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Opening Message from OBIO CEO

To be competitive in the knowledge economy we need a broad base of engagement with 
science and an understanding of how it affects and benefits the daily lives of all of us. We need 
a new generation passionate about STEM subjects and confident that there is a place for them 
in the labs, offices and board rooms of science driven companies. A key component of this is 
the presence and success of homegrown companies. A strong, successful local industry has a 
profile that generates public interest and sends a positive message on high caliber jobs in our 
communities and the economic benefits to our province.

 To achieve this, we can and must do better to keep the companies that are commercializing 
local innovations. In the health science industry, this means reexamining our financial poli-
cies to support development of health technologies within companies to meet regulatory and 
commercial requirements. It means strengthening the ecosystem and building an infrastructure 
for testing and adopting health innovations here at home. Finally, it means building the pool of 
experienced talent by supporting job creation and sending a message to upcoming scientists 
that there is a place for them to make a meaningful contribution and be successful in a diverse 
range of careers here in Ontario. Ultimately, we need to get to home grown anchor companies.

 Every industry needs an organization to champion their contribution to the economy, create 
community and dialogue and provide avenues for knowledge transfer and development. OBIO 
is committed to be that champion for the human health bioscience industry in Ontario. As 
we approach our tenth anniversary, OBIO continues to deliver the policy recommendations, 
programs and services necessary to “Build Companies, Build Industry and Build an Environ-
ment where Industry can thrive.”

 Over the years, OBIO has acquired an intimate knowledge of the needs and challenges 
facing health science companies in Ontario. Throughout our history, we have consulted with 
stakeholders, brokered collaborations, built community and worked tirelessly to deliver policy 
recommendations, innovative programs and services targeted at helping companies succeed. 
From the early days of the Ontario Bioscience Strategy Team (OBEST®) to the 2017 Leadership 
Summit on “Tackling the Anchor Company Challenge”, OBIO has brought together leaders from 
academia, government, the health science industry and the finance sector to elicit and develop 
innovative ideas for building a competitive, constructive industry.

 The accompanying report moves the field forward as the industry matures and offers recom-
mendations to address challenges in scaling from start up to commercialization and growth 
that will benefit Ontario patients, healthcare providers and the economy.  Use it or lose it. The 
opportunity is there.

 

Gail Garland
President & CEO
Ontario Bioscience Innovation Organization
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Executive 
Summary
The strength of Ontario’s health science sector lies 
in its publicly funded research institutions. 
While researchers and the rate of citations from 
academic publications are well acknowledged, 
Ontario’s home-grown companies face barriers 
that prevent them from maturing here, commer-
cializing local intellectual property and growing 
into anchor companies.

 Since 2009, OBIO® has been working with 
Ontario’s health science industry, government 
and institutions to understand needs and to build 
an environment where companies succeed and 
contribute to improved health outcomes, jobs 
and economic benefits to the province.  

 This work began in 2009 with the launch 
of OBEST®, a province-wide undertaking that 
comprised regional consultations, ideation and 
problem solving across bio-sector stakeholders. 
By 2010, the OBEST process had identified six goals 
and key objectives for each: capital, capabilities and 
people, innovation adoption, anchor companies, 
culture and integration. By mid 2011 OBIO and the 
OBEST teams launched “A Bioeconomic Strategy for 
Ontario” with key actions for industry and industry 
with government to meet the expressed goals. Since 
that time, OBIO has worked with stakeholders to 
design and implement strategic programming and 
has maintained ongoing dialogue through consul-
tations and education.

A recent initiative brought together over 50 stake-
holders to delve into the benefits from having local 
anchor companies, the challenges associated 
with building them here in Ontario and potential 
solutions. As part of the commitment to industry, 
OBIO conducts consultations with locally head-
quartered companies to measure progress and 

Barriers to scaling up in Ontario fall into four 
main categories:
Financial. 
The limited availability of diverse sources of capital 
and beneficial tax incentives; 

Infrastructure. 
The absence of a supportive local infrastructure 
for technology trial and development followed by 
adoption and dissemination; 

Ecosystem. 
The absence of homegrown anchor companies 
limits the development of a diverse and robust 
ecosystem;  

Talent. 
Limited availability of experienced people with 
global networks and expertise in technology devel-
opment and commercialization.

identify needs and priorities. The 2017 consulta-
tion took the pulse of industry and collected reac-
tions to outputs from the Leadership Summit on 
building anchor companies.

 An online consultation was completed in 2017 
with 135 industry executives. Medtech and, to a 
lesser degree, therapeutics companies made up 
most of the respondents this year, and over 90% 
were privately held. Since the previous consulta-
tion in 2015 the industry has seen some growth and 
maturation with over half stating they are in the pre-
clinical or clinical stage of development and one in 
five said their most advanced project is generating 
sales or expanding their markets. Three quarters 
said they have a technology that will be ready for 
vetting within the next year. While most companies 
still employ fewer than 10 people, the majority plan 
to hire in the coming year. Financial security contin-
ues to challenge Ontario’s companies and 80% have 
less than 12 months of financial runway. 

http://www.obio.ca/publications-1/2017/8/obest-strategy-report
http://www.obio.ca/publications-1/2017/8/obest-strategy-report
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Industry’s top five recommended initia-
tives for improving Ontario’s health science 
sector are:

1 Establish a health innovation capital fund that 
invests directly in health science companies.

2  Work with industry to establish a network of early 
adopter institutions and invest in infrastructure 
and programming to pilot new drugs and tech-
nologies at Ontario institutions. 

3  Consolidate government funding programs and 
bring application and review processes into line 
with standard market terms and global invest-
ment practices. 

4  Simplify procurement processes and facilitate 
adoption and dissemination of new drugs and 
technologies throughout the healthcare system.

5  Adopt globally competitive tax policies to attract 
investment and help companies to grow. global 
networks and expertise in technology develop-
ment and commercialization. 

97% of industry leaders who 
responded said that if there was 
a network of early adopter 
hospitals and a receptive 
ecosystem in Ontario they 
would stay and grow here.

OBIO provides services and programs to meet indus-
try’s needs. The overall level of awareness of OBIO’s 
programming was high and individual initiatives were 
well received. While programs got high marks in their 
current iterations, industry leaders had suggestions to 
address current gaps in the ecosystem:

— Develop and implement OBIO’s H2BB™ programs for 
scientists who transition to a business role and for 
managers at all levels. 

— Continue to provide support through OBIO’s CAAP® 
and other services to improve access to capital. Offer 
a program under the CAAP model to support mature 
companies and their executives. 

— Work to clarify, stabilize and improve the climate for 
procurement and reimbursement particularly for new 
technologies.

— Support companies in global business development 
efforts.

— Build a network of innovator hospitals that are knowl-
edgeable and compatible with industry’s scale up 
needs and timelines.

7
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Introduction
Ontario’s health science industry is seeking to grow 
and mature in the face of what has been described 
as the Fourth Industrial Revolution (4IR). According 
to the 2017-18 Global Competitiveness report1, 
“The pace and disruptiveness of technological 
change are creating unprecedented opportuni-
ties and challenges that are set to be amplified by 
the convergence of digital, physical, and biological 
technologies that are characterizing the emerging 
Fourth Industrial Revolution.” The report further 
comments on expected job losses in the face of 
technology’s impact on manufacturing and raises 
concerns about the future of job creation and 
economic development that relies on “labor inten-
sive” manufacturing exports. 

 Ontario’s economy has already been experi-
encing a shift away from its manufacturing core 
in response to globalization and the slow ten-year 
recovery from the global economic crisis. The 
innovation economy represents an opportunity 
for prosperity, however, the report’s authors advise 
policy makers that it will be essential to provide 
“adequate funds and instruments to support the 
most productive and innovative ideas in order to 
take advantage of the Fourth Industrial Revolu-
tion.” The human health science industry delivers: 
innovations that address areas of critical medical 
need, high income jobs, revenues, and cost effec-
tive, innovative solutions for the delivery of care 
and improved outcomes. Looking ahead, Deloitte2 
introduced their 2018 predictions by stating:

“With quality, outcomes, and value the watchwords 
for health care in the 21st century, sector stake-
holders around the globe are looking for innova-
tive, cost-effective ways to deliver patient-centered, 
technology enabled “smart” health care, both 
inside and outside hospital walls.”

 This evolution represents significant oppor-
tunity across all areas of health technology 
development but requires new thinking and 
rapid change in adoption and reimbursement 
strategies. The growing need for technologies 
that enable “smart healthcare”  is also driving 
intense global competition for a place in the 
worldwide healthcare market (estimated at $9 
trillion) where growth is forecast to increase from 
a level of 1.3% between 2012 and 2016 to 4.1% 
between 2017 and 2021. 

 Access to capital has long been documented 
as the key issue facing Ontario health science 
companies. Recent discussions have also begun 
to examine other gaps in Ontario’s ecosystem 
and how they interact with the ability to attract 
investment. The 2017 OBIO Leadership Summit 
brought together leaders from the health 
science industry, financial services, govern-
ment, healthcare providers and academia to 
re-examine the challenge of attracting capital 
into Ontario’s growing health science companies 
and to re-imagine solutions.

 Globally, successful health science clusters are 
characterized by the presence of innovative 
technology start-ups, maturing and mature 
companies, educated and experienced talent, 
well matched financial capital, champion organi-
zations and academic and medical institutions 
geared to supporting development and adoption 
of new technologies. Overall a productive ecosys-
tem is characterized by policies and a common 
understanding among players that enables tech-
nology development, commercialization and 
market dissemination. These in turn attract invest-
ment.
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Tackling the Anchor Company Challenge: 

OBIO Leadership Summit 2017 looked at the absence 
of home grown anchor companies in the health science 
innovation space as a symptom of the failure to develop 
companies to maturity and benefit from the ecosystem 
that builds around them. During the summit, the partici-
pating experts acknowledged the critical nature of capital 
and identified three action items3:

Innovation Pull. 

Ontario needs to be globally competitive with other 
market clusters on technology transfer terms and IP 
commercialization to attract global investment capital 
necessary to the start and growth of new companies.

 Adoption. 

The Ontario health system (government, hospitals, and 
healthcare providers) needs to have a process to acceler-
ate the adoption of innovative technologies. The process 
must include early stage engagement with companies 
to assist in trial, refinement and real-world experience. 

Capital. 

Canadian companies need to attract a continuous flow 
of investment to the region from global partners. Invest-
ment partners want an above market return on their 
investments and need to see a growing track record of 
successful health sciences companies, talent that can 
scale, and a business-friendly ecosystem that is commit-
ted to supporting future growth within the sector.

There were 5 recommendations from the summit that fell 
under commercialization, domestic testing and refine-
ment and global engagement themes. Full details can be 
obtained in the final report.

Recommendation 1: 
Develop & adopt best practice guidelines for IP and govern-
ment funding, based on standard market terms and global 
investment practices. 

Recommendation 2: 
Create innovation procurement demonstration projects 
at Ontario institutions to showcase how innovative tech-
nologies from local companies can be acquired through 
the existing BPS guidelines. 

Recommendation 3: 
Establish a roster of “Early Adopter / Innovation” health 
service providers in Ontario to accelerate the assessment, 
refinement, and adoption of novel health technologies 
from local companies. 

Recommendation 4: 
Engage and network local talent with global expertise. 

Recommendation 5: 
Provide capital support and seed funding to assist 
Canadian companies to engage with global networks 
and stakeholders.

http://www.obio.ca/publications-1/2017/5/tackling-the-anchor-company-challenge-obio-leadership-summit-report-2017
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The  summit also had recommendations for government:

• Provide clarification and broad dissemination on policies around 
value-based procurement 

• Work with OBIO stakeholders to develop a model for designating 
some hospitals and healthcare institutions as “Early Adopter Insti-
tutions”, coupled with a different funding model for these institu-
tions that encourages risk-taking and the adoption of innovation, 
without risk of penalty under the current funding model. 

• Continue to develop and support health science industry busi-
ness commercialization programs/mentorship programs such as 
OBIO CAAP. 

• Support commercialization internships to build health science 
companies. The industry needs experienced talent and talent that 
extends beyond the research function to nurture entrepreneurship 
and business skills. 

• Foster a business-friendly environment. Investors need to engage 
in an environment that is consistent, predictable, and that doesn’t 
penalize high-risk investments in a priority sector. 

As the recommendations are put into action, OBIO is committed to 
maintaining a dialogue with industry and to measuring reactions 
on a larger scale. Since 2009, OBIO has conducted consultations 
and surveys of Ontario health science companies to understand 
the industry and its needs and to gain reaction to programming and 
policies. This report presents the findings of the 2017 consultation 
with a focus on reactions to outcomes from the 2017 OBIO Leader-
ship Summit.



Method
In late 2017, OBIO conducted an online survey of 135 
Ontario companies.  Medtech and to a lesser degree, 
therapeutics companies made up most respondents 
this year, and over 90% were privately held. 

 While most companies still employ fewer than 10 
people, the majority (94%) plan to hire in the coming 
year. Financial security continues to challenge Ontario’s 
companies and 80% have less than 12 months of finan-
cial runway. 

Company Classification
How would you classify your company?

Medical Device

Diagnostic

Health IT

Other

Digital 
Health

Manufacturing

Not for profit

36%

24%

11%
8%

6%
4%

1% 1%

Therapeutics
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Barriers to Scale Up
Companies were asked about the most important barriers 
to scale up and growth in Ontario. Each responder could 
select more than one response. There were 435 selec-
tions in total. Data are presented as a percentage of total 
responses and by the number of responders who selected 
a given item.
 Responses were categorized into 4 themes: capital and tax, 
local infrastructure, talent and anchor companies. 
The category addressing access to capital continues to 
stand out, however concerns about the overall ecosys-
tem were selected with a similar frequency. When the data 
are examined by the number of responders, the single 
item “accessing appropriate capital for the compa-
ny’s needs” was selected by 95% of the individuals who 
completed the survey.

As expressed by one CEO,
“ To become a successful health science/biomed 

hub a lot of work has to be done. Funding is the 
most pressing challenge, access to the healthcare 
system is a close second. ”
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Barriers to Scaling Up
What are the most important barriers 
to scaling up in Ontario?

 

 

 

Clinical trial costs, timing and contracting with 
local hospitals and research institutions. 9.9%

Accessing appropriate capital for the company’s needs. 
20%

Availability of programs and local infrastructure, for 
piloting, vetting, scale up and adoption of health 
technology. 7.4%

Selling into and gaining access to the Ontario 
health care market. 10.1%

Access to and engagement with global markets and 
networks of capital. 8.7%

Availability of experienced people with global 
networks. 8.5%

Pressure from investors to move to other jurisdic-
tions. 3.7%

Absence of anchor companies and the ecosystem 
that develops around them. 7.6%

Erosion of SRED and other tax incentives. 7.3%

Attracting and retaining people with the range of 
sills to commercialize technologies. 6.4%

Intellectual property and tech transfer terms from 
local institutions. 5.5%

Use It or Lose It :  Industry Solutions to Ontario’s Commercialization Gap
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11%

Concerns about local infrastructure (38% of 
responses) included:

•  Availability of programs and local infrastructure, 
for piloting, vetting, scale up and adoption of 
health technology. (e.g. designated early adopter 
health service providers, procurement demon-
stration projects, standardized processes for deci-
sion making.) (56% of responders)

•  Selling into and gaining access to the Ontario 
healthcare market. (48% of responders)

•  Intellectual property and tech transfer terms from 
local institutions.

•  Clinical trial costs, timing and contracting with 
local hospitals and research institutions. (47% 
of responders)

Financial challenges (36% of responses) 
included:

•  Accessing appropriate capital for the company’s 
needs. (95% of responders)

•   Erosion of SRED and other tax incentives.

•   Access to and engagement with global markets 
and networks of capital.

Issues that were related to anchor companies 
(11% of responses) were:

•  Absence of anchor companies and the ecosystem 
that develops around them. (36% of responders)

•  Pressure from investors to move to other juris-
dictions.

Talent issues (15% of responses) were:

•  Availability of experienced people with global 
networks. (41% of responders)

•  Attracting and retaining people with the range of 
skills to commercialize technologies.

•  Business, sales and marketing experience was 
the largest need followed by technical experi-
ence in manufacturing, QC and process develop-
ment and by technical experience in R&D directed 
toward a commercial product.

•  Senior management is the next most important 
gap followed by regulatory skills.

Barriers to Scaling Up By Theme
Categorizing the barriers to scaling up into four 
themes

Anchor companies 11%

Supportive local infrastructure 38%

Access to capital and local tax incentives 36%

Talent 15%



Talent Challenges
In what areas does your company expe-
rience the challenge of the talent gap in 
Ontario's health science industry?

  Business, sales and marketing experience 

Technical experience in research and develop-
ment of a product for approval and marketing

Technical experience in manufacturing, quality 
control, process development 

Senior management  

Regulatory 

Finance 

Mid level management 

Junior management 

Entry level in any discipline

HR

510152025

As expressed by one CEO,
“ There is a lot of talent in Ontario but the lack of 

opportunities, funding, etc. contributes to the 
‘talent gap’ - the talent leaves for better R&D 
opportunities elsewhere (e.g. U.S.). ”

14

Most Challenging

2nd Most Challenging

3rd Most Challenging

4th Most Challenging

Least Challenging

Use It or Lose It :  Industry Solutions to Ontario’s Commercialization Gap



15

Use It or Lose It :  Industry Solutions to Ontario’s Commercialization Gap

Industry 
Solutions
Industry executives were then asked what Ontario should address 
to improve the environment for health science companies. Each 
responder was invited to indicate and rank their top 5 solutions.
The following chart illustrates the rankings of each option tested.
The top five recommendations from industry covered capital, infrastruc-
ture, government funding programs, procurement and tax.

Other suggestions from individuals included:

“Establish local small-scale prototyping and scalable 
lower volume manufacturing infrastructure for medi-
cal devices and create an environment that fosters 
on-shore manufacturing.”

“Key decision makers in regional governments should 
spend more time with promising companies to under-
stand their needs.”

“Make immigration and work permits for non-Canadi-
ans easier.”

“Increase IRAP funding.”

“Push federal government to launch grant opportunities 
SIBR-STTR-type with milestone-driven capital release to 
help company reach an inflection point.”

Establish a health innovation capital fund that 
invests directly in healthcare companies. 

Work with industry to establish a network of early 
adopter institutions and invest in infrastructure and 
programming to pilot new drugs and technologies at 
Ontario institutions.

Consolidate government funding programs and bring 
application and review processes into line with stan-
dard market terms and global investment practices. 

Adopt globally competitive tax policies to attract 
investment and help companies to grow. 

Simplify procurement processes and facilitate adop-
tion and dissemination of new drugs and technolo-
gies throughout the healthcare system.

Invest in talent development and global networking 
that address industry needs at all levels.

Invest in health technology manufacturing. 

Establish and regulate standards for clinical trial costs 
and timelines to make Ontario competitive and accessible 
to industry.

Work with the federal government to bring IP protection 
into line with other G8 countries.

Other

Most Important

Very Important

Moderate Importance

Low Importance

Least Important

510152025

2017 Industry Solutions
Which of the following should Ontario address immediately to 
improve the environment for health science companies?

1

2

3

4

5



Industry Solution #1
Establish a health innovation capital fund that invests directly   
in health science companies.
Only 6% of the companies surveyed have the option of raising capital in the 
capital markets. The clear majority are private. Over half the companies are 
pre-revenue and the majority have less than one year of financial runway. 

 “Government wants the biotech industry to thrive, provide high paying 
white collared jobs and pay significant taxes, but does little to help them. 
Its programs are focused on small rounds of money and do nothing to help 
a company ‘cross the chasm’ and achieve commercialization, let alone 
profitability.”

The need for a specific fund is supported by Canadian venture capital data 
that shows the ongoing dominance of IT investments over health science. 
There is also a lack of angel investors with health science industry knowl-
edge and focus.

“If  the government is serious about growing the biotech industry in Ontario, 
which can provide significant high paying, white collared jobs and hence tax 
revenue, then stop putting money into organizations that have no benefit 
to the industry. Take these funds and build a multi-million-dollar fund with 
a mandate of backing biotech organizations, who have an ability to make 
a significant difference in the industry through equity financings, then exit 
these Companies at appropriate times, once the mandate has been fulfilled 
and reinvest the profits into the next generation of biotech companies.”

Financial Runway
How much financial runway does your 
company currently have?

0 – 6  months 

6 – 12  months 

12 – 24 months 

24 + months 

16

40%

31%

9%

7%
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Industry Solution #2
Work with industry to establish a network of early 
adopter institutions and invest in infrastructure 
and programming to pilot new drugs and technolo-
gies at Ontario institutions.
The reasons for local companies to interact with Ontario 
hospitals and research institutions were varied however 
the main themes suggest that companies are looking to 
pilot and refine their technologies, engage clinical exper-
tise and to get real world data and understanding of chal-
lenges faced by the end user. Companies are also looking 
for local institutions that they partner with to act as show-
case sites for the technology as part of the commercializa-
tion process. Companies were less inclined to be seeking 
technologies to in-license and develop.

 Over half said it is important or critical to have an 
Ontario hospital use their technology to generate data 
and improve the product, and to showcase it to investors 
and other markets. Those that said it is not overly impor-
tant felt they have access to the services and expertise they 
want in other regions often through their investors.

Engaging with Ontario Health 
Service Providers
What are the typical reasons for your 
company to engage with Ontario hospitals 
or health service providers?

Importance of Having a Local Showcase for 
Technology in Ontario
How important is it to get local Ontario hospitals and 
health service providers to use your technology as a 
means of showcasing it?

Not important – the value of our technology 
speaks for itself. 12%

Helpful and somewhat important – engagement 
with local end-users provides important early 
feedback, but we can also get data from end-
user partners in other regions. 14%

Nice to have but not essential – my investors or 
prospective end-users from other regions may 
ask, but it's not a deal breaker. 21%

Important – we rely on our local end-users to 
provide us with impact and efficacy data as well 
as early market intelligence before expanding to 
other markets. 22%

Critical – the relationships with local hospitals 
and health service providers allow us to pilot 
test and further develop our technology, before 
bringing an improved product, along with the 
data to support its effectiveness to the global 
market. 28%

Pilot testing a novel technology in a 
clinical environment. 18%

Engaging clinical and institu-
tional expertise. 18%

Understanding specific challenges of the 
end-user so that our company can develop 
technology solutions. 14%

Other

Getting the end-user organization to act as 
a showcase site for your technology. 12%

Gaining assistance with further developing 
a novel technology based on early clinical 
testing and feedback. 12%
Obtaining market data on efficacy and im-
pact of the technology. 11%

Becoming a vendor of a technology solution 
to the end-user hospital or health service 
provider. 17%

Tech transfer and sourcing novel technology 
from other institutions so we can develop it. 6%
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Slightly less than half had conducted a pilot or clini-
cal trial at a local hospital. One in three companies 
went outside Ontario for trials or piloting programs, 
mainly to the US (46%) or UK/EU (26%)Device 31%

The top 5 barriers to engaging with Ontario hospi-
tals or health service providers on the issue of new 
technology development were related to timeli-
ness, cost effectiveness communications, adoption 
and reimbursement for successful technologies 
and the relationship with the institution:

•  Affordable, timely pilot tests of a novel technology 
in a clinical environment.

•  Engaging clinical expertise in a timely and cost-
effective way.

•  Understanding specific challenges of the end-
user so that a company can develop technology 
solutions.

•  Becoming a vendor of a technology solution to 
the end-user hospital or health service provider.

•  Getting the end-user organization to act as a 
showcase site for the technology. 

Intellectual property agreements were also consid-
ered a barrier. Other comments concerned risk 
aversion, lack of funding and both the lack of band-
width and regulatory knowledge of clinicians who 
might be interested in working with a company.

“It makes no sense to have to look outside of Ontario 
for your first pilots and trials. It also makes no sense 
to repeatedly go through IRB/contract procedures 
when you visit different hospitals in Ontario. We need 
to move beyond lip service to the idea of ‘innovation’ 
in healthcare and building actual systems and path-
ways for trialing and integrating new health technol-
ogy developed locally in Ontario.” 

Clinical Trials Conducted in Ontario 
Hospitals
Has your company ever conducted a clinical trial 
or pilot of your technology at an Ontario hospital 
or research institutions?

Health IT 10%

Drug 17%

Diagnostic 25%

Digital Health 17%

Device 21%

No Yes57% 43%
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Fewer than one third of the companies that had 
done a trial or pilot at a local institution reported 
that their technology had been adopted. The 
main barriers to adoption related to the lack of 
clear procurement paths, no funding codes or 
programs for new devices and trial delays or lack 
of commitment by the hospital and trialist.

• The stakeholder’s ability/desire to pay for the 
technology.

• Procurement path not clear.

• No existing funding programs into which new 
devices fit.

• Slow recruitment, lack of commitment, trial 
took too long.

 

Largest Barrier

Second Largest Barrier

Third Largest Barrier

Fourth Largest Barrier

Fifth Largest Barrier

Barriers to Health Technology Development in 
Ontario
What are the top five barriers to engaging with Ontario hospitals 
or health service providers on the issue of new technology 
development?

Affordable, timely pilot tests of a novel 
technology in a clinical environment.

Understand specific challenges of the end user so 
our company can develop technology solutions.

Engaging clinical expertise in a timely 
and cost effective way.

Becoming a vendor of a technology solution to the 
end user hospital or health service provider.

Getting the end-user to act as a 
showcase for technology.

453525155



There is ongoing frustration within industry:

“We have conducted clinical trials in Ontario, 
but pilots have been hard to secure with 
healthcare service providers. Barriers included 
bureaucracy, lack of political will to adopt / 
champion, unwillingness to dialogue with 
industry, unwillingness to engage in any proj-
ects that may financially benefit the company, 
no culture of innovation.”

74% said they have a technology that will 
be ready for vetting within an Ontario hospi-
tal within the next year and were willing to 
be contacted for a new program geared to 
industry. When asked about participation in 
existing programs, almost two thirds had not 
participated. Of those that had, they said the 
program was only somewhat helpful.

Ontario’s ability to address this gap in the 
ecosystem has the potential to positively 
impact the growth and maturation of the 
industry. 

97% said that if there was a network of early 
adopter hospitals and a receptive ecosystem 
in Ontario they would stay and grow here. 

Participation in Ontario Programs
Which Ontario programs has your company 
participated in?

Would Your Company Stay in Ontario?
If there was a network of early adopter hospitals 
and a receptive ecosystem in Ontario, would your 
company stay here and grow here?

None  67% Other  8%

Innovation Brokers  4%

Procurement by Co-Design  4%Hospital self-initiated 
programs  8%

EXCITE  9%
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Industry Solution #3
Consolidate government funding programs and bring appli-
cation and review processes into line with standard market 
terms and global investment practices. 
“A technology developed at university that has been transferred to a 
start-up is generally not ready for clinical testing and requires further 
development and validation by the company. Ontario’s environment 
lacks funding sources for this. There are very few VC firms and no 
significant government grants. One of the existing programs that I am 
familiar with has rigid investment rules that can discourage start-ups 
from working with them. Lack of flexible funding sources for start-ups 
is probably the main reason why despite excellent science, compared 
to similar academic locations (e.g. Boston, San Francisco), Ontario 
has virtually no biotech.”

More than one third of the industry leaders who completed the 
survey considered lack of access to and engagement with global 
markets and networks of capital to be a barrier to growth in the 
province. The capital working group at the 2017 OBIO Leadership 
Summit noted.

“Investors need to engage in an environment that is consistent, 
predictable, and that doesn’t penalize high-risk investments in a 
priority sector. Ontario and Canada need to ensure that the business 
environment for investors is not only favorable, but that it facilitates 
investment in the region. If other regions are recognized as more favor-
able (e.g. tax policy, securities regulations) to business, then capital 
partners won’t look any further into investment opportunities here.”

The recommendation that government consolidate funding 
programs, simplify application processes and improve timelines 
and transparency has been made by industry over many years. Inter-
national investors have also indicated that they will not co-invest 
with funds in Canada if the terms are not in line with usual practices.
Fewer than half of this year’s respondents said they had received-
funding from either the provincial or federal government. 

Funding from Provincial Sources
In the past year, has your company received 
funding from provincial sources?

Funding from Federal Sources
In the past year, has your company received 
funding from federal sources?

54
%

46
%

No

No

Yes

Yes

54%

54
%

46%

56% 44%
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Industry Solution #4
Simplify procurement processes and facilitate 
adoption and dissemination of new drugs and 
technologies throughout the healthcare system.
There was no clear understanding of the path to procure-
ment once a technology has demonstrated efficacy and 
impact. In addition, those who had attempted to have 
a technology adopted experienced several barriers and 
frustrations. 

Barriers to adoption of new healthcare technologies are 
both procedural and structural. The key barriers are hospi-
tal budgets, risk aversion and process. 
As expressed by industry executives:

“The financing and competitive structure does not create 
incentives to adopt new technologies quickly. Conversely, 
there are strong incentives to limit risk - it is always easier 
to stick to the status quo because there is no cost if they do 
not improve.”

“Antiquated hospital systems and processes - including low 
bandwidth for wireless communications. A byzantine hier-
archy with no publicly available contact info. It is almost 
impossible to figure out who to engage with or contact. 

There is also a lack of interest in small companies - they are 
mostly interested in contracts with big companies unless 
one has a personal contact with a researcher.”

“Capital budget process, where the budget is established in 
March and is allocated for a year; therefore, demonstrating 
a product that they wish to purchase will need to go through 
two or three levels of approval. Then if it is approved and 
you are lucky make it into the budget, it may take two to 
three years for an Ontario hospital to purchase a prod-
uct. Most health science companies give up chasing this 
avenue, due to the length of time to purchase a product 
and the number of hoops that need to be jumped through 
to achieve a sale.”

9

7

Decision Makers of Vetted Technology
Once your technology has demonstrated efficacy and impact, who will make the decision to have 
your technology adopted within the Ontario health system?

1015202530

4%

4%

14%

20%

24%

31%

05

LHINs: Providing the overall governance for the 
health spending in the region

Purchasing Department

Hospital/Organization Executives: C-level individuals re-
sponsible for allocating funding within the organization 

Ontario Ministry of Health and Long-Term Care

Heads of clinical departments: Who have had 
first hand experience with your technology

We don’t know who is best to engage with: 
We talk to any (or all) off the parties above
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Industry Solution #5
Adopt globally competitive tax policies to at-
tract investment and help companies to grow
Over one in three of the executives who responded said 
that erosion to SRED was one of the major barriers to scal-
ing up companies in Ontario. Competitive tax policies was 
also in the top 5 recommendations for change and scored 
the third largest number of 5/5 ratings.

Establish a health innovation capital fund that 
invests directly in healthcare companies. 

Work with industry to establish a network of early 
adopter institutions and invest in infrastructure and 
programming to pilot new drugs and technologies at 
Ontario institutions.

Consolidate government funding programs and bring 
application and review processes into line with stan-
dard market terms and global investment practices. 

Adopt globally competitive tax policies to attract 
investment and help companies to grow. 

Simplify procurement processes and facilitate adop-
tion and dissemination of new drugs and technolo-
gies throughout the healthcare system.

1

2

3

4

5

Previous surveys have shown that competitive tax poli-
cies would allow companies to extend runway, create 
jobs and further their R&D efforts to reach milestones 
and create value in their companies. Value creation in 
turn would attract investment. In 2017, OBIO released 
a white paper titled “Tax Incentives for Growing Health 
Science Companies.”⁴ The recommendations included 
measures such as the use of “patent boxes” similar to 
the UK, ensuring SRED or OITC eligibility is not affected 
by government loans or grants and including certain off 
shore research activities in SRED as is done in Australia.

2017 Industry Solutions
How to improve the environment for Ontario's health 
science industry

051015202530

Most Important

Very Important

Moderate Importance

Low Importance

Least Important

http://www.obio.ca/publications-1/2017/5/tax-incentives-for-growing-health-science-companies
http://www.obio.ca/publications-1/2017/5/tax-incentives-for-growing-health-science-companies
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OBIO Programming and Events
As part of the feedback mechanism, OBIO tested 
awareness and participation in a series of programs 
and OBIO events. In some cases, participation is by 
invitation only. In others, there is competition for a 
spot in a program and, finally,  in others attendance 
is open to all. Overall awareness of programs and 
events was high regardless of the type. Spontane-
ous comments reflected positive experiences in the 
programs.

Participation rates reflected the nature of the 
program or the length of time the program had 
been running.

–  94% were aware of OBIO events and Executive 
Exchange Series and three quarters had partici-
pated.

–  90% of respondents were aware of OBIO’s Pitch-
book and Global Data service offerings and just 
over 40% had used them to date.

– OBIO’s Queen’s Park Advocacy Day was known 
to 80% of respondents and over one third had 
participated. 

– Three quarters knew of the invitation-only 2017 
OBIO Leadership Summit and 15% of the respon-
dents had taken part.

Overall awareness of OBIO’s long standing programs 
CAAP and Pre-CAAP was almost 100% and half of 
the companies surveyed had participated in one 
or both programs. Responses to the programs were 
positive. Graduates and more mature companies 
were looking for global introductions and network-
ing activities beyond the current CAAP offerings.

“CAAP & Pre-CAAP programs are fantastic and were 
invaluable to our success thus far.” 

OBIO’s recent H2BB program was almost as well 
known (92% aware). Participation (29%) rates reflect 
the newness of the program at the time of data 
collection.

When asked about the benefits of the H2BB 
program, participants focused on access to intern 
candidates and the quality of the pool, the mentors 

and subject matter expert advisors and the learning 
opportunities and training that enabled the interns 
to develop quickly and make a valued contribution. 
While there were slightly more mentions of the quality 
of screened candidates, respondents mentioned each 
of the benefits with similar frequency as illustrated by 
the following comments:

“I believe the program did a great job of vetting candi-
dates, and the mentor concept for new hires looks fantas-
tic.”

“[The main benefit was] Access to master’s level student 
to test them out for business development before offer-
ing a permanent position.”

“The mentorship and the one to one guidance this 
provided our early employee who was enrolled was 
invaluable.”

“Gave our business intern a good background to hit the 
ground running in medtech business development.”

The benefits expressed in the industry consultation 
resembled those mentioned in the H2BB report, 
“Bridging the Talent Gap,”5 released in 2017. In addi-
tion, the interns surveyed for that report reported they 
had grown professionally and in confidence as a result 
of their internship, and that the OBIO support and 
resources improved their internship experience. The 
company supervisors said they valued mentors, work-
shops and the help finding financial resources to pay 
for internships. The advisors described the program as 
unique and important and that they would continue in 
their advisory role in future.

The main barriers to participation in the H2BB program 
were timing and corporate need; financial resources 
and access to government programs; and capacity to 
oversee an intern. Most who had no need of an intern at 
the time of the survey said they planned to participate 
in 2018. Industry leaders explained:

“We didn’t have an immediate need for the H2BB 
program because we were fortunate to have brought 
onboard an experienced director of sales & marketing. As 
we progress, we do foresee the value of such a program.”

http://www.obio.ca/publications-1/2017/11/bridging-the-talent-gap-report-on-obio-health-to-business-bridge-h2bb-2017
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“There were no matching funds to offset intern-
ship costs.”

“We did not have internal resources to manage 
interns.”

The success of the OBIO H2BB program and its 
unique approach to training offer opportuni-
ties to address talent gaps discussed earlier in 
this report. Industry leaders reported a need for 
technical experience in manufacturing, QC and 
R&D that meets regulatory requirements and 
is directed toward a commercializing a prod-
uct. Despite the availability of elective business 
courses for STEM graduates the majority lack 
any in depth knowledge or practical real-world 
business experience. This presents a need for 
a specific type of internship program to train 
researchers who move from the bench to pursue 
commercial opportunities within industry. 
In addition, industry expressed the requirement 
for ongoing management development within 
growing companies. H2BB’s powerful combina-
tion of structured learning, mentoring and “on 
the job” personalized development offers the 
potential to design a program that address this 
need while building networks and strengthen-
ing more senior elements of the health science 
community.

Respondents were also asked for recommen-
dations on where we need to direct efforts in 
the future. To a large extent, responses echoed 
previous findings: capital and financial issues, 
procurement and early adopter hospitals and 
advocacy were the most common requests.

Finally, industry leaders were asked what messages 
they have for candidates going into the next provin-
cial election. Responses displayed a passion and 
commitment to the industry. Many addressed both 
the opportunities inherent in a successful industry 
while at the same time expressing the opinion that 
Ontario is losing out. Key themes included access 
to capital, innovation adoption, scale up challenges 
and red tape:

“Canada has phenomenal technology and hospitals.  
Provide the funding and incentive for them to work 
together to launch export-ready, Canadian-made 
medical products that will benefit and diversify the 
Canadian economy.”

“Ontario has a terrific emerging industry but needs a 
more welcoming environment for successful scaling 
up.  That includes tax policies, funding programs and 
less red tape for the commercialization process.  We 
need to invest in the talent pool or make it easier to 
import talent.”

“Support for the biotechnology industry is critical for 
the future of the province. Companies like Celgene and 
Gilead did not exist 20 years ago and today their market 
cap exceeds that of all Canadian banks. We should do 
everything possible to nurture companies like that in 
Canada.”

Industry Needs and Interests
As Ontario's health science industry matures, 
where should support efforts be directed?

Capital 16%

Advocacy 13%

Early Adopter Hospitals 13%

Business Development 6%

Education 5%

Community 4%

Talent Development 3%

Procurement and reimbursement 
9%
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Summary 
and Remarks
Successful health science clusters such as those in the 
US, UK, Sweden and Germany have contributed much 
to the economies and societies of the regions that they 
are located in. Health Science clusters create knowledge 
economy jobs, enable the practice of “smart healthcare” to 
achieve better outcomes, cost savings and patient satisfac-
tion, and contribute to regional prosperity.  
A review of the literature finds that clusters consist of seven 
sectors: 

1) Established companies

2) Start-up businesses

3) Universities or other research institutions

4) Support groups or champions

5) State/provincial governments

6) Local/municipal governments 

7) Federal governments and their policies

 A presentation by Fitzgibbons on behalf of the Ontario 
government to the Competitiveness Institute in 20036 
included the benefit that Clusters enhance productiv-
ity which determines prosperity. Among the 10 actions 
that can be taken by governments, Fitzgibbons included 
experimenting early with new products, procurement, and 
enacting progressive laws and regulations. While Ontario’s 
mining, wine, and telecommunications industries were 
included among global examples of successful cluster 
development, the health science industry was not. 

 In an analysis of the US biotech landscape today, a post 
from Atlas Ventures7 concluded that Boston and San Fran-
cisco have come to dominate the industry and combine 
a unique blend of biomedical science, venture capital, 
entrepreneurial talent, risk-taking culture, and geographic 
density. They further conclude that “beyond having great 
science and the right “pixie dust” in the local environment, 
two fundamentally important ingredients to the success of 
any cluster are capital and talent.”  R&D industry jobs have 
grown by 30% in the successful clusters while shrunk or 
flatlined in other regions including Europe. 

Ontario’s health science industry has struggled to attract 
necessary capital, create value in local technologies and 
scale companies to create anchors for new startups. 
Consultations with industry over the years have consis-
tently found access to capital as a major barrier to scale 
up. Ontario’s industry is maturing and there are emerging 
success stories that highlight other aspects of the ecosys-
tem that need to be addressed. Foremost among these is 
the need for a system of early adopter health care provid-
ers with expertise in piloting, adopting and championing 
new technologies. Talent and support for the creation of 
anchor companies were also seen as gaps in the current 
environment. The Atlas Ventures writer links the presence 
of anchor companies to the generation of the right talent 
which in turn has the ability to attract capital.

Industry had recommendations for policy makers to 
continue the growth and maturation of the sector.

1 Establish a health innovation capital fund that invests 
directly in health science companies.

2  Work with industry to establish a network of early adopter 
institutions and invest in infrastructure and programming 
to pilot new drugs and technologies at Ontario institu-
tions. 

3 Consolidate government funding programs and bring 
application and review processes into line with standard 
market terms and global investment practices. 

4 Simplify procurement processes and facilitate adop-
tion and dissemination of new drugs and technologies 
throughout the healthcare system.

5  Adopt globally competitive tax policies to attract invest-
ment and help companies to grow.
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In her 2013 report for the EPA on “Building a Successful Technology Cluster”8, 
Maggie Theroux Fieldsteel stated:

“As the cluster develops, the roles of the champion and the cluster support 
organization become crucial for long term success. In successful clusters, 
they create an environment of collaboration and cooperation. Over time, 
they encourage interaction between cluster stakeholders, advise compa-
nies on potential research and/or commercialization partners, connect 
members to funding opportunities and investors, engage the three levels 
of government, encourage the colleges and universities to develop curricu-
lum that will prepare their students for jobs in the cluster, and foster work-
force mobility between established companies and start-ups.”

These remarks provide critical context and support for OBIO’s role in Ontario’s 
health science cluster. Consistent with Fieldsteel’s view, OBIO’s suite of programs 
and services builds networks and community, engages investors, advocates with 
government, enables students to enter industry and addresses industry’s need 
for talent through education, mentoring and experiential learning.

The survey illustrated that there is a high level of awareness and appreciation 
for OBIO’s work. At the same time industry leaders expressed the desire for an 
expansion of the CAAP program to address the needs of maturing companies 
and expansion of the H2BB program to train scientists in business skills and 
managers at all levels. Senior managers in mature companies also expressed 
the need to establish global networks in the areas of finance, talent and commer-
cialization.

 Industry’s recommendations for OBIO included:

1  Build a network of innovator hospitals that are knowledgeable and compatible 
with industry’s scale up needs and timelines;

2  Develop and implement H2BB programs for scientists who transition to a busi-
ness role and for managers at all levels.

3  Continue to provide support through CAAP and other services to improve access 
to capital. Offer a program under the CAAP model to support mature companies 
and their executives.

4  Work to clarify, stabilize and improve the climate for procurement and reim-
bursement particularly for new technologies.

5  Support companies in global business development efforts.
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