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We need to openly celebrate 
and be proud of the long history 
of innovation in Durham and 
embrace the importance of new 
innovation here 

“

”DENNIS CROFT

PHOTO BY RYAN PFEIFFER / METROLAND

Innovation is cool, exciting, leading-edge and fun. These days 
almost everyone totes around a smartphone, while smart 
watches and wearable technology is increasing in popularity. 
Drones, hoverboards and Raspberry Pi’s (the computer kind, 
not the Sunday dinner variety) are quickly becoming more normal 
in everyday life. Mega changes are happening: self-driving  
cars, smart city ecosystems, at-home online education, rural 
web access and 3D printing capability in everyone’s home. 

And all this is driven by one thing: innovation.

The word innovation is often associated with a start-up culture, 
fast movers and large visionary companies. And while innovation 
has always been present, it has been generally subtle. Today, 
the word innovation is everywhere; so much so that we are 
consciously aware of what innovation means and how much 
it does for us in our daily lives. 

INSPIRING INNOVATION  
IN DURHAM REGION 

The past, present and future of growing  
innovation ecosystems that call Durham  

Region their home.
STORY BY Dennis Croft
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its historical innovative prowess. Today, 
we see communities like Kitchener/ 
Waterloo thrive and become globally 
recognized leaders in new age innovations 
using software and hardware technologies

So why be inspired by innovation in 
Durham Region?  

In Durham Region you will find an  
abundance of innovation and innovators. 
There are companies creating gaming 
technology, water technology, mining 
technology, 3D printer inventions, 
experiential learning approaches,  
robot automation, energy-harvesting 
solutions, wearable technology, and 
leading-edge business applications... 
just to name a few. 

And if you live here, our region’s future  
is bright!  

History of innovation:
Durham has a deep and interesting 
history of innovation that has resulted 
in long-term positive impacts on our  
community’s wealth, health and happiness 
for more than a century. The economic 
impact has been massive, with local  
innovations attracting revenue from 
around the world and creating tens of 
thousands of jobs for more than a century.

Here is just a sample of how innovation 
locally has fueled economic growth here 
in Durham Region.

Automotive innovation
The McLaughlin Carriage Company of 
Canada, which started in Oshawa, grew to 
become the largest carriage company in 
the British Empire. Its innovative owners 
saw the future of transportation and 
seized economic opportunity by pivoting 

Innovation leads to improved health, 
safety and happiness. It improves  
productivity, betters work environments, 
furthers science and research, and  
expedites learning and knowledge. 
It fuels our hobbies, interests and  
human interactions.   

Consider where the world would be 
without some of these great Canadian 
innovations:

• Sonar                     • Insulin

• Cardiac pacemaker     • Pager

• Electric wheelchair      • 56K modem       

• Snowmobile          • Instant repay

• Ice hockey          • Alkaline battery

• Paint roller          • Plexiglas

• Snow blower          • Poutine

• Avro Arrow jet         • Electric oven
 
But did you know communities that  
create and commercialize innovation 
enjoy high levels of economic success 
and stability? Did you know there is a 
subtle, almost unknown economic  
battle ongoing across the globe for 
innovation leadership?

This battle centers on gaining creating 
and controlling a long-term economic ad-
vantage through innovation. Simply, those 
first movers who create new innovations 
(inventions and technology) will likely rise 
to the highest echelon of economic power 
and wealth. And while we often associate 
this type of approach with private industry, 
it is quickly becoming apparent that the 
newest economic battlefield will see inno-
vative communities (cities, towns, regions) 
becoming the wealthiest, healthiest, most 
knowledgeable and happiest on earth.  
This is not a new phenomenon. It has 
existed for centuries, and is evidenced 
by the cultures and nations who have 
risen to great power through innovation. 
Innovation creates economic prosperity, 
attracts and creates a knowledge worker 
environment, and attracts worldwide 
monetary inflows.   

Canada as a nation has benefited from 
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techniques and best practices. The 
camp proved to play a big role in the 
conclusion of WWII, helping to advance 
code-breaking strategies, intelligence 
gains, and helping Canada become one 
of the most advanced intelligence counties. 
The camp operated until 1969. 

Energy and cleantech innovation
Durham Region is one of the world’s 
largest energy territories and is leader 
in clean energy production.  

While we often overlook nuclear power 
as an innovation, it has been a game 
changer for energy over the last 40 
years. Durham is home to 12 Candu 
reactors among two nuclear generating 
stations. The nuclear industry is one of 
the largest employers in Durham, and 
continually boasts significant economic 
injections, both through job creation and 
economic growth in housing. Today, the 
Durham Region energy industry provides 
30 per cent of Ontario’s electricity, a 
deep and experienced skilled talent 
pool, and best-in-class energy infra-
structure envied by other countries.

Innovation today
Durham Region is home to a bustling 
innovation ecosystem. The ecosystem 
crosses many industry sectors including 
transportation, agriculture, energy, 
manufacturing, computer technology 
and healthcare. Durham has one of 
the largest talent pools available in  

Canada. The ecosystem is underpinned 
by a century of local innovation, which 
has provided a platform from which to 
build even more economic success. 

Founded on the McLaughlin innovation 
legacy, automotive innovation continues 
to prosper through the world-class 
UOIT Automotive Centre of Excellence 
(ACE). This unique research and testing 
environment for various weather environ-
ments offers rigorous product testing  
for quality and durability. The center  
attracts users from around the world 
due thanks to its one-of-a-kind design. 
Additionally, the General Motors Canadian 
Technology Centre is a state-of-the-art 
development centre for emerging  
automobile technologies, including smart 
car and alternative fuel-oriented solutions.

New solar, wind, water and geothermal 
technologies are being developed right 
here in Durham—a by-product of our 
prestigious history of energy innovation.  
Great examples of this include UOIT’s 
Clean Energy Research Laboratory 
(CERL) and UOIT’s Energy Systems 
and Nuclear Science Research Centre 
(ERC). Durham College has aimed a 
significant portion of its curriculum and 
research targeted at the integration of 
renewable energy alternatives, such as 
solar, thermal, solar PV and wind. The 
Durham York Energy Centre, located in 
Clarington, uses state-of-the-art waste 
management technology to transform 

to an emerging market. The change  
from relying on horses to engine-driven 
automobiles was one of the greatest  
industrial changes ever, and the  
McLaughlin Motor Car Company of  
Canada lead the way here in Canada. 
The movement from horse to auto- 
mobile gave way to Oshawa (and  
surrounding area) becoming a massive 
economic manufacturing center--and 
one of Canada’s largest employers 
This spurred more than a century of 
local economic prosperity and world- 
renowned leadership in automotive 
innovation.   

Military innovation
During World War II, Durham Region was 
home to significant military innovation.

In the early 1940s, the Ajax area was 
home to one of the largest defence 
industries in the world. The area became 
an innovative leader in military supply- 
chain management and production. 
Defence Industries Limited (DIL) was 
founded in Ajax, leading to 9,000 jobs, 
large residential growth and significant 
business community growth. 

Surprisingly, little-known Camp-X can 
account for being a significant advance-
ment in military secret intelligence. 
The camp, located on the border of 
Whitby and Oshawa during World War 
II, became the allies’ global innovation 
center for secret intelligence innovations, 

Centre for Food, Durham College



“Our innovative companies 
are the present and future 
of well paying job creation”
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superstar. The company ranked 210 
on the Branham 300 Top Canadian 
ICT companies (2016), and ranked  
5th on Branham’s Top 25 Movers and 
Shakers (2016).

Search Engine People, in Pickering,  
is Canada’s largest Internet marketing 
company. The company has been 
named to PROFIT 200 Canada Fastest 
Growing Companies four times and has 
been listed on the Branham300 listing 
of top Canadian technology firms.

There are many more tech companies 
boasting amazing achievements in 
Durham, such as Real Tech, KAI Inno-
vations, RBRO Solutions and Digital Ink 
Technologies. It is these leaders who 
are pioneering the way for new start-up 
companies locally.

All of these tech stars are creating 
economic prosperity for our communities, 
through rapid well-paying job growth, 
skills creation and international economic 
revenue and investment attraction.

our local waste into clean electricity 
power for 10,000 homes.

The Town of Ajax is currently building a 
vibrant Downtown community with the 
largest urban mixed-use development  
in history. The project is taking an 
ecosystem-based approach including 
the use of ‘green’ technologies. The new 
vibrant location will contribute many 
economic benefits to our region including 
the creation of over 200 jobs.

Durham College has also created a 
state of the art experiential Centre  
for Food which is shaping the way  
students approach food cultivation  
and preparation focusing on the field-to-
fork concept. Students become experts 
in all stages of innovative agriculture 
and culinary including planting, growing, 
harvesting, storage, processing, packaging, 
sale and food creation services.

Most people don’t realize it, but we live 
in an area that has a thriving hardware 
and software industry, and one of Canada’s 
deepest technology and engineering 
talent pools. Reports say Durham  
Region may have as high as 400 web 
and software companies and more than 
200 engineering and design firms.  

While this industry has a very quiet  
approach to publicizing its exploits…  
we have some bragging rights!

360Insights is one of Durham’s most 
successful technology-based companies. 
Located in the heart of downtown Whitby, 
this global leader has received numerous 
awards including Deloitte’s respected 
Canadian Fast 50™ (2015) and Deloitte’s 
North American Fast 500™ (2015). 
Canadian Business and PROFIT have 
ranked 360Insights at number 13 on 
the 27th annual PROFIT 500 (2015). In 
2015, 360Insights ranked number 186 
on the Branham 300 Top Canadian ICT 
companies. The company has also been 
recognized for its exceptional approach 
to employee and company culture.
Scarsin, based in Uxbridge, is another 
quiet but expanding international tech 

The start-up side of the digital and software 
technology industry is also booming. At 
Spark Innovation Centre, we see close 
to 200 new start-up companies each 
year, primarily related to hardware and 
software technology. These start-ups 
vary in focus—we see everything from 
healthcare products and gaming to 
fitness and online web community plays.  

In our Spark Innovation Centre facilities 
in Whitby and Oshawa, we watch with 
intrigue as the next success stories of 
Durham Region are launched. Many of 
our top start-ups are profiled regularly, 
but it’s deserved. As they continue to 
grow, we just have to profile a few again!

Inventing Future Technology Inc. (IFTECH) 
is already a globally recognized brand 
and anticipated disruption for the gaming 
tech space. The company has developed 
a wearable computer gaming suit, called 
As Real As It Gets (ARAIG), which provides 
an array of physical interactions. During 
computer or gaming-console play, you 
physically feel and hear all the activities, 
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such as explosions, gun recoil, vehicle 
motion and projectile impact. This is 
real and ready for market. You can see 
recent user testing on YouTube (just 
search for ARAIG). Lookout, gamers… 
this is a must have!

National ProStaff (NPS) is the leading 
social network for anglers, brands,  
tournaments and outfitters. The company 
has created a very successful North 
American business, within a market  
segment that is bigger than golf and 
hockey combined. The founders did 
what most online players failed to do: 
provide value to both the user community 
and to marketing brands. With a truly  
proven value. NPS is positioned to dominate 
their market space for years to come.

Tiko 3D has created and shipped the 
most affordable, elegant and easy to use 
3D Printer. The company screamed out 
of the gates with a $3.5M Kickstarter 
campaign, perhaps the largest ever  

for a Canadian start-up. They quickly 
developed and produced a desktop 3D 
printer that can be used by any industry, 
from consumer to industry to education.  
Today, the company boasts more than 
15 staff and has operations in both 
Oshawa and China.

Cross Platform is a recent start-up that 
is focused on harnessing the best of 
the cloud. The company is dedicated 
to make the cloud more accessible, 
easier to use, and deliver increased 
value for online data users. The company 
is targeting a gap in cloud usability,  
and their concept is being embraced  
by knowledgeable big data and consumer 
data technology specialists. The company 
will launch its market-ready product in 
the coming months.

So… yes, innovation is cool, exciting, 
leading edge and fun. And as evidenced 
above, it’s alive and well So how can  
we continue inspiring innovation in 

Durham Region?
We need to openly celebrate and be 
proud of the long history of innovation 
in Durham, while also embracing the 
importance of new innovation. It is 
essential fuel for economic growth and 
sustainability for the next century and 
beyond. Our innovative companies are 
the present and future of well-paying job 
creation, the economic injection of retail, 
housing and local schools. And they 
will attract the international revenues 
from adopters of our local innovators. 
As proven by McLaughlin Automobiles 
and Camp X, these types of innovations 
are the leaders of the next generation of 
innovators, allowing the cycle to repeat. 
Fostering local innovation will keep jobs, 
economic wealth, skilled talent and youth 
right here in Durham.

Be proud, be inspired, and celebrate 
innovation!
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Tiko 3D has invented the most elegant, simple, and proficient 
3D printer on the market. It’s considered by many to be the 
future of consumer 3D printing. It topped Kickstarter’s list of 
most-funded technology campaigns. And the best part about 
it? Its retail price is under $200 USD.
 
How did it start?
Tiko 3D started as a simple idea by engineering student Matt 
Gajkowski in 2014. He was using an expensive 3D printer 

model, but the technology’s design flaws frustrated him.  
Matt constantly tinkered with the machine to improve it.  
He constantly thought about ways to make a better, more 
reliable 3D printer. 

Using his inventor spirit, he came up with several concepts 
to tackle the problem. He entertained ideas of the world’s 
fastest 3D printer, the easiest to set up, or the most convenient. 
Finally, it hit him: “why not make a printer that’s affordable 

THE FUTURE  
OF 3D PRINTING 

In less than a year, Tiko 3D went from being an 
idea born out of frustration to a multi-million  
dollar company and a game changer in the 

3D printing industry.
STORY BY Amanda Reynolds
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SPOTLIGHT

and powerful, while being simple and 
attractive?” 

Within weeks, Matt started designing 
and building a 3D printer prototype from 
scratch. He decided his number one 
priority was to make it unibody—meaning 
the chassis had to be one piece—to keep 
the printer simple and attractive.

Building the team and brand
Matt quickly realized he needed  
the support of a solid founding team 
to build a company around his design. 
He approached Michael Zhang— his 
fellow engineering classmate and 
roommate, who had similar interests 
and entrepreneurial passion —to be  
a co-founding partner. Matt and Michael 
needed an additional partner with strong 

business acumen, so they welcomed  
Sharon Charitar to the team. Sharon 
would handle the business side 
(including financials, administration and 
business operations), while Matt and 
Michael continued to build and perfect 
the printer. 

The three founders spent lots of time 
at their local restaurant brainstorming 
ideas, planning future product designs 
and—perhaps the most difficult task of 
all—naming their company. Matt was 
set on it being a four-letter word: “it had 
to be simple, just like the printer itself.” 
That’s where Tiko 3D was born. 

It began with a Spark
The next step was to build a business 
around this ground- breaking 3D printer 
design. The team started attending the 
monthly Entrepreneurship Café sessions 
held at the University of Ontario Institute 
of Technology. It was here that they 
connected with Spark Centre, the local 
innovation centre that specializes in 
commercializing inventions and tech-
nology. The team realized Spark Centre 
would be a great resource to help plan 
and grow their business, so they applied 
to become a client. 

After a few months of working with 
Spark Centre, the Tiko 3D team was 

encouraged to apply to the prestigious 
Ignite Durham start-up competition. 
Ignite is an annual, nationally recognized, 
start-up pitch and boardroom competition 
that awards $25,000 to two innovative 
start-ups. 

Armed with an exciting company name 
and working proof of concept, the Tiko 
3D team decided to apply. Matt dedicated 
all of his time to perfecting his pitches 
and stage presence. He wrote and 
rewrote, practiced and practiced some 
more, until he was confident his pitch 
was perfect. Thanks to Matt’s dedication, 
Tiko 3D went on to win the 2014 Ignite 
competition—and the top prize  
of $25,000. 

Winning the competition was an important 
launch into Tiko 3D’s success. Matt  
explains, “I truly think the reason we won 
Ignite was because we had no choice. 
We had to win Ignite for the $25,000!” 

With funds diminishing, the team knew 
that they had to take full advantage of 
this opportunity and commercialize 
quickly, or a more established competitor 
would beat them to market. The Ignite 
funds paved the way.

Finding a home in downtown Oshawa
Immediately after winning Ignite in 

“I truly think 
the reason 

we won  
Ignite was 
because 

we had no 
choice. We 
had to win  

Ignite for the 
$25,000!”
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Test rig of 100 Tiko printers



November 2014, Tiko 3D entered Spark 
Centre’s Thrive Accelerator Program and 
used the $25,000 to create a greatly 
improved prototype and prepare for their 
Kickstarter launch. As winners of the  
Ignite competition and clients in the 
Thrive Accelerator Program, Tiko 3D 
gained access to free office space 
at The Loft, Spark Centre’s location 
in downtown Oshawa. The team 
established their global head office 
at The Loft, and continue to run their 
day-to-day operations at this location. 

Focused on Kickstarter as the next viable 
funding source, Tiko 3D was selected 
to be a part of Fallon’s StarterKit, an elite 
program offered by the world-class 
marketing agency. 

StarterKit uses the same top creative 
marketing talent that works on Fallon’s 
high-profile advertising campaigns and 
dedicates the talent to crowdfunding 
campaigns for high potential projects. 
Through Fallon, Tiko 3D was able to 
attend prestigious events such as CES 
in Las Vegas and SXSW in Austin,  
where they met with global retailers  
and technology industry leaders.  
Their presence at these prominent 
events built considerable hype for  
their Kickstarter campaign. Simply:  
their prototype was a hit!  

Kickstarting success
In March 2015, Tiko 3D launched 
their Kickstarter campaign. Within 
three minutes of the launch, their 
early bird deal was sold out; and 
within 30 minutes, the  
campaign reached its goal 
of $300,000. 

After the 30 day campaign, more 
than 16,000 people had backed 
the Tiko 3D project and the team 
raised $3.5 million CDN—selling 
more than 16,538 units world-
wide. The project was featured in 
many notable technology publi-
cations, including Product Hunt, 
readwrite, CNET, gizmag and many 

more. 
Having reached their goal, the Tiko 3D 
team went to work on their production 
model the same week they launched 
their Kickstarter campaign.

The team began tooling the chassis, 
improving the design, and planning 
manufacturing. A month and a half after 
the campaign, Michael went to China to 
investigate manufacturing choices and 
began handling supply chain management, 
manufacturing and logistics. Matt ran 
operations in Canada, working on further 
improving the Tiko 3D design, while 
continuing to build their team. 

Industry game-changer
Today, Tiko 3D has grown to employ over 
10 paid staff, in a range of areas, including 
marketing, engineering and software 
development. 

The first Tiko 3D units were shipped to 
initial backers in Summer 2016. Keep 
your eyes peeled for Tiko 3D units in 
stores by the end of 2016.

In less than a year, Tiko 3D went 
from an idea born out of frustration  
to a multi-million dollar company and 
a game-changer in the 3D printing 
industry. Founder & CEO Matt Gajkowski, 
along with his partners Michael Zhang 
and Sharon Charitar, exemplify the 
dedicated, hardworking entrepreneurs 
in Durham Region who are growing 
their business while creating jobs 
and economic opportunities within 
our local community.

After the  
30 day  

campaign, 
over 16,000 
people had 
backed the 

Tiko 3D  
project and 
the team 

raised $3.5 
million CDN.
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The story of Whitby’s 360insights has been a fairly common 
one for any high-growth technology company but for one subtle 
exception. Instead of operating out of a well-known tech hotbed 
such as San Francisco, Boston or Waterloo, the company has 
always operated out of downtown Whitby and has no future 
plans to leave.  

In fact, quite the opposite is true. The story started back in 
2008 when founder and CEO Jason Atkins had just exited a 

previous company and was deciding what to do next. After 
years of intensive business travel, he wanted to build a compa-
ny that could operate less than one kilometer from his house 
so he could walk to work and be close to his family.  It also 
occurred to him at this time that there were probably plenty 
of other talented, passionate people in the area who were 
having to commute 60-90 minutes or more per day to work in 
their chosen fields and he figured he would be able to create 
some jobs for them. Without even reaching clarity yet on what 

Is Canada’s Next
Software Giant

Located in Whitby? 
The story of Whitby’s high-growth 
technology company, 360insights.

STORY BY Jason King
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his new company would actually do, he 
determined that its founding and guiding 
principles would be:

• Provide an unbelievable experience 
    for clients 

• Provide an unbelievable workplace 
   for his team 

• Make the world a better place.   

With these values in mind he struck 
upon an idea to bring new technology to 
a business that, even to this day, some 
companies are running using postal mail 
and mound after mound of paper.   

360incentives was founded with the 
idea that the world of manufacturer sales 
spiffs, rebates and other incentives 
could be handled using the latest 
technology, saving people time and 
paper all the while delivering a truly 
unbelievable user experience. Early in 
2016, the company changed its name 
to 360insights to reflect a renewed 
focus on allowing its clients to completely 
optimize their sales channels using 
insights drawn from their claim data.

In the plainest language possible,  
360insights’ work is the processing and 
fulfillment of sales spiffs, consumer 
rebates, instant rebates, sell-through 
allowances and other such programs  
for manufacturers and distributors.  
Reporting from the data collected in 
the course of processing millions of 
these claims has already helped several 
clients make meaningful changes to 
their product mix, training and distribution.

This radical change in the way the incen-
tives industry does business has been 
truly disruptive in all of the best ways 
– affording the company incredibly fast 
growth while delivering strategic value  
to clients who used to simply view their 
incentives spend as a necessary evil.  
Why else then, in 2009, would a presti-
gious appliance manufacturer such as 
Sub Zero Wolf be the first company to 
run incentives on a software platform 
that nobody had ever heard of in a way 
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Future location in downtown Whitby

Staff Blue Jays Bus Trip

July Long Weekend Poutine Picnic

articulation of the above realization:  
get intentional about culture or you will 
just get whatever naturally evolves. The 
challenges and demands of a startup 
are myriad, and it is equally easy to 
end up with a culture that is only about 
stress and overwork. 360’s then VP of 
Client Happiness, Todd Skinner decided 
that the best way to accelerate good 
culture was to visit a company that was 
already attributing its success to its 
culture. A road trip to Zappos head 
office in Las Vegas was booked.

Although the company was still quite 
small, with less than twenty people 
on staff at the time, Todd and Jason 
knew that in order to show that they were 
serious about culture, they would have to 
take serious action. Walls were demolished.  
The CEO’s desk was moved out of an 
office and into the middle of the floor 
with the rest of the team. A comfortable 
lounge with large couches and a TV was 
built for the team to take their breaks in.  
The most significant change, however, 
was the implementation of an all-hands 
daily huddle – a tradition that continues 
to this day.  

“Todd always believed that it was critical 
to communicate our wins as a company 
and celebrate our team members that 
were delivering an unbelievable experience 
to our clients and to each other,” says 
360’s culture curator, Travis Dutka.  
“He believed that what you celebrated 
reinforced what you valued.”

So, will the company eventually outgrow 
its Whitby home?  

Well, yes and no.  

Having a team of over two hundred has 
caused the company to spill out of its 
existing headquarters, creating the need 
to temporarily house certain teams in 
rented office spaces throughout down-
town Whitby. For a company that values 
connectivity between its team members, 
a solution needed to be found that 
would accommodate both the growth 
of the team and the founder’s vision of 

helping people work close to home.

360 is in the process of acquiring and 
renovating a decommissioned public 
school, RA Sennett in downtown Whitby.  
With this location, the company expects 
to be able to house its projected peak 
team of 300 people over the next few 
years. But it’s more than the size  
practicality of the building: this is also 
about taking Jason Atkins’ founding 
vision for his team (an unbelievable 
workplace) to the next level.

“Last summer, my family started building 
a greenhouse out in my yard,” says 
the founder. “The goal for me would 
be to have a kitchen at the school that 
includes serving fresh, home-grown, 
organic produce to the team each day.”  
The bounty from Atkins’ “farm” has 
already started to show up in the 360 
“Fridge of Life,” a large, glass-doored 
fridge in the lounge of their HQ that is 
kept stocked with healthy snacks such 
as fruit, yogurt and hard-boiled eggs 
along with the occasional treat.

360 is showing no signs of leaving 
Whitby and continues to be an incredibly 
inspiring story for entrepreneurs and 
wantrepreneurs of all stripes. Even more 
inspiring, as the company continues to 
grow its client base into new verticals 
and new territories, they are on track 
over the next few years to become the 
biggest Canadian software company.  
What’s next? Atkins wraps it up a bit 
mysteriously: “we’re just getting started.”

“Your  
company has 

a culture 
whether  

intentional 
or not”
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that sounded too good to be true? In 
fact, Sub Zero Wolf remains a client 
to this day and continues to grow their 
business with 360 each year.

In the course of the ensuing years, 360 
has grown to employ over 200 people 
in Whitby which remains the company’s 
headquarters after having also opened 
offices in Wayne NJ, and London UK.

How do you find 200 people to work at a 
tech company in Whitby?

An important part of 360’s success is 
the fact that the company puts strategic 
emphasis and resources into having a 
great company culture. “Your company 
has a culture, whether intentional or 
not,” says Atkins. “It just makes sense 
to make it one that people want to be 
a part of.” The work has paid off: the 
company receives over a thousand job 
applications per month and recently won 
another award from the Great Place To 
Work Institute. In fact, over the past four 
years 360 has consistently stayed in the 
top four best workplaces in Canada for 
companies under 1000 employees,  
even while growing its team by over 382%.

360’s journey to an award-winning 
culture started back in 2011 with the 



IFTech is bringing it all to life with its high-tech, multi-sensory 
wearable gaming suit, ARAIG (As Real As It Gets).  

Father and son duo Michael Stanfield and Brodie Stanfield are 
leading the next generation of immersive gaming. IFTech’s first 
product, ARAIG, provides a new, unique, experience through 
multi-sensory feedback. Whether it is for gaming, training, virtual 
reality, augmented awareness or another market entirely, 
ARAIG can deliver the most cutting-edge technology to its users.
The idea of ARAIG was born when Brodie and Michael were  

at home, playing one of their favourite video games. A huge 
explosion happened on the television—tons of action, bodies 
thrown across the screen, flames bursting—but the only 
physical sensation they got was a little jolt in the controller. 

It looked exciting, but it didn’t feel exciting. Brodie and Michael 
realized that gaming needed a necessary upgrade to add more 
to the experience. Having an entrepreneurial mindset and a 
passion for the industry, the two got to work. 
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SPOTLIGHT

AS REAL AS IT GETS:

immersive  
gaming and 

beyond 

The rumble of a tank. The paralyzing impact of a 
stun grenade. The crawling sensation of a spider. 

The recoil of your rifle. Can you feel it? 
STORY BY Amanda Reynolds & Jade Beggs

Building the suit was a daunting task, 
but the two were set on their vision. 
Brodie entered the Game Development 
and Entrepreneurship program at the 
University of Ontario Institute of  
Technology (UOIT). 

 “I had looked at schools in Ontario, 
Vancouver, New York, and elsewhere,” 
Brodie recalls. “In the end, I decided 
that this was the program for me. It was 
the only program that really focused on 
game development from day one.”

Through the program, Brodie was able 
to further his understanding of software 
development, as well as the technological 
components needed to make the ARAIG suit. 

Armed with a new wealth of knowledge, 
Brodie and Michael built a prototype  
of ARAIG in their basement. With the 
suit starting to come to life, the team  
realized they needed to build a business... 
but where to start? 

During a networking opportunity at UOIT 
in 2012, the IFTech team was introduced 
to Martin Croteau, the CEO of Spark Centre, 
a new Regional Innovation Centre in 
Durham Region. Croteau suggested 
participating in The Big Bang, a launch 
event for Spark Centre, highlighting how 
the organization helps entrepreneurs in 
the region. 

Through the event, they met Dennis 
Croft, an advisor at Spark Centre who 
has gone on to become the current 
President & CEO. The Stanfield’s began 
working very closely with Dennis, who 
acted as a mentor and helped them 
develop their business plan. 

Spark Centre helped connect Brodie and 
Michael with people who were just as 
driven as they were, and provided IFTech 
with a team of advisors and mentors 
to help them achieve their goals. The 
organization connected IFTech with  
experts to support them in administration, 
marketing, legal, finance, accounting 
and sales. 

“One of the hardest things in business 
is that you can see the end goal, but  
you can’t see everything in between... 
everything in the middle is very cloudy 

and difficult to see,” says Michael. 
“Spark Centre helps us guide the middle 
ground to continually move forward. 
They have helped us with our confidence 
and continue to help us handle the ups 
and downs of a business.”

Thanks to the great connections at 
Spark Centre, IFTech entered into a 
research project in partnership with 
Ontario Centre’s of Excellence (OCE) 
and Durham College. The project helped 
develop and solidify the technologies 
used in the ARAIG suit. A group of 
Durham College students and faculty 
met weekly to brainstorm and build the 
intricate parts and tools needed to make 
ARAIG come to life. Along with Durham 
College, IFTech has built partnerships 
with George Brown College, UOIT and 
Seneca College, to build and develop the 
suit for as many industries as possible. 

With all of the new technologies and 
opportunities built through partnerships, 
IFTech knew they had to build a final 
suit to show potential buyers—they just 
needed that final push. In August 2015, 
the team entered Spark Centre’s Ignite 
Pitch Competition, an annual event 
awarding $25,000 to two technology or 
innovation based start-ups. In November 

“I believe  
that 

ARAIG will 
revolutionize  

the way  
we engage
within a  
medium”
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Michael and Brodie Stanfiled



of that year, IFTech won Ignite in the 
Young Entrepreneur category, and was 
awarded $25,000 to help them take that 
next step.

 “More important than winning the 
contest, Ignite gets companies ready 
to meet the demands of financing,” 
explains Brodie. “One of the most 
important things about winning Ignite, 
is the fact that you are getting money 
with no ties attached. We didn’t have 
to worry about giving any equity away 
which is very rare. It’s an incredible 
thing to not have to worry about that.” 

IFTech used its Ignite winnings to finalize 
commercialization of the ARAIG suit. 
They are currently using the new suit to 
showcase and test the fully immersive 
experience for potential buyers.  

The working ARAIG suit goes over a 
user’s torso and shoulders and is 
equipped with full-sensor feedback, 
vibratory stimulation, as well as a 7.1 
sensory surround sound system–a 
gamer’s dream! 

But gaming isn’t the only industry Brodie 
and Michael see opportunity in. The 
IFTech team is hoping to expand the 
use of the suit for rehabilitation as well. 
“Imagine providing children with disabil-
ities–who are not able to experience the 
normal life activities of other children –a 

chance to virtually slide down a slide, or 
sit in a swing, or ride a merry-go-round,” 
says Michael. 

There is interest from military organizations, 
who see an opportunity to use the ARAIG 
suit to help train troops for combat. 
IFTech also aspires to have the suit 
flourish in entertainment industry.  
The possibilities are endless, and the 
impact will be huge. 

“I believe that ARAIG will revolutionize 
the way we engage within a medium,” 
says Brodie. “Whether it’s playing a  
video game and knowing exactly where 
the enemy is firing from; watching a  
movie and feeling and hearing as if 
you are that character; or in a training 
situation and making you feel as if  
you are actually there in that moment,  
ARAIG brings about that next level  
of engagement.” 
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SPECS

EXOSKELETON 
Outer shell that contains sensory 
devices, 7.1 surround sound,  
control centre and power.

STIM S
Worn against the skin for muscle 
stimulation during gameplay.

TRANSMITTER +  
AC / DC ADAPTER
Wirelessly transmits data to the 
control centre on the Exoskeleton. 
AC / DC Adapter provides power for 
the transmitter.

Battery + charger
Provides 5+ hours of game play 
under normal conditions.

STIM spray
Insures conductivity of StimS 
with skin.

Cords + cables
USB Cable Type A to mini and
Type A to Type A and HDMI cord

*The information contained herein 
is for reference only and does not 
imply a performance guarantee or a 
product warranty. Specifications and 
characteristics are subject to change 
without prior notice. For volume sales 
or large purchase orders contact 
sales@iftech-technology.com
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PANDA INSIGHTS  |  pandainsights.com

Panda Insights is working on creating a platform that tracks gym member work-out  
activity using fitness wearables like Fitbit, and delivers personalized rewards and 
incentives directly to their smartphone. Currently, the company is also exploring 
how they can use their technology for other health and fitness venues and sports 
arenas as well. *Per month, per gym location. For full details visit pandainsights.com.

WETRAQ  |  wetraq.ca 

WeTraq is the world’s first credit card sized global tracking device that ensures the 
connection between you and your loved ones will never be lost. WeTraq is a combination 
of Enhanced GPS and IoT (Internet Of Things) providing features that other traditional 
GPS only or Bluetooth devices cannot offer including Global Coverage, precise location 
coordinates of within 2m, battery life of up to 4 weeks on a single charge and 
no monthly subscription fee. Plus it’s made right here in Canada to ensure better 
quality and create more jobs. *Conditions apply. For full details visit wetraq.ca.

LYNK  |  unconekt.com

uConekt Inc. is a Canadian corporation and creator of lynk, a safe and unique
personal safety device to protect your digital identity. lynk connects to your 

smartphone via a free mobile lynkPass App that will allow you to communicate with it 
seamlessly and will protect your personal information. Through a combination of simple 

setup steps to securely validate your smartphone with one TAP, lynk is ready to go. 
*Conditions apply. For full details visit uconekt.com.

TECH PICKS

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

Our picks for some of the coolest tech gadgets, made by local 
entrepreneurs. 

$179 
     and up*

$99 
     and up*

$100 
     and up*



Smart watches have quickly become standard equipment on 
the wrists of most people in the technology world. For those 
in the industry, this isn’t a surprise. Techies are known early 
adopters, often buying half-baked ideas that quickly gain 
popularity and fizzle out (ahem…Segway). 

Many people doubted that smart watches could ever achieve 
mass-market adoption outside the tech industry, and full 
disclosure here–I was one of those people. Early smartwatches 
were slow, they had terrible battery life, they were a royal pain 
to connect to (many still are), and, frankly… they were just plain 

ugly. I thought, “why would anyone want a watch that had to be 
charged every single night, just for it to regurgitate what your 
cellphone is already telling you?” 

Wow, was I wrong. 

Enter: creative destruction. “Creative destruction” refers to the 
incessant product and process innovation mechanism by which 
new production units replace outdated ones. In simpler terms, 
it’s how newer and better technology devours the market of 
older and weaker technology. 

We’ve learned about the process of creative destruction in 
the tech industry. If you’re not familiar with the term, it’s much 
more common than you’d expect. A perfect example is the 
glorious failure of Kodak–a company unwilling to accept that 
digital photography was taking over the film photography 
business. Stuck in the past, Kodak was quickly assassinated 
by superior technology. The ironic part is that Kodak actually 
invented the first digital camera, then shelved the product 
because it threatened their main line of business, film. 

So what does this have to do with smart watches?

The market penetration that smart watches have achieved over 
the past five years is staggering. According to Statista.com, in 
2013, only 1.23 million smart watches landed on consumer’s 
wrists. Fast forward to 2015 and we saw almost 25 million 
units shipped globally. By 2019, IDC has projected that nearly 
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The Incredible  
Growth of  
Wearable  
Technology.
STORY BY Braden Kemp

creative 
DESTRUCTION
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90 million units will hit the market. In only seven years we 
could see the number of smartwatches being purchased in-
crease by 90 times, and that’s pretty cool. 

It’s a good time to be a smart watch brand. Consumers are 
eating up just about anything, and the technology isn’t even all 
that impressive yet. Just wait for standalone devices, simpler 
interfaces, and better battery life!

But what about those traditional watch companies? Are they 
doomed? Well, yes; many of them are. 

Many of them are Kodak – stuck in their ways and believing 
that technology will never take their business away. In a 2015 
market study by Deloitte, only 25 per cent of watch executives 
surveyed consider smart watches to be a competitive threat. 
That means three in every four watch executives have a 90 - 
million-unit blind spot; and you can bet the watch companies 
that will survive have someone from the 25 per cent, who sees 
the threat, at the helm. Contrast that with estimates that 61 
per cent of consumers in China intend to buy a smartwatch in 
2016, while only 35 per cent intend to buy a classic wristwatch–
clearly, the landscape is changing. Economics geeks, watch 
closely. The watch market is setting up for a perfect example  
of creative destruction, and it should be very interesting to watch. 
So, how do traditional watch companies survive? 

Some brands like Rolex and Omega will survive because they 
simply cater to a different market–we’re talking about watches 
that surpass the $10,000 mark (with some surpassing the 
$100,000 price point). For the rest of the market, it’s time 
to get smart! Classic brands such as Montblanc, Tissot, and 
Tag Huer have entered the smart watch game, fending off  
innovators like Pebble, Apple, and Motorola. While I find it 
hard to believe that the classic traditional wrist watch will ever 
die completely, it’s clear that smart watches are here to stay. 
And once technology provides better battery life, a simpler 
interface, and reliable standalone infrastructure... who knows, 
maybe I’ll even buy one.

what’s your
    big idea?

2017YOUTH BUSINESS 
IDEA COMPETITION
[uxbridge-scugog-brock]

WWW.BROCKYOUTHCENTRE.CA

WE'RE A MULTI-DISCIPLINED BRANDING
AND MARKETING COMMUNICATIONS

STUDIO WORKING WITH YOU TO CREATE,
RENOVATE AND ELEVATE YOUR BRAND.

CREATIVE.SPARK CREATIVESPARKDURHAMCREATIVE-SPARK.CA

We specialize in...

Logo Design • Business Cards • Print & Web Ads • Marketing Strategy
• Social Media Training • Media Relations and more...

Have a project that needs a little spark? Contact us today at
creativespark@sparkcentre.org
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Meet the faces of innovation in Durham Region. Highlighting the different 
founders, investors, business leaders and tech junkies in our community.

Q: What does innovation mean to you?

 
A:  Innovation is the shift from what works to what works 
better. Just because it doesn’t exist yet doesn’t make it 
innovative, even if there is demand for it. It has to be an 
improvement on what exists in some way.

Q: What innovative technology are you most excited about in the future?

 
A:  I’m most interested in seeing the changes in how 
people see technology. So far I’ve seen how the touch 
screens have changed the way we use and think, and 
interact, day to day. Actions like pinching to zoom are 
now second nature to us. As we get more comfortable 
using technology we are able to use it in more abstract 
ways. And as these interfaces become more emerged in 
our lives, the interactions become more natural. There 
are many interactions with computers that aren’t smooth 
or can be improved upon and I’m excited to see how this 
will change.

Q: What makes Durham Region a great place to live and work?

 
A:  Mainly what holds me to Durham is that my family 
and friends are here. Since I left to go to University in 
Ottawa, I’ve had to do a lot of defending of Oshawa  
and it has made me realize all that the region has to 
offer. Durham has a diverse range of environments,  
with everything from the small country towns of Scugog 

Madelyn Krasnay 
Software Engineering Student, Carleton University

“Innovation is the shift from what works to what works better”

and Brock, to the city centres of Oshawa and Whitby  
and everything in between. And because of the region’s 
diverse range of lifestyles there is a great mix of activities and 
work opportunities; there is everything from a vibrant music 
scene to country drives.

Q: What are some of the challenges you face as a student in  
     Software Engineering?

 
A:  Because there are so many serious gamers, software 
engineering students are often stereotyped as the nerdy 
coder working away in the basement. People from other 
backgrounds don’t often think the field is for them, or that 
it’s just a hobby but not a career path. People with strengths 
in logic and math looking for a path where they get to be 
creative dismiss programming outright, especially females. 
The graduation rate of most programs is also very low. 

Programming is a strange path to be on. It’s split into both 
an engineering program and science and neither really fit 
into their field. Other engineering students insist that we 
don’t need the same knowledge of physics as them and 
aren’t operating in the real world. Computer science doesn’t 
fit any better into its field, with arguments being made that 
it’s more about design than the research and application 
usually seen in sciences. There are also issues in diversity. 
On one hand it’s one of the most ethnically diverse pro-
grams in most schools, with a very high number of interna-
tional students. On the other there is still not a large mix of 
personalities.

Q&A: FACES OF INNOVATION
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Q: What does innovation mean to you?

 
A:  It is the ability to provide general users and people 
the ability to use technology to get things done better 
and faster. Innovation also brings technology to the 
masses in a simplistic way. 

Q: Why start your buisness in Durham Region?

 
A:  For most of my working life, I have always had to 
travel downtown Toronto. Where most people think the 
action is. I see that changing and I want to be a part of 
the wave that is changing that mentality. Buying time 
is the single most expensive thing to do in this world.  
And in my mind, you can buy time by working closer to 
home.  I want to be part of a movement happening in 
Durham Region, and I found Spark Centre to be that 
conduit. We can’t make this movement happen by 
ourselves, but working with Spark Centre can definitely 
help us gain with more traction and act as a heavy 
weight engine to support the move.

Q: What innovative technology are you most excited about in the future?

 
A:  There are actually so many, I can’t say any one.  
The perception that your data is traveling with you  
and I am never out of reach of my data, is a big one. 
I don’t have everything I own in terms of data on my 
phone, but I know that I can access it through my 
phone. Machine learning also really excites me and 
natural language processing. I think these are going 
to be huge over the next few years. These will be the 
basic building blocks of AI.

Q: What is the startup community like in Durham Region?

 
A:  I have to admit my exposure to the startup community 
specifically in the Durham Region is limited to what I’ve 
seen and experienced via my association with Spark 
Centre. Based on conversations with local (serial/ 

Laryn Fernandes 
CEO, CrossPlatform Cloud Technologies

“Innovation is the ability to provide general users and people the ability to 
use technology to get things done better and faster.”

seasoned) entrepreneurs, I sense genuine intentions 
to want to build / be part of, a startup ecosystem in the 
Durham Region. However, it seems there are challenges 
to be overcome – mostly finding the right talent and getting 
the appropriate visibility (including exposure to Angels, 
VC’s etc). This is my mind, is a deterrent (at least to an 
experienced entrepreneur). As a result, the majority of 
the startup community mostly consists of students who 
have an idea but not necessarily the skills and experience 
to execute on it. In many cases, the startup is their first 
job. And it’s a chicken and egg situation. Had there been 
enough of startups or more innovation going on, they 
could have first worked at existing companies/startup, 
gained some level of experience and then ventured into 
their own. Spark Centre is doing what it can to bridge 
some of these gaps/issues, however, more needs to 
be done here. 

Q: What changes have you seen in the startup industry since you first   
     became an entrepreneur in 1998/

 
A:  At that time, we didn’t know the ins and outs of  
businesses, resources available now weren’t around 
then. We just knew that we wanted to build and work  
on something together as a team. Today, you are forced 
to look at things like a business canvas and your value 
proposition. We know it’s not possible to know everything 
but in today’s day and age there are people and resources 
to go to for advice, where we couldn’t do that before, 
you would have to hire someone. 

Q: Do you think there are more opportunities for startup companies today?

 
A:  Yes, definitely in terms of funding, we recently got 
involved with IRAP and OCE Smart Seed. There are so many 
great avenues for startups. I was not aware of any of these 
programs 15 years ago. It was either done with your own 
money or you tried to get someone to seed you what they 
can. People tend to be more cautious, and Canadian  
businesses have always been more pessimistic compared 
to the US and I think that mentality is starting to change.
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Q: What does innovation mean to you?

 
A:  A famous computer scientist, Alan Key, once said, 
“The best way to predict the future is to invent it.” 
Innovation is the driver of our future. It means to be 
always looking for solutions to address real needs and 
problems people face today. By coming up with new, 
different, and a little crazy ideas we can solve problems 
humans never could before.

Q: What innovative technology are you most excited about in the future?

 
A:  I’m mostly excited about three areas of innovative 
technology - artificial intelligence, virtual & augmented 
reality, and 3D printing.

Artificial intelligence is the ability to acquire and apply 
knowledge and skills by machines in an always changing 
environment. Many consumer services today use some 
form of AI, like machine learning, to deliver better 
content, show targeted ads, write original music, play 
games, increase user engagement, and even reply to 
emails. AI is becoming part of many tech startups in 
order to automate and speed up tasks that before took 
human labour and lots of time.

Virtual & augmented reality has been around for a 
while. But not until recently, consumers did not have 
the affordable technology to experience it. Many video 
games, movies and music videos are using virtual reality 
to allow the user to interact with the virtual components. 
Augmented reality is largely used in healthcare to provide 
doctors with better equipment that allows them to take 
actions that normal tools precision would not allow. So 
I’m excited to see how this can improve entertainment 
and professional equipment in the future. Not just playing 
Pokemon Go.

3D printing is not a new technology either. It recently 
became more affordable, and thus many companies are 
innovating new ways to manufacturing. 3D printing is 

Yasha Prikhodko 
Co-Founder & CTO at Zambah Inc. & Full Stack Developer, Tiko 3D

“Innovation is the driver of our future. It means to be always looking for solutions to address real 
needs and problems people face today”

used in a wide range of industries - from printing titanium 
parts for cars to custom dental implants. I’m excited  
to see what other real problems can be solved with 
3D printing.

Q: What challenges do you face as a startup in Durham Region?

 
A:  In my opinion, one of the biggest challenges startups 
face in Durham Region is finding talent. As your company 
grows, you need to have the best talent on your team 
to help you achieve your goals. It is hard to find talent in 
Durham region; it is hard to find talent in general. Many 
gifted people are looking to work for bigger companies; 
companies based downtown Toronto, companies that  
are able to offer a high salary. However, having University 
of Ontario Institute of Technology in Durham Region really 
helps with finding, nurturing, and hiring talented engineers.

Q: What’s the startup community like Durham Region?

 
A:  I would say the startup community in Durham Region 
is pretty small compared to other startup communities. 
It is in stages of growing the region’s few first successful 
startups. In any startup community, local capital is  
important to fund local startups and keep the talent 
local. For that reason, an angel investment fund CityFlow 
was implemented. They’re committed to building up  
technology ecosystem in the region. Access to UOIT  
has also been helpful to many startups to find talent, 
get advice, and use equipment and facilities not usually 
available to general public.
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