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In my job, I meet many young entrepreneurs from every part of the 

country. When I ask why they’re in business, they tell me they love the 

freedom of being their own boss and the ability to make a difference.  

	T o turn their dream into reality, many have to build a business from 

the ground up, often starting with little more than hard work, ingenuity 

and determination. They relish the challenge and take pride in seeing 

customers respond to what they have created.

	I  am also told by young entrepreneurs that they find deep satisfaction 

in providing a livelihood for employees and contributing to the health 

of their communities. In many cases, their business is nothing short of  

the embodiment of their deepest hopes for creating a better world. 

	T o recognize, encourage and support these young Canadians, we 

have organized a bold, new format for the 2012 edition of our Young 

Entrepreneur Award competition. We invited young entrepreneurs, 

aged 18 to 35, to apply and submit a short video, presenting an innova-

tive project designed to make their business more successful.

	F inalists selected from across Canada are competing for the $100,000 

BDC Grand Prize for Innovation and a second prize of  a $25,000 

Internet Strategy from BDC Consulting.

	I  encourage you to learn more about this competition and 

some of  Canada’s most outstanding entrepreneurs by visiting our 

Facebook page (www.facebook.com/BDC.ca) or our special website 

(www.bdc.ca/yea).

	 Why do we believe it’s so important to support innovative young 

entrepreneurs? Because Canada needs them now more than ever. They 

make our communities stronger and improve our standard of living. They 

help to build a more competitive, productive and innovative country. 

	 Young entrepreneurs love the opportunity to make a contribu-

tion through their businesses. Let’s celebrate their achievements and 

encourage them to reach their full potential because when they succeed, 

Canada succeeds. 
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Up
front

     

 Networking basics
 for entrepreneurs
Strategies to develop strong business ties
With their busy schedules, entrepre-
neurs rarely make enough time for networking. 
But building mutually beneficial associations 
should be a priority for every business owner, 
says Bonnie Elliot, Partner, BDC Consulting.

“You need to understand it as an investment, not a 

cost,” Elliot says. “Relationships are vitally important 

and extremely helpful.”

	S he says strong business relationships can lead to 

new customers, improved management skills and the 

discovery of new ideas.

	A  frequent mistake is to approach networking in an 

ad-hoc way, Elliot says. At the beginning of the year, 

when working on their business plan, entrepreneurs 

should also look at their networking strategy and 

answer questions such as: Whom do I want to meet 

on a regular basis? With whom do I want to do busi-

ness this year?

	A t the end of the year, assess how you did in meet-

ing your goals and how relationships with people in 

your network helped your business.

	P eople are uncomfortable at networking events 

because they feel like they’re “walking into a party 

without knowing anybody,” Elliot says. “The reassur-

ing fact is that everybody else is in the same boat.”

	 Connecting with peers in your own industry is the 

first step in a networking strategy, but it shouldn’t stop 

there, Elliot says.

	 “Meeting people from outside your industry can 

bring a fresh perspective to your business.” 

Some things to 
remember at a 
networking event

Bring   your business cards with you.

Prepare   a brief  “elevator speech,” 

introducing yourself  and your business. 

This will be especially 

helpful if  you’re 

nervous about 

meeting new people.

Avoid   the trap of spending your 
time with people you know.  
Make an effort to speak to 
new people.

Focus   on what you can  

do for others, not 

what they can do 

for you.

Don’t   hard sell.  

Be curious about what other people do. 

Ask questions.

Don’t   monopolize people’s time. 
Remember that everybody is there 
for the same reason as you: 
to network.

Ask   for permission to contact your new acquaintances when leaving conversations and suggest a goal for the meetings.
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my best advice
With more than 25 years of  experience as an 

entrepreneur, I’ve learned that the secret of a 

successful business is to know your limits. If  you 

aren’t able to deliver on your promises, you 

shouldn’t be in the business. For example, when 

we’re doing a live show, if  it is announced at 8:00, 

it has to start at 8:00, not at 8:10.

	I t is in our nature, as entrepreneurs, to want 

to grow fast. And this is a good thing. But there 

are so many details along the way that can break 

a company, especially in periods of rapid growth. 

You have to admit that you have a limitation and 

recognize when you hit it.

	 We work in a people business and some of our 

biggest deals have been done on handshakes. 

I’ve learned it’s a long and painful experience to 

re-establish the trust of a partner or client once 

it’s broken.

	 You also have to hire people who have the 

skills you may not possess and who share your 

vision. When the company is successful, you 

have to share the successes with them. Alan 

Barret is our Warehouse Manager. He works 

tirelessly and probably puts in more hours than 

I do. To reward his dedication and long-term 

commitment, I gave Alan 10% of the company. 

I reduced my ownership by 10%, but the return 

has been immeasurable. 

Peter Hendrickson, 51, is the President of  Tour Tech 

East (TTE), an event company based in Dartmouth, 

Nova Scotia. With its 50 employees, the company 

provides sound, lighting, video and staging rentals for 

the entertainment industry, as well as facility rentals 

for the film industry.

60-second 
coach

Peter Hendrickson, President 
of Tour Tech East

Tackling Canada’s 
emerging skills crisis
Canada’s shortage of skilled labour is the 
leading economic challenge confronting 
the country and it will be so for years 
to come, according to the Canadian 
Chamber of Commerce.
Canada is developing a skills crisis and resolving it is 

key to the success of businesses and the economy, 

the Chamber says in a new plan called Tackling the 

Top 10 Barriers to Canadian Competitiveness.

	 Emerging labour shortages are the result of two 

major trends. The first is the aging of the popula-

tion and the departure of baby boomers from the 

workforce. The Conference Board of  Canada’s 

long-term economic outlook projects that by 2025 

one in five Canadians will be 65 or older.

	T he second trend is that jobs are becoming 

increasingly specialized, which, in turn, demands 

more educated and skilled workers. “Developing 

domestic skills and improving access to foreign 

workers are vital to the continued success of  

Canadian businesses and our economy,” the 

Chamber says.

	I n addition to attracting immigrants, employ-

ers should look for skilled workers in underused 

segments of the market, including older workers, 

Aboriginal people, disabled people and youth, 

the Chamber recommends.

	A mong other barriers to Canada’s 

international competitiveness, the 

Chamber has identified the need to 

increase business investment in techno

logy, reform the tax system and break 

down internal barriers to trade.

	O ver the next several months, the 

Chamber plans to tackle each of  the 

top  10 barriers, with a special focus on 

addressing the skills issue with vari-

ous initiatives. 

For more information, please visit http://chambertop10.ca
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Sound 
management 
requires 
constant 
attention 
It’s the management team’s 

responsibility to implement good 

business practices to guide the 

company’s operations and meet 

corporate growth objectives, 

particularly in today’s increasingly 

complex business environment. 

Here is a checklist of 10 proven 

general management practices to 

help you navigate this complexity 

on a daily basis and stay the 

course during difficult periods.

Managing complexity: 
A checklist
1	 �The company’s mission, vision and values have been drafted and disseminated so that 

employees and clients understand them.

2	 �The company’s results and performance are assessed regularly and compared 

with the targets in an annual business plan. The plan is adjusted accordingly.

3	 �Each year, the company develops a strategic plan covering major investments and other 

goals for the next two to five years in consultation with the various department heads.

4	 �The company has a detailed, up-to-date organizational chart.

5	 �The allocation of the main operational responsibilities 

among managers is clear and respected.

6	 �Policies and procedures have been clearly defined and 

drafted, and are updated periodically.

7	 �General staff meetings take place regularly to update employees 

on the company’s status and on recent developments.

8	 �Management has a process to regularly gather employees’ opinions on 

operations, the company’s direction and growth, and development projects.

9	 �To ensure unity, the company’s executives, managers and supervisors 

meet regularly to assess the company’s situation.

10	�The company has a board of directors or advisory board that meets regularly. 

SMEs 
by the 
numbers
Small businesses account 
for 98% of all Canadian 
companies. If  they can 
compete better and grow, 
they will contribute even 
more to building a strong 
national economy.

Source: Statistics Canada data for 2010, 

except GDP data, which are for 2005.

64% 
Percentage of private sector 

employment accounted for 

by SMEs

54% 
Percentage of all jobs created 

by SMEs in the private sector 

in the 2001 – 2010 period

54.3% 
Percentage of gross domestic 

product in the business sector 

that is produced by SMEs 

98% 
1,116,423 small businesses 

(1 – 99 employees)

1.7% 
19,630 medium businesses 

(100 – 499 employees)

0.2% 
2,708 large businesses 

(500+ employees)
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nancy simoneau 
President 
Groupe simoneau

A Customer-
Driven Company 
Success flows from  
understanding what  
Clients need and want
By Don Macdonald

You would be hard pressed to find a more traditional 

and glamour-free business than manufacturing industrial boilers. That’s 

why it’s surprising to hear Nancy Simoneau compare her boiler company 

to the world of fashion when explaining the importance of keeping up 

with customers’ evolving tastes and needs.

“People in the fashion industry understand you 

have to be open to new things. You have to 

network, travel and see what’s going on else-

where,” says Simoneau, President of Groupe 

Simoneau. “It’s the same for us. It’s so import-

ant for us to stay on top of what our clients 

want. It’s a matter of survival.”

	A  customer focus and commitment to 

innovation have produced remarkable results 

at the boiler repair and manufacturing com-

pany founded by Simoneau’s father, René, 

some 30 years ago.

	T he company, which employs 85, has 

worked hard to make its boilers more compact 

and energy efficient — qualities prized by indus-

trial and commercial customers, who use them 

to make hot water and steam for heating and 

other uses. Sales have hit almost $20 million, 

“It’s so important for us 
to stay on top of what 
our clients want. It’s a 
matter of survival.”  
– Nancy Simoneau
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Continued on next page

P H O T O G R A P H Y :  

Y v e s  l a c o m b e

up from $1.5 million in 1996, when the com-

pany in Boucherville, Quebec, just southeast of  

Montreal, moved from mainly servicing boilers 

to manufacturing them.

	R egardless of  the industry, a key to build-

ing a strong, innovative business is digging to 

uncover what customers want—maybe even 

before they’re aware of it themselves.

	I n the case of  Groupe Simoneau, the 

company keeps in close contact with cli-

ents — “listening to them and working hard to 

understand the irritants and difficulties they 

are experiencing,” says Simoneau, who took 

over leadership of  the company from her 

father in 2001. (Younger sister Maud is Director 

of Operations.)

	 But it doesn’t stop there. The company 

is also diligent in monitoring its industry for 

emerging trends and opportunities. Simoneau 

travels frequently, notably to trade shows in 

Europe, to keep up with developments in 

the business.

	S he says the boiler industry had become set 

in its ways at the time her company moved 

into manufacturing. However, pressure for 

change was building, principally because of  

rising energy costs and tighter environmental 

regulations on emissions.

Pushes Team

To make the most of  those opportunities, 

Simoneau has pushed her engineering team 

to continually rethink boiler design in response 

to emerging customer requirements.

	I n one case, a client asked Simoneau to pro-

duce a boiler that met the lofty goal of 80% 

efficiency in converting energy into steam.

	 “The engineering team came back to me 

and said: ‘Nancy, we’re at 79% and we can’t 

make it to 80,’” recalls Simoneau. “I told them, 

‘I don’t know what you’re going to do, but I 

sold 80% and I’m not going to install something 

below that in hopes the client won’t notice. 

You have a week. Find a solution.’”

	T he team looked at the problem and found 

a way to recover more heat from the boiler’s 

exhaust. Once the boiler was installed, energy 

efficiency hit 82%, representing $300,000 in 

additional annual savings for the customer. 

From there, the team was able to further 

refine the design, bringing efficiency to 85% 

and making it a mainstay of  Simoneau’s 

product line.

	 Jean Joncas, a BDC Business Consultant, 

says it’s critical to listen to your customers, 

build strong relationships with them and strive 

to anticipate their needs. Often, this is the way 

to avoid following competitors or trying to 

create demand where none exists.

	 “It’s not rocket science,” Joncas says. “You 

have to work at understanding what your cli-

ents need, instead of  presuming you know. 

You have to ask them.”

	A  good place to start is with a customer 

satisfaction survey in which you ask custom-

ers to provide feedback on your products 

and customer service. You can also use the 

opportunity to validate your ideas for new 

products and services. Social media and other 

free or low-cost online tools are increasingly 

being used to solicit this kind of feedback from 

customers and prospective customers.

	I t’s also essential to collect and analyze cus-

tomer comments and complaints made to staff 

or online. This is often valuable intelligence for 

improving your products and services.

	 You can then move on to focus groups and 

one-on-one conversations in which you seek 

out ideas or validate the merit of yours.

Decode comments

But Joncas cautions you have to work to 

“decode” customer comments to find out 

what they really want. This is because they’re 

frequently unclear about their real needs or 

desires. To get around this problem, businesses 

need to dig deep — by asking probing questions, 

observing and thinking about customer behav-

iour, and then testing different hypotheses.

	O nce you’re at the stage of testing a new 

product or service, it’s often smart to enlist the 

help of your best customers.

	T hat’s what Groupe Simoneau, a client of  

BDC Financing, does when it’s come up with a 

major innovation. After designing and building 

a prototype at its plant, it seeks the help of a 

trusted client. The company offers to install 

the unit for free or on favourable terms in 

return for the client providing feedback and 

allowing Simoneau engineers to observe the 

prototype’s performance.
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	 “If  you work closely with clients, you 

increase the chances your new products will 

succeed,” BDC Business Consultant Normand 

Coulombe says. “As well, customers sell to 

other customers through word of mouth. And 

that can help you with what is often the hardest 

part of innovation — the marketing, the selling.”

May not work

Still, even after all the research and testing, 

Coulombe says entrepreneurs have to be 

prepared for failure.

	S imoneau agrees. “Sometimes it doesn’t 

work,” she says. “Innovation comes with the 

understanding that it might not work. If  you’re 

an entrepreneur and you’re not ready to lose 

some money, you’re not in the right business.”

	S he says the key is to take the necessary 

steps to maximize your chances of  success. 

And that’s just what her company has done 

with a new product called Energy Box — a unit 

that burns wood pellets to produce heat for 

commercial buildings.

	S imoneau is confident there will be strong 

demand for the product, especially in regions 

that are currently dependent on heating 

oil. But she isn’t relying on instinct to gauge 

potential demand.

	T he company has studied the market and 

talked at length to potential customers about 

their needs. The result is a product with a 

lengthy list of attractive features including high 

energy efficiency, reasonably priced fuel and 

clean, carbon-neutral emissions.

	T he company is now looking for a lead cus-

tomer to test the unit before rolling it out to 

the market at large.

	S imoneau says the project is just the latest 

milestone for a company that is ambitious, for-

ward looking and customer focused.

	 “We have a long-term vision for the busi-

ness,” Simoneau says. “Innovation is how we 

achieve growth and continuity. And innovation 

is all about satisfying client needs.” 

1. As the president, it starts with you. Keep an open mind about 

change and improving your business. Attend trade shows, 

read widely and talk to customers often. Make innovation a part of  

your business plan, get your employees involved and be open to 

their suggestions.

2.	Systematically 

follow up with 

customers after sales to 

ensure they are satisfied 

with their experience and 

to ask how it could have 

been improved. Also, 

conduct regular customer 

satisfaction surveys to ask 

about your products, cus-

tomer service, and ideas for 

new products or services. 

Explore inexpensive online 

tools for soliciting feedback.

3.	Seek out market 

research. Organize 

focus groups and hold 

one-on-one meetings with 

customers to gauge the 

merit of your ideas for 

new offerings. Then, work 

with your team to decode 

customer comments and 

anticipate their desires, 

remembering that custom-

ers often don’t know what 

they want until they see it.

4.	Enlist the help of  

customers to test 

products, provide you with 

feedback and give you the 

opportunity to observe the 

products being used in the 

real world. Then align your 

marketing messages with 

the value proposition your 

customers are looking for.

 It Starts at the top
Here are some tips to improve your business’s 

customer-focused innovation.



Our specialized Internet professionals will conduct a thorough 
diagnostic evaluation of your website and present you with a list 
of concrete recommendations to improve its performance. 

 

Count on BDC to help make technology pay off for your business.

bdc.ca/websitediagnostic

Learn more about our Website Diagnostic 
by visiting the Smart Tech section of our site. 
And check out all our technology solutions, 
free tools and information for entrepreneurs. 

OPTIMIZE YOUR WEBSITE PERFORMANCE

A FAST, EASY AND
AFFORDABLE SOLUTION 

IT’S YOUR CALL. 
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P H O T O G R A P H Y :  Y V E S  L A C O M B E

Sha Nadarajah 
CEO AND FOUNDER
SEDNAVOICE

Internet 
sales  
surge
How to boost  
customer visits 
to your website
By Alex Roslin

SednaVoice had a problem that’s not 
uncommon for small and medium-sized 
businesses these days. Its website 
wasn’t attracting the attention of  
enough customers. That all changed 
when the company got serious about 
optimizing its online presence.
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If your business offers phone services via the Internet, 
you better make sure people can find you easily on the web. On that score, 
SednaVoice wasn’t doing well. The  Toronto company offers low-cost 
business phone systems that use Voice over Internet Protocol — a way to 
make calls over the Internet.

But ironically, SednaVoice’s website wasn’t 

getting noticed on the web. That’s because 

it hadn’t been optimized to attract attention 

from search engines.

	 In Google searches, the SednaVoice site 

ranked 25th when Internet users looked for 

the type of services the company offers. That 

meant it was on the third page in Google 

search results and virtually unseen.

	S ites that appear on the first page of Google 

results attract over 90% of web search traffic, 

according to a recent study. Second-page rank-

ings attract about 6% of web traffic, while sites 

ranking even more poorly do worse.

	 It was clear that many potential customers 

were missing SednaVoice.

	 “The Internet is where people are look-

ing for service these days — everything from 

a barber shop to phone services,” says Sha 

Nadarajah, CEO and founder of SednaVoice. 

“But we weren’t getting out to people on 

the web.”

	 It’s a common problem for entrepreneurs. 

In the Internet era, if  your business can’t be 

easily found on the web, it may be losing huge 

opportunities. “Most companies don’t think 

about their ‘findability’ on the web,” says Ravi 

Dindayal, BDC’s Director of Internet Services. 

“Even big brands have the same problem.”

	T he good news, he says, is that it’s fairly 

simple to improve your search engine per-

formance. “There are easy initiatives that most 

companies can take,” Dindayal says.

Keywords Rule

The key to improvement is search engine opti-

mization — making sure your website and social 

media efforts are optimized to attract atten-

tion from search engines.

	T he first step is to choose 20  to 50 key-

words that describe your business. Using these 

words in the text on your sites will get them 

noticed when Internet users search for those 

terms via search engines such as Google, Bing 

or Yahoo.

	Y our keywords should be specific enough 

to capture how your business stands out and 

what needs its products or services satisfy. 

Terms that are too general or vague won’t do 

much to improve your search engine rankings 

because they leave your site competing against 

high-traffic sites that offer similar services.

	A lso keep in mind that people tend to 

search with words that correspond to the 

need they are trying to fulfill. So think about 

what those terms would be for your products 

when choosing keywords.

	 “You need words that set yourself  apart. 

Ask yourself: ‘What is unique about us?’” 

Dindayal says.

	C ompanies should use these keywords as 

often as possible in content on their website 

and in social media, such as posts to Facebook, 

Twitter, LinkedIn and blogs.

	A lso, choose some main keywords to 

include in the most prominent spots on your 

sites, such as introductory text at the top of  

your website homepage, Dindayal says.

	S earch engines don’t see words within 

images, so any keywords there won’t improve 

your ranking. Be sure to place keywords 

within text.

Compelling Content

At the same time, Dindayal says, keywords 

shouldn’t be overused to the point that they 

distort content and make it unreadable.

	 In fact, an important consideration for 

search engine optimization is having interest-

ing and useful content on your sites that visitors 

can share with others.

	T hat’s because the more your content is 

shared and linked to on other sites, the more 

your site will get noticed in search engine 

results, Dindayal says. Search engines rank a 

site higher if  there are lots of links to it on other 

sites — especially high-traffic sites.

	F or this reason, social media has revolu-

tionized search engine optimization. Sites like 

Facebook, Twitter, YouTube and LinkedIn 

give businesses free platforms to get content 

shared on the web, Dindayal says. “These days, 

search engine optimization isn’t just about 

ranking high in Google results, but also being 

found across the Internet, including on social 

media sites and blogs.”

	B ut remember: a hard sell is a turn-off 

for social media users. Instead, focus on 

informative content, such as how-to articles, 

educational videos and industry news updates. 

Update content regularly to help ensure 

repeat traffic.

	T o guide your efforts, Dindayal recom-

mends developing an online content strategy 

integrated into your overall business strategy. 

It should spell out how and when to use your 

keywords and a plan for coming up with com-

pelling content that gets shared on the web.

	Y ou may also want to buy keywords from 

Google or another search engine company as 

part of  a “pay-per-click” campaign. This is a 

way to buy an ad for your business that appears 

above or beside free search results that include 

those terms. You then pay each time your link 

is clicked. Competition is stiff for keywords so 

if  you don’t have a big budget, you will have to 

focus on your niche.

Continued on next page
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FIVE Ways to Rank Higher in 
Search Engine Results

precise 
Keywords  

Make a list of 20 to 50 key-

words to sprinkle in your 

content. Choose terms that 

help you stand out and 

include them in text — not 

just in images, which search 

engines don’t see. Use the 

terms frequently but not so 

much that they detract from 

readability of your content.

Social  
media  

Search engine optimiza-

tion today means not only 

ranking well in Google 

searches, but also getting 

noticed on social sites such 

as Facebook, Twitter and 

YouTube. Post compelling 

and informative content to 

encourage others to share 

it, which in turn will help you 

rank higher in search results.

Content 
strategy  

Develop a content strategy 

for all your web properties 

that aligns with your overall 

business strategy. It should 

include how and when to 

use your keywords and a 

plan for generating compel-

ling content that gets shared 

on the web.

Website 
design 

Be sure your website is well 

designed to accommodate 

the new traffic. For help, go 

to bdc.ca/smarttech for a 

free website  assessment. 

But don’t expect your 

strategy to be an overnight 

success. It will take time, so 

be patient.

Measured 
results 

Google Analytics is a free 

service that gives you sta-

tistics on the behaviour of  

your visitors — how they 

found your site, their loca-

tion, how long they stay and 

more. 

Getting on the First Page

Back at SednaVoice, Nadarajah has put 

many of  these lessons into practice. Last 

July, he hired a BDC consultant to optimize 

SednaVoice’s site to improve its search engine 

ranking. At the same time, he took the oppor-

tunity to have the site redesigned to make it 

easier to navigate.

	 His goal: to get his website on the first page 

in Google search results for non-branded 

keywords (meaning search terms that don’t 

include his company’s name).

	T he consultant helped SednaVoice come up 

with a list of keywords such as “business phone 

system” and “hosted PBX” with the help of a 

free Google AdWords service called Keyword 

Tool. The consultant then peppered the key-

words throughout the site’s content.

	S ednaVoice also attracted links from other 

sites by distributing a newsletter to high-traffic 

industry websites, which included a link back 

to its own site.

	T he improvement came gradually but stead-

ily. By the late summer of  2011, SednaVoice 

had edged up from 25th to 15th place in the 

Google results. It hit the first page in December. 

“I was like, ‘Wow!’ It was very exciting to 

see SednaVoice ranked on the first page,” 

Nadarajah says.

	T he improved ranking translated into a 

48% increase in the number of people visiting 

the company’s site when searching for a non-

branded keyword. These visitors also spent 

three times more time on the SednaVoice site 

than before.

	A nd, most importantly, sales via the com-

pany’s website in December 2011 were 20% 

higher than those in December 2010.

	N adarajah’s next goal is to further improve 

his search engine ranking by developing social 

media sites and a website optimized for 

mobile viewing.

	 “It was a big undertaking and involved a lot 

of time and effort. But it has paid off.” 

Sha Nadarajah  
CEO AND FOUNDER 
 
Ashok Parameswaran
chief technical officer and founder

“	Wow! It was very exciting to see 
SednaVoice ranked on the first page.”

		 – Sha Nadarajah
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President
ManitobaH Mukluks P H OTO   G RAP   H Y :  c u r t i s  c o m e a u

MANITOBAH 
MUKLUKS
Sean McCormick 
makes the trek to 
a global brand
From humble beginnings, Sean McCormick 
has turned his Aboriginal footwear business 
into a global enterprise. Along the way, 
Manitobah Mukluks has provided much needed 
opportunities for Aboriginal craftspeople.

BY Ross Rogers



14 | BDC | Profit$ | spring 2012

Fifteen years ago, Sean McCormick’s company was a 
four-person shop manufacturing Aboriginal-designed mukluks and mocca-
sins. Today, the President of Manitobah Mukluks employs 50 people, and 
his products are on the shelves of 800 retailers across Canada and sold in 
22 countries around the world. Hollywood celebrities are regularly spotted 
wearing his footwear and his brand has even graced the pages of O, The 
Oprah magazine.

When it comes to success, a lot of entrepre-

neurs would like to be in Sean McCormick’s 

shoes. “I  started out slowly but eventually 

I opened my eyes to what was possible on a 

global scale,” McCormick says.

	I n 1996, he first set up an operation in 

Winnipeg, where he swapped leather and 

furs for handmade mukluks made by First 

Nations’ women. McCormick, who is Métis, 

soon saw that retailers couldn’t get enough of  

the beaded, animal skin footwear, and the idea 

for a company was born.

	A fter developing a business plan with an 

Aboriginal youth entrepreneurship program 

offered at the time by BDC, he secured 

financing and decided to set up his own manu-

facturing operation in 1997 at the age of 23.

	 His products proved to be a hit with gift 

shops. In 2007, McCormick met his busi-

ness partner Josh Fine (now Vice President, 

Sales and Marketing) and together they 

created the brand Manitobah Mukluks to 

pursue sales opportunities in the much larger 

footwear industry.

Competing with giants

At just 37, he is now competing with giants such 

as Australian sheepskin footwear maker Uggs 

that can afford multi-million-dollar advertising 

campaigns to entice fickle customers.

	 “We’re small and we don’t have that 

kind of  budget for advertising and market-

ing,” McCormick says. “Instead, we spend a 

lot of  time with our retailers to make sure 

they understand our products and the story 

behind them.

	 “Our footwear designs are based on tech-

niques that go back thousands of  years and 

celebrate Canadian Aboriginal heritage. Our 

beading and lacing, for example, are done by 

hand and our footwear is made with trad-

itional materials, such as rabbit skin, sheepskin 

and deerskin.”

	S till, the company has updated traditional foot-

wear to appeal to urban dwellers. For instance, 

boots are now fitted with high-abrasion rubber 

soles that are more suitable for  pavement.

	M cCormick says a key to his company’s suc-

cess has been ensuring it has sufficient capital 

to grow.

	 BDC financed the expansion of  its 

Winnipeg facilities. And in 2010, the company 

also benefited from an investment from the 

CAPE (Capital for Aboriginal Prosperity and 

Entrepreneurship) Fund, a $50-million private 

equity fund launched by former Prime Minister 

Paul Martin and 21 partner companies to pro-

mote Aboriginal entrepreneurship.

	 “They had confidence that we could gener-

ate financial returns. The timing was great for 

us,” says McCormick, who used the money to 

buy inventory and train employees.

	F or Manitobah Mukluks, recruiting from the 

Aboriginal community has been a top priority.

	 “We see ourselves as contributing to an 

economic renaissance in the Aboriginal com-

munity. It’s an integral part of  how we run 

our business.”

Hires Aboriginals

His company has hired a large number of its 

employees through the Centre for Aboriginal 

Human Resource Development in Winnipeg.

	I n 2010, the company also launched a profit-

sharing program with Aboriginal craftspeople 

called the Storyboot Project, which produces 

premium boots in limited quantities. Profits are 

shared with the elders and artisans involved in 

their creation.

	M anitobah Mukluks is doing brisk business 

but, like most companies in the retail sector, 

the firm has to deal with an unpredictable 

economy, the fluctuating Canadian dollar and 

changing consumer tastes.

Lessons learned

Invest time with 
retailers to create 

buy-in for your 
product.

Recruit 
young talent 

to energize your 
company.

Get the 
objective point 

of view of a coach 
to guide you in 
your business.

Secure 
the capital 
you need 
to grow.

Work with a 
comprehensive 

business plan and 
update it as the market 

evolves.

Be sure 
your products 

and services stand 
out in a crowded 

market.



Opportunities are plentiful in the tourism and hospitality  
industry, but your business faces local and industry-wide 
challenges in an uncertain economy.

BDC’s consulting and financing specialists have the skills, 
experience and industry-specific knowledge to help your  
business undertake projects to improve your profitability  
and competitive position. At BDC, it’s entrepreneurs first.

Let us 
GUIDE YOU
         to growth
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	T o overcome these obstacles, McCormick 

has made a point of polishing his management 

skills and seeking the advice of a coach from 

BDC Consulting.

	 “I’ve had to accept that I  can’t control 

everything,” he says. “I’ve had to remove 

myself  from the day-to-day business and rely 

on experts.”

Invaluable coaching

He says the coaching and mentorship he’s 

received have been invaluable in his develop-

ment as an entrepreneur.

	 “You find somebody you trust and you 

learn from them,” he says. “It’s great to get an 

objective point of view on your business. You 

can become so consumed by it that it’s hard 

to see straight sometimes.

	 “I’ve worked with my mentor to update my 

business plan and prepare our company to roll 

with the punches, whether it’s through better 

forecasting or improving production processes.

	 “Running this company is all about con-

tinuous learning. I don’t think you can take 

anything for granted, and that’s what makes  

it exciting.” 

“We see ourselves as 
contributing to an 
economic renaissance 
in the Aboriginal 
community.”  
– Sean McCormick
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Wendy Tayler 
president 
alkan airP H O T O G R A P H Y :  ar  c h b o u l d . c o m

Northern Exposure
Wendy Tayler’s  
high flying career
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Wendy Tayler knew by the time she was 
11 years old that she wanted to be her own boss. Now, at just 38, she’s 
an owner of not one, but three, growing businesses generating sales 
of $30 million in Whitehorse, Yukon. Besides running a chartered air-
line, a car dealership and a hotel, Tayler finds time to raise her three 
daughters, compete in marathons and even pilot a private plane.
	A  chartered management accountant, Tayler has recently taken 
majority control of Alkan Air Ltd., a client of BDC Financing and 
Subordinate Financing. It uses 11 aircraft to ferry mining workers and 
prospectors to remote sites in northern Canada and Alaska, and 
another three aircraft to provide air ambulance service in the North. 
Tayler has been working for Alkan since 2000 and bought into the 
company in 2007.
	S he is also majority owner of Yukon’s only Ford dealership and 
owns 40% of  a boutique hotel in downtown Whitehorse — the 
Edgewater, both of which are also supported by BDC Financing. The 
three companies employ more than 100 people.
	 Tayler says she has developed strong partnerships over the years 
that help her manage all the responsibility. But she couldn’t have 
become the outstanding entrepreneur she is today without a good 
dose of ambition and determination.

I was born and raised in Yukon. I  love the territory. When I was 5, my 

mother went to the University of  British Columbia in Vancouver to get her 

PhD in English rhetoric. We returned to Whitehorse when I was 13. I’ve got a 

nice blend of  the two worlds: the big city and the territory.

There were financial challenges in our home, not that my mother ever 

shared this with me. She was a single mom raising me and my sister while 

doing a full-time PhD. It was tough.

The drive has always been in me, but a big part comes from watching my 

mother accomplish everything she did in very difficult conditions.

By the time I was 11, I knew I had to become a business owner. I wanted 

to control my financial reality.

I thought that becoming an entrepreneur meant freedom. I didn’t 

realize back then it meant far less control over your days. Only later did 

I realize that the business owns you more than you own the business.

As a teenager, I never thought I would stay in Yukon. It wasn’t until I had 

my first child that I started to appreciate the value of  a smaller community.

When thinking of Yukon, people imagine harsh climate and bare lands. 

My reality is different. I walk out my back door and all I can see is mountains. 

I live near a lake, six minutes away from each of  my businesses and the arts 

centre — where I sit on the board of  directors. It’s great.

I started working at age 16 for an accounting company and quit at 20, 

when I had my first daughter. With one child at home and studying at night 

to become a certified management accountant, I joined Alkan Air’s accounting 

department. Eventually, I moved up to helping run the aviation company with 

President Hugh Kitchen, who is still my partner in all three of  my businesses.

I left Alkan after seven years. I wanted to take an ownership interest in the 

company, but there wasn’t an opportunity at that time. I joined the Hougen 

Group of  Companies — a family business that owns numerous companies in 

Yukon. Over the next seven years, I ran their cable company and their radio 

station, oversaw the real estate operations and the Ford dealership. I first 

became a business owner in 2004, when I bought 18% of  the car dealership.

In 2007, Hugh Kitchen came to me with an offer. One of  his Alkan 

partners was selling his shares. He knew that aviation had always been in my 

blood and asked me to step in.

Hugh has been with Alkan for over 30 years and is now ready to retire. 

We share an email address and an office, and we finish each other’s sentences. 

Realizing how well we work together, I found myself  asking how I was going 

to run the company without him. He has been my mentor.

With Hugh retiring, I will bring in another two partners at Alkan. One 

of  them will take over Transport Canada regulatory standards and the other 

will bring in a strong technical background. Both of  them have been with us 

for over five years.

Building strong partnerships helped me operate in different industries. 

I spend almost all my time at the aviation company. I have an excellent partner 

at the Ford dealership who runs the business autonomously.

To be successful, you have to accept your weaknesses. I’m strong in 

finance, planning, processes and strategy. But I need technical, detail-oriented 

people around me.

The first month after getting ownership in the hotel three years ago, 

I worked on the line in the kitchen, did housekeeping and ran the front 

desk. For almost a year, I served in the hotel’s restaurant. But my limited 

knowledge of  the hospitality industry still makes it challenging.

in her own
Words

Continued on next page

Northern Exposure
Wendy Tayler’s  
high flying career
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I say I have six children — my daughters and my businesses. A  company 

needs constant care and — exactly like a child — it will dictate your life to a 

large degree.

I’m always home for dinner and I am focused on spending time with my 

daughters. I work with daily lists. If  it’s not in my BlackBerry or in my inbox, it 

probably doesn’t happen.

I’ve started long-distance running when I was 11. I went back to it when 

I was 30 as a fitness regime and started running half-marathons.

Three years ago I made the leap to full marathons and I have run three so far. 

When in training, I run five days a week, up to 70 kilometres, during a four-month 

period. After the first hour of  running, I free my mind from the day-to day chaos.

Running a marathon is a bit like running a business — a lot of mental 

strength is involved. The ability to go for 42 kilometres straight occurs in 

your mind.

I’ve just earned my private pilot’s licence. Flying has always been my dream.

I fuelled an airplane at minus 40 and thought I was going to lose my 

fingers. I have been stranded for an hour with a flat tire on an airstrip in 

Whitehorse, while an Air Canada plane was circling in the air and waiting for 

me to get off  the runway.

It’s easy to sit in a warm office, get a phone call from someone in the 

field and say: “We’ll get there when we can.” Even if  I still have to say that, 

I now have a better understanding of  what my crew is experiencing out there.

Now I’ll start working on my commercial pilot’s licence. If  I  am to 

become the majority owner and the President of  Alkan, I can’t afford having 

key components of  the business where I don’t have in-depth knowledge.

At Alkan, our business growth is dictated by the highs and lows of the 

exploration industry. Last year, we saw 50% more hours flown than in 2010. 

The entire Yukon was staked. We will still be busy this year, but I believe that 

spike was a one-off.

BDC’s Business Centre in Whitehorse has been fantastic. When a 

financing deal fell through, BDC came to the table and was able to put together 

a deal in record time.

You have to be able to visualize success. Many people have a strong desire 

to be successful and the ability to do so. However, without a clear vision and 

the ability to “see yourself ” signing the document, crossing the finish line or 

making your acceptance speech, it is very difficult to get to where you want to 

be. It also doesn’t hurt to have some old-fashioned gold-rush luck.

My goal is for my businesses to be renowned for their excellence and for 

my people to be engaged and proud of  their work. For my daughters, I hope 

they will find a place in life where they are happy, no matter where that place 

is, just as I have. 

As told to Alina Pahoncia

“You have to be 
able to visualize 
success.” 
– Wendy Tayler
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Ask a Pro
Put your business 

question to a BDC 

Consulting expert 

through our free 

Ask a Pro service by 

visiting the Advice 

Centre at bdc.ca. 

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

I’m thinking of an ISO certification, 

but I don’t know how to choose 

the right one. What is the difference 

between different ISO standards?

ISO certification provides a set of international standards of  

quality management practices and is used by leading busi-

nesses worldwide. More than 19,000 standards have been 

developed to date on a variety of sub-

jects. Here are some of the most 

required ISO standards:

■■ ISO 9000 is dedicated 

to developing quality man-

agement systems. It can be 

adopted by any business 

and helps you show that 

you can provide products 

or services that are focused on 

total customer satisfaction.

■■ ISO  9001 covers the design and 

development of products or services and includes the great-

est number of requirements. It was meant for companies that 

design new products and services.

■■ ISO 14000 is designed for environmental management, 

measurement, evaluation and auditing.

■■ ISO 22000 was created for the food service industry. The 

system ensures consistent quality control at all critical points 

in the food chain.

■■ ISO 31000 provides principles and generic guidelines on 

risk management.

	 Every business has its specific needs. If  you need more infor-

mation, a great place to start is ISO’s website — www.iso.org. 

Also, BDC Consulting has assisted more than 3,500 compan-

ies with ISO certification mandates and can help your business 

become ISO compliant.

We’re looking to acquire a 

franchised business. Any tips or 

due diligence processes that may 

vary from those for acquiring 

a non-franchised business?

The due diligence is the same as that for any 

other comparable business; however, there are 

some franchise-specific issues. You will want 

to thoroughly review the franchise agreement, 

and you should also have it reviewed by a good 

commercial lawyer who specializes in franchises. 

Before signing a franchising contract, you should 

be able to answer the following questions:

■■ Does the franchisee have an exclusive 

territory?

■■ Is the franchise transferable? How long is left 

on the existing franchise agreement?

■■ Is the franchise renewable? For how long?

■■ Is it renewable at the franchisor’s or the 

franchisee’s option?

■■ What am I getting for the franchise fee? 

Accounting systems? Operating systems? Lower 

prices on supplies?

■■ What exactly am I buying? Am I buying the 

right to use the name? Is the building part of  

the deal, and do I own the real estate? Will I be 

paying rent?

	 Confirm that the current franchisee is in good 

standing with the franchisor, and talk to other 

franchisees within the group to ensure that there 

are no hidden issues with the franchisor. 

Q

Q

A

A



At BDC, our innovative solutions can help you enter new markets. 
Our consulting and financing services work hand in hand to offer 
entrepreneurs made-to-measure solutions, which may include 
working capital financing, customized assistance and strategic 
advice. It’s just the flexibility and insight you need to capitalize 
on new markets and grow your business on your own terms.

www.bdc.ca/newmarkets

expand your premises?

invest in equipment?

buy a business?

enter new markets?Are yOu reADy tO


