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When it comes to research and testing in extreme weather 
conditions on any day of the year, no facility tops the ACE 
research and testing facility at the University of Ontario 
Institute of Technology. ACE offers chambers and technology 
for climatic, structural durability and life-cycle testing. The 
facility includes one of the largest and most sophisticated 
climatic wind tunnels (CWT) on the planet. In the CWT, wind 
speeds can reach 290 kilometres per hour with temperatures 

that range from -40 to +60°C. Solar arrays and storm 
generators can create any weather conditions imaginable, 
from sweltering jungle downpours to the paralyzing cold of 
an arctic storm. ACE uses these chambers to test automotive 
and aerospace products, to improve the performance of 
elite athletes and to provide services to many other markets, 
including the Unmanned Aerial Vehicle industry, consumer 
apparel, architecture, first responders and motorsports. 

AUTOMOTIVE CENTRE 
OF EXCELLENCE

Driving Innovation in Canada and Beyond
REFERENCES FROM University of Ontario Institute of Technology
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FEATURE STORY

The key to developing 
autonomous technologies 
is to connect the virtual 
world with the real world.

“
”JUSTIN GAMMAGE 

PhD, Industry Liaison Specialist, University of Ontario Institute of Technology

Automotive Centre of Excellence (ACE) 
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ACE is available for rent to clients from 
any industry who are seeking climatic 
testing capabilities to bring their ideas 
into a proof of concept or market read-
iness. The facility is suitable for a wide 
range of testing needs; it can subject 
test products to severe wind, humidity, 
snow, icing or desert heat. ACE fosters 
an environment for collaboration and 
interaction between industry, researchers 
and students.

Since its official opening in 2011, ACE 
has significantly grown its innovation 
and commercialization collaborations 
and now partners with over 300 compa-
nies, in both Canada and internationally. 
These companies include 7 international 
automotive OEM’s and their supply 
network of companies ranging from large 
international Tier 1 suppliers to SME’s 
commercializing new technologies that 
are disrupting the historical automotive 
business cases. Innovation at ACE is 
driven by partnerships with leading 
researchers and entrepreneurs from 
around the globe whose vision is imple-
mented by a team of full time technical 
staff that can support the full bandwidth 
of the product development cycle. 

Users of ACE will work with ACE’s technical 
and engineering team which is experienced 
in managing advanced industry R&D 
facilities in Canada and internationally, 
including the commissioning, debugging, 
and on-going trouble-shooting/problem 
solving related to ACE and the needs 
of the OEMs and other clients using 
the facility.

ACE’s leading-edge research and devel-
opment (R&D) infrastructure will also 
play a vital role in the future testing of 
autonomous vehicles (AV) in Ontario. 
The ACE facility will be the anchor location 
for the regions autonomous vehicle 
innovation network regional technology 
development site (RTDS). It leverages
ACE’s existing world class testing 
infrastructure and enhances it with 
new capabilities for autonomous 
vehicle development that currently 
exists nowhere else in the world. 

Provincial economic development-driver 
Ontario Centres of Excellence will invest 
$5 million through Spark Centre to 
establish the RTDS. The Durham Region 
RTDS is one of six across Ontario. 
Spark Centre’s partnership includes 
the university and Durham College. 
Further support for the new research 
hub will come through a $5 million 
investment by a consortium of RTDS 
industry partners.

CHAMBERS AVAILABLE AT ACE

      The climatic wind tunnel 
is designed to provide automotive 
manufacturers, Tier 1 suppliers and other 
industries with world-class, independent 
test capability to validate prototype 
products under a range of climatic 
conditions (-40 C to +60 C, 5%-95% 
humidity, wind speeds up to 290 km/
hour). Unique features of the climatic 
wind tunnel include a variable nozzle, 
dynamometer (up to 240 km/hour) and 
a turntable with a chassis dynamometer 
to enable vehicle testing at yaw.

      The large and small climatic chambers 
have the capability of soaking and 
performing vehicle evaluations, includ-
ing cold start, extended idles and hot 

soaks under controlled temperature 
and humidity conditions. The heating 
and cooling systems in these chambers 
are independent from those used in the 
climatic wind tunnel.

      The four-post shaker subjects 
products from all sectors to an up-and-
down motion for suspension and body 
durability testing and for the detection of 
squeaks or rattles. The four-post shaker 
offers performance to meet all condi-
tions, ranging from small road surface vi-
brations to high-velocity pothole strikes.

      A multi-axis shaker table (MAST) 
is located in a hemi-anechoic chamber 
to test products for structural durability 
and for the detection of noise and vibra-
tion in three dimensions. It gives users 
maximum versatility when choosing test-
ing methods, test types and specimen 
types. It offers repeatable, high-frequen-
cy, six degree-of-freedom simulation of 
the vibrational environment of automo-
tive systems components. The system 
delivers controlled frequency content 
exceeding 100 hertz (Hz) and is ideal for 
durability testing, squeak and rattle test-
ing and noise, vibration and harshness 
(NVH) testing. The MAST table is driven 
by a high-performance FlexTest digital 
system controller running MTS Remote 
Parameter Control (RPC) software.

“The key to developing autonomous 
technologies is to connect the virtual 
world with the real world,” says Justin 
Gammage, PhD, Industry Liaison 
Specialist, University of Ontario Institute 
of Technology. “For people to trust AV, the 
vehicles need to be tested in all kinds of 
environments. That’s where our augment-
ed reality environment comes into play.”

RTDS FEATURES WILL INCLUDE:
• Data visualization and real-time   
    analysis.

• Electric vehicle fast-charging station.

• Production-grade software validation  
   and certification.

• Prototyping equipment.

• Virtual wireless environment.

The addition of new capabilities through 
AVIN will allow southern Ontario industry 
(SMEs to OEMs) to engage more com-
pletely in innovative product development, 
thereby enhancing their competitiveness 
and their retention for southern Ontario. 

The Region brings the Autonomous 
Vehicle Innovation Network (AVIN) the 
opportunity to evaluate new technologies 
on a commercial scale using state of 
the art infrastructure and through 
partnerships with companies that have 
direct impact on autonomous vehicle 
innovation, adoption and use globally.  
These companies range from regionally 
based, large multinational companies 
that are at the heart of autonomous 
vehicle technology deployment, to 
smaller regional SME’s uncovering 
new opportunities to enhance the user 
experience in autonomous vehicles.   
The region also has a concentration 
of clean energy companies that are 
intensifying efforts to couple and 
integrate clean technologies that are 
enabled by autonomous vehicles, with 
home, travel, work and play through IoT.

Autonomous Vehicle Innovation Network (AVIN)  

Since its official 
opening in 2011, 

ACE has significantly 
grown its innovation 

and commercialization 
collaborations and 
now partners with 

over 300 companies, 
in both Canada 

and internationally.
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HUMAN FACTORS 
WITH FIRST RESPONDERS 
Severe snowstorms, scorching-hot 
temperatures, arid deserts and humid 
jungles: first responders may experience 
some or all of these extreme conditions 
in their careers. Regardless of climate 
or terrain, first responders such as 
firefighters and paramedics must be 
prepared to perform at the highest level, 
both physically and cognitively. Apparel 
and equipment must also be able to 
operate at peak performance in the 
harshest of environments.

ACE works with physiologists and 
bio-mechanists from UOIT’s Health 
Science department to optimize apparel, 
performance and equipment. Paired 
with ACE’s ability to create every weather 
condition imaginable—it is the ideal 
place to put first responder personnel 
and equipment to the ultimate test. 

Ongoing Research at ACE:
• Human biophysical measurement and  
    real time analytics

• Impact of extreme environment on   
   cognitive function 

• Impact of extreme environments on  
    skeletal muscle response

• Evaluation of apparel in extreme   
    environments 

ACE EDUCATION – THE WORLD’S 
MOST EXTREME CLASSROOM 
ACE takes a unique approach to 
post-secondary learning. ACE packs a 
powerful punch with its vast research 
and testing capabilities alongside its 
climatic versatility. It all adds up to a 
learning environment that is at the 
forefront of innovation. 

ACE has evolved into one of the most 
advanced environmental classrooms in 
the world. The advanced CWT provides 
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CANADIAN 

INSTITUTE
URBAN

GREATER TORONTO AREA

The City of Oshawa has embraced the need for 
continuous improvement and innovation as a way of 
meeting its challenges and the needs of the community. 
The City, along with education and research partners, 
have formally collaborated to develop Oshawa as 
a ‘living laboratory’ in which to study and address 
complex urban issues.

TeachingCity brings together the City of Oshawa, its 
education and research partners and private sector to 
identify sustainable solutions. Through collaborative 
pilot projects, applied research and shared experiential 
learning opportunities, our aim is to position Oshawa 
as a local, national and global community of urban 
research, learning and innovation.

To learn more, visit oshawa.ca/TeachingCity

Official grand opening of Oshawa’s TeachingCity Hub

incredible learning opportunities in  
disciplines ranging from automotive  
engineering to health science to emer-
gency response. Students participate  
in hands-on, interactive simulations 
that facilitate an enriched learning 
environment, ultimately allowing for 
greater retention.

Dynamic workshops in ACE’s additional 
climatic chambers offer students the 
chance to gain practical skills that will 
help them become immediate con-
tributors to Canadian businesses and 
organizations. ACE’s wide variety of 
workshops are available not only to 
the university’s students, but also 
to students from other Ontario post-
secondary institutions, as well as 
professionals and members of the 
community.

Dynamic workshops include:
• Automotive workshops: topics  
   include aerodynamics, 
   thermodynamics, climactic and
   life-cycle testing, as well as 
   dynamometer engine tuning. 
 

• Emergency response workshops
    prepare first-responder trainees for
    the physical and cognitive stresses
    encountered in emergency situations
    and optimize their physiological 
    performance under extreme 
    circumstances. 
 
• High-performance workshops delve
    deeper into the study of the effects
    of environmental conditions on 
    biomechanics and sports physiology. 
    Understand how aerodynamics effect
    different sports like cycling, skiing
    and sky diving and optimize for 
    superior performance. 

Make sure you follow our YouTube channel 
and social media channels to stay up to 
date on all the exciting projects going on 
at the ACE Climatic Wind Tunnel.
ACE.uoit.ca
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As the McKinsey Global Institute notes in its 2016 
report DIGITAL GLOBALIZATION: THE NEW ERA 
OF GLOBAL FLOWS, “The economy is [no longer] 
based on ‘metal bashing’, but on computing power 
and data. Trade in old line goods and services 
has been flat for years, while digital trade flows 
increased 45-fold from 2005 to 2014.” 

Given this economic trend, Durham Region, which 
is located in the heart of the Southern Ontario 
manufacturing zone, must find continued competitive 

advantage in manufacturing while at the same 
time growing computing power and data 

opportunities. The fulcrum for this duopoly 
of growth is the adoption of artificial 

intelligence (AI), the central component 
of digital transformation.  

AI adoption is both simple and at the 
same time exceptionally difficult, 

which is why companies are part-
nering with the Durham College 

(DC) Hub for Applied Research 
in Artificial Intelligence for 

Business Solutions – known 
more commonly as the 

AI Hub, Ontario’s first applied-research 
centre focusing on this rapidly growing 
area. It offers its partners access to 
technical expertise, state-of-the-art 
facilities and students who are emerging 
leaders in their field. Through applied 
research projects, the AI Hub collabo-
ratively works with industry to uncov-
er business insights and implement 
intelligent and autonomous solutions 
that increase companies’ productivity, 
competitiveness and growth.  

Canada has become a leader in scientific 
research using AI. The successes of the 
Vector Institute in Toronto, the Montreal 
Institute for Learning Algorithms and the 
Alberta Machine Intelligence Institute, 
which are all funded by the Canadian 
Institute for Advanced Research, are 
prime examples. However, leadership 
in scientific research must be matched 
with leadership in commercialization 
to create lasting benefit for the nation 
and its businesses. Recently released 
Adobe research1 notes that “today, 
just 15 per cent of enterprises are 
using AI” while an additional 31 per 
cent have “it is on the agenda for the 
next 12 months.” Beyond remaining 
competitive, which is already a given, 
adoption of AI in manufacturing and 
service businesses alike is required 
to remain viable given the pace of 
innovation within the field.  

With adoption of AI as the goal, the 
multi-disciplinary skills required to 
implement AI techniques within a 
business are some of the most coveted 
and sought-after by firms around the world 
yet building a team with the necessary 
AI-focused talents is challenging, 
especially for growing enterprises.

“The promise of AI is bold, but for the 
98 per cent of Ontario businesses that 
identify as small and medium-sized 
enterprises (SMEs), the challenges of 
AI adoption are significant,” said Debbie 
McKee Demczyk, dean of the Office 
of Research Services, Innovation and 
Entrepreneurship (ORSIE). “They need 

help understanding this complex field, 
accessing resources and data and 
figuring out how they intersect with their 
business. The AI Hub was created when 
our team identified the need to bridge 
this gap between AI and the organizations 
who stand to benefit from it.”

The AI Hub focuses on how narrow AI 
can be applied to business challenges 
faced by SMEs; Narrow AI refers to any 
software that uses technologies such 
as machine learning, decision support, 

natural-language processing and auto-
mation to recommend strategic options, 
make decisions autonomously and act 
in a manner that would be considered 
intelligent. While machine learning and 
its variants garner much of the media 
attention at present, there are a wealth 
of intelligent system techniques and 

methods for enhancing business across 
the 60-plus-year history of AI, which 
means an understanding of the breadth 
and depth of the field is required to 
develop innovative business solutions. 
Increasingly the functional building 
blocks of AI are becoming commodity 
services, offered by the major cloud-
computing vendors on their platform. 
Now, for fractions of a cent per use, 
capacity, expertise and secure 
processing are readily and competitively 
available when several years ago it was 

out of reach for all but the largest of 
enterprises. The challenge is no longer 
basic AI services that can “sense, 
reason, and predict”, the fundamental 
need now is for innovation in business- 
solution engineering and customer-
experience design. 

With adoption of AI as the goal, the multi-disciplinary 
skills required to implement AI techniques within a 
business are some of the most coveted and sought-after 
by firms around the world.

The  
Durham 
College  
AI Hub 
Adopting Artificial 
Intelligence Through 
Partnership
STORY BY Mike Sparling

12   ISSUE 5  |  THE SPARK ISSUE 5  |  THE SPARK   13



DOES YOUR COMPANY  
NEED AN AI SOLUTION  
BUT YOU DON’T KNOW  

WHERE TO START? 
Speak to the experts at Durham College’s  

AI Hub about accessing services and funding for 
applied research and development.

Contact us at the aihub@durhamcollege.ca or 905.721.3223.  |  WWW.DURHAMCOLLEGE.CA/THEAIHUB

final_7.5x4.81_AI/HUB_ad.indd   1 2018-05-25   7:04 AM

The products and services that use AI 
to better deliver on those needs will 
be leaders in our AI future, as AI Hub 
research partner iCare Home Health 
(iCare) have discovered.

“Speech recognition, recommendation 
generation and the implementation of 
a flexible machine- learning framework 
will enhance the user friendliness of 
Health Espresso for our intended target 
market,” says Rick Menassa, president 
and CEO, iCare. “This type of innovation 
is solidifying Canada’s leadership in 
AI internationally and showcases DC’s 
AI Hub and its position at the forefront 
of implementing AI technology in 
business solutions.” 

Natural language processing (NLP) 
is a branch of research within the AI 
discipline. Speech and voice are natural 
interfaces and NLP enables machines 
to accurately understand and commu-
nicate back through voice synthesis. 
Question and answer systems, knowl-
edge management, and semantic 
(template-based) generation are fields 
of research that look at ways requests 
can be researched and conversationally 

responded to with personalized, credible 
answers. Amazon’s Alexa, Google Home, 
Microsoft’s Cortana and Apple’s Siri all 
have platforms that open conversational 
AI to providers (skills) and consumers 
(users of the platforms). IBM’s Watson 
platform takes a different approach, 
making the services and capabilities 
available to partners and customers so 
they can build NLP and response systems 
into their products and services. IBM 
has kept Watson focused on solving 
enterprise problems while the others 
have focused considerably on the 
consumer space.

AI is, and needs to be, core to the practice 
of every business, but the scope and 
scale of enterprise AI transformation 
can’t be an accidental adoption. Rather, 
it must be part of a strategic program.  
Creating a calculated AI-adoption 
program requires a firm to understand 
and manage risk, especially given the 
risk and compliance exposure through 
potential model bias and increased 
regulator demand for transparency. 
Regulations including the Health 
Information Protection Act, Canada’s 
anti-spam legislation, and now the 

General Data Protection Regulation 
coming from Europe further complicate 
adoption of AI in business systems and, 
as recent cases have demonstrated, 
there is a zero-tolerance attitude 
amongst regulators, government and 
customers to noncompliant, noncon-
forming or illegal business practices. 
Ironically, AI and cognitive technologies 
are both the source of the concern and 
a probable solution to the requirement.

Working with a partner such as the 
DC AI Hub helps interested businesses 
understand the ways AI and cognitive 
technologies can be used to identify 
adoption priorities while also balancing 
risk, compliance and regulatory reporting 
issues. Adoption of AI by all businesses 
is of increasing importance. Ensuring 
they can do so successfully is critical. 
The DC AI Hub is the experienced partner 
companies need and is officially open 
for business.

To learn more about the DC AI Hub visit
durhamcollege.ca/theaihub or contact:
Ali.Hirji@durhamcollege.ca. 

1 http://www.cmo.com/features/articles/2018/2/26/adobe-2018-digital-trends-report-findings.html
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With a population fast approaching 100,000 and a growing 
community of over 5,000 businesses, Clarington offers 
what investors and companies desire: affordable land, 
proximity to market and amenities, business support and 
a progressive, engaged community.
Eyes are on Clarington as the place to grow through new business, local expansion or redevelopment 
investments. Clarington, comprised of four main communities of Courtice, Bowmanville, Newcastle 
and Orono, is home to four of the top 100 largest infrastructure projects in Canada. Over $16 billion is 
currently being invested in these projects: 

Ontario Power Generation’s Darlington 
Nuclear Refurbishment project, Highway 
407 east expansion to Highway 35/115,  
Port Granby Project, and the expansion 
of the GO Train to Bowmanville expected 
to be in service by 2024. 

Energy, agriculture, manufacturing, 
construction and life/health sciences 
are the main economic drivers in the 
Municipality of Clarington. Ranging from 
making improvements to equipment to 
facilitate wine bottling at Archibald’s 
Orchards to increasing the efficiency 
of a machining cutting tool at Durmach, 
innovation is a critical ingredient for 
growth.

Another example of a progressive 
business in Clarington is VR Headspace, 
a young company of 2-1/2 years building 
cutting edge Virtual Reality (VR) appli-
cations. Applications include interactive 
training simulations, virtual tools and 
education. Systems are built to serve 
a diversity of industry such as manufac-
turing, automotive, health care to name 
a few. With under five employees they 
frequently employ interns from the 
University of Ontario Institute of Tech-
nology and Durham College, helping to 
take VR Headspace to the next level, 
producing applications that meet the 

market’s everchanging needs. Their key 
programmer is a Durham College graduate 
and has been with VR Headspace from 
the beginning. 

VR Headspace feels they set the standard 
in Virtual Reality for industry taking 
employee training to new heights with 
high risk, high value, resource-based 
training. They named this specialist 
offering F.I.T. (Facility Immersion Training). 
Custom modules are developed for their 
clients to be able to learn and adapt to 
interactive situations within the virtual 
environments, allowing a greater number 
of people to receive advanced training 
at a fraction of the cost and fraction of 
the time. Measurable tools are also in 
place to determine how long it takes to 
do a task, highlighting improvements 
that can be made.

Continuing in niche markets, VR 
Headspace is pioneering therapeutic 
intervention on both a physical and 
cognitive level for patient rehabilitation 
and “in-bed” stimulation experiences 
for long and short-term care facilities. 
Innovative techniques are developed 
in the same way they create all our 
experiences, embedding real tasks 
and situations into the virtual world to 
assist in rehab and overcoming phobias.
The backbone of their leading-edge 
development evolves around their ever- 
expanding VR and AR (Augmented 
Reality) application development. 
Their state of the art lab with a team 
of next generation experience creators 
use Oculus, HTC Vive, Mobile VR 
and Microsoft HoloLens as their main 
platforms fueled by Unity.

Investment in progressive technology 
and in a business is key to growth and 

Energy, agriculture, manufacturing, construction 
and life/health sciences are the main economic 

drivers in the Municipality of Clarington.

The Ontario government has confirmed its 
commitment to begin the refurbishment of Unit 
3 at Darlington Nuclear  (image courtesy of OPG)

VR Headspace VR Lift: 
Forklift Training simulator.

       The Land of Confident 
       Investment & Innovation
                       STORY BY Bonnie Wrightman
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OUR BUSINESS IS TO HELP YOUR BUSINESS

locate ● promote ● connect ● learn ● grow 

905-623-3106 ●  www.cbot.ca
bonnie@cbot.ca

the Foundation for Innovation & Growth Clarington... 

positions business ahead of competition. 
In the past year, Clarington has seen a 
steady increase of activity and interest 
from the cannabis industry. Regulated 
by Health Canada, Clarington is currently 
home to three medical cannabis facilities 
employing over 150 people: Canopy 
Growth Corporation, the global leader in 
cannabis production, Starseed Medicinal 
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and Mediwanna. Four more licenced pro-
ducers are planning to establish facilities 
in Clarington, each in different stages of 
land acquisition, site plan process and 
construction. It is anticipated this industry 
will represent over 800 skilled jobs 
including those involved in innovation, 
research & development efforts. Once 
cannabis is legalized for recreational 

use, this opens the door to continued 
research and product development 
relating to a range of edibles and other 
consumable products such as infused 
beverages.

Toyota Canada Inc. Eastern Canada 
Parts Distribution Centre (PDC) will 
be making a home in Clarington with 
plans to open the new facility as a LEED 
silver certified building in Fall 2019. 
Investing over $40 million in the 
350,000 square foot facility, the 
location will employ over 100 people 
with construction to be underway 
this summer.

With growth of a community, comes 
growth in opportunity. Clarington 
continues to offer investment & 
redevelopment opportunities and 
business support as well as continuing 
to foster innovation and partnerships 
across all business sectors.

Rendering of new Toyota Canada Inc. Eastern Canada Parts Distribution Centre

 

905-576-5666 
28B Albert Street, Oshawa, ON L1H 8S5 

ALL-INCLUSIVE Real Estate Packages 

Will & Powers of Attorney 

WWW.THOMASEFRAIMLLP.COM 

We care about our clients! 

Corporate/Commercial/IP/Start-Up Tech 

Young Entrepreneurs & Professionals (YEP) 
 Committee programming inspires young-at-heart 

professionals to interact in an active and social way 
while recognizing the exceptional value  
entrepreneurs bring to our community.

Mentorship Program | Launched June 2018, this 
program was developed to facilitate the connection 
between established entrepreneurs and professionals 
with mentees in the region.

Post Secondary Student Membership | For $30/year 
students can bene�t from a Chamber membership and 
connect with community leaders. 

Making Connections | The Chamber hosts innovative 
events to engage and inspire business people, 
entrepreneurs and employees to meet peers, mentors 
and future employers.

For more information contact info@whitbychamber.org.



Since December 2012, I’ve had the 
great privilege of calling 360insights 
home. It has been a wild ride and I 
have learned so much as the team 
has grown from 59 employees when 
I started, to 380+ employees today, 
with a majority of who work out of the 
head office, right here in Whitby, ON. 

360insights is proud to have won the Great Place To Work™ 
award for the past 6 years, as well as being recognized on 
Canada’s Top 100 Employers, Deloitte Fast 50 and most 
recently winning the Employer of the Year award from the 
Toronto Board of Trade.

As the Culture Curator, I am often asked how we continue to 
build an award-winning culture in the midst of our rapid growth 
and constant change. The two most important contributors are 
how we view culture and how intentional we are about nurturing 
the culture we want to have for our team.

To keep it simple, I like to think about corporate culture as a 
tree. I’m not an arborist and you likely aren’t either, but it’s a 
simple analogy that I like to use to paint a picture about culture. 
For the sake of the analogy, I’m going to focus on two main 
parts of the tree, the roots and the fruit. Think about the fruit 
on a healthy tree. It’s delicious and sweet when it’s ripe. It can 
be refreshing and nourishing when consumed and interestingly, 
it often carries the seed for more trees. Arguably, you could say 
that the main purpose of the fruit is actually to play host to the 
seeds for future trees to grow. The root system, on the other 
hand, plays an even more important role in the life of the tree, 
although in a much less visible way. The root system feeds the 
tree by absorbing and transferring moisture and other nutrients 
crucial for its health. It also anchors the tree and supports all 
the above-ground portions of the tree. The strength and health 
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of the tree are dependent on the depth 
and health of the root system!

In thinking about culture, the fruit 
is the sexy part! It’s the tangible 
stuff that everybody thinks 
they want like the ping-
pong tables, nap pods, 
bee… soda kegs, theme 
days, social events and 
the list goes on. The fruit 
isn’t bad or wrong, but it’s 
the health and depth of 
the root system that 
determines the success 
of the fruit. Without a 
healthy root system, 
the fruit will be empty, 
lacking nutrients and 
will even start to feel like 
gimmicky recruiting PR, 
but with a healthy root 
system the fruit becomes 
nourishing expressions 
and celebrated archetypes 
of a vibrant culture.

Think about it, if you don’t get along with 
the people you work with or you don’t 
feel valued by your boss, how likely are 
you to play a game of ping-pong with 
them at lunch or grab a drink with them 
after a long day at the office? No matter 
how exciting or flashy the “fruit” is that 
you are being offered, you are going to 
want to get out of there as fast as possible 
at the end of the day, so you get home 
and dive into your favourite hobby, 
looking for a new job! If you feel valued 
and have some connection to the people 
you work with, those opportunities are 
a bonus and could be something you 
look forward to and incorporate into 
your personal and professional routine.

The fruits of culture are the expressions 
or archetypes of culture, but in and of 
themselves, they are not culture. The 
fruits are often the shiny, tangible ways 
that a person or team will experience 
the culture and that isn’t bad. In fact, 
a lot of that stuff is pretty cool and 
beneficial to the employees at the 

company. But the problem arises when 
companies or leaders believe that “fruit” 
is synonymous with culture. Culture isn’t 
stuff; culture isn’t actually a thing you 
can buy or a program you can install. 

Culture is EVERYTHING. We like labels 
and we like to be able to easily categorize 
things in our life, and in the same way, 
many companies like to try to say “this” 
is culture or “that” is culture but culture 
is the very essence of an organization 
and it cannot be so easily defined.

Culture is the spoken and unspoken 
shared beliefs of an organization. It is 
the way you communicate. It’s what 
you communicate or don’t communicate. 
It’s what you celebrate and how you 
celebrate. The culture of any organization 
is the by-product or manifestation of 
healthy roots. In our tree analogy, the 
roots of a tree are almost completely 
hidden from view, yet they are the 
most important because of the role 
they play in collecting and distributing 
vital nutrients to the tree. The root 
system of an organization is also less 
tangible and obvious, but it is the 
foundation that underpins every aspect 
of the business, either intentionally 
or unintentionally. In other words, 
the roots are the written and unwritten 
frameworks in which trust, respect, 
vulnerability, and value are 

Culture isn’t stuff; 
culture isn’t actually 
a thing you can buy 
or a program you 

can install. Culture is 
EVERYTHING. 

communicated, reinforced and cele-
brated. They are the shared values and 
beliefs of the people in the organization 
- the “why,” the underlying motivation 
to all that you do and the “how” you 

execute on the actions and 
ideas across the organization. 
The roots are the foundation 
for growth and keep the tree 
from falling over on a good 
day, and the anchor that 
keeps the tree standing in 
the midst of a storm. Most 
organizations are striving for 
growth of some sort. Growth 
is healthy and yet a business 
often is fixated on the visible 
parts of growth, headcount 
and revenue. Both are great 
things to be aware of and 
strive for but like the tree, 
the long-term livelihood of 
the business will depend on 
the nurturing and deepening 

of the root system to sustain upward 
and outward growth and to fend off 
the storms of life that will inevitably 
hit. The deeper and healthier the root 
system, the more likely the business will 
be to, not only survive the storms, but 
thrive in the midst of them because of 
the strength of the team.
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There are many ways that organizations build the 
frameworks to nurture the roots, a couple of the 
most effective starting places I have observed are:

2

VISION AND CORE VALUES
Develop a clear vision and a set of core values 
that have identifiable behaviours and attitudes 
associated with them. A clear vision and 
actionable core values become the agreed 
upon navigation device for all employees to 
apply to their day-to-day interactions with each 
other and with clients. If there is a need to 
have a conversation with a team member who 
is underperforming or interacting with others 
in a way that is counter to the culture, the 
conversation is a simple one about alignment. 
It’s not personal, it’s not an attack, it is simply 
reflecting on the agreed upon vision and values 
and seeing if they align or not.

BUILD A COMMUNICATION CADENCE
Committing to a communication cadence is 
foundational to building trust and reinforcing 
the importance of the vision and the values of 
the organization. A communication cadence is 
a simple calendar that outlines when and how 
an organization will communicate various key 
messages. Taking the time to plan in advance 
ensures that the important meetings are 
codified into the culture of the organization. 
It creates accountability and intentionality 
around what and how you communicate. 
For example, schedule weekly team stand-ups, 
bi-weekly one-on-ones, monthly lunch and 
learns, quarterly department town halls, 
bi-annually companywide meetings and so on.

There are many ways to be intentional about how 
you nurture the unseen elements of your culture – 
the roots so to speak. But in the end, the most 
important thing is that you start. Start now. 
Healthy roots create healthy fruit that will taste 
awesome and carry the seeds of your culture for 
all current and future employees.

1

Say            on social @travisdutka @360insights

TECH PICKS

Our picks for some of the coolest tech companies 
run by local entrepreneurs

WANT TO BE FEATURED AS A TECH PICK?
Have a technology based gadget, business or invention you’d like us 
to feature in our next issue? Email us: marketing@sparkcentre.org

    |  mentallycharged.com

You train, you hydrate, and fuel your body, but when you prime your mind you can do 
more. Mentally Charged is an online training program designed to build your mental 
toughness. Gain unlimited access to mental training workouts from elite performance 
coach, Corey Lucas, and unlock greatness in just 5 minutes a day. 90% of the game is 
in the mind. Get results. Get Charged! Unlock your true potential with a membership 
from MentallyCharged.com

   |  expansemicro.com

Expanse Microtechnologies provides a unique suite of materials inspection services, 
unlocking mysteries for the developers of advanced materials. They utilize 

ultra-high-resolution X-ray computed tomography and their own highly customizable 
analysis software to inspect new composites, 3D printed metals, metal powders, 

surface treatments, and much more. Clients receive detailed and visual reports shaped 
around their specific set of development questions.
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            |  herotask.io

HeroTask is a team collaboration platform designed to help both healthcare and retail 
organizations track tasks and keep team communication clear. HeroTask makes it 
easy to create anad progress on tasks across every department and location in your 
company. With HeroTask, you’ll never guess at the status of a tasks again!

No more chasing email chains. No more guesswork - now you know exactly who has 
seen your tasks and what their progress is. 



SPARK CENTRE’S STARTUP PITCH COMPETITION IS BACK FOR 2018.
Join Durham Region’s best and brightest entrepreneurs as they

pitch their business idea for a chance to WIN up to $25,000!

Applications open August 27th
For event and ticket information visit ingitedurham.ca

http://ignitedurham.ca/

