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Mining data, striking gold

sector update

The pieces are falling into place to establish a regional centre of excellence

They met in Moncton in June. There were entrepreneurs like 
Chris Boudreau, the CEO of Saint John-based ClinicServer. 
There were academics like Michael Shepherd, the dean of 
computer science at Dalhousie University. And there was even  
an entrepreneurial academic, Chris Baker, who teaches com-
puter science at the University of New Brunswick Saint John 
(UNBSJ) and has started his own company, IPSNP Comput-
ing Inc. There were also reps from university industrial liaison  
offices. They were all there to discuss one thing: big data. 

Springboard Atlantic Inc., which is 
the agency for the commercialization 
of university research, organized the 
meeting to bring together players in the 
field to find common areas of interest. 
Everyone understood the opportunity  
afforded by analyzing data, and in 
January many had attended the 600- 
delegate Big Data Congress in Saint 
John. This smaller gathering was a 
chance to strengthen connections and 
see if there were ways to capitalize on this massive opportunity.

Data analytics, or big data, is the fastest-growing segment of 
the ICT sector. The new classification has cropped up because 
a few things have happened simultaneously. With the digitali-
zation of the global economy, more data is being created now 
than ever before, much of it accessible to anyone. This has co-
incided with the launch of new tools that can analyze terabytes 
(“tera” refers to the number one with 12 zeros after it) of data for 
relatively low cost. The industry is using these tools to analyze 
data and then—this is the hard part—derive from it a practical  
application that can be adopted quickly. “A huge amount of data 
is generated every day,” says Tapajyoti Das, the CEO of Halifax-
based LeadSift Inc. “There’s easy access to that data, and there are 
awesome tools to analyze it.”

Big data presents an opportunity for Atlantic Canada. Geoff 
Flood, the CEO of IT company T4G Ltd., continues to promote 
the creation of a data science centre of excellence. Flood isn’t 
proposing a building with a sign that says “centre of excellence” 
so much as an ecosystem of talent and support programs that 
amplify the capacity for developing the new industry. 

That goal was given a leg up last year when IBM announced 
the establishment of a data analytics centre in Halifax that 
could employ 500 people, meaning the company could expand 
further in the region. IBM is working with Atlantic Canadian 
universities to develop curriculum that will prepare students 

for such employment. There is huge demand for these jobs; it’s 
a field that’s growing so strongly the U.S. is expected to be short 
190,000 analytics specialists by 2018. 

Though it’s still early days, in Atlantic Canada there have been 
some significant developments. First, IBM agreed to establish its 
Halifax office, which ignited discussions among regional univer-
sities on what curriculum is needed to ensure a growing pool of 
analytics talent. Second, T4G and the New Brunswick Informa-
tion Technology Council hosted the Big Data Congress, a sell-

out event that united hundreds of people 
interested in the segment. “As far as the 
Big Data Congress goes, it was mission 
accomplished,” says Flood. “The mission 
was to raise the level of awareness of the  
opportunity of big data.”

Since the Big Data Congress, work has 
proceeded slowly, often quietly but undeni-
ably. What’s important is that much of that 
work, including the meeting in Moncton, 
has involved the region’s universities. More 

than any other segment of the IT field, data analytics requires  
extremely knowledgeable people. It’s no coincidence that two of the 
latest regional data start-ups have been launched not just by com-
puter science students but also by PhD candidates and faculty. 

Fredericton-based Ara Labs, whose software scans the Inter-
net looking for viruses and malware, was developed by University 
of New Brunswick computer science dean Ali Ghorbani and three 
doctoral candidates. And TopLog of Halifax, founded by three 
Dalhousie PhD students, analyzes computer-network log data to 
save companies time and money. So it’s significant that a lot of 
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the progress being made is taking place at the university level. This 
past summer Dalhousie launched the Institute for Big Data Analytics 
Research, headed by Stan Matwin, a Canada Research Chair in Data 
Science. Dalhousie has also created an undergraduate specialization in 
data science as part of its bachelor of computer science degree. 

More needs to be done, of course. Chris Baker of UNBSJ argues that 
the region needs a greater focus on developing scalable data infrastruc-
tures and middle-ware, as well as more graduate students delving into 
analytics. “We need to change the way we perceive the role of the gradu-
ate student,” says Baker, who is pioneering semantic technologies for 
fetching information available from a vast array of online databases and 
analytical tools. “They play a central role in technology adoption. We’re 
not going to get there unless we have a huge increase in the numbers of 
grad students.” LeadSift’s Das, whose company crawls through tweets 
and other social media posts to find sales leads for companies, says that 
more students should take data sciences not only because job opportu-
nities are both vast and fascinating. “The stuff we’re working on is the 
stuff you want to work on when you’re in school,” he says.

Data experts say that one thing still needed is for more adoption, 
especially in the public sector. Data analytics are reshaping prac-
tices in every aspect of the economy and society, from science and 
environmental protection to business strategy and health care. The  
Atlantic Canadian economy lacks the mega-companies that drive 
most developed economies. So if local start-ups are going to find early 
adopters in the region, it will most likely have to come from govern-
ment or universities. There are projects in the works; for example,  
Dalhousie’s registrar’s office is working on a big data project that will 
help it understand the outcomes and progress of such groups as mature 
and international students and Haligonian students living at home. 

IBM could serve as an anchor company that could generate the 
spinoff of other smaller companies. One undeniable fact is that the 
region is producing fascinating start-ups engaged in data analytics. 
Baker’s IPSNP (pronounced “ip-snip”) is just one of a host of start-ups 
launched in the last two years that falls under the purview of big data. 
Then there’s Fredericton-based Introhive, whose technology can scan 
email lists of a large company’s employees to see who has connections 
at a certain company. Start-up gurus are even urging entrepreneurs to 
examine their own data when launching ventures.

In their book Lean Analytics: Use Data to Build a Better Startup 
Faster, Alister Croll and Benjamin Yoskovitz (the VP of product at 
Halifax-based GoInstant) argue that entrepreneurs are susceptible to 
delusion, and an analysis of data can protect them against their predi-
lection to convince themselves that their business proposition is flaw-
less. CTO Jay Aird and programmer Duncan Gillis of Halifax-based 
Karma Gaming took that proposition one step further. Karma needed 
data on casual gaming around the world but none existed, so Aird and 
Gillis spent a few weekends developing Dystillr, which can analyze 
data on the world’s leading casual-gaming industry. They now charge 
such clients as global investment bank Morgan Stanley to use Dystillr. 

Even if entrepreneurs aren’t applying data analytics to their model, 
the venture capitalist they’ve asked for investment likely is. “If you’re 
investing on subjective assessment alone, you’re in big trouble because 

bIg dAtA stARt-ups

billions of dollars are already being invested based on data analytics,” 
says Paul Singh, a venture partner at 500 Startups.

So how many start-ups in Atlantic Canada are analyzing data? It’s 
hard to say. At least 30 started out involved in some form of analyt-
ics. But a host of companies are planning to move into it in order to 
make their products more intelligent through data-based applica-
tions (see “Pivoting toward big data” on page 48). What can be said 
about data-based start-ups is that investors like them. More than half 
of the pure data analytics companies in the region have raised invest-
ment from VC funds and angels. These include LeadSift, which raised  
$1.1 million from such investors as OMERS Ventures and Innovacorp 
in 2012, and Introhive, which has attracted about $3.3 million from 
Build Ventures and GrowthWorks Atlantic Venture Fund. 

Investors are backing these products because data analysis has 
proven to improve efficiency and sales. All of a sudden, the availability 
of data and the tools to analyze it have opened new doors to profit-
ability. “We haven’t had all of the components to act on it till now, and 
it’s over the moon,” says T4G’s Flood. “People are going to have a lot of 
fun with it and hopefully make a lot of money too.” n 

cOMpAny: LeadSift

WHeRe: Halifax

pROduct: Scouring social media posts to  
find sales leads

In the pitching contest at the 2012 Invest Atlantic conference, 

Tapajyoti Das wanted to demonstrate just how effective his prod-

uct LeadSift was in generating sales leads for companies. So he 

used his software to find clients for one of the other pitchers, giv-

ing his competitor a complimentary boost and winning applause 

from the delegates. The move demonstrated the effectiveness 

of LeadSift and the panache of its co-founder and CEO. LeadSift 

solves one of the biggest problems facing just about any busi-

ness: finding sales leads. The software-as-a-solution product scans 

social media feeds, mainly Twitter, to catch in real time anything 

that could indicate someone wants what you’re selling. 

For example, an auto dealership could use LeadSift to search 

for people tweeting such things as “Have to replace my ’05 

Volvo.” The salesperson can then connect with the tweeter and 

hopefully make a sale. “If you’re in this business, you have to 

do the analytics that can help businesses either make money or 

save money,” says Das, a Calcutta native who studied computer 

science at Dalhousie. The company has garnered considerable 

interest in its two years of operation, attending the Launch36 

cohort and sharing top place with Springleap at Halifax’s 2012 

MentorCamp. It has attracted more than $1 million in equity 

investment, and its investors include OMERS Ventures, Innova-

corp, and members of East Valley Ventures. Das has recently freed 

himself from his programming duties so he can focus more on 

sales, especially in Toronto and New York. — p.M.

Mining data, striking gold
The pieces are falling into place to establish a regional centre of excellence
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pivoting toward big data 
Start-ups that aren’t collecting and analyzing data now plan to ramp up quickly 

In the summer of 2010, when Tanya Shaw was raising money for her 
Dartmouth-based company, Unique Solutions Design Ltd., she had to  
repeatedly drive home one point to potential investors. They under-
stood the basic business proposition: Unique was setting up its scanning 
booths in major malls so consumers could have their bodies scanned for 
free, then be directed to clothes at stores in the mall that would fit them 
perfectly. The retailers would pay Unique for those referrals. 

What investors had a difficult time grasping was that the company 
had learned it had a hidden gem. Every time a consumer was scanned, 
Unique added the data to its own proprietary database, the world’s lead-
ing databank of body scans—and that data set was growing. “The real 
value is in the data,” Shaw told investors at one meeting. But what can 
Unique do with so many body scans? It can tell clothing brands what 
body shapes are prevalent in specific markets so it can ship clothes that 
meet the market. It can work with manufacturers of furniture, bicycles, 
and car seats to make sure they produce things that fit a broad range 
of the population. It can also work with health officials to gain a better 
understanding of obesity. 

It’s important to understand that Unique Solutions’ proprietary 
sizing technology is all about data. The tool that helps consumers find 
clothes that fit them is one of many applications of the data, even if it’s 
extremely valuable in its own right. Unique realized the value of its data 
years ago, when it started down the road of finding a better way to fit 
clothes. 

Many other Atlantic Canadian start-ups are realizing the value of 
the data they collect. Several of them told Entrevestor that they aren’t 
straying from their primary business model. If they set out to be widget-
makers, they’ll continue to make widgets. But through the development 
of their business, they are generating data and understand the value of 
analyzing it for new clients. It will become a part of their business as they 
build their company. 

Andy Osburn, the CEO of the Halifax-based social network Equals6, 

bIg dAtA fundIng

Company  Date amount  Investors

Introhive June 2013 $1.5 million Build Ventures 
 Dec. 2012 $1.8 million GrowthWorks Atlantic, NBIF, angels

Unique Solutions July 2011 $30 million Northwater Capital

LeadSift Late 2012 $1.1 million OMERS Ventures, Innovacorp, angels

Lymbix April 2011 $1.4 million GrowthWorks Atlantic 

Adfinitum Jan. 2012 $750,000 GrowthWorks Atlantic

Health Outcomes Feb. 2013 $1.5 million NSBI 
 Oct. 2012 $250,000 Innovacorp

start-up community

says his company is examining what metrics should be used to glean in-
formation from anonymous data on his site. Equals6 operates a career-
focused social network for students and employers, where young people 
can discuss career choices and academic issues and employers can scout 
emerging talent. The company currently has a following of 40,000 stu-
dents, and Osburn recognizes the value in the data he can collect from 
such a large group. “We see this as a key objective that we can pursue and 
will be looking to do so in the future,” he says. Osburn recently returned 
from three months at the Canadian Technology Accelerator in Boston, 
where he made inroads with the New England university community.

As it grows, Equals6 is assembling an unparalleled vault of informa-
tion on the opinions and career choices of young people and the hiring 
demands of employers. This can help governments and post-secondary 
institutions create policy. “Consider the need that provincial govern-
ments have to be able to understand where students are intending to 
go to school, the programs they plan to take, and the careers they want 
to pursue,” says Osburn. “The data we gather in student profiles is very 
forward-looking, so we can gain a view of where these young people see 
themselves in five to 10 years in terms of academic, career, and personal 
goals.” He doesn’t know of any other source of data that would allow 
provincial and state governments to get insight into these types of career 
projections. 

Another Halifax-based company, Oris4, offers a document organ- 
ization-and-retrieval system over the cloud, but its executives are 
also aware of the opportunities offered by data collection. “We keep a  
transaction record of every action within Oris4 and have discussed 
dashboards with prospective clients that would give them insight to how 
content is being used,” says Oris4 co-founder Peter Hickey. “At this point 
we have other priorities, but you can expect to see this type of feature in 
six to eight months.”

Other company executives who told Entrevestor they’re planning to 
make data analytics part of their business aren’t ready to be identified 
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yet. In fact, it’s rare to ask a start-up what it’s doing with its data and 
not hear that the entrepreneurs have plans for it. What this means is 
that big data will soon change the dynamics of the start-up community. 
Somewhere between 15% and 20% of regional IT start-ups can now be 
considered data companies, whether they’re collecting data, analyzing 
it, or both. Even as the IT sector expands, that percentage will likely 
grow because so many companies in other segments will begin analyz-
ing the data they collect and selling the results.

Of course, this sort of exercise isn’t restricted to IT companies. The 
experience of Health Outcomes Worldwide (see “Healthy returns” at 
right) demonstrates that data analytics can help companies in other sec-
tors as well. As the term suggests, big data is big these days, and Unique 
Solutions’ Tanya Shaw would certainly have less difficulty convincing 
investors today of the value of her data than she did three years ago. 
(Full disclosure: The principals of Entrevestor are investors in Unique 
Solutions.) Unique Solutions hasn’t wavered from its commitment to 
gathering data. In February this year, the company held a party for staff 
to celebrate the capturing of its one-millionth body scan.  n

bIg dAtA stARt-ups

cOMpAny: UserEvents

lOcAtIOn: Fredericton

pROduct: Helping businesses reach out to  
customers having problems with their websites

When Jeff Thompson talks about big data, he likes to avoid 
technical subjects such as how many petabytes his product can 
process. “Once you talk to business owners, the problem they 
want solved is so fundamental,” he says. “It’s about how do you 
get your customers to stay longer and spend more money.” That’s 
the sort of question Thompson had in mind last year when he set 
out to build UserEvents Inc., his first start-up since he exited his 
former company, Conseros Software Inc., in 2009. After an airline’s 
website failed to complete his purchase of a plane ticket, he began 
to ponder a big data solution to customers having problems with 
large companies’ websites. 

A few months later, Thompson had assembled a team in 
Fredericton to develop CxEngage, UserEvent’s main product. This 
software-as-a service product monitors a customer’s interactions 
with a corporation through various channels such as websites, 
emails, and phone calls. Using this data, CxEngage detects when 
a client is having difficulty completing a transaction and alerts the 
company within a few seconds so it can help the customer, reduce 
frustration, and finish the transaction. This engagement also pro-
vides an opportunity to sell the client more products or services.

A persuasive salesman, Thompson says the goal is to improve 
the customers’ experience so they’ll spend more money and 
receive a more favourable impression of the company. One reason 
CxEngage works so well is its focus on speed, because stale data is 
bad data.“It has to be done in real time,” says Thompson. “I don’t 
think we can ever move fast enough.” UserEvents is working with 
a major U.S. telecom company and is in talks with other multi-
national customers. “We’re full-steam ahead with some rich and 
rewarding partners,” says Thompson. “We’re innovating together 
and will be taking CxEngage to market in the fall.” — p.M.

Healthy returns
Mining data to improve health care

Over the past few years, Corrine McIsaac has collected three million 
pieces of data on the healing of wounds, and as the data accumulated, 
she was certain the information would have some monetary value. 
Luckily, global giant 3M agreed and sought her out to access the data. 
McIsaac is the founder and president of Health Outcomes World-
wide, a New Waterford, N.S.-based start-up devoted to improving 
health care outcomes by allowing a health care professional to moni-
tor a patient’s clinical data through a laptop or mobile device. The 
patented how2trak system then helps nurses and physicians imple-
ment best practices for each patient’s situation while tracking and 
reporting on the quality and cost of the care provided. 

Health Outcomes launched in 2005 and has assembled what 
McIsaac believes is Canada’s biggest databank on the treatment and 
healing of wounds. The key to understanding the value of this data 
is to realize that each patient is checked several times as the wound 
heals, so the data gives unprecedented information on best practices. 
“A lot of existing data gathered by health organizations gives a view 
from the 50,000-foot to the 5,000-foot levels,” says McIsaac, a former 
nurse. “Our data goes from 5,000 feet right to the patient. We provide 
more detail on what health organizations already have.”

For example, Saint Paul, Minn.-based 3M was interested in 
Health Outcomes’ data on the treatment of venous ulcer wounds, 
typically caused by problems with veins in the leg. McIsaac says the 
gold standard for treating these ulcers is a compression bandage, but 
after an initial administering, there’s inconsistent application of the 
bandages and the wound takes longer to heal. Health Outcome’s data 
details and quantifies how the wounds heal when the bandages are 
properly applied and maintained, as well as outlines problems that 

wellness benefits
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can occur when they aren’t tended correctly. 
By understanding the best practices in treating the venous  

ulcer wounds, health care providers can improve outcomes by eas-
ing patients’ suffering and saving the system money. McIsaac’s story  
illustrates one of the huge opportunities of big data: the chance to  
improve health care. It’s not only a matter of saving money, though that 
is part of it, but also of helping improve treatment and reduce suffering. 
By analyzing data, health professionals can establish best practices, im-
prove efficiency, and identify those with a high risk of certain diseases. 

Even though big data is in its infancy, Atlantic Canadian start-ups 
are beginning to collect and analyze data with the goal of providing 
better health care not only in this region but also around the world. 
“The inflection point is in health care,” says Geoff Flood, the CEO of 
T4G Ltd. and a champion of regional big data. “It’s probably the biggest 
opportunity to people working in our industry, but also the most risky.”

In any analysis of data, there are serious concerns about individuals’ 
privacy; this is especially acute when it comes to health records. People 
working in health care stress that they have to make doubly sure that 
confidentiality is ensured and only aggregate numbers are published. 
They also state that the benefits to society are profound when health 
data is analyzed properly. “Part of the problem is how to interpret  
this data,” says Tyler Wish, the president of St. John’s-based Sequence 
Bioinformatics Inc. “We see the opportunity to apply new methods to 
tackle this problem.” A spinout from Memorial University, Sequence 
Bioinformatics’ strength is the analysis of genetic data; the start-up will 
apply algorithms to genetic data so it can predict the risks of develop-
ing diseases. The initial target is colon cancer, but the system could also 
apply to other diseases.

Newfoundland is a perfect place for such work because of its 
founder population—that is, the concentration of families who have 
been on the island for generations and provide a unique gene pool. 
What’s more, the province has a high incidence of colon cancer.  
Sequence Bioinformatics has collected the genetic information of 750 
Newfoundland colon cancer patients (that’s one million gene markers 
per patient), as well as information about their diet, socio-economic 
factors, medical history, and lifestyle. The goal is to use the data to iden-
tify residents who are at high risk of developing colon cancer. Once 
that’s done, health care providers can change the ways they screen peo-
ple for cancer. Today everyone over a certain age is screened at a huge 
expense to the health care system. Wish says those at high risk should 
be screened more often, and those with low risk less often, so scarce 
resources are used optimally. 

Meanwhile, McIsaac is forging ahead with new analytic projects. 
She’s in talks with Boston’s Joslin Diabetes Centre to conduct a study on 
diabetes care and surgical site-infection surveillance, a subject Health 
Outcomes has already studied with Calgary doctors. The problem is 
that after surgery, patients are discharged and many of their wounds 
re-open at home. Using patients in the 20- to 45-year age range, Health 
Outcomes has patients photograph their wounds at regular intervals, 
then upload the images into how2trak so their hospital health care 
providers can monitor the healing. By accumulating and studying the 
data, Health Outcomes will be able to determine what the critical points 
are in the development of infections. “We’ll truly understand what the 
surgical-site rates are,” says McIsaac. “We’ll understand a lot about the 
who and the what and the when. The other thing we’ll be able to do is 
help prevent serious complications in these patients.” n




