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the canadian economy appears to be on its way to recovery after a 

difficult recession. for most entrepreneurs, however, the fight to build 

stronger, more profitable businesses remains as demanding as ever.

it’s clear there will be no respite from intense global competition, rapid 

technological change and ever-increasing market demands. the good 

news is that we know what it takes for entrepreneurs to succeed in an 

ever more competitive world. the ingredients are a strong commitment 

to innovation, vigilance for competitive threats and a willingness to 

seize opportunities.

it’s important to remember that for the vast majority of  businesses, 

innovation isn’t a “eureka!” moment when a new technology is 

invented. it’s a constant drive to make incremental improvements across 

your business.

in this issue of  Profit$, you will read about entrepreneurs who are doing 

just that. they are competing and winning against the best in the world 

in industries as diverse as metal machining, equipment manufacturing and 

software development.

the keys to building wealth — investment, innovation and growth — will 

be at the heart of  discussions at the many events planned for this year’s 

small business Week ®, bdc’s annual tribute to entrepreneurs. once 

again, there will be a full slate of  activities across the country where 

entrepreneurs — and prospective entrepreneurs — will have the chance 

to learn, network and enjoy themselves. small business Week takes place 

from october 17 to 23. i encourage you to participate in an event near you.

canadian entrepreneurs showed their mettle in the difficult times of  

the past few years and i’m confident they will rise to new challenges in 

the months and years to come. as always, through good times and bad, 

bdc will be there to help. 
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Up

front

$22.34
Average hourly wage of  Canadian 
workers 15 and over in August 2010

$45,000
Median income of Canadians employed 

full time for a full year in 2008

I
10

Days lost per worker due to 
sickness or personal or family 

responsibility in Canada in 2008

6.2
Million employees working for small  

and medium-sized businesses  
(fewer than 500 employees) in 2009 —  
58% of the private-sector workforce

C
35%

Percentage of  self-employed workers who 
worked more than 50 hours a week in 2007

5%
Percentage of  employees who worked 

more than 50 hours a week in 2007

41.6
Number of  hours per week the average  
self-employed worker worked in 2007

35.6
Number of  hours per week the 

average employee worked in 2007

A
63

Number of  minutes the average  
worker spent commuting to 

and from work in 2005

d
18

Average number of  vacation days 
Canadian workers took in 2007

36
Average number of  vacation days 

workers in France took

14
Average number of  vacation days 

American workers took

24
Average number of  vacation 

days British workers took

22%
Percentage of  Canadians who said 

they would be willing to take a lower 
salary for more vacation time

Sources: Statistics Canada, Industry Canada, 
Expedia/Ipsos Reid

11  million  
canadians EmployEd  
in thE private sector

17.2  million  
 canadians employed in august 2010 a 1.5  million  

 unemployed

3.5  million 
puBlic 
sectorb

2.7  million 
self 
employed

a 13.8 million full time, 3.4 million part time; 9 million men, 8.2 million women

b those who work for local, provincial or federal governments, a government service or agency, or a government-funded establishment, such as a school or hospital
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canada’s workforce 
by the numbers
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sixty-sEcond 
coach

tim younG 
prEsidEnt and co-oWnEr, 
young’s EQuipmEnt

 my Best advice
“you have to keep your focus on the long term and not 
overreact to the ups and downs of everyday business.” 

the bottom line is that it can’t just be 

about profits. over our 22 years, we 

have never laid off a single person 

because of  a lack of  work. We’re 

looking to build a place where our 

people have confidence and trust in us. 

our employees are willing to make a 

commitment to do their best job for us 

and we make a commitment right back 

to them.

the business goes up and down, just as 

every business does. and when things 

are tough, i want us to operate exactly 

the same way as we do when things are 

booming. our job is to present a unified 

front to the agriculture world and give 

every bit as good service when business 

is tough as when times are good. by 

continuing to do things the right way in 

tough times, you build your customer 

share for the long run. 

Tim Young, 55, is president and co-owner of  Young’s Equipment, a farm equipment 

dealership with 140 employees at five locations across Saskatchewan. The company, a client 

of  BDC Financing, is forecasting sales of  $120 million this year compared with $5.9 million  

in 1989, its first full year in business. In 2009, farm Equipment magazine named 

Young’s Equipment North America’s top farm equipment dealership.

 Where  
 entrepreneurs  
 plan to invest

a survey of  canadian entrepreneurs indicates the empha-

sis will be on investing to boost productivity and innovation 

over the next two years. commissioned by bdc in advance 

of  small business Week®, the survey was completed in June 

by 830 entrepreneurs who are members of  the angus reid 

forum, an online research panel. small business Week takes 

place from october 17 to 23, with events planned across the 

country.

49%
dEvEloping nEW 

products / 
sErvicEs

37%
intEgrating 

nEW 
tEchnology 28%

rEnovating 
an Existing 

facility

23%
invEsting 

in r&d

16%

12%

7%

6%

Expanding 
in forEign 
markEts

lEasing nEW 
commErcial 
rEal EstatE

purchasing nEW 
commErcial 
rEal EstatE

purchasing 
anothEr 
company

59%
purchasing nEW 

EQuipmEnt / 
machinEry
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Up

front

releasing steam from 
the pressure cooker
top 10 stress manaGement tips for leaders
The volatile economy has been taking a toll on many entrepreneurs.
being aware of personal stress is an important 

step in managing and mitigating the negative 

effects, says michael campbell, a researcher 

at the center for creative leadership (ccl), 

a non-profit global provider of  executive 

education. once people figure out what’s 

stressing them out, he says, they can take 

steps to better manage the situation.

here are 10 stress management 

strategies that experts recommend 

for entrepreneurs.

1 pay attention to your body’s stress signals, 

such as sweating and increased heart rate. 

it’s important to recognize these signals and 

get them under control. this could involve 

simple deep-breathing exercises.

2 deal with the stress head on. rather 

than procrastinate, think about what 

is causing the emotional reaction and get a 

handle on it. deal with the cause of  stress 

right away, whether it’s a phone call from 

an angry client or a difficult business decision.

3 take systematic breaks. When you 

feel stress coming on, get up and do 

something else, such as taking a brief  walk or 

going outside. this short break can give you 

a different perspective on a stressful situation 

and provide at least short-term relief  from the 

physical effects of stress.

4 adopt a healthy lifestyle. getting 

30 minutes of  rigorous exercise at least 

three times a week can help you reduce stress. 

good eating habits, such as including more 

fruits and vegetables in your diet, can give you 

more energy and help you handle stress better.

5 try to achieve a better work/life balance. 

although today’s business environment 

can be demanding, it’s crucial to take time 

for other activities outside of  the office, such 

as family events, hobbies and sports. this is 

when you recharge your batteries.

6 keep perfectionism in check. offering 

a quality product and service doesn’t 

mean obsessing about it. know when to get 

a task off your desk and focus on doing your 

best in a competitive environment.

7 delegate to reduce your workload. 

accept that you can’t do it all. rather 

than micro-managing, pay special attention 

to delegating responsibility to employees and 

leaving them alone to do the job. sharing the 

load can relieve stress.

8 find people you trust and confide in 

them. talking to others about business 

issues can help you find solutions to challenges. 

Entrepreneurs can also network with other 

people in their industries to see how they are 

handling similar issues.

9 get your company’s financial situation 

under control. cash flow is a major 

source of  anxiety for entrepreneurs. find 

ways to better monitor your revenues 

and expenses. also, find ways to improve 

productivity and, ultimately, your company’s 

financial health.

10 commit to vacation time. give yourself   

time off to relax, particularly during 

challenging periods. for example, turn 

your cellphone off when you’re on holiday. 

postponing a vacation may have short-term 

benefits for your business, but in the long run, 

your health could suffer and cause greater 

problems down the road. 



6 | BDC | Profit$ | fall 2010
cover
SToRy

Ready foR  
 Take-off

Guillermo  
alonso, jr.
prEsidEnt,  
alta prEcision inc.

competinG and WinninG 
in international markets
by alEx roslin



BDC | Profit$ | fall 2010 | 7

When the global recession hit, it walloped the 
aerospace industry. Tourist travel collapsed. 
Business flying was curtailed. orders vanished.

But that wasn’t the story at alta precision Inc., 
a fast-growing, family-owned maker of landing 
gear parts in Montreal.
sales barely dipped and have since recovered completely. at the 

height of  the downturn, alta was even able to secure a major new 

customer in Europe.

alta has reaped the benefits of  a strategy to become a global 

competitor in the aerospace industry. it refined its product line, 

invested to boost operational efficiency and aggressively tackled 

foreign markets.

it’s all added up to a more robust, innovative and productive business 

that’s a model for other canadian entrepreneurs to follow as they 

confront intensifying global competition.

“if  you have just two or three customers, you’re vulnerable,” says 

guillermo alonso, Jr., who took over from his father as alta’s 

president in 2006. “for us, being international has meant security. 

our backlog of  orders is healthy.”

alta’s current success stands in contrast to the company’s fortunes 

just a few years ago. at the beginning of  the decade, alta faced 

big troubles. the 9/11 attacks had just taken place, and the airline 

business was on life support. the economy was being wrenched 

by the dot-com stock collapse, and customers were becoming 

increasingly demanding.

the company had done well supplying montreal-based aerospace 

concerns like bombardier, caE and pratt & Whitney since alonso’s 

father, guillermo, sr., founded it in 1979. but the sudden cascade of  

new challenges made change a necessity.

alta started knocking on doors in the u.s. and in 2003 won its first 

big deal, a military contract. the u.s. now accounts for 50% of sales. 

Just as important, the sales helped recession-proof the company 

because they diversified alta’s sources of income.

alta’s experience reflects that of  many small and medium-sized 

canadian companies. going international is often not just about 

expanding; it’s about survival. but how do you compete internationally? 

is it even the right step?

those dilemmas are top of  mind for many business executives who 

approach carl gravel for assistance. “many entrepreneurs see 

immense risks, and it makes them hesitate,” says gravel, national 

director of  global competitiveness at bdc. “our job is to show 

them that yes, there are risks, but you can manage them.”

he heads a support team that helps canadian companies seeking 

to build their businesses internationally.

“for a long time, canadian businesses were somewhat sheltered 

by a lower valued canadian dollar and privileged access to the u.s.,” 

says gravel, whose team advises companies and coordinates bdc 

financing and consulting services to support them.

“now there is competition from new players and, at the same time, 

the u.s. market is not as strong as it was.”

before heading into international markets, gravel says, companies 

must ensure their fundamentals are in order, in areas such as sales 

and marketing, innovation strategy and operational efficiency.

“if  you’re not competitive locally, it’s going to be hard to work 

internationally. if  we see there’s still work to be done on productivity, 

we advise working on that before expanding into brazil, for example.”

that means investing to boost productivity even when things are 

tough, gravel says. he also encourages companies to look at 

countries beyond the u.s., including emerging markets, which have 

shown high rates of  growth in the economic recovery.

another potential market: multinationals operating in canada. going 

global doesn’t necessarily require exporting directly to international 

markets, he says. it can also mean selling into global supply chains, 

much as alta has done as a supplier to major canadian aerospace 

concerns. this can eventually open doors to new markets where 

these multinationals operate.

Entrepreneurs need to proceed with care when expanding 

internationally, says dominic deneault, co-author of  Le Québec 

sur le podium, a study of  25 successful large and small Quebec 

businesses operating abroad.

the biggest mistake he has seen is companies failing to adapt their 

business model or product and service portfolio to their targeted 

foreign market.

“you have to make sure you fit the needs of your client,” says deneault, 

who is a corporate strategist at deloitte inc. in montreal. “that 

means you have to redesign your product or service and adapt your 

marketing pitch, operational processes, strategy, branding — often 

your entire value chain.” Continued on next page
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another common problem, he says, is that some companies decide to expand 

globally for the wrong reasons. “they just want to grow for the sake of  growth. 

you need a strategy behind your growth.”

Expanding internationally through acquisitions can be particularly difficult. two-thirds  

of  companies that make an acquisition fail to meet their return-on-investment 

target after five years, deneault reports in his book. Just one-quarter of acquisitions 

create shareholder value.

apart from a solid global competitiveness strategy, business leaders also need 

internal fortitude, deneault adds. that means ambition, tenacity and an appetite 

for risk.

back at alta, alonso and his family (his father is still involved in the business as 

chairman, while sister sonia is vice-president of  administration) realized they had 

to retool their business as they went international.

“customers are more demanding. it used to be that quality and on-time delivery 

were the most important things in our industry,” alonso says. “today, quality and 

delivery are givens. if  you don’t have those, you aren’t even selected. now, it’s 

price, price, price. and you can’t reduce your price without changing the way you 

do things.”

alta responded by focusing on adding value in the area where the company 

excelled — making landing gear. it dropped aircraft engines and fuselages from the 

product line-up.

“We became known for our landing gear. We want to become the best in the 

world at supplying landing gear parts.”

alta also hired bdc consulting this year to implement a lean manufacturing 

program, which aims to streamline production and improve international 

competitiveness with a just-in-time manufacturing process.

domestic sales have also benefited from alta’s moves to specialize and get 

leaner. alta recently won a local contract to supply parts for boeing’s new 

787 dreamliner.

abroad, alta has also stretched its wings. after winning contracts to supply 

landing gear to the u.s. air force and u.s. defense logistics agency, alta 

broadened its international scope into Europe in the late 2000s.

after more than a year of  making cold calls and attending trade shows in Europe, 

alta won contracts to supply the new airbus a350 and is currently pursuing 

a European plant making bombardier’s c series of jetliners. Europe now accounts for 

20% of alta’s sales and is its fastest-growing market.

since 2000, alta has grown from 30 employees to 75, and plans to expand to 

120 by 2012.

“if  we didn’t have the international sales, we would have struggled a lot more than 

we did,” alonso says. “now we are ready for the upturn of  the economy.” 

GloBal 
CoMpeTITIveneSS 
BaSICS
before you start eyeing a lucrative new 
international market for your business, 
you need a plan. poor planning and 
execution are the culprits in nearly three-
quarters of failed corporate expansions, 
says business strategist dominic deneault. 
here are some important elements 
of a globalization plan.

fundamentals

b you should be sure your fundamentals 

are in good shape and can be replicated 

from country to country before embarking on an 

international expansion. that means focusing on 

such things as your sales and marketing, supply 

chain, operational efficiency and innovation strategy. 

you also need to be sure you’ve got the financial 

capacity to stay the course until sales start rolling in.

tenacity

Q 
Entrepreneurs who successfully navigate 

international waters often have a specific 

mix of  personal qualities —tenacity, ambition and 

an appetite for risk.

“the first international venture often doesn’t work,” 

deneault says. “that can lead entrepreneurs to 

question their international ambitions. if  they don’t 

have the ambition, tenacity and a burning desire to 

learn from mistakes, they may have a problem.”

strateGy

< 
are you expanding as part of  a carefully 

thought-out growth strategy — or just for 

growth’s sake? good reasons for going global can 

include diversification, pursuing market leadership, 

acquiring complementary assets, developing new 

competitive advantages and creating synergies with 

current operations.
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BdC news
When the recession struck,  
 Bdc helped entrepreneurs more
 support rEmains 
strong in 
thE rEcovEry
at BdC, we supported 
Canadian businesses through 
the recession. now we stand 
ready to help them during 
the recovery.
in our last fiscal year, we boosted our lending 

to canadian businesses to a record $4.4 billion, 

a 53% increase over the previous year. and we 

provided new kinds of  support as part of  the 

federal government’s Economic action plan. 

but we didn’t stop there.

 ■ We showed the value of  our patient, 

flexible and knowledgeable approach to 

financing entrepreneurs. We allowed more 

than 4,000 principal payment postponements 

by our clients to see them through a tough period. 

 ■ We lent more money than at any other 

time in our 65-year history; provided top-

quality, affordable business advice through 

our consulting service; and continued to play 

a key role in the venture capital market — all 

in a commercially viable manner. once again, 

we earned a profit.

 ■ We introduced a new online advice centre 

where entrepreneurs can find the know-how 

they need to tackle the challenges of running 

a business. the advice centre at bdc.ca 

offers a wealth of  fresh ideas, advice and tools 

touching all aspects of  managing a company —  

and yourself.

this year, small business Week® — bdc’s 

annual celebration of  entrepreneurship — will 

once again feature networking and educational 

events across canada. the theme for this 

year’s week — power up your business: invest, 

innovate, grow — reflects the opportunities and 

challenges facing entrepreneurs as the economy 

builds steam. small business Week 2010 will 

take place from october 17 to 23.

as part of  this year’s activities, we will be 

launching our young Entrepreneur awards 

with a call for candidates. outstanding 

entrepreneurs aged 19 to 35 from all regions 

of  canada will be recognized at our young 

Entrepreneur awards gala in may 2011.

thanks to our financing and expert advice, our 

29,000 clients have the support they need to 

take their business to the next level. at bdc, 

it’s entrepreneurs first. 
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What’s the buzz?
thE social mEdia rEvolution mEans 
ExplosivE groWth for radian6
by giusEppE valiantE

marcel leBrun
cEo, radian6

enTRepReneURS
first
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Continued on next page

it also means an extraordinary business opportunity for radian6, 

a fredericton, new brunswick, firm whose software platform 

allows it to monitor or “listen” to social networks for its clients, 

a list that includes some of the world’s largest corporations.

for a monthly fee, companies can use the radian6 platform 

to track, analyze and engage with everything that is said about 

them, and even alert different departments — such as public 

relations and customer service — to key conversations.

it’s a business model that’s producing powerful growth for 

radian6. since signing up its first client in January 2008, its 

monitoring service has attracted over 1,500 clients, including 

giants such as dell, comcast, microsoft, pepsi and kodak.

“We’re adding hundreds of  clients every quarter,” cEo 

marcel lebrun says.

the company expects sales to triple in 2010 after increasing 

600% in 2009. and the employee count should reach 170 by 

year end, double the number at the end of 2009.

the idea for radian6 started with chris newton, now 

the company’s chief  technology officer. a few years back, 

newton was working for a network security company, 

trying to find a way to massage huge amounts of  data into 

something meaningful.

at the same time, he began noticing how social media were 

gaining ground on traditional media — people were increasingly 

getting their information from internet communities and 

those sources were helping them to form their opinions.

newton believed he would have a valuable product if  he 

could find a way to channel and organize those internet-based 

conversations. he was right.

lebrun got involved after hearing about the venture from his 

former boss, gerry pond, one of  radian6’s early investors. 

radian6 started in 2006 and received venture capital 

from bdc in its first round of financing. it quickly became 

profitable and didn’t need another round of financing. 

its software platform went live on the internet in 2007.

its computers monitor the web 24 hours a day and index 

hundreds of  millions of  conversations in most of  the 

main European languages, as well as chinese, Japanese 

and korean.

the company’s software is able to assess whether the 

conversations are negative or positive in tone. radian6 is 

also able to keep clients abreast of  what key themes are 

being discussed.

additionally, it can measure the influence of  those talking 

about a company. this allows companies to understand how 

much of an impact a blogger or a website has and decide 

which ones they might want to interact with.

lebrun, a computer engineer by training, acknowledges 

the company’s success, but cautions that future growth 

and profits depend on innovation and staying ahead of  

the competition. that’s why the 

lessons learned

1 celebrate your success but keep an eye 

on the competition.

2 to stay ahead of  competitors, invest in innovation. 

aim to constantly develop and introduce improved 

processes, features and products.

3 build a team that is focused on customer service 

and helping clients succeed with your product.

4 become “an engaged brand” by interacting with 

your customers. think about participating in social 

media and offering value-added content through 

podcasting, blogging and video.

5 stay on top of  what’s happening in your industry 

and provide this information to your customers.

it sends the message you’re a leading expert 

in your field.

Social networking sites like facebook, Twitter 
and linkedIn are experiencing explosive 
growth, and that means increasing pressure 
on companies to keep track of what’s being 
said about their brand.
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company has 50 employees engaged in r&d and will spend 

$50 million this year on the activity. radian6 produces new 

features for its software platform every six weeks on average.

another key to success for radian6 is its ability to create 

what lebrun calls an “engaged brand.” he defines the term 

as a company that remains in close contact with clients, 

potential clients and the public through online media such 

as blogs, e-books, videos and podcasts.

“We are in a constant conversation with our community, 

collecting suggestions and feedback.”

radian6’s new brunswick home base is far from north 

america’s high-tech centres and lebrun sees definite 

advantages in the arrangement, especially when it comes 

to employee turnover.

“since we started in 2006, we have not had one employee 

leave from our research and development unit,” lebrun says. 

“that just doesn’t happen in most tech firms. it’s invaluable.”

“but it also means i spend more time on planes than other 

people do.” 

“We’re adding 
hundreds of 
clients every 
quarter.”
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feature

Mobile air compressors don’t seem 
like a product that would be ripe 

for innovation. after all, they’ve 
been a staple of the construction 

industry for decades, where 
they’re used to power tools such 

as nail guns and jackhammers.

but there was a problem. compressors were so heavy and 

bulky that they needed to be towed behind a truck. that’s 

where vancouver island’s vmac came up with a better idea. 

that idea revolutionized the mobile compressor industry and 

created a robust international business for vmac.

the company developed a rotary screw compressor tech-

nology in the late 1990s that made air compressors lighter, 

more powerful and compact enough to fit under the hood 

of a truck.

“there weren’t a lot of  folks pushing the envelope of  this 

technology,” says Jim hogan, president and co-founder 

of  vmac. “they were either 

The innovation 
challenge hoW to turn idEas 

into profits
by dEbbiE laWEs

Continued on next page

jim hoGan
prEsidEnt and co-foundEr,  
vmac
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complacent or not technically savvy enough. so we took 

advantage of  that opportunity.”

today, vmac’s full line of  compressors and systems can 

be found in thousands of  vehicles worldwide. and with 

10 of  its 70 employees focused on r&d, the new products, 

improvements and efficiencies keep coming. the company, 

which does most of  its design, engineering and manufacturing 

at a three-hectare facility in nanaimo, has won multiple 

awards for its manufacturing excellence and business savvy.

vmac (vehicle mounted air compressors) is among the 

thousands of  canadian companies that are developing new 

products or improving existing technologies, processes, 

designs and marketing to solve problems and reach new 

customers. now, the challenge is to persuade thousands 

more — particularly small and medium-sized businesses — to 

do the same.

“to stay competitive these days, entrepreneurs should invest 

in their capacity to innovate,” says Jean-rené halde, bdc’s 

president and cEo. “in other words, they should invest in 

things that enable them to constantly improve their products 

and services, and how they produce them. an investment in 

information and communications technologies is a good place 

to start.”

“innovation can also mean, for example, improving processes 

to cut costs and taking that money to buy a new piece of  

equipment. or try a new marketing idea.”

the latter is just what vmac has done. you wouldn’t expect 

a manufacturer of  air compressors to go hog-wild with 

internet marketing. yet not only is vmac on twitter and 

facebook, it has also developed a series of  ninja spy movies 

for youtube as a way of  generating customer interest in the 

launch of  a new technology.

investing in equipment is a good start

a report card released earlier this year by the conference 

board of  canada gave canada a d for innovation, ranking 

the country 14th among 17 industrialized nations. the grade 

reflects inadequate levels of  r&d and investment in capital 

assets, such as property, machinery, and information and 

communications technologies.

“companies that invest cleverly in capital assets reap the 

benefits in terms of  higher productivity, innovation and 

competitiveness,” says the conference board’s president, 

anne golden.

hoW to adopt an 
innovation mindsEt

1 With your team’s help, develop a strategy for improving your 

products or services, your processes, your marketing strategy, your 

business model and your supply chain. then keep it up to date.

2 tap the creativity of  your employees. they have intimate knowledge of  

your business and industry, and will often be your best source of ideas.

3 look for ideas and feedback from suppliers, customers and other 

stakeholders. an idea could be as simple as changing a process, adapting 

a product to a new market or exploring new ways to reach customers.

4 invest in capital assets that improve your competitiveness, especially 

information and communications technology. the high canadian dollar 

can make this a particularly 

good time to invest.

5 don’t look for the magic 

bullet. focus on continuous 

incremental improvements.

6 study innovation, change and 

creativity. Educate yourself. 

go to conferences and travel.

7 take action on new ideas. Even 

if  they fail, have faith that you’re 

on the path to innovation.
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canada’s d rating was also based on its limited success 

in turning r&d advances into money-making products 

and services.

“there’s a lack of  savvy in terms of  the marketplace, and a 

failure to commercialize new products and services to the 

same extent as other countries,” golden says. “We need to 

boost our ambition, individually and collectively.”

it’s not just canada’s competitors in developed countries 

that are embracing innovation. halde notes that emerging 

markets such as china and india are innovating at breakneck 

speeds. he describes this as a “terrible threat” for canada.

“the world is turning up the heat on us,” he says. “other 

countries are becoming more competitive and more productive, 

and we’re not noticing it yet. companies can’t afford to wait 

until their markets have disappeared.”

While there is no magic bullet for solving canada’s lagging 

innovation performance, there are reasons for optimism. 

golden says the operating environment in canada is becoming 

more favourable for small companies. this includes improved 

local, provincial and national policies on a series of fronts, such as 

taxation, regulation, education, infrastructure and intellectual 

property protection.

While government policies help, halde says they are 

insufficient on their own to improve canada’s competitiveness. 

the greatest source of  innovation will always be business 

leaders with a sustained commitment to doing things better 

and a willingness to seize opportunities.

“i believe the fundamental challenge canada faces is one of  

mindset,” halde says. “companies of all sizes must understand 

that their company’s competitiveness depends on their capacity 

to innovate and to adjust their investment decisions accordingly. 

Embrace risk-taking and aim higher. aim for the top.”

such was the case at vmac, founded by hogan and tony 

menard, both engineers who were determined to deliver 

reliable, high-performance products that are lightweight, 

compact and durable. constantly changing truck designs 

keep vmac on its toes, sometimes leaving them with only 

a few weeks’ notice to adapt their compressor to fit into 

smaller engine compartments.

“i’ve developed my own philosophy about innovation,” hogan 

says. “it may sound corny, but you have to think you’re smart 

and try things.

“if  you don’t, your competitors eventually will. the prize goes 

to the people with the guts to try.” 

“The prize 
goes to 
the people 
with the 
guts to try.”
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patricia hoogendoorn and her husband, hugh, began affinity Biologicals Inc. in 1987 
with an idea and $2,500 in savings. With the money, they built a laboratory in the 
basement of their home and a walk-in refrigerator in their garage.

as medical lab technologists, the hoogendoorns specialized in bleeding and clotting disorders. their idea was to produce commercial 

quantities of  antibodies used by research laboratories worldwide.

now, affinity is firmly established as a leading international supplier of  antibodies and antibody-related products for research 

and diagnostics for the full range of  blood-clotting disorders. a sister company provides testing services for medical clinical trials, 

research projects and product evaluation. patricia, the chief  financial officer, and hugh, the president, are equal partners in the 

hamilton, ontario, business and in life.

still, it hasn’t always been a smooth ride for affinity. between 2003 and 2006, affinity faced a series of  storms: a massive power 

outage in 2003 threatened to destroy its entire frozen inventory; a surge in the value of  the canadian dollar slashed its export 

revenue; and the mad cow disease scare led the u.s. government to consider banning imports of  affinity’s products, even though 

they are 100% pure.

the hoogendoorns, bdc financing clients, fought their way through those challenges. and now — with some 255 products distributed 

worldwide, 22 employees and $3 million in annual sales — the company is poised for a new surge of  growth. patricia reflects on the 

path she and hugh have taken.

i grew up in thessalon, near sault ste. marie. my father had the Western tire and auto supplies store; he had the funeral 

home; and he was a member of parliament for 18 years. so i just grew up knowing that anything you wanted to take on, you could do it.

hugh and i both came from hard-working, entrepreneurial backgrounds. i think that’s a lot of what motivates us still.

his parents emigrated from holland after the second World War. they were well educated but came over with next to 

nothing. so he grew up in an environment where you worked hard for everything you got.

my dad died when i was 10. my mother was a very strong person. she had a lot on her plate. and i’ve always said, “if i had 

to work half as hard as she did, i’d have a lot to be proud of.” i grew up always focused on being able to provide and survive on my own, 

if those were the cards that i was dealt.

i went from a town of 1,700 in northern ontario — i think there were 12 of us in 

our Grade 13 class — to living in a residence at the university of Western ontario holding 

1,300 people.

it was just such a culture shock. i went home for christmas and i told my mother i hated it, 

i couldn’t stay. and she said to me, “Whatever you decide to do, i’ll support you 100%. but  you’re 

not coming home.” and i think that was the toughest thing that she ever did, and it was the best 

thing that she ever did for me.

for my mother to say to me, “you’re not coming home” was her way of pushing 

me out of the nest and saying, “you have to get out there and you have to succeed.” 

she wanted me to realize the potential she saw in me.

so i went back and i went to guidance and they put me through all kinds of tests, 

and at the end of the tests, they said, “you want to grow up to be a lab tech.” and i said, “great, 

what’s a lab tech?” Continued on next page
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i applied to mohawk college in hamilton and got accepted and that’s the best thing that ever happened, 

because my husband was in the same year.

hugh and i hung out with the same group. at the end of second year, i brought a group of about eight 

people home, up to the lake. that is when my mother met him. after they had all left, she said, “i want you to bring 

my hugh back.” i said, “your hugh?” she says, “yeah, that’s my hugh.” that was just funny. she knew.

my husband and i are business partners and this year we celebrated 30 years of marriage. it’s kind of a 

unique situation because we are very good friends and we work very well together. We’ve actually had people decline 

jobs because they couldn’t understand that we would be able to work well together. unfortunate for them.

the toughest part of being an entrepreneur is staying focused, because if you go off on tangents, it’s not 

difficult for things to start to unravel. and it’s very easy for a phone call to come in with what seems like a great opportunity. 

you want to take advantage of those, but you don’t want to lose sight of what is paying the bills and what you already have.

the first banker that we dealt with said, “no one will ever be as interested or take better care of 

your money than you will.” those have always been very wise words. at any given time, we know exactly what the 

financial health of the company is.

We’ve always been conservative in our approach to things. We worked full time in other positions while we started this, 

always re-investing and always looking for diversification, so we would have protection should one area of the business slow down.

you can’t have a business that’s based on one product. you have to diversify. and you can’t have just three customers. 

you have to have lots of customers.

hugh has always done the science; i’ve always done the money. it’s a perfect blend, because i understand the science. 

so when he says, “We need to spend money here,” i understand what he’s asking. but if i have orders come across my desk, i can 

question whether or not we really need that amount of material, or i can go back and ask, “What project is this for?”

i think that the foundation of our relationship is a very strong mutual respect. i have tremendous respect for his scientific 

ability, for his entrepreneurial insight and product development. but then, also, i have tremendous respect for him as an individual. 

his values are second to none. and we’re both family oriented. We have three beautiful children and four grandchildren. that’s a 

strong basis for our relationship.

i got my pilot’s licence five years ago. you know, why not? both hugh and i like a challenge. We’re not obsessive by any 

means. but we are committed.

my husband got a used sports car, a little audi tt, cute little cherry red, and that’s his toy. We got it paid off and i said, 

“i’d like a set of wheels now.” he said, “really? What do you want to get?” it’s a 12-foot quilting machine frame with an industrial quilting 

machine and it’s on four casters. so that was my set of  wheels. Quilting is something i do that’s totally unrelated to my day-to-day life. 

our perception of Bdc is that they’ll work with you in any way possible to see you succeed. it’s patient money. if things 

get tough, they’re the first ones to come to you and say, “you know what? We see that you’re faced with some difficulties — mad cow 

disease was an example. Would it help you if we just let you not make principal payments for six months?” and that just gives you a 

little bit of breathing room, and it’s always been that way.

We look for the positive, the potential, and put the hard work behind it. We love what we do and that makes it 

all worthwhile. 

as told to don macdonald.

“We love 
what we 
do and that 
makes it all 
worthwhile.”
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ask a pro
at our new online advice Centre at BdC.ca, we offer our unique 
ask a pro service. each month, we pick a new topic and invite 
entrepreneurs to discuss it with one of our business professionals 
from BdC Consulting. here are some recent exchanges.

q is it possible to have an image that will make 

an impression and thus keep customers? i know 

that word of mouth is very important, but do you have 

some other approach that could help me?

a marketing and branding strategies, to a large extent, 

depend on the size of  your business and your position 

in the market. you may want to evaluate the real attributes of  

your company. maybe you offer a more reliable service, improved 

efficiency, friendlier service or greater dependability than your 

competitors do. What makes you unique? sometimes, when you 

are relatively small, you can offer better prices.

once you have established your strong points, communicate this 

message to your existing customers and to qualified prospects. 

do so regularly and consistently. maintain frequent contacts. 

this way, you are constantly “reminding” your customers and 

prospects of your unique features and attributes.

q Where can i find specialized questionnaires that 

i could use during interviews of candidates to 

evaluate their capacity for self-reliance, their personal 

initiative, sense of responsibility, emotional intelligence 

and so on?

a review any book or material that explains “behavioural-

style interviewing.” the best predictor of future behaviour 

is past behaviour. behavioural-style interviewing asks specific 

questions that will reveal a candidate’s behaviours. 

try questions like these:

 ■ tell me about a situation you faced when there was no one 

around to help you and you could only rely on yourself  to get 

the job done.

 ■ tell me about a time when you faced a difficult decision and 

the answer was not readily apparent.

 ■ tell me about a time when you were involved in a highly 

emotional confrontation. What was it about? how did you 

handle it? What was the outcome? how would you approach 

it differently next time?

When you run a small business, your time is at a premium and 

you may not be able to attend seminars or workshops. ask 

for assistance from an association you belong to, or find out 

whether there are any books, tapes or videos at the library that 

you could study after hours. 

Put your business 

question to a BDC 

Consulting expert 

through our free 

Ask a Pro service 

by visiting the Advice 

Centre at BDC.ca. 

On this site, you 

can also consult 

previous questions 

and answers, and 

sign up for our 

online newsletter, 

eProfit$, with its 

monthly selection 

of  original articles 

to help you manage 

your business — 

and yourself.

qUeSTIonS & 
ansWers
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