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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

Information and communications technology (ICT) is extremely widespread and has been 

recognized for the competitive advantage its adoption can bring to communities, businesses 

and regions.  In Northern Ontario, substantial efforts and investments have been made to 

develop ICT infrastructure that provides a level playing field for regions that are less remote 

and have higher population densities.  Although, there are infrastructure gaps remaining and 

ongoing enhancements required, there was a need to analyze the current utilization of ICT and 

identify possible measures to increase utilization and achieve greater economic benefits from 

the ICT infrastructure in Northern Ontario.   It was recognized that a particular focus should be 

on ICT adoption by small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs).  As is the case with most 

technological advancements, small and mediums sized enterprises often have lower adoption 

rates than large businesses.  In an increasingly networked economy driven by innovation, this 

can lead to a marginalization of SMEs, particularly those in Northern and rural areas.  In 

addition to the generic barriers to adoption such as applicability, security, management skill 

sets, these SMEs can face additional barriers as technology is traditionally slower to diffuse 

outside of urban centres.  The challenge for policy makers is to understand how to assist SMEs 

to overcome these barriers by fostering and even creating the appropriate business 

environment for ICT utilization. 

The Northern Ontario ICT Utilization Study was initiated by the Northwestern Ontario 

Innovation Centre (NOIC) in partnership with the Sault Ste. Marie Innovation Centre (SSMIC) for 

the purposes of indentifying the current state of ICT utilization amongst regional SMEs and 

communities.  To achieve this, several primary research methods were undertaken including 

the development of a website with an online survey distributed to 225 businesses, the 

completion of a number of targeted focus groups throughout the region, and a telephone 

survey of 300 Northern Ontario businesses conducted by Oraclepoll Research Limited.  In 

addition, secondary research was conducted into international, national and regional best 

practices, trends and success stories.  

A number of key policy recommendations were derived from this research and are elaborated 

on in the attached report.  These recommendations are focused on creating the business 

environment to support increased ICT utilization in Northern Ontario with recognition that 

commercial considerations and profitable returns are the principle drivers of SME adoption and 

profitable use. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Purpose 

In the recent Places to Grow Discussion Paper, the provincial government announced that a 

Growth Plan for Northern Ontario will be developed under the Growth Act, 2005 and will 

ōŜŎƻƳŜ ǘƘŜ ōƭǳŜǇǊƛƴǘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǊŜƎƛƻƴΩǎ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ ŦǳǘǳǊŜΦ  ¢ƘŜ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎƛƻƴ ǇŀǇŜǊ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦƛŜǎ ŀ 

number of key issues affecting the region including: 

¶ The unemployment rate for Northern Ontario has typically been two percentage points 

higher than the rest of Ontario, but narrowed in 2007.  Youth unemployment rates have 

been about four percentage points higher.  First Nations communities are experiencing 

even greater levels of unemployment. 

¶ Growing emerging sectors and increasing education and training initiatives, particularly 

those relating to the commercialization of innovations in niche sectors in Northern Ontario, 

have been identified as priority goals for moving forward. 

¶ Highlighted is the need for building partnerships with First Nations communities to provide 

better education and training opportunities. 

¶ The Paper recognizes the issue of youth out-migration in Northern Ontario and 

recommends youth retention efforts focusing on educational opportunities and linkages to 

career development. 

The transition that is taking place in the Northern Ontario economy from one that has 

traditionally been highly dependent on extractive industries to one that embraces value added 

business opportunities in the science and technology sectors will help enhance the 

competitiveness of the region, attract and retain highly skilled jobs, and mitigate youth outward 

migration.  The Northern Ontario Information Communication Sector (ICT) sector is rapidly 

growing and could become an important component in the provincial knowledge-based 

economy over the next 25 years.  In keeping with the realization of a new economy for the 

North, ICT is being recognized as a means to provide both new business opportunities and 

greater efficiency for traditional industries.  The Northern Ontario ICT Utilization Study has 

been developed to help further understand the growing ICT sector and the important role it will 

play in the regioƴΩǎ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ ŦǳǘǳǊŜΦ  {ǇŜŎƛŦƛŎŀƭƭȅΣ ǘƘŜ ǇǳǊǇƻǎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǳŘȅ ƛǎ ǘƻ ŘƛǎŎƻǾŜǊ ǘƘŜ 

technologies in the ICT field that could positively affect businesses in Northern Ontario and 

highlight those technologies that can have the most profound effects in furthering economic 

growth and diversification. 
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NORTHERN ONTARIO ICT UTILIZATION RESEARCH  

Four methods of data collection were employed--an online survey, a series of focus groups, a 

written survey completed by focus group participants, and a telephone survey. The research 

methodology and results are summarized in the following sections. 

Online Survey 

Methodology 

An online study was performed in the summer of 2009 by the Sault Ste. Marie Innovation 

Centre and Northwestern Ontario Innovation Centre.  

A website was created to deliver a survey designed to understand the businesses that directly 

influence ICT in Northern Ontario. Over 225 companies from throughout Northern Ontario 

were invited to participate through a series of emails extending over a two month period.  The 

emails themselves provided both an introduction explaining the purpose of the survey, an 

approximation of the time commitment expected of participants, and a link directing them to 

the website.  The response rate was approximately 20% with a total of 46 surveys being 

completed.  The breakdown of all contacted parties is as follows: 

Northeastern Ontario: 

67 .................................................. Sudbury 

49 ...................................... Sault Ste. Marie 

28 ............................................... North Bay 

10 .................................................. Timmins 

4 ....................................................... Wawa 

3 ................................................. Elliot Lake 

1 .................................................. Chapleau 

1 ................................................ Blind River 

Northwestern Ontario: 

51 ............................................ Thunder Bay 

3 ....................................................... Kenora 

2 .......................................................Dryden  

2 ............................................Sioux Lookout 

2 .............................................. Fort Frances 

1 .................................................. Geraldton 

1 .................................................... Red Lake 

2 ............................................... Undisclosed 

A more complete breakdown that includes company information provided of those who 

participated can be seen in Appendix 1. 

It is interesting to note that this list contains additional towns that were not included in the 

contact list.  These towns are outlying communities of larger cities such as Timmins and North 
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Bay. The top 4 respondents by location were Thunder Bay (14), Sault Ste. Marie (8), Sudbury 

(5), and North Bay (4) respectively. 

Results and Analysis  

A summary of the key findings reveal that: 

ü Majority of the ICT respondent organizations in Northern Ontario employ between 1 

to 5 individuals; 54% (Figure 1). 

ü The top three business offerings of those surveyed were IT Consulting, 

Hardware/Software Sales and Support, and Web Development (Figure 2). 

ü 78% respondents claimed they expect to expand their operation in the next 12 

months (Figure 3). 

ü 20% plan to add new locations in the next 12 months (Figure 3). 

ü 65% of the organizations expect to hire new staff in the next 12 months (Figure 3). 

ü The top three skill sets IT companies were most interested in were Sales and 

Marketing, Business Skills, and Programming (Figure 4). 

ü 70% of participating businesses felt it is difficult to find skilled labour (Figure 5). 

ü The top 3 skill sets that participants expected difficulty recruiting were Software 

Development, Web Development, and Custom Software Development (Figure 6). 

ü The satisfaction of participants had towards recent graduates were mixed; 9% 

indicated they were very satisfied, 28% were satisfied, 26% were neutral, 18% were 

dissatisfied, and 2% were very dissatisfied (Figure 7).  
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Question 1 

How many individuals are employed at your company? 

FIGURE 1 

 

Of those that participated in the study, the majority of the organizations employ 1 to 5 people 

capturing 54% of the study populus (Figure 1). Of the remaining, 7% employ 5 to 10 individuals, 

17% employ 10 to 20 individuals, 7% employ 20 to 50 individuals, 4% employ 50 to 100 

individuals, and 11% employ 100+ individuals. 

Question 2 

Please describe the innovative (unique) products/services your company offers?  

This question allowed for an open ended response by participants. Many participants took the 

time to highlight a few unique offerings their organization provides while others gave an 

extensive list.  Some innovative and unique products/services highlighted by participants 

included: 

Infonaut 

Infonaut develops map-based decision-making tools for infectious disease surveillance and 

control. Infonaut's web-based application suite, Infonaut Live, consists of three separate 

products: Hospital Watch Live, Infection Watch Live and Region Watch Live. These location-
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based business intelligence solutions provide disease surveillance, emergency preparedness, 

planning and response at different geographic thresholds: in-building, community-level, and 

state/provincial/federal.  

CCS 

CCS has developed robust, custom software in the areas of industrial weight scale systems 

(saw/pulp mills), geographic information systems, portable in-field data collection, inventory 

management, sales, tourism and human resources.  One of these products is GEREMA, a 

software package for managing and reporting spatial data which is built on ESRI ArcObjects and 

aƛŎǊƻǎƻŦǘΩǎ ƭŀǘŜǎǘ Φb9¢ ǘŜŎƘƴƻƭƻƎƛŜǎΦ   

Contact Nord 

Contact Nord is Northern Ontario's Distance Education and Training Network. They facilitate 

access to the education and training opportunities offered by Northern Ontario's colleges, 

universities and other training organizations.  Access to the education and training 

opportunities is provided using learning technologies such as audio conference, 

videoconference and e-learning serving learners in 92 small and remote communities across 

Northern Ontario. 

More unique and innovative products/services can be found in Appendix 1. 
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Question 3 

What category or categories should your company be listed in?   

FIGURE 2 

 

This question was assembled as a multiple choice offering, allowing participants to choose 

amongst various categories.  In addition to having a precompiled list to choose from, 

participants were also provided with an additional άhtherέ category which allowed them to fill 

in categories not included on the initial list.  As can be seen in figure 2 above, most, if not all, 

companies participating in this study had multiple classifications.  The top three categories of 

those surveyed were άIT Consultantέ with 23 selections, άHardware/Software Sales and 

Supportέ with 21 selections, and άWeb Developmentέ ǿƛǘƘ мф ǎŜƭŜŎǘƛƻƴǎΦ  The άOtherέ category 

garnered quite a bit of attention with 20 organizations choosing this selection. The list of 

categories generated through the άOtherέ category can be found in Appendix 1 ς On-Line 

Survey Responses. 
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Questions 4, 5, 6 

These three questions revolved around the future expansion plans of the companies surveyed 

and are summarized in the chart below.  The specific questions asked included: 

Q4.  Do you expect to expand your business in the next 12 months?  (See chart below) 

Q5.  Will you be adding new locations?  (See chart below) 

Q6.  Will you be hiring additional staff?  (See chart below) 

FIGURE 3 

 

Of the respondants, 78% claimed they expect to expand their operation in the next 12 months. 

Of the organizations expecting to expand 20% plan to add new locations in the next 12 months, 

and 65% expect to hire new staff in the next 12 months (Figure 3).  

  

Expecting to Expand Adding New Locations Hiring New Staff

Blank 0% 0% 2%

No 28% 80% 33%

Yes 72% 20% 65%

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

80%

90%

100%

Business Growth



Northern Ontario ICT Utilization Study 

 

 

Page 9 

Question 7 

What IT skill sets is your organization most interested in? 

FIGURE 4 

 

To get an understanding of the skill sets that interest ICT organizations the multiple answer 

ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴ άǿƘŀǘ L¢ ǎƪƛƭƭǎ ǎŜǘǎ ƛǎ ȅƻǳǊ ƻǊƎŀƴƛȊŀǘƛƻƴ Ƴƻǎǘ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘŜŘ ƛƴΚέ ǿŀǎ ŀǎƪŜŘΦ  ¢ƘŜ responses 

are compared and summarized in figure 4 above.  As can be seen fom the results, the three 

areas that garnered the most interest amongst participants were Sales and Marketing with 25 

selections, Business Skills with 24 selections, and Programming with 22 selections.   
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Question 8 

What is the difficulty level of finding competent IT skilled labour for your organization?  

FIGURE 5 

 

¢ƻ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŀǾŀƛƭŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ƻŦ ǎƪƛƭƭŜŘ ƭŀōƻǳǊ ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜŘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ L/¢ ǎŜŎǘƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴ άWhat is 

the difficulty level of finding competent IT skilled labour for your organization?έ ǿŀǎ ǇƻǎŜŘ ǘƻ 

participants.  The results are summarized in figure 5 above.  The figure shows that businesses 

feel it is either difficult (44%) or very difficult (26%) to find skilled labour. This demonstrates the 

scarcity of ICT-based knowledge workers in Northern Ontario. 
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Question 9 

What skill sets/experience levels do you expect difficulty in recruiting? This question allowed 

participants to choose from a predefined list as well as ŀƴ άhǘƘŜǊέ ƻǇǘƛƻƴΦ ¢ƘŜ ǊŜǎǳƭǘǎ ŀǊŜ 

summarized in figure 6 below.  

FIGURE 6 

 

From the results summarized in figure 6 above, the top 3 areas chosen to give the surveyed 

organizations the most difficult is Software Development with 18 selections, Web Development 

with 16 selections and Custom Software Development with 15 selections.   
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