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FRANK AUDDINO 
Frank has spent more than three decades in  
business development. Today, he’s an active angel  
investor and mentor, working to help Ontario’s  
brighest innovators and startups enter and thrive  
in the ecosystem.  

ELSII FARIA
Elsii is the co-owner of The Hive Centre and  
Bee & Bee in Orono, Ont., and the chief commu-
nications officer at 1COMMUNITY1, which offers 
community engagement solutions that focus on 
developing municipal communities. 
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Grandview Children’s Centre uses technology and  
research to change the lives of tens of thousands 
of children with special needs. 

26

18

Driving Force
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rience for those who are physically challenged.

30

34

The Picture of Good Healthcare 
Ontario Shores has taken the lead in advancing 
care in mental health for their patients. And 
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FIVE WAYS 
Think you’re suffering from 

burnout? Are work-related pressures 
getting to you? You’re  

not alone. Find five ways to put  
an end to stress. 

  Page 10

THE HYPE 
Entrepreneur and former Liberal 

member of parliament Celina  
Caesar-Chavannes talks to us about 

her transition out of politics and 
equality in the workplace. 

  Page 8

SOUND OFF 
Company culture is about more  

than ethics and mission. Two lead-
ers give us their take on the best 

ways to improve the environment for 
employees. 

  Page 14

UPFRONT

Starup Grind is the largest 
independent startup community, 
actively educating, inspiring 
and connecting more than 
2,000,000 entrepreneurs in over 
600 cities through fireside chats.

V I S I T  U S  O N L I N E  F O R  U P C O M I N G
D U R H A M  R E G I O N  E V E N T S !

startupgrind.com/durham-region
#StartupGrindDurhamRegion

Educate » Inspire » Connect
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Started from the Bottom 
Imagine starting your career in an entry-level position and making it up the ranks to CEO. These  
impressive businesspeople have done it at Fortune 500 organizations. 

opportunity to grow personal-
ly, emotionally and spiritually. 
In that moment of quiet 
reflection with yourself, you 
are taking time to appreciate 
the joys and pains, flaws and 
strengths that brought you 
to that moment of transition. 
Appreciating that moment, 
can help you plan for the 
next big thing. 

The need for inclusivity  
and equality.  
Companies need to be 
diverse, but if they are not 
inclusive (if the culture of the 
space is toxic, for example), 
there will be problems. The 
focus should be on active 
inclusion. Having employees 

MARKET RESEARCH

Location 
Lives in Whitby, Ont., with her husband and 
three children; born in Grenada. 

Accepting change.  
My sojourn in politics was 
a painfully beautiful experi-
ence. I was able to increase 
awareness related to issues 
that I am passionate about, 
like mental health, equity 
and justice, and was lucky 
enough to see my advoca-
cy around mental health 
result in a five-billion-dollar 
investment in the 2017 

federal budget. This last 
year, as painful as it was, 
provided me an opportunity 
to grow, find my voice and 
flourish as my authentic self. 
It was both refreshing and 
scary. I realized that I had 
a responsibility to honour 
the promises I made to the 
people of Whitby, to not toe 
the party line when it went 
against what I stood for, but 
to honour our values and 

principles. I left a job that I 
loved and was really good at. 
It was heartbreaking, but I 
left with my head held high 
and there is nothing better 
than that.

Transition and reflection. 
I think moments of intention-
al rest are necessary for any-
one transitioning from one 
life stage to another. I am 

an intentionally unemployed 
45-year-old black woman. 
Everything about that de-
scription screams, “Go back 
to work immediately before 
the next employer questions 
the gap in your resume!” But 
I say, too bad. Let the gap be. 
If we do not take adequate 
time to pause, reflect on 
where we came from and 
enjoy the moment we are 
in, we miss an important 

choose between gendered 
washrooms, not having a 
plan and accountability to 
deal with harassment and/
or discrimination, restricting 
cultural or religious clothing 
and other paraphernalia, or 
holding meetings in inacces-
sible spaces all contribute 
to people feeling unsafe or 
unwelcome in the workplace. 
Companies should be active-
ly trying to ensure that the 
culture of their organization 
is one that fosters inclusivity, 
promotes growth and values 
equality. In this environment, 
people bring their authentic 
selves to work, and research 
has proven that this will 
increase the bottom line. 

THE HYPE

Celina Caesar-Chavannes
A former Liberal member of parliament and representative for Whitby, Ont., Celina Caesar-Chavannes 
made headlines last year when she left the Liberal caucus (citing hostility with the prime minister) and 
sat as an independent, until bowing out of politics in October. We asked the entrepreneur and owner of 
C4 (an agency that consults on leadership, equity and inclusion advocacy) to fill us in on the art of the 
transition and her company’s push for equality and inclusivity in the workplace.  

BY L I S A  VA N DE  GE Y N

WELCOME. CANADA AWAITS.
Rated Durham Region’s #1 top Immigration firm

289.677.0108
calverimmigrationservices.com

jade@calverandassociates.com

CONTACT US. 

Start-Up Visa 
Labour Market Impact Assessment 

Work Permit 
Immigration for  Entrepreneurs 

Business Mobility Services

THE BUSINESS IMMIGRATION PROFESSIONALS

“Companies should be actively trying to  
ensure that the culture of their organization  
is one that fosters inclusivity, promotes 
growth and values equality.” 
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Mary T. Barra  
General Motors

Doug McMillon  
Walmart 

Ursula Burns  
Xerox

Entry-level gig: Barra started at General 
Motors in 1980 as a General Motors 
Institute co-op student. She was 18 years 
old and was placed in the Pontiac Motor 
Division. She ended up graduating with a 
degree in electrical engineering, followed 
by an MBA. Moving up the ranks: In 
2014, Barra, then 53, was named CEO. 
She’s been chairman of the GM board 
of directors for four years. Barra’s held 
many titles at GM, including vice- 
president of global manufacturing engi-
neering and plant manager of the Detroit 
Hamtramck assembly plant. Her net 
worth is estimated at about $51 million.

Entry-level gig: McMillon has worked at 
Walmart for about 30 years — he started 
when he was a teenager. His first job at 
the company was loading and unload-
ing trucks at a Walmart distribution 
centre for an hourly wage. (Apparently 
he earned $6.50 an hour.) Moving up 
the ranks: He was named president and 
CEO in 2014, but McMillon held many 
positions in the decades leading up to 
his big promotion, including president 
and CEO of Walmart-owned Sam’s Club. 
At 53, he is the youngest CEO to run the 
company since its founder, Sam Walton. 
His estimated net worth is $120 million.

Entry-level gig: In 1980, Burns landed 
a mechanical-engineering internship 
through Xerox’s graduate engineering 
program for minorities (which paid a 
portion of her post-secondary educa-
tion). She was 22. Moving up the ranks: 
Named CEO in 2009, Burns became the 
first African-American woman to serve 
as CEO of a Fortune 500 company. She 
held the position until 2016. She was 
also chosen by US President Barak 
Obama to lead the Science, Technology, 
Engineering and Math Education Coa-
lition in 2009. Five years ago, her net 
worth was estimated to be $1.3 billion.
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FIVE WAYS EXEC TALK

bank or helping to build a house for a 
family in need.  

USE TEXT OR WORKFLOW  
APPS FOR URGENT ISSUES.  

If you can encourage management to 
quit using email for time-sensitive or 
critical information, you can resist the 
impulse to refresh your email at all  
hours of the day and night. Think of 
the stress you’ll avoid when you’re not 
checking your work email when you’re 
off the clock. 

FOCUS ON SINGLE-TASKING. 
Think of “multitasking” as a buzz-

word you don’t need to practise every 
time you’re at work. Single-tasking — or 
the process of focusing on one thing at 
a time — makes folks feel much less dis-
tracted and allows us to better deal with 
the task at hand.

VOLUNTEER. Few things make 
us feel as good as helping others. 

You’ll gain perspective on your situation 
when you’re sorting cans at the food 

SAY “NO.” Listen up, people 
pleasers. You know how the 

saying goes: “Don’t bite off more than 
you can chew.” Turning down a project 
or request from a colleague if you’re 
already at your maximum is absolutely 
reasonable. 

BE KIND TO YOURSELF. Slow 
down and give yourself a break. 

Think about how you can improve your 
everyday routines to benefit your physical 
and emotional state. 

Banish BURNOUT
Work-related stress isn’t new but it’s now pervasive enough that the World Health Organization  
classified “burnout” as a legitimate syndrome in 2019. In a survey released by consulting and staffing 
company Accountemps last August, 96 percent of all senior managers in Canada believe their team 
members experience some burnout. Feeling the stress and pressure at your office? Here are five quick 
ways you can help end this occupational phenomenon.    

1

2

3

4
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support the ecosystem.  
We all have a role to play.

WORDS OF ADVICE FOR 
ENTREPRENEURS 
Angels will continue to invest 
in companies that adapt and 
solve the big challenges of 
our time. If you’re an entrepre-
neur who has already raised 
capital, focus on managing 
your resources prudently 
to slow your burn rate. The 
current situation will have 
a big impact from both the 
access to capital perspective 
and the mentorship perspec-

WORDS OF ADVICE FOR 
ANGELS AND INVESTORS 
I spent the day with Warren 
Buffet in the months leading 
up to the stock market 
collapse in 2008. His view at 
the time was that “the worst 
is over.” It was April and the 
worst was yet to come. The 
recession that followed was 
painful for many. However, 
those who were able to invest 
were rewarded for those risks 
and their investment activity 
helped the economy recover. 
     As we find ourselves in 
equally uncertain times, 
angel investors will naturally 
be cautious about investing 
in early-stage companies 
because of this uncertainty 
and volatility. They’re likely 
to pause, directly — and neg-
atively — impacting entre-
preneurs and startups. This 
could mean startups will fold, 

discouraging future entrepre-
neurs for decades to come, 
and have a significant ripple 
effect on the entire innova-
tion ecosystem.
    Investors now have the op-
portunity to prove their worth 
to our innovation sector. 
High-potential entrepreneurs 
especially need support — 
they need your advice, your 
network and your capital.  
We want angels to remember 
that the global companies of 
tomorrow will emerge from 
the crisis of today. While the 
federal government has al-
ready taken numerous steps 
to support the ecosystem, 
angel investors can bring 
capital, mentorship and sta-
bility at this inflection point. 
This is the time to support 
entrepreneurs — this is when 
we need to find ways to lean 
in, in any way we can, to 

tive. There is a lot to process 
and entrepreneurs will need 
sounding boards and people 
who have lived through past 
crises. If this is your first 
crisis in business, it can be 
overwhelming, but there is an 
ecosystem here to support 
you. There are angels in every 
community across Canada — 
wherever the entrepreneur is, 
there’s an angel in proximity 
to help them with capital and 
the ability to offer mentor-
ship. Great companies will 
find their way through this 
uncertain time. 

Uncharted Territory
It’s not business as usual — COVID-19 has wreaked havoc all over the world, leaving both investors  
and entrepreneurs in every industry uncertain and bewildered about what comes next. The National  
Angel Capital Organization (NACO) of Canada is taking a much-needed leadership role in navigating 
these waters; it’s stepping up to help entrepreneurs and investors make sense of this new landscape.  
We asked CEO Claudio Rojas to share words of wisdom to both groups. Here’s what he has to say.

“There are angels in every community across  

Canada — wherever the entrepreneur is, there’s  

an angel in proximity to help them with capital  

and the ability to offer mentorship.”
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LET’S BE FRANK

INVESTOR RELATIONS

problems and run their 
investment? This will help to 
make sure you understand 
what’s really important to the 
investor.” 

2 “WHAT IS YOUR 
TIME-HORIZON FOR AN 

ANGEL INVESTMENT AND 
EXPECTED RETURN?” His 
advice is to figure out early 
on whether you’re aligned on 
long-term goals. If you end up 
working together, posing this 
question in advance will en-
sure you both have the same 
end goals in mind.  

3 “HOW INVOLVED DO 
YOU WANT TO BE, 

OR CAN YOU BE, IN YOUR 
PORTFOLIO COMPANIES?” 

1 “WHEN EVALUATING 
AN INVESTMENT IN A 

STARTUP, WHAT ARE THE 
KEY CRITERIA THAT YOU’RE 
LOOKING FOR?” Udell says 

this will ultimately help you, 
the founder, understand the 
mindset of the investor. “Are 
they focused on you as the 
founder and how you’ll tackle 

“If you, as the entrepreneur, 
are looking for advice and 
guidance at an early stage, 
you may be looking for  
strategic investors who can 
give assistance, but you also 
want to be sure that you  
are not getting into bed with 
someone who is going to try 
to get into too much of your 
business, if that is not what 
you want,” he says. Most an-
gel investors are more than 
happy to provide advice and  
help (mentorship is a key part 
of angel investing), but Udell 
says this can be overwhelm-
ing. “Asking this question will 
help to establish boundaries 
early. Knowing what to expect  
going forward is very  
important.”

What should I 
ask an investor 
before starting  
a business  
relationship?

The Nutty Chocolatier
Just walking into this shop is 
heavenly — that sweet choco-
lately aroma draws you right 
in. Good luck choosing which 
hand-crafted truffles and 
confection you take home. 
(Our advice? Try them all.)  

 182 Queen St.

find something you like at 
this place.   

 187 Queen St. 

The Piano Inn & Café 
There are a bunch of deli-
cious meals on this quaint 
eatery’s menu. If you’re  
a fan of mac and cheese 
(who isn’t?), there are  
four incredible varieties to 
tempt your palette. Insider 
tip: On Fridays, the chef of-
fers grilled-cheese specials. 

Marwan’s Global Bistro
Marwan travelled the  
world, learning about cui-
sines from every country  
he visited. His restaurant 
now features a menu full of 
everything from Vietnamese 
and Thai to Mexican and 
Italian. You’ll definitely  

Cranberry and brie grilled 
cheese? Yes, please.   

 217 Queen St.

Meta4 Gallery
This gorgeous gallery is one 
of the best places in Eastern 
Ontario to find stunning works 
of art. Celebrating their 20th 
anniversary, the award- 
winning gallery offers top-
notch programs and  
workshops for all ages.   

 200 Queen St.

LOCATION

We’re big fans of these locales in this Scugog 
town’s historic main street.

Queen St., Port Perry
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Corner Your Market

angel investor and mentor, I’ve been 
helping early-stage companies bring 
their ideas to life. It’s been my passion. 
The founders I volunteer with know that 
for me, it’s all about helping them with 
the marketplace — introducing them to 
potential customers who can eventually 
help lead their sales 
growth and 
business 
development. 
This growth has 
to be the fuel that 
feeds the fire within 
you as an entrepreneur. 
And if you want to succeed, my 
attention (and the attention of inves-
tors like me) know and talk about mar-
ketplace. Fortune magazine released a 
survey by founders and the number-one 
reason for their failure is the lack of 
demand for the product. That’s a huge 
part of marketplace and not knowing 
your marketplace. Frankly, this should 
be self-evident. If no one wants your 
product and no one is willing to pay for 
it, your company isn’t going to succeed. 
Case closed.
 The biggest gamble I took in my 
business career was quitting a great job 
where, after seven years as vice- 

president, the owners were about to give 
me equity — they heard I was being draft-
ed by the competition. I decided to give 
notice and join the new firm — I got equity 
and was made president. The first thing 
we did when I came aboard was research 
what our competitors were doing in our 
marketplace and how we could separate 
ourselves from the sharks. Next, we went 
directly to our existing — and, more impor-
tantly, potential — customers to seek 
valuable input about what they wanted. 
That was truly the secret to our success 
— the company went from a few em-
ployees with a few million in sales to 55 
employees and $50-plus million in just 
five years. And since we’re talking about 
marketplace, get this: We had 98 percent 
of the industry’s Canadian marketplace. 
That was my first exit. 
 I’ll leave you with this: A few years 
ago, I was involved in a program called 
Up Next, which aimed to help 

18- to 29-year-
olds with entrepre-

neurship. One of our 
committee members brought 

her 12-year-old son to observe. Driving 
home, his mother asked, “What did you 
learn today?” A typical tween, he went 
on about bits and pieces he’d heard. But 
the one thing he said was drilled into him 
was this: “It really doesn’t matter how 
great the idea is if no one wants to pay 
for it.” Smart kid and, I’m calling it now, 
future entrepreneur. 

I recently changed my status on LinkedIn 
to reflect that I’m an angel investor, and 
you know, I’m not convinced it was a 
great idea. Why? The truth is, I’m getting 
bombarded with early-stage startups 
asking for advice on their pitch decks. 
I take a look but ultimately can’t give 
them much attention for one main rea-
son — none of these pitches talk about 
marketplace. This isn’t the first time I’ve 
encountered this egregious omission. In 
fact, I can’t count the number of start-
ups I’ve heard of or heard from forgetting 
to include marketplace in their pitch. 
        Marketplace is absolutely the most 
important aspect of any early-stage com-
pany. It’s a bold and factual statement, I 
know. But without marketplace, how do 
we know if what we have is it? And how 
do we really know when we have it? Per-
haps you saw what the competition was 
doing and then went out and spoke to 
potential customers to seek feedback on 
your idea before building what you think 
they want. Or maybe you found the per-
fect market fit and your first customers 
made your product successful. For me, it 
comes down to having the evidence that 
someone wants to pay for your idea as 
an investor.   
 For the last six years, as both an 

In his first column, angel investor and business development specialist 
Frank Auddino tells it like it is when it comes to the need for  
early-stage startups to have a genuine grasp on their marketplace. 

Angel investor Frank Auddino has spent more  
than 35 years in business development and  
has an impressive track record in delivering  
breakthrough revenue growth in Canada,  
the United States and international markets.

Entrepreneurs are always on the hot seat, ensuring 
they can answer any and all questions that come 
their way. But what questions should they pose 
to interested investors? We asked Galen Udell, 
angel investor and executive director of York Angel 
Investors, for his three top queries. 
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Share successes
“A business doesn’t grow as quickly as we have without 
a focus on results. Everyone knows what our goals are 
as a team and we celebrate every win, no matter how 
small. We also celebrate the individual successes of our 
teammates, because we know that work is only part  
of life. Birthdays, anniversaries, babies, awards, educa-
tional achievements — a win for one is a win for all  
of us. Oh yeah — we also have an office gym and offer 
free personal training, because we want teammates  
to succeed at life, not just in business.”

Praise empowerment
“We rely on individuals to represent us with our  
customers, so we give them the technology, tools and 
training they need (no, we don’t call it the 3 Ts), and 
then we empower them to be their best selves.  
We have so many different personalities, and we 
don’t ask people to be what they’re not. We let their 
strengths shine.”

Be transparent
“The business is an open book to everyone at the  
office. We regularly share our results, in detail, with 
the team. If we have a good month, the team knows.  
If we have a bad month, the team knows. We also  
share what the leadership team is working on in terms 
of new partnerships, expansion plans, etc. In this way, 
we’ve cut out a lot of the speculation, rumours and 
whispers that go in other offices. Everything is out in 
the open here.”

Encourage fun
“At M&W, fun is a line item. There are toys and games 
all over the office, we regularly have team lunches and 
celebrations, and every other Tuesday, we deliver treats 
to team members at their desks using our trolley, hence 
the name ‘Trolley Tuesday.’ There is also a substantial 
part of every work day that is spent simply being silly 
with one another. Life’s too short to be serious all the 
time. In fact, part of how we succeed as a business is 
we love going to work every day. We like each other and 
we try our best to brighten each other’s day.”

Be flexible 
“As someone who had worked from home for the better part 
of a decade, I knew not only how much more productive I 
could be when eliminating a commute, I also knew it afforded 
me lots of perks. Affording working parents this type of flexibil-
ity was paramount in the company we were building. This kind 
of flexibility works just as well for team members who prefer to 
start later in the morning and work through to the evening. We 
have built a team who truly understands when they are need-
ed in the office, how to thrive from home or on the road and, I 
think, appreciates what our flexible culture affords them.”

Offer face time 
“Every day at 11 a.m., we come together for 10 to 15 minutes 
as a team. Even those working from home can dial or Zoom 
into our conference room. We call it our ‘huddle.’ Huddle is 
a time when we ensure the team is set up for success for 
the day, to get the answers, to flag any challenges, to share 
updates about projects, celebrate good news and for Mark 
[Mark Stewart, president and chief innovation officer] and I to 
advise on the ‘state of the nation’ at wonderMakr. We are big 
proponents of being wholly transparent with our team. Taking 
this time to connect keeps everyone informed and engaged.”

Encourage creativity 
“We are an experiential technology/innovation studio, so cre-
ativity is required at every turn. We work to foster that creativ-
ity by affording team members the opportunity to take on per-
sonal interest projects, bring forward ideas of new technologies 
they’d like to explore and play with, and to learn and experiment 
with projects not related to the client work we’re doing.” 

Give the team a voice 
“We give our team the opportunity to weigh in on decisions, 
talk about how to drive the business forward and how we are 
taking measures to improve our processes and operations. 
We talk to team members individually about the role he or she 
plays now and we work to ensure it’s the role he or she wants 
to keep playing. We can’t promise everything will happen right 
away, but giving everyone a chance to be heard and to under-
stand what’s in their heads and their hearts seems like the 
best way to keep our incredibly talented team happy  
and healthy.”

Employee happiness is arguably one of the most important aspects of a successful company.  
Why? Happy employees are more productive and engaged — they work faster and harder.  

This contentment is a direct result of good company culture. Done right, workplace culture can alleviate  
on-the-job stress, increase enthusiasm and creativity, lower turnover, keep employees loyal and  

it can be used as a recruitment tool. Take it from the companies who do it best: Creating a good corporate 
culture is well worth the investment. We spoke with Carissa Stewart, vice-president and chief client officer of 
Toronto-based wonderMakr, and Adam Mitchell, president of Whitby, Ont.-based Mitchell & Whale Insurance 

Brokers, about what their organizations do to maintain good corporate culture.

What are the best ways to improve  

COMPANY CULTURE?

SOUND OFF

Carissa Stewart
Vice-president and chief client officer 
wonderMakr

Adam Mitchell
President
Mitchell & Whale Insurance Brokers
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The three stories that follow were conceptualized before the COVID-19 pandemic,  
but this special wellness coverage is still so important, especially as we move through 
uncertain times. Join us in recognizing the people and organizations working hard to 
keep Ontarians thriving, and those who continue to work toward a brighter tomorrow. 

Strength.
Wellbeing.

 H E ROE S. 

Got a cool tech to share?
Send us your gadget, business or invention and you could be featured in an upcoming issue. marketing@sparkcentre.org

COOL TECH FEATURES
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BENEFI 
benefi.ca
HQ: Toronto
The company: Folks in the C-suite know that financial wellness 
in employees is crucial — not only is it important for overall 
health (it’s one of the leading causes of stress), it’s key for 
employee engagement, absenteeism and productivity. Poor 
financial wellness also increases the cost of group benefits. 
That’s where Benefi comes in — they’re a transformative 
employee benefit that allows employers to retain and empower 
their teams by offering a lower-cost borrowing option, which 
reduces borrowing costs. It promotes financial literacy, good 
spending habits and debt management, making it a win-win 
for employees and employers. 

INKSTER 
inkster.com
HQ: Oshawa, Ont.
The company: This multi-media marketplace and online  
social community helps artists of all kinds (we’re talking  
painters and photographers to musicians and jewellery- 
makers) market themselves, manage their clients and  
inventory and even maintain payment gateways in a simple, 
organized way. Inkster’s intuitive backend gives these creative 
folks the tools they need to manage their business without 
spending time and energy on learning difficult  
technical aspects. 

SMARTARM 
smartarm.ca
HQ: Oshawa, Ont.
About: Prosthetics have really advanced in the last  
several years and high-functioning, technologically driven 
limbs have been created. The problem, according to  
SmartARM’s founder, Hamayal Choudhry, is the cost  
of these prosthetics — they’re unaffordable for most  
amputees. Choudhry and his team developed the  
SmartARM — a robotic prosthetic for the hand that uses 
a camera embedded in the palm to recognize objects 
and calculate the most appropriate grips. And thanks to 
three-dimensional printing technology, the device can  
be manufactured for about US$100. 

Area Innovators
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Ontario is full of brilliant minds. Here are three  
hot companies to keep your eye on.
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M arilyn Robitaille knew something wasn’t quite right when 
her two-year-old son, Orion, wasn’t talking. Speech delays 

in children aren’t uncommon, and every child learns at his or 
her own pace. Still, several developmental authorities say 
24-month-olds should be able to join two words together (“more 
milk”) and learn and use one or more new words each week. The 
Oshawa, Ont.-based mother knew her son wasn’t meeting these 
milestones, and her intuition told her to seek help. “We started 
at Grandview for speech therapy — first group therapy and then 
individual. Orion also ended up being referred to occupational 
therapy and physiotherapy because of gross-motor and fine-mo-
tor skills,” says Robitaille. “We were told he had a speech and 

motor disorder — called “apraxia” — when he was three.” (Aprax-
ia is a disorder that makes it hard for kids to speak — they under-
stand language and know what they want to say but can’t carry 
out the movements for speech.) Then, when Orion was four, he 
was diagnosed with autism spectrum disorder.
 The therapists at Grandview kicked Orion’s care into high 
gear and introduced augmentative and alternative communi-
cation devices. “Our speech therapist began with a laminated 
sheet and tried to get Orion to point to images showing what he 
wanted to communicate,” she says. (This was called the “picture 
exchange communication system.”) “But Orion wanted nothing 
to do with the laminated sheet. He loved tablets, so we decided 
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Building on

EXCELLENCE

Grandview Children’s Centre  
isn’t just a nice-to-have  
in Durham Region — it’s an  
incredibly important facility  
committed to changing the  
lives of tens of thousands of  
children with special needs.  
With a major move on the  
horizon, the work being done  
at Grandview isn’t slowing 
 down — they’re forging ahead  
in terms of technology, research 
and innovation benefiting  
families across Eastern Ontario.

by Lisa van de Geyn
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providers and school staff) attend junior and senior kindergar-
ten. Though it was originally designed to support 400 children, 
Grandview’s 200 employees now serve more than 17,000 kids 
each year across their Oshawa centre and six satellite locations. 
    Chief executive officer Lorraine Sunstrum-Mann started at 
Grandview nine years ago. Coming from the hospital sector as a 
registered nurse who obtained her MBA, she also brought with 
her a background in early childhood education (ECE), her career 
prior to nursing. “I’ve come full circle by meeting my ECE and 
nursing background with children who have disabilities,” she 
says. In her time at Grandview, Sunstrum-Mann has directed 
the centre’s grow — both in staff and patients — and she’s been 
instrumental in the behind-the-scenes work to build a larger 
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to try an iPad as a communication device,” Robitaille explains, 
adding she credits their speech therapist, who was instrumental 
in showing the family how to successfully communicate with it. 
“We started just after Orion turned three and within a couple 
months, he was using it to ask for food, people and toys. The first 
time he used the iPad effectively was to ask for a banana, and I 
cried. I have a tattoo of a banana to commemorate it.” 
 Robitaille’s praise of and gratitude for the support she and 
her family received — and continue to get — at Grandview isn’t 
unique. Thousands of parents have sought Grandview’s exper-
tise in assessing, diagnosing, prescribing and providing clinical 
treatment, programs, therapies and equipment for kids and 
youth with physical and/or developmental needs. 

This council changed names and buildings many times over the 
years until the facility then known as Grandview Rehabilitation 
& Treatment Centre of Durham Region was built in 1983. (The 
name changed to Grandview Children’s Centre in 2004.) As the 
only outpatient paediatric rehabilitation facility in the region, 
Grandview works with children with neurodevelopmental, de-
velopmental, communication and physical needs, including chil-
dren with autism, speech challenges, cerebral palsy and genetic 
and metabolic disorders. Service providers include speech-lan-
guage pathologists, occupational therapists, audiologists, so-
cial workers and developmental paediatricians. The centre also 
has an on-site education partner, Campbell Children’s School, 
where more than 50 kids (supported by Grandview healthcare 

 The independently operated not-for-profit organization’s 
long history dates back to 1953, when parents from Durham Re-
gion — tired of travelling to Toronto to get care for their children 
— formed the Oshawa and District Cerebral Palsy Parent Council. 

“The world is emerging great  

new ways to use technology,  

and Grandview is benefiting from 

these developments.”
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   A rendition of what the new Grandview headquarters  
in Ajax will look like.
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headquarters in Ajax, Ont. She’s also been at the forefront of 
impressive advances in research, innovation and technology. 
       And that’s where Grandview truly shines — in its commitment 
to advancing research and innovation. “Fostering a ‘culture of in-
quiry’ and inspiring each other to advance our capabilities; being 
flexible and innovative to accomplish goals” are key values the 
organization stands by. 

Technology and independence 
“The world is emerging great new ways to use technology, 
and Grandview is benefiting from these developments,” says  
Sunstrum-Mann. Ways that technology assists children with 
communication have already made an impressive mark. “These 
are big areas of innovation. Non-verbal children may not be able 
to talk, but they can learn to communicate in other ways, and 
technology plays a big role here,” she says. For example, at the 
Campbell Children’s School, teachers and education assistants 
work with kindergarteners to use devices to express them-
selves. “We’re moving from using cardboard picture boards to 
electronic pictures, switch technology (which lets them answer 
‘yes’ or ‘no’) and complex systems that use voice output. This is 
empowering — they know they can use these devices to make 
sure their needs are known and met,” Sunstrum-Mann explains. 
 Mobility and a feeling of independence are also critical. 
“Wheelchairs were a means for transit, but now they’re high-
tech machines. There are chairs that can interface with the elec-
tronics in the home and do things like turn lights on and off. 
This offers a level of independence and achievement,” she says. 
“There’s a project at Ontario Tech University that’s looking at 
chairs using GPS so students can program where their classes 
are and don’t have to worry about navigating. There are many 
young adults who never would’ve thought they could go from A 
to B on their own and now they can.” Sunstrum-Mann affection-
ately describes one staff member who has cerebral palsy who 
uses his head to control his autonomous vehicle. “He says he 
never thought he’d be able to get into a vehicle and go where he 
needed without having a caretaker with him, and that’s really 
exciting,” she says. Grandview has Wild Wheelers classes, which 
teach kids how to use their power chairs. “Kids we’re teaching 
will be users of that technology in sophisticated ways.” 

Artificial intelligence and virtual reality
Joy may be one of the most exciting fixtures at Grandview. The 
well-loved robot can greet kids, sing songs, dance and more. “I 
liked the fact that Joy can drive around,” says Kurt, a 13-year-
old who shadowed Sunstrum-Mann, acting as CEO for a day 
in January. “I took Joy to see kids and got her to talk to them 
and if they wanted her to dance, I’d make her dance,” he says. 
“It’s been fun to watch where Joy is taking us, and it’s been 

   Naiya, one of Grandview’s kids, is learning the technology needed 
to help move her wheelchair in various directions.
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Licensed to accept children from 0 to 12 years 
including children with special needs!

Kinder Tots Child Care Centre...where every child is special!
kindertotschildcare.com

HOURS OF OPERATION
6:30 am-6:30 pm

INFANT
Full-Time Only
0-18 Months

TODDLER
Full-Time & Part-Time
1½ years-2½ years

PRE-SCHOOL
Full-Time & Part-Time
3 years-4 years

KINDERGARTEN-JUNIOR/PRIMARY
Full-Time & Part-Time
4 years-5 years

SCHOOL AGE
Full-Time & Part-Time
6 years-12 years

ABOUT KINDER TOTS
Located in downtown Ajax, our modern facility comprises of 10,000 square 
feet and has ample play areas both in and outdoors where your child can 
learn, play and grow. We have chosen quality child development products to 
provide a great learning experience for your child. Our space is open and 
bright and our staff are ready to provide a great experience for your child.

ABOUT OUR CURRICULUM
Our curriculum is structured so that your child can learn through play. 
The curriculum will bring out creativity in your child through a fun learning 
process. Every age group has a specific curriculum inside the class room 
and in the playground. Learning will be through books, toys, drama, dance 
play, food, water, and quiet times. You will receive a newsletter of events that 
will be organized every month to keep your child entertained and engaged.

204 Harwood Ave S, Ajax, ON L1S 2H6  |  kindertots@rogers.com  |  (905) 233-8800

Focusing 
on the

in Special Needs
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Transitioning to Ajax
By 2024, Grandview’s headquarters will be in Ajax — it will 
consist of a 106,000-square-foot five-storey facility with 
enough space to see all the kids who are currently waiting 
for services. “Durham is growing and we have to respond 
to what the child and adolescent populations need,” says 
Sunstrum-Mann. There’s a plan for a multipurpose gym, 
a large therapeutic recreation program and warm-water 
therapy pool, among other impressive features. The land, 
generously donated by the Town of Ajax, backs onto a hard-
wood forest. “We’ll have sensory trails where Grandview’s 
kids, their friends and our neighbours can come together.” 
Sunstrum-Mann says she and her team are elated their 
plans are finally coming to fruition. “When I got to Grand-
view, they had already been trying to make this move. It 
took 12 years to get approvals, so it still feels like we’re 
dreaming. We’ve been talking about it and conceptual-
izing it for what seems like forever and now we’re getting 
ready to build,” she says. “This will be a state-of-the-art  
facility that will help so many children—now and in the  
future—live their best lives. It’s meaningful to me to bring 
this to life. This is a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to honour 
kids and their families.” 

Orion Robitaille is now a busy eight-year-old. His mother,  
Marilyn, says he can put together short sentences and phras-
es with his iPad. “He is still considered non-verbal, with less 
than five consistent words. That said, we are now starting to 
work on more conversational skills.” When asked how much 
Grandview has meant to her family, Robitaille can’t say 
enough. “We’ve been supported by speech therapists, oc-
cupational therapists, physiotherapists, social workers, in- 
person and online parent support groups and more. Grand-
view has been amazing in supporting us all the way through,” 
she says. “I am now a member of the Grandview Family Ad-
visory Committee as a way to give back for all of the many 
ways they have helped Orion and my family.” 

remarkable to see kids engage with her, especially those 
who may not feel comfortable socializing with others,” says  
Sunstrum-Mann. Joy may not be the only robot gracing Grand-
view’s halls for long. Milo is a robot designed to help children 
diagnosed with autism improve their social interactions — it 
is programmed to help them learn to express empathy and  
understand emotions. “We’re really excited about the opportu-
nities Milo will bring,” she says. 
 Like robots, virtual reality (VR) can make a huge impact 
on children when they least expect it. One of Grandview’s 
clients, who has autism and sits on the Youth Advisory Com-
mittee, shared his knowledge of VR at a presentation for the 
board. “He explained VR’s utility for distracting kids experienc-
ing anxiety when waiting for a clinic appointment, or during 
appointments that can cause pain, such as Botox injections 
for spasticity,” Sunstrum-Mann says. “He brought the unit and 
took us through how to use it. My mind was blown. I laughed 
after because when the demo was done and I removed the de-
vice, the real world seemed so flat. That VR world is incredible.” 
The $800 price tag per unit seems like a steal, when you think 
about a child snorkelling or exploring a jungle while waiting for 
an appointment. A family close to Grandview donated a unit to 
the centre in their son’s name. “Everything at Grandview has 
such meaning. This was a great gift in memory of a young man.” 

A peek into current research 
Grandview’s commitment to research involving technology 
and innovation is ongoing — there are many studies with part-
ner organizations that ultimately hope to enhance the lives of 
Grandview’s children, and children all over Canada. One cur-
rent study dubbed “SoloWalker” has researchers (including 
those from Grandview and the Children’s Hospital of Eastern 
Ontario) examining the strengths and weaknesses of the Gait 
Enable walker (a robotic walker). The goal is to make changes 
to the adult walker so it can be used by teenagers and young 
adults. Another study, this one in partnership with Ontario Tech 
University, looks at the development of an autonomous wheel-
chair that would be used by school-agers with cerebral palsy. 
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The Grandview Children’s Foundation’s “Believe” campaign aims to raise $20 million by 2022, with  
the funds going toward building their new facility. (The complex has an estimated $53 million price tag. 
In 2019, the province of Ontario committed to providing $31 million over four years to move the project 
forward.) “We’re just over $16 million now. Companies and the community are really supporting this 
initiative. Everyone from kids doing lemonade stands to big donations from corporations are coming 
in,” says CEO Lorraine Sunstrum-Mann. To support the campaign, visit grandviewkidsfoundation.ca. 
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DRIVING
FORCE

What if there was an easier way for people with disabilities to perform an 
everyday task most of us take for granted? An Ontario-based duo is on a 
mission to make getting behind the wheel a more effortless, accessible 
experience for those who are physically challenged.

“Ontario’s premier life science pitch 
competition” — is put on by Hamilton, 
Ont.’s Innovation Factory and Synapse 
Consortium, and helps scientists and 
inventors bring their brilliant ideas to 
market and attract investment. Appli-

It was at the Synapse Competition 
awards on March 20, held virtually 
this year to respect social distancing, 

when Shanjay Kailayanathan and Hanna 
Haponenko’s company was awarded 
$5,000. The competition — dubbed  

cants are evaluated in four phases,  
with the final round seeing the top-ranked 
teams deliver a final pitch. Axcessiom 
Technologies took home third place 
in the inaugural Praxis Prize, given 
by the Praxis Spinal Cord Institute in 

by Lisa van de Geyn 
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Today, at 24, Kailayanathan is in his 
fourth year at Ontario Tech. Before 
applying for the Synapse Competi-

tion in 2019, he brought on a business 
partner. Hanna Haponenko is the com-
pany’s managing partner and director 
of technology, and she’s a second-year 
PhD student studying psychological and 
physical dynamics of vision and atten-
tion at McMaster University in Hamilton. 
She met Kailayanathan at a conference 
in Toronto and has since been applying 
her work to the principles of human and 
computer vision to “enhance the inte-
gration of vehicle safety and human per-
formance for drivers with disabilities,” 
she explains. “I’m attempting to spatially 

map out the attentional constraints of 
your typical driver. I hope to apply the 
knowledge of how drivers perceive the 
space around them when they drive to 
computer vision algorithms,” she says. 
“I also learned how to program in my 
graduate studies, so I’ve been applying 
that to our software development.” Not 
only has Axcessiom opened a new op-
portunity for her work, she says learning 
about the mechanics of developing a 
startup has appealed to her. “Right now, 
Axcessiom is putting most of its energy 
into conducting user studies for product 
validation and development. I’ve found 
my skills of designing and implementing 
experiments, backboned with rigorous 

partnership with Ontario Neurotrauma 
Foundation, to entrepreneurs working on 
innovations designed to better the lives 
of people living with spinal cord injuries. 
 This is the essence of Axcessiom. 
The software and electronics manu-
facturing startup’s mission is to create 
technology and accessible products 
that enhance and improve lives. Their 
first foray — the innovation for which 
they received the award — is a Driver 
Assistance System that will allow peo-
ple with disabilities to drive their vehi-
cles safely, efficiently and economically. 
“My idea is to use facial-gesture rec-
ognition to activate secondary vehicle 
functions using various facial gestures,” 
explains Kailayanathan. “The way our 
system works is by having a camera 
placed in the vehicle where it has a 
clear sight of the driver’s face. When 
the driver makes a specific gesture, the 
system will perform the corresponding 
action.” So, if a driver, say, winks her 
right eye for two seconds, the right turn 
signal is activated. Or if she sticks out 
her tongue, the horn sounds. “Users 
will be able to choose their preferred 
gesture to a corresponding action via 
an app. Not only is this system safer — 
it allows the driver to keep both hands 
on their hand controls — it’s also more 
reliable, since the gestures will always 
be recognized, as long as the driver is 
looking out of the windshield in clear 
focus of the camera.” If anyone knows 
how urgently needed this type of tech-
nology is, it’s Kailayanathan.

ethical practices, has really helped us 
understand how to craft appropriate 
user studies.”  
 In terms of what comes next for the 
company, 2020 and 2021 are both set 
to be busy years. The team is close to 
having a working in-vehicle demo and 
are looking at contracts to have their 
proprietary software and hardware 
developed. (They’ll have to meet the 
necessary safety standards, of course.) 
The hope is the finished product should 
cost $2,500 to $7,500, depending 
on the types of secondary functions 
that will be controlled. “We’d like to 
lower the cost over time and offer this 
product to a larger market, but we’re 

focused on disabled drivers for now,” 
says Kailayanathan. He and Haperne-
ko are also looking to secure funding, 
which will get them closer to having a 
market ready product by winter. “It will 
be nice to give others the safety and 
independence they deserve through 
a more cost-effective product than 
anything that’s out there now,” he says. 
“Our product will also allow people who 
are currently ineligible to drive back 
behind the wheel.” 

Life can turn on a dime. The 
adage is cliché, but the message 
matters. Most of us don’t mull 

over the way life can forever change in 
the blink of an eye — how things can 
swiftly take a turn for the worst, leaving 
easier times in the rear-view mirror. It’s 
generally not something teenagers give 
much thought to. 
 Back in 2011, Stephen Harper 
was prime minister, Dion Phaneuf was 
captain of the Toronto Maple Leafs and 
15-year-old Kailayanathan was a typical 
teen. He was a diligent student, had 
plenty of friends and life was good — 
until everything changed. “One day I was 
a normal high school student, and the 
next, I was driving, lost control and was 
in a serious car accident, leaving me a 
quadriplegic in intensive care fighting for 
my life,” he says. His neck was broken. 
He also sustained a spinal cord injury 
that was deemed irreparable, leaving 
him paralyzed. “To this day, I have no vol-
untary movement in my fingers or below 
my chest,” he says. He was hospitalized 
for the next six months, relying on others 
for pretty much all of his physical needs. 
Days were spent in bed, working with a 
high school teacher so he could keep up 
with some of his studies.
 Life post-crash was arduous, and 
Kailayanathan took time off school to 
focus on his health. “When I got out of 
the hospital, I did one course at a time 
and went to physiotherapy reguarly to 
help strengthen the function I did have, 
and to regain as much function as pos-
sible,” he says. This was the routine for 
two years until he went back to school, 
where he graduated with honours. 
“There were times I felt like giving up, 
but I knew I had a future ahead of me.” 

 After getting early acceptance into 
Ontario Tech University for software 
engineering, Kailayanathan continued 
to miss his independence. “My parents 
drove me back and forth to my classes, 
spending nearly an hour each way in the 
car. Sometimes I took public transit, and 
that took two hours each way,” he says. 
“I was wasting several hours a day com-
muting. This wasn’t doing anyone good, 
and my grades were suffering because 
of it. That’s when I decided I wanted to 
drive again.”  
 With a determined, tenacious spirit, 
Kailayanathan says he managed to 
convince his reluctant parents to let him 
get back behind the wheel. “They were 
worried about my safety, especially since 
I’d have to drive with hand controls. But 
I talked them into it and started the 
process.” He completed a special driver 
assessment and had hand controls 
installed in the family van. Once he got 
the go-ahead from the Ontario Ministry 
of Transportation, and obtained both his 
G2 and G licences, he was driving again. 
“It made a huge impact on my quality of 
life and the lives of those around me. For 
many years I was confined to a wheel-
chair with almost no independence. But 
once I started driving, I had freedom. To 
me, it has been the alternative to getting 
my leg function back.”
 As soon as Kailayanathan overcame 
that obstacle, he was met with another 
one: He wasn’t satisfied with the way 
the hand controls worked. “You typically 
use one hand to control the gas and 

brake, and the other hand to steer. 
It works well for those purposes, but 
because both of my hands are always 
in use while driving, it makes it hard — 
or sometimes impossible — to control 
other vehicle functions, such as wipers, 
lights and windows,” he explains. “Not 
only is it inconvenient, it’s unsafe.” It 
turns out this is a common complaint 
among drivers who use hand controls. 
“Unfortunately, any good solution for 
this issue costs an unrealistically large 
amount of money. It’s about $40,000-
plus for voice-activated controls, but 
they don’t work well in noisy environ-
ments — imagine trying to use Alexa or 
Siri in a loud vehicle. Cheaper options 
are things like push buttons that are 
screwed onto a vehicle’s dash to control 
single functions, in my case, to activate 
the wipers, but it’s still not practical. 
You still have to remove your hands 
from the controls to push the button,” 
he says. 
 “I have an engineering background 
and I experience this issue almost every 
day, and as someone who has always 
wanted to build something to better the 
lives of others, I thought this would be 
the perfect opportunity to come up with 
my business idea,” Kailayanathan says. 
He founded Axcessiom Technologies 
in July 2018, got the company incor-
porated and got to work with the help 
of Ontario Tech’s business incubator, 
Brilliant Catalyst. 

“It will be nice to give others the safety and  
independence they deserve through a more cost-effective  

product than anything that’s out there now.”
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If you live in and around Durham Region, 
or even across the Greater Toronto Area, 
and have family members or friends 
who are battling mental health issues, 
there’s a good chance they’ve been 
touched in some way by Ontario Shores 
Centre for Mental Health Sciences. 
Located in Whitby, south of the 401 near 
the waterfront, just steps away from 
Lake Ontario, the nearly 101-year-old 
public hospital specializes in assessing 
and treating those in crisis and people 
who live with serious and complicated 
mental illnesses. Sprawling across eight 
buildings and 55,000 square feet, the 
hospital is truly the jewel of the region 
— with more than 1,300 employees 
and 300 inpatient beds, there are only 
four facilities in the province like it. That 
said, it’s also still a mystery to most 
residents; an enigma to those who only 
have experience with hospitals that 
focus on general surgeries and child-
births. What so many people don’t know 
is that Ontario Shores relies heavily on 

technological advances to treat their 
in- and out-patients — and they’re one 
of the top hospitals in the country when 
it comes to revolution and innovation. 
In fact, innovation is one of their core 
values: “Through research and creative 
approaches, we support the advance-
ment of mental health care.”
 Technology and innovation aren’t 
new concepts for the hospital — it has 
a long history steeped in research and 
evolution. In the early 1940s, for exam-
ple, the use of electroshock therapy was 
increasing and was quickly adopted by 
the hospital as a treatment for patients. 
A decade later, in 1955, antidepres-
sants and anti-psychotics were being in-
troduced with good results. Fast-forward 
to 2015 when Ontario Shores was the 
first hospital in the country — and the 
first mental health hospital in the world 
— to receive the HIMSS EMRAM Stage 
7 award. This high-status designation 
is given to healthcare organizations for 
having a fully paperless health informa-
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Good
Healthcare

The Picture of

For more than a century, 
Ontario Shores has taken  
a lead role in advancing  
care in mental health for 
their patients. And, in  
many cases, they’re using  
impressive technology  
and modernization to  
better the lives of some  
of the province’s most 
vulnerable people.

by Lisa van de Geyn
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looked through their cases, they found a 
large number of these patients could be 
seen electronically via virtual care. 
 Enter Ontario Shores’ partner-
ship with SilverCloud Health in 2019. 
SilverCloud uses an electronic-based 
cognitive behaviour therapy (eCBT) 
program designed for people with mild 
to moderate depression and anxiety. 
The hospital has made it available to all 
outpatient services that provide mood 
and anxiety treatments; it’s accessible 
to patients via referral from their Ontario 
Shores’ physician.  

 “We were able to see patients soon-
er,” Dr. Velji says. Patients have access 
to weekly one-on-one therapy sessions 
for up to 16 weeks with a clinician via 
the plaform and results were more than 
favourable — eCBT patients fared just as 
well as patients in group CBT settings. 
As of last March, there were about 200 

and a patient’s overall satisfaction with 
their care. 
 In 2014, Ontario Shores’ CEO, Karim 
Mamdani, had a vision. “He wanted to 
make our hospital a centre of excellence 
and had a mandate to improve the jour-
ney of patients and their families,” says 
Dr. Velji. The launch of Ontario Shores’ 
HealthCheck Patient Portal in December 
of that year was the culmination of the 
team’s plan to democratize healthcare 
and “put information about patients’ 
care in their hands.” The portal, which 
supports the hospital’s view of empow-
erment, recovery, collaboration, inclu-
sion and promoting self-management, 
allows patients see their chart, visit 
history, request medication renewals,  
request or cancel appointments, and 
even send messages to their doctors. 
“They can get information right away. 
And because we’re empowering them, 
they are better able to articulate what 
they’re going through,” says Dr. Velji. 
“I love to see patients empowered this 
way. We put our money where our mouth 

where magnetic pulses are directed at 
the brain to stimulate nerve cells. Ses-
sions are every day (generally five days 
a week) for six weeks and about a third 
of patients end up with their symptoms 
reduced by half. There are currently only 
a small handful of hospitals in Ontario 
that offer rTMS, including the Centre for  
Addiction and Mental Health in Toron-
to, the University Health Network’s 
MRI-Guided rTMS Clinic at Toronto West-
ern Hospital and the Linda & Donald 
Mair rTMS Clinic at St. Joseph’s Health-
care in Hamilton. 
 Dr. Velji says Ontario Shores’ 
interested psychiatrists who 
volunteered to learn about rTMS 
were sent for training. “Our 
psychiatrists stepped up to the 
plate and we now have four 
doctors who are able to treat 30 
patients with one machine that 
we purchased,” she says. “It’s 
an evidence-based treatment 
that’s well-proven and should 
be accessible to more patients. 
The fact that people in Durham 
have had to go to Toronto for 
treatment is unfathomable.” The 
hospital has sent a proposal for 
more funding with the hopes of 
purchasing more machines. 

eCBT
“When it comes to mental health 
and addiction care, there are 
very long wait times to see psy-
chiatrists and other specialists. 
We currently have about 3,000 
patients waiting, and their wait 
times are in excess of 100 days,” 
Dr. Velji says. “We wanted to 
solve this issue by ensuring we’re 
seeing the maximum number 
of patients.” There were also long wait 
times for cognitive behavioural therapy 
(CBT), a common type of talk therapy 
that patients who suffer from a host of 
mental health issues (from depression 
to eating disorders) practice as a way to 
change their negative thinking and bet-
ter manage stress. When Dr. Velji’s team 

tion and electronic medical record sys-
tem. “There is a real focus on technolo-
gy here because it adds so much to the 
quality of care for our patients. We lead 
the pack and are teaching other orga-
nizations how to do what we’ve accom-
plished when it comes to innovation,” 
says Dr. Karima Velji, the vice-president 
of clinical services at Ontario Shores. 

Ontario Shores HealthCheck
According to a 2015 study conducted by 
researchers at Toronto’s St. Michael’s 
Hospital and University Health Network, 
“the role of the patient has changed 
over the years from that of a passive 
recipient of care to an active member 
of the decision-making team.” The 
study found that a “surprisingly high 
number of patients are still unaware of 
their legal right to access their health 
record,” even though researchers from 
around the world have long reported 
that patients who can check their health 
records are empowered, and it can 
improve doctor-patient communication 

patients using the system and feedback 
has been extremely positive, Dr. Velji 
says. “This technology has really been 
instrumental in reducing wait times for 
mental health services,” she adds. 
 Electronic CBT isn’t just a service 
offered to patients. “When we ask staff 
for their biggest health concerns, mental 
health is one of the top of the list — it’s 
consistently in the top two,” she says. 
“As a mental healthcare organization, 
we should be showing leadership and 
supporting our staff with their own men-
tal health.” To help employees manage 

stress and other issues, the 
hospital partnered with Beacon, 
a digital therapy platform that 
many employer or benefits plan 
provider covers. 

Partnership with Ontario Tech
Last October marked a new 
partnership between Ontario 
Shores and Whitby’s Ontario 
Tech University — working togeth-
er, they’d look to find solutions 
for dementia patients in the 
hospital’s Geriatric Demen-
tia Unit. These patients have 
trouble remembering people, 
places, events and their past. 
The collaboration in the Clinical 
Demonstration Unit will include 
leveraging artificial intelligence 
with a conversational robot to 
detect and manage symptoms of 
dementia, using virtual reality (to 
introduce reminiscence therapy), 
bright light therapy (which can 
promote happiness and calm-
ness) and personalized music 
interventions (which can evoke 
past memories). “We’re using 
technology to transform the ap-

proach to mental health treatment in a 
non-pharmacological way,” says Dr. Velji. 
“We love Ontario Tech because we share 
values around the ethical use of technol-
ogy — its’ not a big, shiny toy to play with. 
It’s about being innovative, accessible, 
equitable and meeting the needs of the 
people who need it most.” 

is in recovery.” The portal has shown 
a host of benefits for Ontario Shores 
patients, including a decrease in missed 
appointments and improved communi-
cation with healthcare providers. 

Brain Stimulation Clinic
There are currently two services offered 
at the Brain Stimulation Clinic — electro-
convulsive therapy (ECT) and repetitive 
transcranial magnetic stimulation 
(rTMS). The former, which involves a 
brief electrical stimulation of the brain 
while under anaesthesia, is still touted 
as the gold standard when it comes  
to treating major depressive disorder 
and bipolar disorder that doesn’t  
respond to first-line treatments (such  
as antidepressants). 
 Ontario Shores brought rTMS into 
their clinic in January. It’s also a good 
option for those who suffer from  
treatment-resistant depression and 
can’t (or choose not to) receive ECT. The 
treatment involves short sessions (usu-
ally less than 10 minutes per session) 
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“We’re using technology to  
transform the approach to  

mental health treatment in a  
non-pharmacological way.”

   Repetitive transcrainial magnetic 
stimulation (the device is pictured 
here) was introduced earlier this year.
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parts of the world. With a post-graduate 
academic background in entrepreneur-
ship, innovation and management, and 
experience in startups in the United 
Kingdom and in his home country, Le 
says he’s attended many comparable 
programs but this one was the most 
impactful. “The course was conducted 
with audience-targeted language and 
an ‘easy-is-better’ approach, making it 
desirable for those who wish to learn the 
entrepreneurial ecosystem in Canada in-
side and out,” he says. “Participants are 
walked through internal and external en-
vironmental factors affecting business-
es in Canada. I was absolutely awed by 

It was November 2019 when  
Duc Phuc Le boarded a plane and flew to 
Canada. His mission was clear — he was 
interested in learning about the country’s 
entrepreneurial ecosystem and would 
ultimately determine whether Ontario 
would be the place he’d choose to settle 
and build his burgeoning business, 
currently based in Ho Chi Minh City, 
Vietnam. As one of the first participants 
to embark on the exciting new Pioneer 
Program — a two-week cohort-based 
deep dive into what it takes to success-
fully live set up shop in the province — Le 
is no stranger to similar programs that 
explore the innovative landscape in other 

the rigor and comprehensiveness of the 
program. It offered me precious and 
invaluable insights into how to build, 
run and grow a business in Canada.” 
One of the most important takeaways 
for Le was meeting industry and market 
connections. “Having access to an 
active and supportive entrepreneurial 
ecosystem encourages me to bring my 
business to Canada,” he says. 
 Those vigorous, exhilarating and 
enlightening two weeks he spent in 
Durham Region culminated in Le  
making a life-changing (and business- 
changing) decision: He plans to immi-
grate to Ontario. “The Pioneer Program 

Entrepreneurs from far and wide are considering moving their  
headquarters, teams and families across the world to set up shop in Canada. 
And Spark Centre’s Pioneer Program is the newest way for innovators to 

learn about life and business on this side of the world.

by Lisa van de Geyn 

Canada
Paving the way to
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fellow participants were the program’s 
first graduates — and is described as an 
“international soft-landing program that 
invites foreign founders who are contem-
plating immigration to Canada to test the 
waters of doing business here,” Oliphant 

says. “The objective is to build a pipeline 
of high-growth startups and scale-ups 
from global jurisdictions and attract intel-
lectual property, create high-paying jobs 
in Ontario and diversify exports.”  
 The Pioneer Program is ideal for 
startups that have innovation and tech-
nology embedded in their products and 

“Often referred to as a ‘mini-MBA,’ the 
Pioneer Program ensures all partici-
pants are fully equipped to make the 
big decision to move to Canada,” says 
Oliphant. Besides being immersed in all 
things business, the visitors have the op-
portunity to experience what the Greater 
Toronto Area has to offer — from inter-
active tours of recreation facilities and 
meals at fancy restaurants to a night at 
Toronto’s trendy Distillery District. 
 “Starting a business abroad defi-
nitely brings both opportunities  
and challenges, including obstacles  
in languages and culture shock,  
not to mention a different business  
environment and market,” says Le.  
“But after experiencing the Pioneer 
Program, I feel much more confident in 
settling in a new country and relocating 
to Durham Region.”  

significantly developed my interest in 
building companies in Canada. I realized 
this is the best, most nurturing place 
for my upcoming startups and I hope 
I’m able to bring something new to the 
region’s entrepreneurial system.” 
 Le’s experience with the Pio-
neer Program and his decision to 
relocate and grow his business 
on Canadian soil is music to Nova  
Oliphant’s ears. The client services 
coordinator for Oshawa, Ont.’s  
Spark Centre (a regional innovation 
centre offering technology and innova-
tion support to launch, develop and grow 
businesses), Oliphant is involved in client 
engagement, and plays a key role in man-
aging Spark Centre’s Start Up Visa (SUV) 
program (see The Start Up Visa Program, 
above) and the Pioneer Program. The lat-
ter launched in November — Le and his 

even look at individual business plans to 
help validate concepts and ideas. “More 
importantly, they gain access to Spark 
Centre’s growing community of local and 
international startups, as well as the 
broader entrepreneurial ecosystem in 
Durham Region and throughout  
Ontario,” she says. “We’re encourag-
ing international talent to settle in the 
region, increasing the relevance of 
Durham to Ontario’s thriving entrepre-
neurial ecosystem.”
 Once attendees land, the program 
kicks off with a warm Durham Region 
welcome, Oliphant says, and “quickly 
intensifies with two days of programming 
devoted to market acceleration.” Work-
shops include topics such as business 
law, intellectual property, employment 
rights, taxation, financing, investment, 
sales, marketing and life in Ontario. 

are considering applying for the SUV. 
After filling out an application online, 
Oliphant and her team vet candidates 
to ensure their business is the right fit 
for Spark Centre and for Durham. “High 
preference is given to those who are 

able to compete and expand on a 
global scale,” she says. Entrepre-
neurs who are accepted are fully 
immersed in the Canadian way 
— they experience our culture, 
environment, how we do business 
and they learn what it’s like to 

settle in this country. A robust schedule 
is prepared for attendees — they go 
to workshops, nighttime and daytime 
events, take tours, and they’re intro-
duced to industry experts, mentors and 
advisors who can field questions and 
speak to everything from local real es-
tate to educational opportunities. They 

The Start-Up Visa (SUV) Program 

Intended to attract entrepreneurs from abroad who are looking to bring their new, high-growth businesses to Canada, the only 
way to gain entrance to the SUV is to be accepted into a program offered by a designated Canadian business incubator or 
accelerator. Spark Centre’s program, which serves technology and innovation entrepreneurs, requires applicants to first submit 
their business plans and show that their business is generating revenue that’s scalable and sustainable. (The full list of eligibility 
criteria can be found at sparkcentre.org.) 
 
Upon successfully completing the application process and landing in Canada, Spark Centre strategically provides support to cli-
ents based on the stage of business maturity when onboarding, says Spark Centre’s Nova Oliphant. “We provide education, network-
ing and advisory to all clients and require founders be coachable, fully engaged and committed to their business success. Our 
objective is to build a strong entrepreneurial community and, as such, clients are invited to participate in networking events that 
accelerate business development and give back to the community,” she says. 
 
SuVP Consulting is a consulting firm with a focus on start-ups in the Canadian market. In operation since 
2017, they specialize in matching entrepreneurs’ products and services here at home. Nazila Akbari, the 
company’s president, says it’s all about leveraging existing business to address a need the Canadian  
market. “The entrepreneur’s business should be innovative, globally scalable and create jobs for  
Canadians,” she says, adding she and her partners have an understanding of what’s involved in the 
world of startups and innovations. “Each startup is unique, and it takes a multidisciplinary approach 
to determine if the business is ready for the market. We have worked with all stages of startups; 
our services are tailored to the need of each venture we work with.”

Immigrating to 
and settling in Canada

Moving your life and business to a  
country across the world is an incred-
ible endeavour. What do entrepre-
neurs need to know before making a 
life-changing decision to live and open 
up shop in Ontario? We asked Jade 
Calver, the principal and CEO of Calver 
and Associates Immigration Services in 
Oshawa, Ont. and Cobourg, Ont., as well 
as a registered immigration consultant 
with the Immigration Consultants of 
Canada Regulatory Council, for three 
pieces of advice to make the transition  
a smooth one. 

Get your team ready.  
“My biggest piece of advice for SUV 
applicants is to equip yourself with a 
strong team of advisors to give you 
support during the process. My firm 
assists SUV clients with navigating the 
immigration system, but applicants 
should also have a business lawyer, 
accountant and business consultant 
who are familiar with the SUV program 
and its processes,” she says. 

Get organized.  
The SUV program and immigrating to 
Canada takes an incredible amount of 
planning, Calver says. “From bringing a 
business to Canada and moving family 
members to finding a home and set-
tling, there’s so much to stay on top of.” 
Calver suggests keeping documenta-
tion organized and using professionals 
to ensure your application is completed 
accurately.

Get educated.  
Educate yourself on everything related 
to the program. “Everything is very 
country-specific, and the permanent 
residency process is long, which clients 
need to understand,” says Calver. “We 
very much encourage SUV clients to 
take advantage of the work permit 
option so that they are able to come 
to Canada and start working on their 
business as soon as possible.”

“High preference is given to  

those who are able to compete and 

expand on a global scale.”

“The objective is  

to build a pipeline  

of high-growth  

startups and scale-ups  

from global jurisdictions and  

attract intellectual property,  

create high-paying jobs in  

Ontario and diversify exports.”
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and full-house bookings, as well as 
programming related to community, 
well-being, nature, creativity and Indige-
nous teachings. 
 It’s been seven years since we 
opened our doors to the public. We’ve 
learned many lessons and have honed 
our offerings to the activities we feel 
help people most. We provide a safe and 
inclusive space where people can con-
nect with themselves and each other. 
Our signature activities include Shinrin 
Yoku (forest bathing), frequency medita-
tion, wild food walks and tastings, earth-
ing, creative nature workshops, Indige-
nous wisdom and fireside ceremonies. 

We create custom retreats for groups 
and can augment private retreats with 
The Hive programming. 
 We are very connected to our local 
community and work with several local 
businesses including Copper Branch and 
21 Desserts for vegan meals and des-
sert, and Dare 2 Dream Farm for honey. 
We also host people who are visiting local 
attractions (especially Canadian Tire  
Motorsport Park) and direct guests to 
activities and eateries in the region. We 
feel blessed to live in the Durham Region 
because of the support that we receive 
from our community and for the natural 
environment that surrounds us. 

Awareness Centre in 2013. We held 
workshops, retreats and events with 
various practitioners from all over the 
world, including a Peruvian shaman, a 
Mayan spiritual guide and a Canadian 
Indigenous leader. The following year, we 
opened the house as a bed and break-
fast, then re-branded our business as 
The Hive Centre and Bee & Bee, thanks 
to the wise counsel of friends. 
 Today, The Hive is comprised of 
two buildings — a heritage church, The 
Hive Centre and a retro executive home, 
The Hive Bee & Bee. Both buildings are 
nestled on an 18-acre nature reserve 
in Clarington. We offer individual rooms 

ment. While I struggled 
with a life-changing illness, 
we grew a profitable mar-
keting and design busi-
ness, got married and had 
a baby. Six years later, we 
were looking to expand our 
business and purchased 
the house next door. On my 
journey through healing, 
I had become aware of 

When we moved into a church in 2000, 
we couldn’t have guessed the impact 
it would have on our lives. As an artist, 
I was looking for a unique, open space 
to create my work. Kevin Craddock was 
a signed musician who loved the idea 
of living in a church and moved in as a 
roommate. Back then, many creatures 
inhabited the church with us, including 
thousands of honeybees living between 
the walls — we even had a crack in the 
wall leaking honey. Back in 2000, no 
one was discussing the importance of 
bees. I was encouraged to fumigate but 
decided to let them be. 
 In 2002, Kevin and I became part-
ners. A year later, I suffered a break-
down due to a toxic corporate environ-

The Queen Bee
When Elsii Faria bought an old church 20 years ago, she couldn’t have imagined how the property in Orono, 
Ont., would one day soothe their souls and refocus their careers.

BY E L S I I  FA R I A

LOCAL VOICE

significant resources and 
wanted to share them with 
others. Affected by the 
recession, we also wanted 
to diversify our income 
sources and worked toward 
making the house and 
church into a retreat centre. 
 After renovations and 
an acute health condi-
tion, we opened as AYUS 
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 “We provide a safe and inclusive space  
where people can connect with themselves  

and each other.” 



to effectively communicate 
to teams and, ultimately, 
help employees navigate  
the crisis. 

Take charge
“When a crisis hits, people 
need to feel safe while 
receiving the relevant infor-
mation to help them make 
sense of the situation. 
Leaders play a substantial 
role in supporting their 
employees through these 
times,” says Serena G. 
Sohrab, an assistant pro-
fessor of management at 
Ontario Tech University in 
Oshawa, Ont. First, leaders 
must stay calm and confi-
dent. “A leader’s ability to 
express proper emotions 
that don’t scare people 
while projecting a healthy 
dose of urgency is import-
ant,” she says. It’s key 
for management to help 
their teams understand 
the situation by offering 
pertinent information in 
an easily digestible way. 
“The presented information 
must be broken down into 
smaller chunks. It should 
be communicated trans-
parently and with realistic 
optimism. The ability to 
make decisions fast also 

what to say, but how to 
say it, is golden. “The 
communications should 
first convey that the leader 
and employees are in this 
situation together and that 
management is willing to 
sacrifice if needed,” she 
says, adding this type of 
management is known 
as “servant leadership.” 
In this current pandemic, 
several CEOs announced 
they’d take pay cuts and 
forgo bonuses. For exam-
ple, the CEO of Marriott 
took measures to suspend 
new hires, cut his executive 
team’s pay by 50 percent 
and stated he wouldn’t be 
taking a salary for the rest 
of 2020. Lyft’s cofounders 
promised to donate their 
salaries from April to June 
to support their drivers. 
And after the stoppage 
of all sports games and 

REPORT

Dealing with
When crisis hits, leaders need to be ready to weather the storm. Here’s what you need to know to help 
your team start to navigate uncertain times. 

 
BY L I S A  VA N DE  GE Y N

What if you’re in charge 
of customer relations and 
your social media manager 
goes rogue, creating an 
embarrassing pickle that’s 

reach out to? What do you 
tell your employees? How 
do you lead your company 
through the storm? 
 There are a host of 
crises that can affect busi-
ness. Depending on where 
you’re based, your compa-
ny likely has a plan or pro-
tocol in place for dealing 
with natural disasters, for 
example. But what about 
other catastrophes that 
can bring sudden devasta-
tion and uncertainty to an 
organization? 

gone viral, landing you in 
scalding-hot water with 
your biggest clients? What 
do you do — what’s your 
first action? Who do you 

Imagine you’re the CEO of a corporation 
that’s just received notice of a serious, wide-
spread data breach. Or you’re a higher-up at 
a major car manufacturer and it’s discovered 
your newest model doesn’t pass emissions 
tests and isn’t the environmentally friendly 
vehicle you’ve been touting. 
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 In March, provinces and 
territories, cities and towns 
across the country began 
announcing emergency 
declarations in response to 
COVID-19. The deadly virus 
spread fast, shuttering busi-
nesses and causing  
insecurity and turmoil 
among millions of Canadi-
ans. When disaster strikes,  
employers must be ready for 
the onslaught that follows. 
Here’s what leaders need to 
know when it comes to first 
steps that should be taken 

becomes prominent at 
times of crisis.” 

Be present
At times like this, employ-
ees are looking to leaders 
for guidance, credible 
information and to diminish 
stress and anxiety. Even 
though they’re often unable 
to answer every question 
or quell every fear, the 
best leaders ensure they’re 
highly visible and acces-
sible. Not only does this 
encourage trust, it also 
shows employees you’re 
calm and collected, which 
fuels confidence among 
the team. “The presence of 
leaders sends the message 
that they are paying atten-
tion to the hardships that 
people are facing, and that 
they are doing everything 
possible to alleviate their 
pain and suffering,” says 
Sohrab.

Convey the right messages
Any crisis management 
professional will attest to 
this — knowing not only 

events, Maple Leaf Sports 
Entertainment president 
and CEO announced the 
leadership team would 
take a salary reduction 
and his total compensation 
would be cut by more than 
50 percent. “They need to 
impart the fact that they’re 
fully aware of the challeng-
es and difficulties their 
employees face and they’re 
ready to do whatever it 
takes to support them,” 
she says. “They should 
also make it known that 
they’re using all available 
resources to minimalize the 
damage on the company 
and the employees.” 
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The presented information must be broken down into 

smaller chunks. It should be communicated transparently 

and with realistic optimism. The ability to make decisions 

fast also becomes prominent at times of crisis.”

“



THE SPARK // SPRING 2020 — ISSUE 08   43

THE HUSTLE

be hitting the gym or lifting 
weights, it could be joining a 
dance class, going for a hike 
or jumping on a trampoline 
with your kid. Start with 
something that’s fun and 

build on that.

Three things she 
can’t live without. 
Loud music, move-
ment and hugs. 

Her business philosophy 
Together with Royally Fit’s employees,  
Kaylie Ginn and Merideth Kahn,  
we want to make fitness, health and 
self-development uncomplicated,  
inclusive and fun for busy women.  
This year our mantra is #WhyNotMore. 

   Nichole Reinhardt
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Her approach to women’s 
physical and mental health 
and wellbeing. 
We just want all women to 
feel badass about them-
selves. We want them to 
leave each class or finish 
every workout feeling more 
confident, to choose foods 
that bring them joy (not 
punishment) and to know 
their worth and value in the 
pursuit of it all.

Her advice to motivate  
women who want to get 
healthy and fit. 
Find something that is fun 
and ask a friend to join you! 
Working out doesn’t have to 

The best business advice  
she’s been given. 
Know when to pivot.  
Nothing is a failure, it’s just 
information.

Her best piece of  
business advice for female 
entrepreneurs. 
As women, we’re naturally 
inclined to listen to our guts 
and follow our intuition while 
creating a business, but we 
also need to have a solid and 
actionable plan in place to 
make our business scalable, 
sustainable and profitable.

Her motivation. 
It has changed over the 
years, but now it’s my  
daughter who motivates me. 
I want her to grow up in a 
community of empow-
ering women who 
know their worth 
and don’t let soci-
ety and the media 
dictate it.

We just want all women to feel  
badass about themselves.

  Kylie Ginn &  Ashley Dale Grant

Ashley Dale Grant
Inspired by helping women achieve their fitness and health goals, Ashley Dale Grant (@missroyallyfit) is 
the 37-year-old, Courtice, Ont.-based founder of Royally Fit — a fitness, health and mental wealth company 
that offers in-person classes, online memberships and transformational programs for women. She spoke to 
The Spark about her best business advice, what motivates her and the things she can’t live without.
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www.METAservices.ca

Making Employment 
Transitions Attainable

Free Recruitment & Employment Services
META specializes in services for workers with disabilities and 
employers since 1981, such as:
Access to Qualified Job Seekers
Job Postings (Job Board, Website & Social Media)
Job Fairs & Information Sessions
Guidance on Working with People with Disabilities
Workshops & Training
Community Information and local resources
Guidance and support to promote job retention

6 - 15 Thickson Road N.
Whitby, ON  L1N 8W7

Phone: 905-725-0087
Toll Free: 1-866-794-4677
Fax: 905-725-0935




