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EXEC TALK

LOCATION

ON WORK/LIFE BALANCE WHEN BRAND BUILDING. Smoke’s 
Poutinerie started in downtown Toronto, with me commuting 
every day from Ajax. But why not bring Smoke’s Poutinerie Global 
Headquarters to me? It was a choice between spending hours in 
a car just to get to and from work, or making smart use of time, 
working those same hours and/or spending more time with my 
twin boys. Not to mention, we have a wicked space in Ajax — 
more than 20,000 square feet of the Plaidified Entertainment 
Centre with a built-in test kitchen, office space, photo studio, 
storage, restaurant space, arcade and a crazy huge patio. 

ON LEADING THE PACK. We created the Poutinerie, a new food 
category. People try to copy it, but no one gets it. We are way 

more than “Fries, Curd + Gravy” 
— we are an entertainment com-
pany! Anyone can make poutine, but 
what we offer is an entertaining experience that our Plaid Nation 
fans crave! Whether you are in our restaurant or at our events, 
our brand is known as a disruptor, and never fails to turn heads. 

ON GLOBAL DOMINATION. I don’t sugar coat it — you have to be 
prepared to work your ass off. When I opened my first Smoke’s 
Poutinerie, I was the one behind the counter, working the 
fryer, building poutine, running cash, scrubbing floors, working 
all-nighters, opening early and closing late. You need to be ready 
to do those 23-hour days if you want it to work.

SMOKING the Competition
If there’s one Canadian brand that knows how to blow away the  
competition, it’s Smoke’s Poutinerie. With more than 150 locations around 
the world, Ryan Smolkin’s brainchild has garnered a huge following from 
entrepreneurs and fans alike. Here he talks about creating a personality, 
killer branding and taking a unique approach to business.

The Collective Offices
This gorgeous, airy office cel-
ebrates entrepreneurs and 
offers a creative space for 
people to come together  
and collaborate on projects. 
Select the membership 
you’re interested in, rent 
meeting rooms and benefit 

lar Justin and his team are. 
Customers in need of cool 
glasses come from far and 
wide to get fitted for the 
perfect pair. 

 13 King St. W.
 
Gather
Gather is Bowmanville’s hot 
spot for unique clothing, jew-
ellery and accessories. You’ll 
find curated items for women, 
plus great gifts and toys for 
the littles. The boutique also 

from the synergies of others 
working alongside you.   

 93 King St. W.

Justin Barry Optical
Ask anyone who’s checked 
out JBO’s amazing selection 
of eyewear and you’ll quickly 
learn how truly “spec”tacu-

has an in-house brand called 
“gather,” which is designed 
and made locally. 

 51 King St. E. 
 
Clarington Board of Trade
The Clarington Board of 
Trade is where you need to 
go if you’re looking to be 
connected with employees, 
employers and local resourc-
es that can work wonders for 
your business.  

 54 King St. E.  

We’re big fans of these locales in this Clarington 
town’s downtown core.

King St., Bowmanville
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THE HUSTLE

Lindsey Goodchild
Raised in Whitby, Ont., the cofounder and CEO of Toronto’s Nudge Rewards talks about business advice, 
what’s on her desk, her penchant for wine and what led to her “aha” moment.
 
BY L I S A  VA N DE  GE Y N

Her “aha” moment
I was consulting and working 
in hospitality, mostly ski 
and golf resorts. Corporate 
teams would need to send 
key information to frontline 
employees — information 
that would better help them 
do their jobs — but most of 
these employees had no 
access to computers when 
working. I knew there was 
something missing.

Best business advice
Surround yourself with  
people who are smarter  
than you. And enjoy the  
people who you work with. 
When things are tough,  
working with the right  
eople still feels fun.  

Advice for women in tech 
ready to start a business
Do your research, 
then do it. There’s 
never been a bet-
ter time for female 
entrepreneurs with 
this supportive 
ecosystem.

Hard habits to break
I take on too much, I have 
a tough time saying no and 
when I have to cut things 
out of my day, it’s usually 
exercise. 

Screen time
Between my phone and 
computer, there’s always 

technology in reach. Since 
I use my smartphone as an 
actual phone, I’m probably 
on it about eight hours a day. 
But here’s a time-saving tip 
I live by — I’ve deleted social 

media apps 
on it, so I don’t 
spend time 
unnecessarily 
scrolling when 
I really need to 
be working. 

Desktop decor
My desk is covered in busi-
ness books, and I have an 
affinity for funky notebooks. 
Some of the most interest-
ing things in my office are 
brochures of log cabins in 
Aspen that I brought home 
from a trip there. It’s one of 
those things I’d eventually 
love to have. It offers a little 
push during those long  
days at work.

On her must-read list
The Harry Potter series, and 
Never Split the Difference: 
Negotiating As If Your Life De-
pended On It. It’s written by a 
former FBI hostage negotiator.

Can’t live without
Carbs (think pizza); plants 
(I’m a crazy plant lady); cute 
puppy videos for stress; and 
wine, preferably an old-world 
Tuscan red. 

About Nudge Rewards 
It’s a mobile-app solution designed to  
help industries such as retail, hospitality  
and food service communicate with  
employees on the front line, ensuring  
they’re at their best. 

   Lindsey Goodchild and the Nudge Rewards office (below).
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LET’S BE FRANK

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 changed my status on LinkedIn to re-
flect 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 bom-
barded 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 reason — 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 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? Perhaps 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 perfect 
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.
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tunity to grow personally, 
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 

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 inten-
tional rest are necessary for 
anyone transitioning from 
one life stage to another. I 

am an intentionally unem-
ployed black woman. Every-
thing about that description 
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 oppor-

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 in 2019 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

“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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5 WAYS

Banish
BURNOUT

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 — helps make us feel much less 
distracted 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.  

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 year,  

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

5
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PIVOTING
IN A

1

235 076
891 4PANDEMIC

Ontario’s business owners were ready  
to retool when the province locked down 
in March. Here, we celebrate the  
innovation born as a result of COVID-19. 
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1

0

DAIRY DISTILLERY
Almonte, Ont.

Toronto

2
STAFFY

(which has the clean taste of 
vodka), until they received a 
vital request. “I got a call from 
The Ottawa Hospital looking for 
hand sanitizer. When a hospital 
calls for sanitizer, there is only 
one question: ‘How much do you 
need?,’” McDonald says. “We 
fortunately had 10,000 bottles of 
Vodkow waiting to be bottled, so 
we redistilled it to make sanitizer. 
The transition was difficult at first 
— getting the ingredients and bot-
tles for hand sanitizer — but we 
quickly got into a new rhythm.” 
McDonald says something he’s 
learned from pivoting is just how 
fragile the world’s supply chain is. 
“I figured large producers would 

be able to supply a simple commodity like 
sanitizer, but even big organizations couldn’t 
get it. That was an eye-opener.” Read more 
about Dairy Distillery in The Spark’s special 
issue, coming in December.•

general labour, but we wanted to focus 
on one industry. After perfecting 

the model and expanding to more 
cities, we thought we would look 

at new industries,” he says. “And that 
plan was working really, really well. Until 
COVID-19 hit.” 
 With most restaurants, bars and 
event spaces shut down or open with 
reduced staff, the 30,000 independent 
contractors who had come to rely on 
Staffy were looking for support. The com-
pany’s business dropped 98 percent.  
“I started to reach out, leveraging my net-
work and posting on social media, but 
also cold emailing. I was hustling hard, 
my team was also hustling hard and 
we were starting to see some traction,” 
says Faist. “We also started to hear from 
healthcare organizations. At first, it was 
for general labour or kitchen staff. But 

then there were requests for nurses and 
personal support workers. So, I looked to 
Eric Wood, Staffy’s community manager, 
and said “Staffy is now expanding to 
healthcare.” You can read the rest of 
Staffy’s inspiring story in The Spark’s 
special issue, coming in December.•

Making vodka is one thing; 
making hand sanitizer is 

another. That’s something Omid 
McDonald, CEO and founder 
of Dairy Distillery in Almonte, 
Ont., discovered last spring. 
Established three years ago in 
a 19th-century mill town in the 
east end of the province, Dairy 
Distillery opened with the plan 
to make vodka from unused 
dairy by-product. “We worked 
with the University of Ottawa 
to develop the technology to 
convert lactose into delicious alcohol. In 
2018, we built our distillery and launched 
our first product, Vodkow, an unbelievably 
smooth vodka, now available at LCBOs 
across the province,” McDonald says.
 At the beginning of 2020, the 
distillery was bustling — they were busy 
making thousands of bottles of Vodkow 

Prior to March 2020, Staffy, an 
“on-demand marketplace that 

connects skilled contractors looking 
for flexible work with organizations with 
flexible shifts to fill,” was focused mainly 
on the hospitality industry. “We helped 
bars, restaurants, catering companies 
and event spaces find skilled front-of-
house and back-of-house contractors,” 
says Peter Faist, Staffy’s CEO and 
founder. The five-year-old company is 
active in Canada’s biggest cities, as well 
as in New York City and Houston. “We 
recognized there was a need for Staffy 
in retail, health care, construction and 
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Q&A
with the Honourable Victor Fedeli, Member of  
Provincial Parliament and Ontario’s Minister of Economic  
Development, Job Creation and Trade, and  Dr. Lubna Tirmizi, 
owner of Central Pickering Family Practice.  

Vic Fedeli

MEMBER OF PROVINCIAL 
PARLIAMENT & ONTARIO’S 
MINISTER OF ECONOMIC  
DEVELOPMENT,  
JOB CREATION AND TRADE

The Spark: You’ve said the 
province will need to lean on the 
tech sector to lead Ontario to a 
place of manufacturing strength 
when we’re through the pandemic. 
What can you say to entrepreneurs 
and small business owners in the 
innovation ecosystem about their 
role in supporting this?  

VF: Ontario’s entrepreneurs and small 
businesses play a critical role in our 
communities by creating employment, 
supplying larger companies and contrib-
uting innovative new ideas, processes 
and resources to the economy. We 
recognize that COVID-19 has created 
unprecedented challenges for small 
businesses across Ontario, and we’re 
continuing to speak with small business 
owners to hear about the impacts 
they are experiencing and how our 
government can support them in their 
economic recovery journey. Throughout 
this pandemic, we have participated in 
more than 70 virtual roundtables with 
small business stakeholders — including 
restaurant owners, manufacturers and 
main-street businesses — to hear their 
stories and learn what we can do to help. 
We continue to meet with innovation 
stakeholders to hear from them on po-
tential short and long-term opportunities 
for Ontario to continue to be a global 
innovation leader.

The Spark: Your government 
put $50 million into the Ontario 
Together Fund, celebrating a 
made-in-Ontario approach  
designed to help companies re-
tool. What was the response from 
innovators across the province?  

VF: We were blown away by the re-
sponse. Ontario’s business community 
came through with their supplies, 
innovation and ideas to help protect our 
front-line workers and vulnerable Ontario 
individuals and businesses. In addition, 
through the Ontario Together Fund,  
our government is providing immediate 
support to businesses and organizations 
who team up with the province to com-
bat COVID-19. The fund assists compa-
nies in making investments to help build 
up their capacity or provide technolog-
ical solutions, either in new equipment 
or retooling, so they can quickly pivot 
to manufacture the supplies and equip-
ment needed in our hospitals, long-term 
care homes and other critical public 
services. The reopening of our economy 
would not have been possible without 
the collective efforts of communities, 
businesses and workers in every corner 
of this province. We will ensure we are 
prepared with Ontario-made solutions 
to respond to needs and challenges now 
and in the future as we continue on the 
road to economic recovery. 
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Dr. Lubna Tirmizi

CENTRAL PICKERING  
FAMILY PRACTICE

increasing; we had no choice but to open 
our offices and safely start doing more 
face-to-face visits. 

The Spark: How do you think 
Canadian med tech has helped the 
fight against COVID-19? 

LT: Med tech in Ontario and Canada 
was already warmed up to the areas 
of telemedicine. In the private sector, 
there were a few great solutions offering 
great online and phone platforms. With 
COVID-19, these platforms were validat-
ed by the public system as billing codes 
for their use appeared. Now physicians 
can use these solutions and bill the 
province. 

The Spark: Some experts say 
COVID-19 has opened the door 
for major developments in med 
tech. As a physician and angel 
investor, what do you see coming 
in the months and years ahead?

LT: I’d like to see integration of patient 
data. There are many great solutions out 
there, but they’re are all in silos. Let’s tie 
them together and ethically manage  
the data. The next level of med tech is  
beyond simple telemedicine solutions. 
Let’s build on that market. Open 
database solutions meeting privacy 
guidelines are the next step. Empower-
ing physicians and patients to drive this 
process and control it is the outcome.

The Spark: What has it been 
like to be a physician on a team 
leading the COVID-19 response 
for Durham Region? What did the 
beginning of the pandemic look 
like for you and your colleagues? 

LT: Sometime in March, I remember 
sitting in the Lakeridge Health corporate 
board room waiting to attend a meeting 
with Durham health partners to form the 
Durham Region COVID-19 Steering  
Committee. We all had questions; no 
one had answers. What is this virus? 
How does it spread? How can we 
coordinate testing? Where will we start 
testing? That morning I knew that my 
work life, social life and home life were 
about to change.  Our team met multiple 
times weekly to coordinate the region’s 
response to the pandemic.  
 On macro and micro levels, we all 
started to ration critical supplies needed 
to provide care. April came and most com-
munity clinics were closed with very few 
face-to-face patient visits. Overnight, doc-
tors in the community learned to convert 
their practices to home businesses. We 
cared for our patients any way we could. 
Next steps were to find ways to keep our 
offices open and our staff employed. This 
meant creative solutions to sanitizing our 
offices and ordering and making masks. 
For my office, I purchased welding goggles 
for my staff and colleagues.  
 May brought its own challenges. 
Community and long-term numbers were 
still climbing. We were paying four times 
the price for gowns and masks when 
we were lucky enough to get them. Our 
lists of patients needing office visits was 

Read about what Vic Fedeli has to say about  
Ontario’s spirit, and hear more from front-line 
physician Dr. Lubna Tirmizi in our special issue.
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