie Elliott, 
360’s Team Happiness Manager (i.e., 
human resources director) and a former 
flight attendant who has been taking 
courses to master the compliance 
and health and safety parts of her job; 
Travis Dutka, 360’s Culture Curator, 
responsible for team building; and 

Dan Webster, the firm’s Talent Warrior, 
who oversees recruiting.

“The size of the team and the 
company’s level of commitment to 
human resources leadership may 
seem like a big investment,” he says, 
but he can justify it with math. He says 
360’s employee churn rate is about 1%: 
“We only lose people who move out of 
town or go back to school.” On top of 
that, 360’s customer churn rate is zero. 
Atkins credits those low rates to the 
company’s culture. Most companies 
in his sector, he estimates, would have 
a customer churn rate of about 15%. 
Between the upheld customer revenue 
and the savings on not having to recruit 
and train new employees, Atkins figures 
360 came out ahead by $5 million over 
the last three years. Culture, he says, 
is one of the best investments his 
company has ever made.

Building productivity on happiness 
and freedom is more complicated than  
it looks, notes Dutka. “We don’t paint 
rainbows and ride unicorns all day. 
There’s a lot of hard work. But we have 
a great environment to do it in, and  
that makes people more resilient.”  
He understands that not every company 
wants to switch to this model, but he is 
not sure why. “You don’t have to make 
your employees happy, but that model 
isn’t sustainable or scalable.”

Christie Elliott, Team Happiness Manager, and Travis Dutka, Culture Curator, 360incentives.com
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A WORLD 
OF TALENT

To keep its double-digit growth fully staffed, Epocal 
has found a source of highly skilled, internationally 
educated scientists in the immigrant community

 PROFILE  Dr. Imants Lauks, PhD, Founder and CEO, Epocal Inc.

AT A GLANCE 

 SECTOR: MEDICAL EQUIPMENT 

IN BUSINESS SINCE 2001

ANNUAL SALES Confidential

NUMBER OF EMPLOYEES 300

THREE-YEAR EMPLOYEE  
RETENTION RATE 80%

THREE-YEAR COMPANY  
GROWTH RATE  162%

Epocal Inc. may be the healthiest 
company you haven’t heard of. 
Created to develop and commercialize  
a smart-card-based blood-testing  
tool for critical-care situations,  
the Ottawa-based company has 
attracted a symposium’s worth of 
doctors, biologists, software 
developers, mechanical engineers 
and other savvy professionals.

You can understand the allure: 
Epocal is revolutionizing patient care. 
Combining nanotechnology and 
biotechnology, Epocal’s “lab on a chip” 
and its twinned wireless device enable 
clinicians to test a blood sample in 
30 seconds—for the same cost as  
old-fashioned analog tests. “We’re having 
an impact,” says Dr. Imants Lauks,  
Founder and CEO. “We’re now selling 

in 90 countries around the world. Our 
expectation is for strong double-digit 
growth as far as the eye can see.”

Learning to put a blood-diagnostic 
system on a biochip-based device took 
Dr. Lauks and his founding team five 
years. Even so, finding and keeping the 
right people and recruiting bio-scientists 
in Ottawa is a tough job as Epocal 
continues to grow exponentially.  
Two years ago, the company hit the 
100-employee mark. Now, with its 
plant doubling production, Epocal  
has 300 staff and is still hiring. “We’ll 
double again in the next few years,” 
says Dr. Lauks.

After receiving a bachelor of science  
in chemistry and a PhD in electrical 
engineering, Dr. Lauks taught at the 
University of Pennsylvania before 

Dr. Imants Lauks (right and below), PhD, Founder and CEO, 
with Mohammad Al-Ghazal (seated), Manager, Card Operations 
and Robert Barclay, Director, Human Resources, Epocal Inc.
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co-founding New Jersey-based i-STAT 
Corporation, a pioneer in portable blood 
testing. He moved to Ottawa in 1990 
when the company expanded to take 
advantage of an idle chip-fabrication 
plant. After several bumpy years  
trying to sell to conservative medical 
markets, i-STAT was acquired in 2003 
by Chicago-based Abbott Laboratories 
for US$392 million. The i-STAT product 
line is still manufactured in Ottawa and 
supports 1,000 employees.

Dr. Lauks left i-STAT prior to the 
Abbott Laboratories takeover, but he 
stayed in Ottawa and launched Epocal 
with $3 million in venture capital from 
Toronto’s Genesys Capital. Dr. Lauks’s 
Epoc system was a jump ahead of 
i-STAT’s. Realizing that building and 
retaining a strong sales force would 
be a challenge, he chose a different 
route: rather than fund its own sales 
force, Epocal assigned marketing and 
distribution to Boston-based Alere Inc., 
specialists in close-to-the-patient 
testing. “You play to your strengths,” 
says Dr. Lauks. “It’s tough to build 
a technology company in Canada 
if you are aspiring to achieve global 

reach. Our plan was always to build to 
a certain size and then sell to a large 
multinational that already had access 
to our customer group.”

After four years as Epocal’s 
distribution arm, Alere liked what 
it saw. It acquired Epocal in 2013 
for a reported amount of up to 
$250 million. “We got a good exit for 
the shareholders,” says Dr. Lauks.

Now Epocal’s task is to keep  
the flywheel spinning. As production  
and research and development (R&D)  
surge, Epocal is recruiting at full  
speed, working closely with Ottawa’s 
colleges and universities, as well as 
with the engineering-savvy University  
of Waterloo. “People with strong 
technical competence are always  
the determinant in the growth of any 
technology company,” says Dr. Lauks.

One innovative recruiting tactic 
garnered a 2015 award from the non-
profit Hire Immigrants Ottawa (HIO).  
For its commitment to working with  
local immigrant communities and  
helping multicultural employees adapt to  
and integrate into the Canadian work 
force, Epocal won HIO’s 2015 Employer 
Excellence Award. The previous year’s 
winner was Toronto-Dominion Bank.

The advantage to recruiting 
newcomers to Canada isn’t rocket 
science. “If you are looking to hire 
people with strong ethics and good 
technology credentials, they are out 
there in the immigrant community,” 
says Dr. Lauks. “We’ve done well 
hiring from those communities.” 
Epocal’s management now believes 
there is no way the company could 
have grown as rapidly and hit its 
milestones without the benefit of 
internationally educated recruits.

Human Resources Director 
Bob Barclay says Epocal staff worked in 
many ways to break down employment 
barriers for immigrants. They reviewed 
and standardized interview procedures to 
ensure all questions focused solely on 

the candidate’s qualifications. “We had to 
make sure we were hiring for skills and 
abilities, nothing else,” says Barclay. 
“You can’t ask subjective questions.” 
The company also took steps to ensure 
flexibility regarding holidays and cultural 
observances, to accommodate cultural 
and religious dress practices and to 
subsidize English-language training.

Other practices spontaneously 
bobbed to the surface. For instance, 
when a new immigrant from Ghana  
was being considered for a job,  
he was paired with the company’s  
only Ghanaian employee to help him 
understand the interview process and 
how Epocal works. The protegé later 
reported that having a confidant in the 
company relieved the stress of starting  
a new job. “Now we’ve expanded  
the program across the company,”  
says Barclay. “People are sharing 
experiences and relating to each other.” 
Even after each one-year pairing ends, 
participants still maintain that special 
relationship. For a long time, whenever 
they meet, says Barclay, “they still do  
a special hand slap.”

To keep employees motivated, 
Epocal also offers a performance-
recognition program. “We recognize 
people who go above and beyond their 
jobs,” says Barclay. Cash is involved, 
but that’s not the important thing.  
“We always try to recognize people  
in front of their peers. That has more 
impact than anything else.”

In the end, Dr. Lauks believes 
that creating and living the right 
culture is key. “At Epocal, it really 
boils down to people who are turned 
on by accomplishment and have strong 
technical competence,” he says. That 
means fact-based decision making, 
breaking down silos, no tolerance for 
office politics and honest, ongoing 
communications. “You would think 
these are motherhood statements,” 
says Dr. Lauks, “but it is surprising 
that we have to work at it continually.”

“Our culture boils down to having people who are turned 
on by accomplishment.”

Dr. Imants Lauks, PhD, Founder and CEO, Epocal Inc.
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WINNING THE BATTLE FOR TRADES
To find and keep its staff, Groupe TIF Group offers a 
lifestyle, training and a flexible culture not often seen 
in the automotive trades

 PROFILE   Dan Renaud, President, and Tara Renaud, Co-Founder, 
Groupe TIF Group

AT A GLANCE 

 SECTOR: MANUFACTURING  
 TRUCK BODIES 

IN BUSINESS SINCE 2001

ANNUAL SALES (2015) $14.5 million

NUMBER OF EMPLOYEES 72

THREE-YEAR EMPLOYEE  
RETENTION RATE 85%

THREE-YEAR COMPANY  
GROWTH RATE  12%

The battle for talent isn’t just fought 
in office towers and on factory floors. 
Urban or rural, companies of all 
descriptions say that finding great 
people to work for you is a big effort. 
So how does Groupe TIF Group (TIF) 
of Vars, Ontario, located just outside 
of Ottawa, defy the odds?

TIF, run by the husband-and-wife 
team of Dan and Tara Renaud, has  
three main lines of business: building 
customized truck bodies for such 
organizations as Enbridge Inc. and the 
City of Ottawa, maintaining refrigeration 
(reefer) trucks and other transportation 
gear for controlling temperatures  
and renting refrigerated truck trailers. 
Whether TIF is fixing a supermarket’s 
ice cream delivery truck or building 

a parcel van, it depends on veteran 
tradespeople with strong service ethics 
and ambitious young people eager 
to learn from older colleagues.

If TIF gets that formula right, the 
sky’s the limit. When the Renauds 
acquired TIF’s Interprovincial Truck 
Body division in 2008, annual sales 
grew from $900,000 to $8 million. Now 
the couple is looking to expand into the 
U.S. market. “It’s feasible,” says Dan, 
“and there’s money to be made. There 
is high demand for the calibre of work 
and services we provide.”

Just how hard is it for TIF to find 
skilled help? “It’s very, very bad,” says 
Dan, a long-time refrigeration mechanic. 
Adds Tara: “Finding skilled help is 
probably the most difficult challenge 
we have and it’s getting tougher.” 
Sales grew nearly 15% in 2015, and 
the Renauds are about to build a new 
22,000-square-foot plant in Vars to 
bring the company’s truck-assembly 
business under the same roof as its 
Thermo-Trans Refrigeration service 
division. This will mean adding more 
people to the payroll.

The Renauds are already using all 
their contacts and creativity to find 
talent. Well connected across the 
Township of Russell (population 15,200), 
where they live, work and Dan coaches 
hockey, TIF is positioned as a preferred 
local employer. “We feel we can find 
better-quality help here in Vars than in 

Ottawa,” says Tara. Demonstrating the 
advantages of working at TIF, Dan says, 
“We offer flexible work schedules and 
benefits, which is rare in our business. 
We’re 12 months a year. And we don’t 
work outside when it’s 30 below.”

“Some students think you 
only have one path [i.e., 
college or university], but 
when you come here, you 
understand that there are 
different paths.”

Dan Renaud, President, Groupe TIF Group

“[A profit-sharing plan]  
is rooted in the idea that 
everyone who puts in 
something should get 
something back. It will get 
people thinking about the 
bottom line.”

Tara Renaud, Co-Founder, Groupe TIF Group
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TIF faces a battle many employers 
will find familiar. Even in rural Russell 
Township, it is not easy to find people 
who want to work in the trades. Children 
are encouraged to go to high school 
and then pursue white-collar careers. 
People think you can’t make a lot of 
money in the blue-collar trades. “On the 
contrary,” says Tara, “reefer technicians 
can make six figures.”

TIF is trying to change attitudes.  
It has a relationship with the Ontario 
Agricultural College in nearby Kemptville 
and draws four co-op students a year 
from the trade department at Russell 
High School. If the co-op students are 
good, they are often offered a summer 
job. Then, if both sides are still keen,  
the company may underwrite their 
apprenticeship training. “Some students 
think you only have one path [i.e., college 
or university],” says Dan. “But when 
you come here, you understand that 
there are different paths.”

Another key source of new 
employees is referrals from current 
staff. The Renauds have learned that 
when you invest in a positive working 
environment, your staff will preserve 
and protect it by recommending only 
friends or family members who will fit 

the culture. “People have identified 
that they’ve got a good thing going 
here,” says Dan. “They don’t want 
anyone to mess it up,” adds Tara.

TIF’s stories of unconventional hires 
are heartwarming. One co-op student 
started out cutting grass and is now the 
company controller. A young hockey 
player who was seriously injured in a 
game was invited to work at TIF “and  
do what you can.” He is now slated to 
become the next plant manager.

Above all, TIF tries to meet 
employees’ individual needs. Flexible 
hours were introduced because many 
employees just can’t work 8 a.m. to 
4 p.m. Dan and Tara realize people 
innately have different time clocks.  
One worker, who looks after his 
grandchildren every day, comes in  
early. Millennials often like to work  
a later shift. “In the past, we would  
have said, ‘Go home,’” says Dan.  
“Now we ask, ‘What’s the problem? 
How can we help?’”

“The question is always, ‘How do  
you create loyalty so that people will  
stay longer?’” Tara says. “You have  
to get to know your team and fit  
jobs to lifestyles, make time for 
communication and learn what  

is needed so you don’t get an 
environment of us versus them.”

TIF has fun keeping employees 
engaged and motivated. The Renauds 
buy lunches and cake for company 
meetings, supervisors hold Pizza Days 
for their teams, and the company 
sponsors barbecues, Christmas parties 
and go-kart and hockey tournaments. 
The Renauds offer gift cards to 
employees who go beyond the call 
of duty and are known to buy iced 
cappuccinos when it’s hot outside.

One more employee benefit is 
currently being worked out: a profit-
sharing plan that will place shares of  
the company in the hands of promising 
young leaders. “It’s rooted in the idea 
that everyone who puts in something 
should get something back,” says 
Tara. “It will get people thinking about 
the bottom line.” The stock plan may 
also help solve another problem. When 
a company builds a unique culture,  
it hates to see a succession change  
put it at risk. The Renauds see their 
share plan as a way to help a new 
generation of succession leaders  
take over the company without 
jeopardizing the culture that made  
its success possible.

Dan Renaud, President, and Tara Renaud, Co-Founder, Groupe TIF Group
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INVESTING IN TRAINING 
AND INNOVATION
CenterLine develops many of its employees through 
high-school co-op and apprenticeship programs—
the investment pays off in a highly skilled, creative team

 PROFILE  Michael Beneteau, CEO, CenterLine (Windsor) Limited

AT A GLANCE 

 SECTOR: WELDING MANUFACTURING  
 COMPONENTS AND SYSTEMS, FROM  
 TIPS TO FULL AUTOMATION LINES 

IN BUSINESS SINCE 1959

ANNUAL SALES (2015) $160 million

NUMBER OF EMPLOYEES 556

THREE-YEAR EMPLOYEE  
RETENTION RATE 90%

THREE-YEAR COMPANY  
GROWTH RATE  2%

Even in a city that has been a 
manufacturing hub for more than a 
century, CenterLine (Windsor) Limited 
stands out. At first glance, its largest 
Windsor plant, at 230,000 square  
feet, looks much like any other large 
assembly floor as workers busily 
operate high-tech machinery in  
small groups called “cells.”

If you look a little closer, you may 
notice that there are no fixed machines 
or assembly lines. CenterLine is  
the ultimate custom manufacturer, 
producing specialty welding systems 
and other industrial equipment to meet 
the needs of automotive, mass-transit 
and aerospace manufacturers around 
the world.

If you come back in a few weeks, 
most of the production cells you saw 
before will have been replaced with 
colourful new configurations for the 
next project. Flexibility is the key at all 
CenterLine plants, including its locations 
in Mexico, Germany, Romania, Brazil, 
India and China. “The value of the 
company is by far in the people,” says 
CEO Michael Beneteau. “Since we’re 
project-based, our volumes can vary as 
much as 50%, so when the sun shines, 
we have to hunker down and get it right 
the first time.”

This commitment to flexibility  
and innovation makes CenterLine a 
picky employer. Beneteau needs more 
than general labourers who can work 
the same assembly line every day. 
CenterLine requires highly skilled, 
creative and motivated employees  
to work closely with customers to 
design new processes and tools,  
build temporary manufacturing 
configurations, fix any problems that 
crop up and complete production  
on time so another production cell  
can be set up.

CenterLine’s philosophy is “Get ’em 
young and train ’em.” It hires for attitude 
and provides skills training and cross-
training that turns young workers—
some still in high school—into problem-
solving CenterLine lifers. Most new 
employees start on the plant floor to 
learn the culture and processes. Then 
the company helps employees find  
their passions, whether it is die-making, 
electrical, engineering or design.

With the unemployment rate 
hovering around 10% in Windsor, the 
highest among Canadian cities, you 
might think employers would catch a 
break. But no, says Beneteau. “It’s a 
tough, tough market. I can’t even hire  
a sweeper.” In 2015, the company 
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created 100 new jobs, filling them 
through such traditional channels as 
employee referrals, newspaper ads, 
open houses and trade fairs.

To maintain its innovation pace, 
however, CenterLine is counting on a 
ramped-up apprenticeship program 
operated with local high schools, 
St. Clair College and the Ontario Youth 
Apprenticeship Program. The company 
has co-op education programs for 
promising Grade 11 students, who can 
work for a year while earning high-school 
credits and a full wage. The best workers 
are offered full-time jobs, and a select 
few enter the four-year apprenticeship 
program. Accepting five to 10 new 
apprentices a year, CenterLine now 
has 50 in its pipeline, the largest 
apprenticeship program in Windsor. 
“They don’t need a machinery 
background,” says Human Resources 
Manager Bill Wigle, “just a desire to 
learn a trade—and the right attitude. 
We want the go-getters.”

Putting such emphasis on 
apprenticeships brings CenterLine  
full circle. Beneteau’s father, Donald 
Beneteau, was an apprentice at a local 
auto-parts plant when his supervisor, 
Fred Wigle (Bill’s father), recognized his 

potential as a craftsman and innovator. 
The two men later started their own 
tool-and-die business, producing 
seat-belt buckles. CenterLine grew for 
the best reason possible: customers, 
including the Big Three automakers, 
kept asking Donald to solve their 
technical problems. After repairing 
many malfunctioning welding machines, 
CenterLine started building its own 
welding systems, a specialty that still 
generates two-thirds of its sales.

Wigle calls Beneteau’s father  
“a bit of a genius.” Copies of his  
patent certificates line the corridors  
at CenterLine’s main Windsor plant.  
The company’s recently inaugurated 
$7-million state-of-the-art training  
centre is called the Donald Beneteau 
Centre of Excellence.

To this day, CenterLine specializes  
in turning out innovators. “Our culture  
is that we try to empower people to 
develop skills,” says Wigle. “Our 
employees don’t have only a single 
trade, they are multi-talented. They  
do electrical, welding, plumbing, 
programming. That makes life more 
interesting. They can pretty well take 
care of any problem they run into.” 
Other forms of training available include 

sales, technical skills (e.g., Excel and 
blueprint reading), safety certification 
and leadership.

Investing in people pays off for 
CenterLine. Its production employees 
often work at client sites, installing or 
maintaining new systems. Even 
designers creating new welding tools 
work alongside clients. “Customers are 
naming particular employees as the 
reason they want to work with our 
company,” says Beneteau. “They say 
things like, ‘If Richard is designing this 
system, I don’t have to worry about it.’”

In recent years, CenterLine adopted 
a new strategy to support this approach. 
“We want to be viewed as a desirable 
place to work,” says Beneteau. “Our 
philosophy is to keep the employees 
happy.” To that end, the company offers 
a pension plan, discloses financial 
results through quarterly meetings and 
sponsors regular social events. It also 
offers a generous profit-sharing system. 
“It’s the culture of our two founders,” 
says Beneteau. “A quarter of the profits 
goes to the employees. The rest goes 
back into the company for new 
machines and new buildings.”

Employees from all disciplines and 
levels take part in annual meetings to set 
the three-year strategic plan. “We need 
their input,” says Beneteau. “To plan, you 
need to know what opportunities are out 
there and they tend to come from your 
customers.” On top of that, he notes,  
“if you’re expecting employees to 
implement a plan, it is a lot easier 
if they have a hand in creating it.”

“The value of this company 
is by far in the people. 
Customers are naming 
particular employees as  
the reason they want to 
work with us.”

Michael Beneteau, CEO,  
CenterLine (Windsor) Limited

CenterLine CEO Michael Beneteau (left) believes in the 
value of investing in employees for long-term success
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LEANING INTO 
ROLE REVERSAL
Repositioning the company from the top down didn’t 
work until Data Cable learned to place trust in its 
employees—now everyone shares the same goals

 PROFILE  Paul Nelson, President, Data Cable Company Inc.

AT A GLANCE 

 SECTOR: CUSTOM CABLING FOR VERY  
 HIGH-END APPLICATIONS, SUCH AS  
 MILITARY, HEALTH CARE AND NASA 

IN BUSINESS SINCE 1980

ANNUAL SALES (2015) $6.5 million

NUMBER OF EMPLOYEES 53

THREE-YEAR EMPLOYEE  
RETENTION RATE 91%

THREE-YEAR COMPANY  
GROWTH RATE  21%

To get to Orangeville, Ontario, 
80 kilometres northwest of Toronto, 
you can drive half the way on speedy 
expressways, but slow down for the 
second half of the route, along the 
merely four-lane Highway 10. Just before 
Orangeville, you climb a 200-metre-high 
hill known as “Caledon Mountain,” where 
the locals swear you enter a different 
climate zone. You had better listen to 
them because the sleet, snow and fog 
at the summit can be brutal.

Building a manufacturing business is 
a similar journey. It is easy enough to get 
started, based on a single opportunity, 
but the road gets harder as you go. 
When the climate changes, only the 
strong survive. Orangeville-based Data 
Cable Company Inc. is a case in point. 
The dependable assembler of cables and 
wire harnesses hit its stride producing 
cables for connecting mainframes and 
minicomputers in the 1980s. As the 
personal computer wiped out those 
industries, the company turned to 
making custom cables for connecting 
your computer to printers and modems. 
As that industry standardized, most of 
the business moved overseas. In the 
1990s, Data Cable found salvation in 
becoming a local producer of cables 
for injection moulding machines, 
which soon represented three-quarters 
of the cable firm’s sales.

Depending on a single customer is a 
classic business trap and it closed in on 
Data Cable in 2000. “Eighty per cent of 
our revenue disappeared in nine months,” 
says President Paul Nelson. “It was a 
very, very critical situation.” Data Cable 
had to lay off 50% of its 100-plus 
employees and embrace Lean 
manufacturing principles to survive.

“We had to find new customers  
and new ways of manufacturing,” says 
David Gillies, Data Cable’s Development 
Manager. He admits the company’s  
first shot at adopting Lean by reordering 
production and changing people’s jobs 
failed: “We tried it and fell on our faces.”

As much as Lean is a no-holds-
barred reordering of physical space and 
equipment, it is also an attitude shift. 
The heart of its philosophy is sharing 
decision making with those at the point 
of production. Despite hiring a Lean 
consulting firm to help them through  
the process, Data Cable’s leadership 
team overlooked the people part of  
the process.

“Speed was a critical component 
of getting where we thought we needed 
to be,” says Nelson. “The way we 
introduced these changes was rapid 
and aggressive. It was very top-down, 
pushed out to the production floor.” 
Not surprisingly, production staff balked 
at the changes they barely understood. 
“We had days when there was screaming 
and tears. Life as we knew it at Data 
Cable was turning upside down and 
we weren’t involving our work force 
in the process.”

Management had to dig deep to 
understand the roots of the conflict. “We 
were depending on a 1980s management 
style,” Nelson says. “There wasn’t a level 
of trust between management and staff 
in either direction.” Nelson and Gillies 
realized that without mutual trust and 
collaboration, Data Cable faced a bleak 
future. So they started again. They 
explained the competitive situation to 
employees. They discussed the need 
for productivity and new approaches. 
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Best of all, they started asking employees 
what changes they would make to cut 
costs and achieve higher quality and 
better service. “As soon as we started 
communicating with our workers, 
providing them with the tools and 
resources they needed,” says Nelson, 
“they soaked it up like a sponge.”

The breakthrough came when 
Data Cable signed a new customer  
that needed an intricate cable harness. 
“We knew this could be a game changer, 
but we couldn’t get the process right,” 
says Gillies. Staff and management 
created a new production team to take 
on the project. An employee who had 
been a vocal critic of the top-down 
approach volunteered to lead the new 
cell. “In a very short time, she and  
her team started delivering incredibly 
improved metrics on lead time, cost to 
build and quality of build,” says Nelson. 
“That is when we all started saying, 
‘This might just work.’”

Based on that success, the company 
created five more work cells to manage 
other projects and tasks. “The trust 
started to build,” says Nelson. “Our 
employees were taking ownership not 
just of Lean, but of the business and  
the customers.”

Today, Data Cable’s management no 
longer calls the shots. “There was a role 
reversal,” says Gillies. The six production 
cells now tell management what they 
need to get things done. Management, 
says Nelson, became enablers, rather 
than telling people what to do.

Employees get more than a say in 
the business. They now have access to 
the company’s financials, a 10% share 
of the profits and quarterly bonuses 
based on metrics such as quality and 
attendance. They meet for monthly 
all-staff updates, and the production 
leaders meet biweekly with management. 
These meetings started out as weekly, 
says Nelson, but as mutual trust and 
confidence grew, “the team leaders 
didn’t need to meet as frequently.”

Data Cable is still persevering to 
get back to 1990s sales volumes. But 
in every other metric, the business 

is way ahead. With a staff of 53, 
sales per employee have significantly 
increased, and so have quality and 
on-time performance. The company 
is more diversified and is pursuing 
more business in the United States. 
Growing capabilities and efficiencies 
makes it less vulnerable to offshoring 
economics; one client recently shifted 
its production to Eastern Europe, but it 
still buys its cables from Data Cable.

“The performance expectation  
has gone up,” Nelson notes, “but we 
have shared goals now.” While some 
companies think of employees as 
overhead, Nelson credits his entire 
team for reinventing Data Cable. “We 
have always been solution providers 
and are even more so today. It’s not 
just numbers on the books that create 
the value: The magic number and  
value come from the 53 people here.”

“The trust started to build. Our employees were taking 
ownership not just of Lean, but of the business and  
the customers.”

Paul Nelson, President, Data Cable Company Inc.

Paul Nelson (left and below left), President, and David Gillies (right), Development Manager, Data Cable Company Inc.
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A MANIFESTO 
FOR NEW 
LEADERS

In its effort to adapt digital technologies to global 
urban infrastructure, Miovision is building a culture 
of empowerment and leadership for its employees

 PROFILE   Kurtis McBride, Co-Founder and CEO,  
Miovision Technologies Inc.

AT A GLANCE 

 SECTOR: VIDEO AND  
 WEB-BASED DEVELOPER 

IN BUSINESS SINCE 2005

ANNUAL SALES $14.4 million

NUMBER OF EMPLOYEES 104

THREE-YEAR EMPLOYEE  
RETENTION RATE 81%

THREE-YEAR COMPANY  
GROWTH RATE  69%

Driving north out of the city, you stop at 
a red light, third in line for the turn left. 
You cross your fingers and hope for an 
advanced green that will let you turn 
before the oncoming traffic. But the 
southbound vehicles get the advanced 
green and there is no one even turning 
left. How maddening! You are the 
victim of a 1940s-era traffic system, 
where signals can’t talk to each other, 
so they have no way of adjusting to 
the traffic flow.

If Kitchener, Ontario-based Miovision 
Technologies Inc. has its way, “dumb” 
traffic signals will become a thing of the 
past. Founded by University of Waterloo 
engineering graduate Kurtis McBride 
and two classmates, Miovision began 
making outdoor-mounted video 

cameras to monitor traffic patterns, 
replacing the traditional management 
tool of manually counting cars that pass 
by. Now Miovision is creating smart 
systems that link cameras and signals  
to a digital network, enabling cities to 
optimize real-time traffic flow. “This 
industry missed the Internet revolution,” 
says McBride. By digitally connecting 
traffic signals, he says, “we save 
everybody time and money.”

With 104 employees, customers  
in 65 countries and sales growing  
at double-digit rates, McBride sees  
only green lights ahead for Miovision. 
Beyond traffic, opportunities abound  
to reform more urban-infrastructure 
problems such as transit and municipal 
services. “I think the Internet of things 

Kurtis McBride (left and below), Co-Founder and CEO, and Philip Boyce 
(right), Production Technician, Miovision Technologies Inc.18



will change the city,” says McBride. 
Having raised $30 million in venture 
capital in 2014, he believes Miovision 
has the resources to disrupt multiple 
markets. The limiting factor is the 
company’s ability to continue to recruit 
creative talent eager to solve big 
problems.

Like many businesses, Miovision  
is challenged by its own success.  
As companies grow, they find it hard 
to maintain a disruptive, maverick 
culture. Policies and procedures  
take priority over creative chaos. 
Miovision’s core culture encourages 
individuals to chase unique market 
opportunities, brainstorm solutions and 
then recruit the engineers, marketers 
and salespeople they need to complete 
each project. “We’re passionate about 
the fuzzy frontier,” says McBride. “Our 
teams form in very emergent ways, 
based on where they see needs.”

McBride admits that, for 
newcomers to Miovision, “it’s not 
always obvious how you get things 
done here. It could look like chaos.”  
To help people adapt, McBride 
composed a 10-point guide to 

“Management in an Empowered 
Culture.” He calls it “a manifesto  
for new leaders at Miovision.”  
In setting out rules for prioritizing 
innovation and empowerment, 
McBride’s manifesto makes a handy 
field guide for any business owner 
trying to balance change, innovation  
and growth. Here are some of his  
key points:

 • DEFINE THE PURPOSE: “The most 
important role of a leader in an 
empowered culture is to define 
purpose and constantly talk about 
it,” says McBride. At Miovision, 
every team defines its own purpose. 
McBride believes this creates 
commitment and streamlines 
decision making. “If you have 
a question that comes up—for 
example, whether you should do 
something or not—your purpose  
and values should answer that 
question for you.” Miovision’s  
own purpose is well articulated  
and audacious: “To use data 
to improve the transportation 
experience for everyone.”

 • LIVE THE VALUES: “A lot of companies 
develop values and then forget 
them,” notes McBride. “We try to 
base every decision, every process 
we have and every person we 
hire on our values.” Miovision’s 
core value statement: “Customer 
First; Complacency Is Not an 
Option; Passion for Success; Value 
Individuals, Empower Teams.”

 • USE THE THREE-DECISIONS RULE: 
McBride admits there is a flaw in an 
empowered culture: sometimes it 
is hard to reach consensus on how 
to proceed. So Miovision allows 
its leaders to make decisions to 
relieve deadlocks three times a year. 
Imposing decisions damages an 
empowerment culture, so the three-

decisions rule reminds managers to 
overrule sparingly, while reassuring 
the team that their leaders feel 
strongly about a decision since they 
just used one-third of their annual 
allowance. McBride believes decision 
making in fast-moving businesses 
must come from groups. “For a 
leader, as a company grows, you 
get further and further away from 
the decision,” he says. The three-
decisions rule lets teams know that 
they should be making their own 
decisions. “I’m not going to use one 
of my decisions to decide something 
that the team should figure out,” 
says McBride. Plus, he adds, “my 
management team takes a certain 
pride in the fact that I haven’t used 
any of my three decisions this year.”

 • CREATE A VORTEX: Almost by 
definition, growth companies face 
constant change. Sometimes you 
need to trigger a revolution overnight. 
When new teams are being formed 
or a new business model is called 
for, McBride encourages leaders to 
create a “vortex” of activity in which 
multiple changes happen at once. 
The office layout may change, new 
metrics might be adopted and new 
leaders might be installed. “The 
goal of the vortex is to create a new 
normal on a compressed time scale,” 
he says. “People get burned out if it 
goes on too long.”

 • IT’S BETTER TO MULTIPLY THAN 
DIVIDE: The role of leaders at 
Miovision is not just to practise these 
empowerment behaviours, but to 
teach them to new and emerging 
leaders. “Failure to teach these 
tactics,” warns McBride, will threaten 
Miovision’s empowerment culture 
and make it harder than ever to 
devise the new ideas that will help  
it change urban landscapes around 
the world.

“As a company grows, you get further away from the 
decision. I’m not going to use one of my decisions to 
decide something that the team should figure out.”

Kurtis McBride, Co-Founder and CEO, Miovision Technologies Inc.
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HR EXECUTIVE ROUNDTABLE:  
RECRUITMENT, RETENTION, 
ENGAGEMENT!
Organized by the Ontario Ministry of Economic Development, 
Employment and Infrastructure, Business Advisory Services, in 
collaboration with the London Economic Development Corporation, 
five human resources executives from winning London-area 
companies met on November 19, 2015, to discuss the challenges 
they face today and share insights on innovative recruitment 
strategies and the value and importance of building a strong 
corporate culture that promotes employee engagement

ROUNDTABLE WHO’S WHO

Rick Spence (Moderator),  
Business Writer and Speaker, Canadian 
Entrepreneur Communications

Sharon Bunce, Manager of Human 
Resources & Senior Live HR Advisor,  
HRdownloads

Heather Coy-Robinson,  
Manager, Human Resources, 
CarProof

Kathy Davis,  
Vice President, Corporate Services, 
Trojan Technologies

Chantelle Hansen,  
Director, Human Resources,  
JMP Engineering Inc.

Venessa Roelofsen,  
Senior Director, Human Relations, 
McCormick Canada Inc.

MODERATOR: We hear about Ontario 

companies having so many problems 

with employee recruitment, retention 

and engagement. What are the key 

human resources (HR) issues your 

companies are facing today? What’s 

keeping you up at night?

VENESSA ROELOFSEN, MCCORMICK 
CANADA INC.: The key issue for us, 
because we need such diverse skills, is 
the pursuit of good, qualified talent. We 
have good tools to attract people, but 
we can’t always find them, particularly 
in the skilled trades. We’re running a 
24/7 operation. We have taken some 
internal approaches to try to mitigate 
this issue. One is to partner better with 
local schools and trade colleges in the 
community. McCormick Canada is an 
excellent company to work for and we 
need to get out into the community 
more to attract potential employees. 
We have to do a better job of getting 
out into the community, to say, “If you’re 
good at this type of work, McCormick 
might be the place for you.”

SHARON BUNCE, HRDOWNLOADS:  
Out biggest challenge is very similar: 
finding talent and getting the right 
talent to apply for the position. 
When we are looking for talent, we 
try to ensure that we are properly 
displaying the culture of HRdownloads 
so that the candidates understand 
the environment. We are looking for 
individuals with diverse technical and 
educational backgrounds. Everyone 
is required to have strong internal and 
external customer service skills.

HEATHER COY-ROBINSON, CARPROOF: 
Recruitment is definitely our number-
one problem. A large percentage of our 
employees are developers, programmers 
and product specialists. Like McCormick, 
we partner with schools, conducting 
job fairs and information sessions and 
attending career fairs. Within the last 
year, we have been trying to do a better 
job of providing co-op opportunities for 
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students. We have also been working on 
beefing up our internal referral program. 
In 2014, 54% of our new employees 
came through employee referrals. We 
are putting the message out to hiring 
managers that recruitment is not just 
the responsibility of HR. Everyone is a 
recruiter, not just the HR department.

CHANTELLE HANSEN, JMP  
ENGINEERING INC.: Our challenge is 
recruiting engineers, primarily controls 
engineers. We recently changed our 
applicant-tracking system, which has 
increased the number of websites where 
our roles are posted. This has been 
effective in attracting more people to 
apply to our roles. In London, Ontario, 
our automation division does a great 
presentation at local schools that really 
engages engineering students. We 
have to get out into the community 
and spread the word even more.

KATHY DAVIS, TROJAN TECHNOLOGIES: 
Finding specialized talent can be a 
challenge as well as finding the right 
fit for the team. Trojan’s focus on 
continuous improvement requires people 
who have that same mindset and drive 
to make things better. We look for the 
right match that is good for the individual 
and good for Trojan. Trojan is a global 
business, so many of our team members 
are working with others around the world, 
requiring them to have an appreciation 
for working with different cultures.

ROELOFSEN: I’m on the same page. We 
have recently introduced a lot of various 
assessments and testing. We had to 
get very disciplined in researching the 
right testing appropriate for each role. 
We look at hiring from a longer-term 
perspective to find the right match.

DAVIS: At Trojan, we look at recruitment 
from a long-term perspective. At times, 
we are willing to manage a gap until we 
find the right candidate. As part of our 
recruitment process, we use a variety of 
techniques and assessments to ensure 
that we have a good fit. This includes 
understanding capabilities and interests, 
as well as what motivates individuals.

HANSEN: At JMP [Engineering Inc.], we 
do Profiles International assessments. 
These assessments provide a good 
guideline for areas to focus on during the 
interview. If a candidate falls outside of a 
benchmark on a skill or quality, that could 
be an issue in terms of fit for the role. If 
we interview the person, we share the 
results of the assessment, ask follow-up 
questions and identify where there might 
be misalignment. Ensuring someone is 
a good fit for the role is important for 
the candidate and the company.

COY-ROBINSON: Candidates’ reactions 
to the assessments are also very 
telling. If they have a good response 
and we can have a good debate,  
that’s great.

BUNCE: As a smaller company, we 
have some budget challenges in 
what we can afford to do, but we also 
recognize that we need to find the right 
fit. We developed a series of cards 
with different behaviours on each one 
and ask candidates to pick one that 
best identifies who they are. Then they 
explain why it identifies them. And then 
we say, “Go through the cards and pick 
one that causes you some challenges 
and explain why it does.” It’s a different 
way for us to pull out the behaviours we 
are looking for. The other big focus is on 
three pillars of success: performance, 
behaviours and attendance. We always 
talk about pillars of success, so that it is 
part of building engagement and culture.

DAVIS: I find using attendance as a 
pillar an interesting concept. It is not 
something that is often called out as a 
top priority, but it is clearly important.

BUNCE: In our experience, the sales 
environment has a really high missed-
time rate because it is very stressful. 
We want to communicate that the best 
way to hit those sales results is to be 
at work and deal with that stress in a 
healthy way. We try to make the work 
environment fun; we even have a games 
room. Ever since we made attendance 
a pillar, it has improved dramatically.

MODERATOR: What is the most 

interesting innovation regarding 

recruitment that you are doing now 

that you weren’t doing a year ago?

COY-ROBINSON: We have been using 
LinkedIn for the past year, but now we 
are involving our hiring managers in that. 
Once a position has been posted, we ask 
our hiring managers to go on LinkedIn 
and find four or five profiles that match 
the position we want to fill. This has been 
very successful, and it really promotes 
buy-in from the hiring manager.

HANSEN: What we do now that we didn’t 
do 18 months ago is give assessment 
questions to some candidates that they 
take away to complete and then send 
back to us. For example, we have a 
job category where managers have 
to respond to customer concerns. 
After an interview for that position, 
we might send the candidate a note, 
asking, “Here is a customer complaint. 
You’re the branch manager. How do you 
respond to the customer?” That has 
been a great success for us.

DAVIS: We are facilitating more targeted 
development plans for individuals. We get 
specific by describing the behaviours that 
are important to develop or demonstrate 
and the actions planned to achieve them. 
It takes partnership between individuals 
and their leaders and this is a key aspect 
of the overall talent plan.

MODERATOR: Everyone in this group 

has been nominated for or won local 

awards for HR success. What is it 

that you think you do best that other 

companies might want to learn about?

HANSEN: One thing JMP does well to 
adapt to employee needs is provide 
a flexible work environment. We don’t 
dictate when they need to be in the 
office. Some people like to work later 
at night, and others like to work early in 
the morning. Our employees have the 
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option to work from home if they need 
to as well. The expectation we set for 
our employees is to keep our customers 
happy and to meet their performance 
targets. We give them the flexibility and 
we trust them to get the work done.

BUNCE: We do things to make sure our 
employees have a lot of fun at work. We 
want people who are dedicated to work 
but also have a good time while doing 
it, so we hold group activities such as 
charity races, foosball competitions, 
an annual beach day and pumpkin 
carving. We have a lot of team-building 
activities to increase the connection 
to the workplace, so that employees 
don’t feel they are just coming to a job. 
They are coming to a place where their 
friends are.

COY-ROBINSON: Our culture is definitely 
one of the standouts that HR has been 
able to contribute to. It has led to very 
low voluntary turnover. One of our 
strongest scores on our employee-
engagement survey comes from 
this question: “Do you feel you have 
someone at work who supports you 
and listens to you?” Because people 
genuinely like the people they work 
with, we find we can go through the 
ebbs and flows that every business 
has more easily.

ROELOFSEN: One of the things we try to 
do is include employees in helping us 
make decisions about our business. If 
we need to change a shift schedule or 
implement a new policy, for example, we 
could easily sit in a room as leaders and 
make those decisions, saying, “Okay, 
it’s going to work a certain way and start 
in two months. Let’s give our employees 
notice.” What we have learned over 
time, sometimes the hard way, is to tell 
our employees what we are trying to do 
and why we need to make a change to 
give them the opportunity to propose a 
solution. Nine times out of 10, it works 
perfectly because we have listened to 
them and implemented a solution they 
feel a part of and can support.

MODERATOR: What does employee 

engagement mean to your company?

BUNCE: To me, engagement means 
that people’s hearts are connected to 
the business. They identify. So when 
they are talking about projects or about 
HRdownloads, they use the word  
“I” rather than looking at it as just  
a paycheque.

DAVIS: Engagement is about 
connectedness. It is feeling part of a 
team and being able to identify your 
link to the overall company. If you 
feel part of something, there is a 
higher likelihood that you will take 
accountability for your part. It provides 
a reason to put forth discretionary 
effort in addition to all of the things 
we do on a daily basis. Engagement 
is very important to Trojan. We care.

MODERATOR: Why is engagement  

so important now?

BUNCE: We look at the changing 
nature of business. To stay relevant 
and continue to move forward, you 
need employees who display that 
discretionary effort. As a business,  
you need to display that discretionary 
effort to your employees, as well as to 
your clients.

HANSEN: People want to come to work 
and be excited about the challenges 
they get to solve. Retention is generally 
not an issue for them as long as they 
continue to enjoy the challenges. We 
conduct quarterly employee surveys 
and share those results at a staff 
meeting and post them internally for 
all employees to see. The surveys ask 
open-ended questions, so we get a 
lot of feedback and a lot of questions. 
As an executive team, we all provide 
responses to those questions, so it is a 
good communication tool for everyone. 
At our monthly staff meetings, the floor 
is open to “three hard questions” at 
the end, when employees can ask 
any question they want.

MODERATOR: Is engagement 

something that is driven by HR  

or by senior management?

BUNCE: I think it is the employees’ 
managers. It is the way in which 
managers interact. Certainly, HR can 
provide opportunities or programs to 
help support managers, but, in my 
experience, everyone has a role to play.

DAVIS: At Trojan, the engagement 
focus is driven by the executive team. 
HR has a role to play around the 
process and tools, but it is a company 
focus. Engagement and retention are 
interchangeable and work together.

MODERATOR: What advice do 

you have for companies that are 

just getting started on improving 

employee engagement?

BUNCE: Don’t be afraid to include 
employees in the solution. When you 
can be transparent, be transparent. 
Employees have great solutions and 
ideas that even the executive team 
might never have considered. So don’t 
be afraid to open up.

COY-ROBINSON: I agree. The concept 
of co-creation is really powerful. It has 
been very successful for us. Even if 
we don’t necessarily act on all of the 
problems that people have, they know 
we are listening and considering it.

BUNCE: I would look for sticking 
points. What is something that creates 
challenges for your business? I would 
take that challenge and turn it into an 
opportunity to showcase how a program 
or involving employees can overcome 
that challenge. You get a couple of small 
wins going and soon you will have an 
environment where there are programs 
and more engagement.

HANSEN: What gets measured will 
get done. If a company is not doing 
engagement surveys or doesn’t have 
an employee suggestion box, etc., 
they should start there. They should 
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be encouraging opportunities to hear 
from employees and obtain their input. 
If they don’t have that information, it is 
a lot easier to just turn a blind eye.

MODERATOR: Thank you. Let’s talk 

about what “culture” means to you.

BUNCE: Corporate culture is embodied in 
the values of a company. Those values 
can be the top five, six or seven corporate 
mantras that are usually published, but, 
more importantly, they must become the 
way the company operates. That’s when 
it truly becomes company culture.

ROELOFSEN: I think culture is emulated 
through behaviour. You want those 
behaviours to be aligned with the 
values your company represents. A few 
years ago, through feedback from our 
engagement survey, we realized that, 
in some cases, our behaviours weren’t 
completely aligned with our values and 
there were certain themes that were in 
direct conflict with some of our values. 
So we implemented a “shared values” 
awareness campaign to ensure our 
employees understood the desired 
behaviours of a McCormick employee. 
It was an incredibly effective initiative.

HANSEN: We have just rolled out a 
similar program. Our 12 Pillar program 
encompasses our values and our brand 
promise at JMP. Our president sends 
it out monthly, with his comments, 
focusing on one pillar each month. Then 
each branch has a discussion, led by a 
different employee each month, about 
“What does this value look like to you as 
a behaviour? Give us some examples.”

MODERATOR: What kind of influence 

does culture have? What makes  

it important?

ROELOFSEN: It is a differentiator. Our 
employees always say McCormick 
feels like a family. People come into 
our company and make comments 
like, “I always wanted a company to 
feel like this.” Or, “I finally feel that 
my values fit in well and I’m where 
I belong.” It is what makes you get 

up and want to go to work. It is what 
retains people. I think it’s that simple.

COY-ROBINSON: It is helpful with 
company branding and especially 
recruiting. We develop marketing 
materials that talk about the cool 
stuff we do and how we reinforce our 
culture. Candidates in interviews often 
ask about those things; I think they 
want to make sure that it is really real.

ROELOFSEN: You have to reinforce culture 
as well. We have formal and informal 
recognition programs that are completely 
focused on our values. When we see 
someone living a value, we make a point 
of acknowledging that person. We also 
evaluate employees on their alignment 
to our shared values through our annual 
surveys. We have also put recognition 
in our performance evaluations. 
Consistently demonstrating our value 
behaviours is a core competency at 
McCormick. Lastly, we train our people 
managers to ensure they lead and make 
decisions by using the values as their 
compass. The whole package needs 
to get put together to enforce culture.

COY-ROBINSON: We do that at CarProof 
as well. We receive some feedback from 
our managers that “either people live 
our values or they don’t. And generally 
speaking, if people aren’t living our 
values, they don’t fit.” So it is now 
part of our annual performance review, 
as well as our recruiting process.

MODERATOR: Finally, let’s talk  

about retention. How do you  

approach this challenge?

BUNCE: It goes back to what we were 
saying about engagement: we are 
interested in the whole life cycle of 
an employee. Your programs, training 
and performance evaluations all have 
an impact on whether employees feel 
connected with the workplace. While 
we don’t build strategies specifically 
aimed at retention, what we do is 
always focus on having the employee 
engaged. Engaged employees typically 
do not leave companies. When, and 
if, turnover happens, it can be healthy 
and natural for all businesses.

HANSEN: Annually, employees fill out 
a “Love/Loathe List”—the things you 
love about your job and the things you 
loathe about your job—as well as a 
“What Do You Value List.” Managers 
then know what employees think are 
the great things about their jobs and 
what they truly value. It is important 
to reward employees with what is 
important to them.

DAVIS: I believe very strongly in the 
relationship between engagement and 
retention. Retention is not only about 
whether someone stays or leaves an 
organization. It is about fully engaging 
the hearts and minds of everyone.

MODERATOR: Thank you for all your 

thoughts on these key issues. To finish 

off, what is your best nugget of advice 

to help CEOs, presidents and owners 

of Ontario’s leading growth firms 

and their C-level executives deal with 

recruiting, engagement and culture?

COY-ROBINSON: Ask your employees 
for feedback. There are multiple ways 
to get that feedback, whether it is 
annual engagement surveys or walking 
around the office. The communication 
and co-creation of different programs 
are really important for engagement.

ROELOFSEN: Commit to act on the 
feedback you receive. Look for themes, 
and create a list of the top two or three 
things to improve and execute. Share 
and celebrate successes.

HANSEN: Make sure your employees 
learn the values of the company. Live 
your values.

DAVIS: Every company is unique. 
Every person is unique. Be present and 
be genuine about what the company 
stands for and model the core values 
of the business.

BUNCE: Don’t be afraid to challenge the 
status quo. Don’t be afraid to look at 
new ideas and consider new avenues. 
Include employees in those discussions 
and include them in the solutions.

23



HR INNOVATORS SHOWCASE
A growing number of small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) are striving to 
recruit, retain and build cultures of engagement to enhance competitive advantage. 
In this section, leaders of innovative Ontario growth SMEs share unique strategies 
they have used to solve human resources challenges and the outcomes and 
lessons learned by thinking creatively and outside the box

CREATIVE RECRUITING
Impacto Protective Products Inc.,  
Belleville

AT A GLANCE 

IN BUSINESS  
SINCE 1987

NUMBER OF  
EMPLOYEES 45

TOTAL SALES $12 million

THREE-YEAR  
EMPLOYEE  
RETENTION RATE 74%

Eric Lehtinen  
President, Impacto Protective Products Inc.

“Give people a chance. We’ve found that they 
will go that extra mile for you.”

COMPETITIVE EDGE: Started 28 years ago to produce a 
fingerless safety glove for use in automotive plants, Impacto 
Protective Products now manufactures and distributes a 
range of protective wear, such as vibration/impact absorption 
gear for industry workers worldwide. Fifty per cent (50%) of 
its products are manufactured in Belleville, Ontario. “We’re 
competing against companies that import exclusively.”

HR CHALLENGE: Attracting qualified workers with 
specialized skills in light of the disappearing Canadian 
manufacturing industry.

STRATEGIC RESPONSE: Recruits from often-overlooked 
demographics, including recent graduates, seniors, 
new Canadians and hobbyists, such as home “sewists” 
(a combination of “sew” and “artist”).

OUTCOME: Outside-the-box recruiting has produced a 
productive, skilled labour force with low turnover, sustaining 
the company’s domestic manufacturing base. Older 
employees are viewed as experienced resources, while 
younger hires bring new ideas: “Younger employees have 
revitalized the thinking of the business, how we present 
ourselves online, our attitudes to our sales efforts in the 
field and even our manufacturing operation.”

LESSONS LEARNED: Many companies hesitate to hire from 
atypical demographics, but the “talented hires we have 
found work so much harder and are so appreciative of the 
opportunity.” Welcome inexperience and focus on training: 
“Sometimes a blank slate works really well.”
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RESOURCEFUL PARTNERSHIPS
Advanced Control Systems Corp.,  
Stouffville

AT A GLANCE 

IN BUSINESS  
SINCE 1978

NUMBER OF  
EMPLOYEES 19

TOTAL SALES > $2.1 million

THREE-YEAR  
EMPLOYEE  
RETENTION RATE 90%

Ulisses De Oliveira  
President and CEO, Advanced Control  
Systems Corp. (ACS)

“We look at hiring programs the government 
offers and try to combine those with our needs. 
There’s a lot of synergy in that.”

COMPETITIVE EDGE: ACS offers precision CNC machining 
for many different industry partners across North America, in 
markets such as hydroelectricity, conveyor systems, power 
sports parts and snowmobile traction products. The company 
manufactures private-label and ACS-branded products. 
In 2011, ACS moved to a brand-new 15,000-square-foot 
facility in Stouffville, Ontario.

HR CHALLENGE: Attracting skilled trades to Stouffville, 
northeast of Toronto.

STRATEGIC RESPONSE: Taps into support programs 
through the YMCA, YorkWorks and the Ontario Immigrant 
Nominee Program (OINP) for help with screening and training 
suitable candidates and obtaining subsidies; has ongoing 
relationships with Seneca College to hire its top graduates.

OUTCOME: Program-based hires, involving new Canadians, 
recent graduates and individuals with disabilities, have become 
the company’s best workers, demonstrating smarts, loyalty 
and initiative. “We try to understand what each individual’s 
abilities are and how he or she can progress.”

LESSONS LEARNED: “Having our MEDEI Business Advisor on 
our side is very important because his group helps identify 
the different programs that might be suitable for us and he 
guides us through the steps to apply to the programs and 
put them in place. Help means revenue, right?”

THE TALENT POOL  
YOU’RE OVERLOOKING

Mark Wafer  
Megleen Inc., Franchise Owner, Tim Hortons

If you are looking for capable, hard-working 
employees who will lead through thick and thin, you 
might want to recruit from a talent pool that is often 
overlooked: the million-plus Ontarians with physical 
or mental disabilities.

Disabilities related to vision, mobility and mental 
acuity need not be a barrier to employment. Just ask 
Mark Wafer, a Tim Hortons franchisee with six outlets 
and 250 employees in Toronto. Soon after hiring Clint 
Sparling, a young man with Down’s syndrome, 
20 years ago, Wafer realized Sparling was his most 
reliable worker. “He always came to work early,” says 
Wafer, “and I could barely get him to take a break.”

Two decades later, Sparling is still with him. Wafer 
has now hired more than 123 persons with disabilities 
who make up 20% of his work force. He says their hard 
work and creativity fuel the success of his business, 
which regularly beats the national average on 14 out  
of the 15 Tim Hortons key performance indicators.

Many employers underestimate the ability of persons 
with disabilities to work and overestimate the cost of 
accommodating their needs. When Wafer hired an 
MBA graduate who was in a wheelchair, he paid $200 
to lower the cash-register shelf to wheelchair level, but 
the payback was much more than that: the employee 
suggested breakthrough ideas that sped up service by 
16%. “She had a different way of thinking and problem 
solving,” says Wafer. His employees with disabilities 
hold meaningful and competitively paid positions in 
all areas of the business, from entry-level to logistics, 
production and management.

Wafer was born with just 20% of normal hearing 
(“I can hear a bass guitar but not a police siren”). 
He now spends most of his time advocating for 
employing persons with disabilities. He knows jobs  
are the key to confidence and independence and can 
vouch for the fact that the persons with disabilities he 
has hired give loyalty and productivity in return.
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CHANGING THE CULTURE
R.E. Morrison Equipment Incorporated, 
Mississauga (REM)

AT A GLANCE 

IN BUSINESS  
SINCE 1982

NUMBER OF  
EMPLOYEES 14

TOTAL SALES $4.7 million

THREE-YEAR  
EMPLOYEE  
RETENTION RATE 100%

Ray Ralph  
President, REM Equipment

“You cannot fabricate a culture.”

COMPETITIVE EDGE: REM is the Canadian source of 
systems, pumps and equipment for industrial and medical 
applications. It also custom designs products for long-
standing and new customers, such a waterless dental 
vacuum system, BaseVac. Legislation and other market 
factors to reduce water consumption are driving demand 
for these types of systems.

HR CHALLENGE: Breaking down silos and realigning an 
authoritarian corporate culture in which negativity, poor 
communication and high employee turnover were holding 
the company back.

STRATEGIC RESPONSE: Reviewed formal policies and 
procedures for ISO 13485 certification; then emulated 
techniques successfully used by a U.S.-based supplier, such 
as department heads communicating with employees in 
regular “circle meetings” and management and employees 
collaborating to redefine workflow and job descriptions.

OUTCOME: Initial meetings became “complaint sessions,” 
until departments began asking for at least one “positive” 
at each meeting. Over 14 months, the company evolved 
“from a negative place to work to one that is growing and 
meeting our objectives.” Transparency and camaraderie 
are up; fear, tension and resentment are down. “The ‘we’ 
became more important than the ‘I.’”

LESSONS LEARNED: Have courage and patience. Cultural 
change must come from employees themselves. “Focus 
always on the positives.”

SUPPORTING SKILLED TRADES
Radix Inc.,  
Windsor

AT A GLANCE 

IN BUSINESS  
SINCE 1994

NUMBER OF  
EMPLOYEES 63

TOTAL SALES $12.5 million

THREE-YEAR  
EMPLOYEE  
RETENTION RATE 90%

Shelley Fellows 
Vice President of Operations, Radix Inc.

“We’re a team. We’re also part of a community.”

COMPETITIVE EDGE: Radix Inc. designs and builds advanced 
automation systems (e.g., vision systems, robotics and 
software) that help manufacturers improve quality control, 
efficiency and traceability. It has clients in Canada, the 
United States and Mexico, largely in the automotive, 
pharmaceutical, aerospace, and food and beverage 
industries. Radix recently expanded to a 17,000-square-foot 
state-of-the-art facility on the outskirts of Windsor, Ontario.

HR CHALLENGE: Retaining the best and brightest skilled 
tradespeople in a time of scarcity.

STRATEGIC RESPONSE: Took active steps to relieve skilled-
worker shortages, focusing on fostering a team sensibility 
to connect employees to each other, the company and the 
wider community.

OUTCOME: Loyalty is generated with family-friendly policies, 
such as flexible work hours, and by investing in professional 
development, personal tools and safety gear. Workers from 
diverse backgrounds bond over monthly lunches (“food is a 
great equalizer”). Fundraising for local causes nurtures local 
roots: “Talent could choose to move out of the community. 
We want them to stay here.”

LESSONS LEARNED: Support your employees’ success by 
discovering what is important to them, so they will continue 
to grow and learn with your business. “One of the fallacies 
about people in skilled trades is that they will jump ship to 
another company for a nominal pay increase.”
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RETURN ON SECURITY
Laminacorr Industries Inc.,  
Cornwall

AT A GLANCE 

IN BUSINESS  
SINCE 1998

NUMBER OF  
EMPLOYEES 40

TOTAL SALES $6.5 million

THREE-YEAR  
EMPLOYEE  
RETENTION RATE 97%

Guy Robichaud 
President, Laminacorr Industries Inc.

“If you care for people, they care for you.”

COMPETITIVE EDGE: Laminacorr Industries manufactures 
laminated corrugated plastic and plastic sheeting used in 
signs, displays, packaging and transportation. Lightweight 
and durable, corrugated polypropylene can be easily 
laminated, converted and printed and is available in a variety 
of gauges, colours and densities.

HR CHALLENGE: Retaining employees through good 
economies and bad.

STRATEGIC RESPONSE: Worked with 14-person staff to avoid 
layoffs during the 2008–2009 recession, including introducing 
voluntary reduced workweeks and using downtime to clean, 
paint and repair the plant and equipment. Refused to reduce 
employee wages and established a micro-credit program 
offering no-interest loans for workers in need. “We were 
trying to provide as much stability as we could.”

OUTCOME: Laminacorr Industries kept its employees on 
through the recession, without reducing wages despite 
sales dropping more than 50% in 2008. The micro-credit 
program is still in place. Employee turnover remains low, 
and employees regularly demonstrate their loyalty.

LESSONS LEARNED: Treat every employee as an individual. 
When employees receive assistance with their financial 
difficulties, they have less stress, regain focus and can avoid 
personal issues that might impair their work performance. 
“When your life seems to be a little bit better and more 
balanced, you become a better employee and a better person.”

THE BENEFITS OF BENEFITS
Hibar Systems Limited,  
Richmond Hill

It pays to invest in employee benefits, says Iain McColl, 
President and CEO of Hibar Systems Limited. The 
41-year-old engineering firm in the manufacturing and 
health sciences sectors, designs and builds precision 
dispensing pumps and other industrial automation 
machinery for consumer-goods companies.

To keep its trained staff of 140, Hibar offers a 
health benefits plan, an RRSP-matching program 
and 100% funding for basic skills training and for 
broadening an employee’s horizons. New Canadians 
get English-language training if needed, plus help 
in gaining Ontario certification.

Hibar’s core benefits plan started 20 years ago, 
when the company had roughly 60 employees. It was 
part of Hibar’s management team’s plan to recruit and 
retain “the cream of the crop.” Today, Hibar enjoys 
low turnover and boasts an average employee tenure 
of more than 14.5 years.

Formal benefits and training programs are increasingly 
expensive to run, McColl admits, “but how can you 
afford not to?” Without investment, he says, “you will 
lose in the long run” in terms of talent and productivity. 
Hiring a benefits-management firm, he adds, reduces 
administration costs and leaves the headaches to the 
professionals. “We have a broker who helps us manage 
and mitigate costs and cost increases.”

The payoff is that the company stays competitive, 
says McColl. “People want to work at a company that 
can look after their health and welfare, beyond taking 
home a salary.”

Hibar was selected in Deloitte’s 2014 Canada’s Best 
Managed Companies awards program, recognizing 
excellence in Canadian-owned and -managed companies.

Iain McColl (centre), President and CEO 
of Hibar Systems Limited, with the Hibar 
management team, shown on location 
at the company’s Ontario-based headquarters
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INVESTING IN HUMAN CAPITAL
Why you need to understand the value your people 
create through innovation and collaboration

Lori Schmidt  
CEO, GO Productivity

When you think about productivity 
and what it means to your company, 
what aspects of your business do 
you think of first? If you are like many 
business leaders in Canada, your mind 
responds to this challenge by going 
to one of three places: processes, 
technology or facilities.

It is quite natural if your first thought 
led to one of these assets. After all, 
these are the areas where businesses 
most often have clear-cut targets and 
goals, usually coupled with robust 
measures and metrics to monitor 
and evaluate their efficiency.

Where are your people in this 
productivity equation? How do your 
employees factor in when it comes 
to operational excellence, innovation 
and the continuing evolution of your 
company? How often do you measure 
your people’s ability to work together 
in collaborative teams, to identify 
and resolve nagging challenges and 
to create solutions to problems you 
didn’t even know you had? Even if 
you wanted to measure these factors, 
would you know where to start?

When measuring the impact of 
productivity investments, businesses 
tend to rely on the same old metrics, 
such as sales generated or new jobs 

created—even though these are 
lagging indicators and clearly don’t 
predict future performance. Some 
leading indicators, such as investment 
in new equipment and research and 
development (R&D) spending, are 
slightly better predictors of future 
success (or failure), but they still reflect 
only a portion of the overall picture.

In fact, the key to higher levels of 
productivity and real impact is directly 
linked to investment in human capital. 
This includes training and learning, 
collaborative brainstorming, planning 
and collective problem solving. Gold-star 
companies such as Google understand 
this better than anyone: they live and 
breathe a culture that relies on it.

To understand just how to measure 
investment in your people, you first 
have to reconcile Canadian industry’s 
ongoing obsession with trying to 
find the “one metric to rule them all” 

(with apologies to J.R.R. Tolkien). The 
question of “which metric is best” for 
measuring productivity surfaces again 
and again, but searching for a “silver 
bullet” metric is a mistake. It is more 
important to recognize the value of 
different metrics and to prioritize them 
in ways in which they can, together, 
create meaning and insight.

To that end, we recommend 
re-interpreting Abraham Maslow’s 
well-known “hierarchy of needs” to 
build a similar pyramid illustrating 
the needs of businesses. After all, 
companies aren’t that different from 
people. They are groups of individuals 
working together toward a common 
purpose. When we rearrange Maslow’s 
pyramid to account for each of the 
core drivers of productivity, we end up 
with the strongest indicators anchoring 
the bottom of the pyramid (see the 
illustration below).

THE HIERARCHY OF COMPETIVENESS

Source: GO Productivity.
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The most basic organizational needs 
for driving progress are human capital 
needs. Growth and competitiveness 
may be the goals, but without aligning 
the culture, knowledge and skills of 
your work force to support continuous 
improvement, resources invested in 
the higher layers of the pyramid will 
never reach their full potential. Capital 
investment and process improvement 
all depend on an effective leadership 
strategy that aligns a highly engaged, 
capable, motivated and effective work 
force. In the simplest terms, we need 
to put the horse before the cart.

For decades, stakeholders in 
Canada have taken a myopic view of 
measuring competitiveness by strictly 
examining the “cart” (i.e., the results), 
which reflects only what you have 
already accomplished. The power of 
this pyramid lies in prioritizing the key 
factors and investments that contribute 
the most to competitiveness. The 
pyramid reminds us to calculate the 
impact of investments in a much more 
meaningful way: by measuring what 
drives your business not your results.

So how do you go about measuring 
investment in human capital? To start, 
your company needs to first value 
investing in human capital. That means 
clearly allocating the time and budget 
each year to training programs and 
collaborative learning. It means putting 
systems in place to bring people 
together on a regular basis to evaluate 
and evolve the business. A common 
problem for companies undergoing 
transformation and improvement 
exercises is that many executives 
begrudge the effort they put into 
working with their people as “time out” 
from the really important thing: their core 
roles and tasks in the current system. 
After all, who wants their employees 
attending yet another pointless meeting 
in the middle of a busy workday when 
they could be “doing their jobs”?

Training, formal structures, strategic 
planning with purpose, and effective 

collaboration and teamwork can all have 
a tremendous impact on productivity. 
These essential exercises should be 
part of everyone’s job and shouldn’t 
exist “outside” a job description, just 
as the time and money required to 
enable change shouldn’t exist outside 
the financial plan for the year. Instead 
of being considered as “time out,” the 
time spent advancing these initiatives 
should be called “time in” to represent 
the positive contributions of education, 
collaboration and organizational change.

So what data should you be 
capturing? Measuring investment in 
human capital begins with calculating 
your “time in.” Time is money, and the 
effective hours that your employees 
spend on value-added work relating 
to continuous improvement and 
collaborative problem solving add 
up to a significant financial investment. 
So the best thing you can do, after 
valuing and investing that time, 
is to start tracking it.

Your inputs should include total 
hours invested in initiatives such as 
training, productivity assessments 
done, coaching received, continuous-
improvement exercises, innovation 
development and collaborative teams 
working together to develop new 
business solutions.

As you advance your strategy to 
track leading indicators, you can also 
expand into capturing other useful 
metrics, such as the number of new 
ideas (no matter how small) generated, 
qualified, tested and implemented. 
Many companies with formal innovation 
programs use this information to provide 
valuable feedback to employees, 
celebrate successes and justify 
future investments.

Ultimately, the concept of investing 
in your human capital—engaging your 
employees regularly, providing learning 
opportunities and encouraging them to 
find new solutions for your business—is 
all about being open to constant change 
and having faith in your company’s 

ability to navigate it. In the long run, 
you will create an environment where 
your team works in concert to build 
the next stages of your business. Be 
open to investing in people and change. 
Without that, in the race for global 
competitiveness, your horse will be 
struggling just to keep up with the pack.

MEASURING YOUR HUMAN 
CAPITAL INVESTMENT
Time is money, and the effective hours 
that your employees spend on value-
added work relating to continuous 
improvement and collaborative problem 
solving add up to a significant financial 
investment. So the best thing you can 
do, after valuing and investing that 
time, is to start tracking it. Here is a 
simple method for determining value:

 • If your organization invests in 
formal training for how to build and 
implement an innovation program 
for the equivalent of three eight-hour 
days, that is 24 hours of invested 
time per employee.

 • If 10 employees take part, that is 
240 hours of investment.

 • If those same 10 people then  
re-form as an innovation team that 
meets twice a month for an hour 
to qualify new ideas, that is an 
additional investment of 20 hours  
a month, for a total of 480 hours  
in the year.

 • If you value the average employee’s 
time at, say, $60 an hour, the total 
investment in your formal innovation 
program is $28,000 for the year 
(480 hours times $60 per hour).

Lori Schmidt is CEO of Edmonton-
based GO Productivity, which offers 
a broad range of services that help 
companies identify and address gaps 
in productivity, maximize resources 
and be more efficient.
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ASSESSING YOUR COMPANY’S 
EMPLOYEE-ENGAGEMENT PERFORMANCE
These two simple tools will put your company on the right track to effectively 
measure how engaged your employees are

TALENTMAP’S ORGANIZATIONAL READINESS CHECKLIST
Do your employees feel passion and energy for their work and commitment 
to your company? To help you determine if your company is ready to begin an 
effective engagement campaign, answer the 10 questions below.

Check all that apply to your company.

Our business results are flat or getting worse 
(i.e., we are not making our numbers). 

Customers are voicing their dissatisfaction. 

Good employees are leaving. 

Exit interviews point to problems concerning 
employee trust and engagement. 

Trusted, high-performing employees are raising 
concerns about employee morale. 

Employees seem to be feeling overwhelmed  
by work demands and struggling to keep up. 

Hiring is getting more difficult. Increasingly, finalists are 
turning us down at the offer stage. 

We have no systematic way to collect information from employees  
that identifies obstacles that get in the way of our business success. 

Doing nothing to address employee engagement and morale 
(i.e., maintaining the status quo) is no longer an option. 

Our executive has the courage and resources to seek out,  
share and solve root causes of low employee engagement. 

TOTAL 

SCORING
5 TO 10—BURNING PLATFORM: If you  
scored between 5 and 10, your company 
needs help. It is suffering from a high 
level of employee disengagement  
and underperformance. An employee-
engagement survey is a must; it will 
help you understand root causes  
and potential solutions.

3 TO 5—YELLOW ALERT: If you scored 
between 3 and 5, you might have some 
engaged employees, but you may also 
have a larger number of employees 
who are sitting on the fence, not fully 
engaged. You may have a number of 
engagement issues smouldering below 
the surface. An engagement survey 
will identify current problems as well 
as emerging issues.

0 TO 2—PROCEED WITH CARE: If you 
scored between 0 and 2, your company 
is in a good place. You have a good read 
on employee morale and high levels of 
employee engagement. With a score like 
this, it is likely that a well-thought-out 
employee-engagement survey is already 
part of your process. If not, look at this 
as an opportunity to ensure your high 
standards are maintained.

ABOUT TALENTMAP
Sean Fitzpatrick started Ottawa-based TalentMap to help leaders and managers improve through systematic employee 
feedback. TalentMap specializes in employee engagement by offering online survey technology, award-winning project 
support and survey expertise. TalentMap helps companies measure engagement scientifically, analyze the results 
systematically and, most importantly, act on the survey results to effect meaningful change.  
Note: The checklist can also be completed online at www.talentmap.com/torc.
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TALENTMAP’S SAMPLE EMPLOYEE-ENGAGEMENT SURVEY
Using the six questions in the sample survey below, take the first steps to measure the extent to which your 
employees feel passion and energy for their work and feel committed to your company. Keep in mind that engagement 
is a journey, not an event. As you gain experience, continue to look for ways to expand and improve this process over time.

Select the response that most closely fits your  
level of agreement with the following statements.

I am proud to tell others I work for this company. 

I am optimistic about the future of this company. 

My company inspires me to do my best work. 

I would recommend my company to a friend as a great place to work. 

My job provides me with a sense of personal accomplishment. 

I can see a clear link between my work  
and my company’s long-term objectives. 

As a company, what should we do to make this a better place to work?

Strongly  
Disagree Disagree

 Neither Agree 
nor Disagree Agree

Strongly 
Agree

SCORING
The first step is to add up the total 
number of employees who completed all 
the questions on the survey and multiply 
by six (the number of questions). For 
example, if you have 30 employees, 
your base number will be 180.

To calculate your “per cent favourable” 
score (the percentage of positive-
minded respondents), add together the 
number of those who indicated “Agree” 
and “Strongly Agree” on each question, 
then divide by 180. For example, if you 
receive 36 “Strongly Agree” responses 
and 72 “Agree” responses, you would 
come up with a total of 108 (36 + 72). 
Divide by 180 to calculate your “per cent 
favourable” score—in this case, 60%.

You can also calculate your “neutral 
score.” Simply add the total number of 
neutral responses and divide by 180. To 
determine your “per cent unfavourable” 
score, add the number of “Disagree” 
and “Strongly Disagree” responses 
and divide by 180.

RESULTS

BELOW 61% FAVOURABLE—BURNING 
PLATFORM: If your “per cent 
favourable” score is 60% or lower, 
you need help. Your company 
is suffering from a high level of 
employee disengagement and low 
morale. You likely have high turnover 
and many frustrated employees who 
are not working as productively as 
they could. Explore immediate action 
to address your issues. Actions may 
include changes in select leaders, 
focus-group discussions with trusted 
intermediaries to surface “hot” issues 
and changes to key business goals 
and processes.

61%–75%—YELLOW ALERT: If 
your “per cent favourable” score 
is between 61% and 75%, your 
company is okay but below average. 
From an employee-engagement 
perspective, you are hitting some of 
the right notes, but key ingredients 

are missing. Employees may not 
understand or may not buy in to the 
company’s direction or vision or may 
feel they lack career opportunities. 
Use the survey results as a basis for 
discussion with employees. Try to 
get a better understanding of what 
your management team can do to 
improve engagement.

ABOVE 76 %—PROCEED WITH CARE: 
If you scored 76% or above, your 
company is in a good place. Your 
staff has a good level of engagement, 
and you are hitting many of the right 
notes from a workplace perspective. 
However, keep a close eye on morale. 
People change, the economy shifts, 
and your business evolves. As the 
company grows, it gets harder to 
keep your finger on the pulse of your 
employees’ moods. Conduct regular 
surveys to make sure you are up to 
date and on the right track.
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SELECTED RESOURCES
The Government of Ontario has programs, tax credits, hiring incentives and services for employers, 
corporations and entrepreneurs that can open up new avenues for finding, training and building 
a dependable work force

ONTARIO IMMIGRANT NOMINEE PROGRAM (OINP)
OINP supports Ontario employers, corporations and 
entrepreneurs by facilitating the immigration of managerial, 
professional and skilled foreign workers and international 
students to meet their human resources needs— 
www.ontarioimmigration.ca/en/pnp/index.htm

APPRENTICESHIP TRAINING TAX CREDIT (ATTC)
ATTC is a refundable tax credit for corporations and 
unincorporated businesses employing apprentices in  
certain skilled trades—www.fin.gov.on.ca/en/credit/attc

APPRENTICESHIP COMPLETION EMPLOYER BONUS
Employers can earn a $1,000 taxable cash grant  
for each apprentice they employ and train who  
completes his or her apprenticeship and receives a 
Certificate of Apprenticeship and, where applicable,  
a Certificate of Qualification—www.tcu.gov.on.ca/eng/
employmentontario/employers/appr_completion.html

CO-OPERATIVE EDUCATION TAX CREDIT
A maximum credit of $3,000 is available for companies  
that hire co-op students for between 10 weeks and 
four months—www.fin.gov.on.ca/en/credit/cetc

ONTARIO YOUTH APPRENTICESHIP PROGRAM (OYAP)
OYAP is a school-to-work transition program offered  
through Ontario secondary schools. Full-time students  
in Grades 11 and 12 earn co-operative education  
credits through work placements in skilled trades— 
www.tcu.gov.on.ca/eng/apprentices/oyap.html

EMPLOYMENT ONTARIO EMPLOYMENT SERVICE
If you operate a business in Ontario, this service can help 
you attract and recruit the employees with the skills you 
need. Employers may be eligible for financial incentives 
to offset some of the costs of providing on-the-job 
training and work experience—www.tcu.gov.on.ca/eng/
employmentontario/eoes.html

Business Advisory Services is part of  
the Ontario Network of Entrepreneurs.  
To learn more about this province-wide 
support network for small businesses,  
visit ONEbusiness.ca

ONTARIO CHAMBER OF COMMERCE

The Accessibility Works Abilities Connect Fund improves 
the career trajectory of persons with a disability and 
creates a more integrated Ontario labour market.

Administered by the Ontario Chamber of Commerce and 
supported by the Government of Ontario, the Abilities 
Connect Fund

 • Provides financial assistance to employers in order to create 
experiential learning employment opportunities for persons 
with a disability. Preference will be given to applicants that 
hire students or recent graduates with a disability.

 • Helps remove financial barriers associated with 
accommodating employees with disabilities in  
the workplace.

LEARN MORE ABOUT THE TWO STREAMS:

Valuing Ability Employment

 • Employers are eligible to receive funding for training costs 
(up to eight weeks and to a maximum of $20,000) for up to 
four employees.

Valuing Ability Workplace Solutions

 • Employers are eligible for up to $3,000 to purchase 
assistive devices or for special training.

www.occ.ca/programs/accessibility-works/abilities-connect

The Ministry of Economic Development, Employment and Infrastructure, 
Business Advisory Services, works with Ontario’s high-growth and 
aspiring high-growth small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs). 
Business Advisors in 12 regional offices have expertise in business 
planning, finance and exporting, with access to a network of people, 
resources and programs to help SMEs grow, innovate and enhance 
their competitive advantage.

Ontario.ca/businessgrowth
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