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“How to sell your company to Google?” asks one poster. Beside it another promotes “Start-up 

drinks: a place ‘for founders and funders to meet.”  All around the University of Waterloo campus and 

Waterloo Region entrepreneurs met, discuss, network and analyse their businesses. Everywhere 

lectures, events, and meet-ups are held to study the best way to start and operate a business.  

This paper studies the culture of small and medium management in the Waterloo Region 

between 1946 and 1960. It uses Ross Dixon, a local industrial relations manager, real estate developer 

and investment advisor as a case study. As can be seen through Dixon, the post-war period saw 

management experience a wave of ‘professionalization’ - a focus on systemizing and making 

management scientific.  Analytical problem solving too was seen as the solution to management 

problems.  Furthermore, community support – support from networks of business leaders, 

municipalities, provinces and the federal government - was perceived as vital to the success of local 

industry. This paper contends that despite substantial differences in rhetoric and implicit moral values, 

the conceptions of best practices from the 1950s in Kitchener-Waterloo were the same as today. 

First this paper places itself in relation to current local and business historiography. The current 

national and local narratives suffer from problems of perspective and this study seeks to add nuance 

and subtlety to these narratives. Second it investigates conceptions of business management nationally 

and locally during the 1950s. Finally it provides a modern framework of the conceptions of 

entrepreneurship today. It is clear that business leaders of today and yesterday share the same 

assumptions concerning the path to success.            

        This paper attempts to balance both the broader macro themes and micro situations in Kitchener-

Waterloo.   Current narratives are exclusionary and struggle to find a balanced level of detail – works are 

either hyper-macro or hyper-micro. Studies either are of all of Canada, or the entire 200 year history of a 

city, or are the perspective of one company, one neighbourhood over 50, 60 years.  In the national 

business history narrative there are two themes:  the role of the state, and role of corporate elites. In 
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Kitchener-Waterloo, the role of the state and elites is stressed, with particular emphasis on the 

prosperity of the 1950s.  

In the national narrative the 1950s were the golden age of the active state. In A Concise History 

of Business in Canada, by G Taylor and P Baskerville the section on 1930-1984 is titled ‘The activist 

state.”1 In Michael Bliss’s Northern Enterprise, his chapter on the post-war period is titled “The Visible 

hand: the years of CD Howe.”2 Bliss argues that “Mackenzie King’s government was committed to 

unprecedented levels of state involvement in the economic order.”3 He also points out that “there were 

distinct limits to the governments’ and CD Howe's commitment to private enterprise.”4 The role of the 

state is a central factor in both books’ narratives. The authors focus on the economic policy of the 

government of the day and its relative success or failure. This is a story of large departments, ministers, 

bureaucrats and big projects.  Further, not only was the state willing to be active in the economy, 

business encouraged its activity. Baskerville and Taylor point out “both regional entrepreneurs and 

multinationals were prepared to turn to provincial governments for various forms of promotional 

assistance as well as defensive actions against regulatory initiatives emanation from Ottawa.”5 In the 

1950s the state’s activity was desirable. 

Corporate elites also dominate the national narrative. Bliss writes that “the new sense of 

corporate power was exactly paralleled by governments’ new sense of their power.”6  Taylor and 

Baskerville called it the “era of the professional manager.”7 They argue that “In North America the three 

decades following the end of World War Two have been called the ‘age of giant corporations’ trends 

                                                           
1
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4
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towards centralization, consolidation, and economies of scale production- underway since the turn of 

the century – accelerated.”8 The narrative focuses on the power of corporations, on their large projects, 

and big ideas.  

Further, the experience, focus and desires of the owners of large corporations dominate 

discussion. Bliss spends a great deal of time discussing the exploits of EP Taylor, a prominent Canadian 

financier and industrialist throughout the middle 20th century. He writes “Taylor and Argus symbolized 

the new and old worlds of Canadian business. They were devoted to big, corporate business. The family 

firm and the atomized, widely competitive industry seemed to have had its day.”9 Bliss stresses his 

narrative with the example of Massey-Ferguson, a Canadian multinational owned by Argus Corp. He tells 

the reader how Taylor and his staff implemented “the most advanced principles of ‘line’ and ‘staff’ 

responsibility, bringing organization charts, job definitions, statements of objectives and modern 

planning procedures to the company.”10  Bliss continues pointing out that “Massey’s old self-made 

executives, high school graduates or less who had risen from the ranks because they knew their 

combines and hay rakes, were put out to pasture along with Duncan. They had their day.”11 For Bliss EP 

Taylor represented a shift away from the family firm to the multinational, multidivisional enterprise. The 

story is of men like EP Taylor and KC Irving. The national narrative focuses on these firms and their 

owners’ projects, successes and failures. It is stories of large, elite corporations run by powerful men.  

The narrative of the 1950s is that it was an era in which big government and big corporate 

worked hand in hand. Linked by mutual interests they developed large, complicated bureaucracies  

dominated by a small group of select interests. These were prosperous times in which profits were high 

and jobs many. 

                                                           
8
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  The small to medium sized business and the middle manager are both absent from the national 

narrative.  The experience of these smaller enterprises remains unwritten on a national scale. The 

reader does not know how they dealt with unions, global competition, and the activist state. 

Furthermore, the experiences of the middle manager are not included. Without the wealth, and power 

of men like EP Taylor, the middle manager and his assumptions and beliefs have not been recorded. The 

absence of both the smaller business and the middle manager mean the national narrative lacks regional 

and experiential nuance.  

          Kitchener-Waterloo’s narrative shares similarities with the national narrative. Again, the 

experience of the elites is inseparable from the experience of the cities. Again the role of the state in the 

economy is a key theme, though the state is not always seen positively, as it is at the national level. 

Further, the prosperity and ‘good times’ are explicitly emphasised by local writers. Local business 

owners, councillors, church leaders all are central figures in the story of Waterloo Region. Three case 

studies on these local themes can be seen in the corporate histories Visionary Thinking: The story of 

Canada’s Electrohome and A Legacy of Quality: JM Schneider Inc a Centennial Celebration 1890-1990 , 

and Susan Mavor’s Westmount: The Tie that binds the Twin Cities.  Each of these works illustrates the 

particular elements of the local narrative.   

Both Visionary Thinking and A Legacy of Quality focus on the firms’ respective founders and 

owners. In Visionary Thinking, a whole chapter is titled “Carl A Pollock: A Man Who Loved Canada.”12 

The reader learns of Pollock’s athleticism at University and his relationship with his family.13 In A Legacy 

of Quality, the reader is told about Frederick, the founder’s grandson, and his experience at university.14 

Another member of the Schneider family, Norman, served as MP for Waterloo North in the 1950s. The 

                                                           
12

 Raymond Stanton. Visionary Thinking: The Story of Canada’s Electrohome. (Canadian Corporate Histories: 
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book includes a description of Norman’s political career, pointing out he was given “the distinction of 

seconding the motion for the address in reply to the speech from the throne.”15 The story of the two 

companies is the story of the people who owned them, not the story of the organization. These two 

books discuss the lives of the owners, not electric parts or sausage manufacturing.  

In discussion of decision making the owners dominate the narrative, the owners are ever 

present. Visionary Thinking, reads “as 1954 drew to a close, Carl Pollock, could look back with 

satisfaction at the accomplishments of the companies that were his life.”16 The company’s experience 

and story is Carl’s story – the elite are inseparable from the organization they control.  A Legacy of 

Quality tells the reader how “Fred Schneider spearheaded the aggressive expansion of sales”17 and 

throughout details the multiple shifts in managers and executive titles.18 At Schneider’s the company’s 

decisions are the same as the owners. At both firms the experience of management is the story. Both 

books are biographically driven in which the life and existence of the owning families is paralleled with 

the life of the organization.  

Even beyond corporate histories, the local narrative is dominated by those in charge. Susan 

Mavor’s Westmount: The tie that binds the Twin Cities too focuses on the local elites. A history of the 

development of the Westmount neighbourhood, the book focuses on the various developers involved 

with the project, and their interaction with Kitchener and Waterloo city councils.19 It is a history of land 

owners and their concerns.   

Similarly to the national narrative the Kitchener-Waterloo story excludes several groups. The 

workers and employees of the companies are often absent from the history of those companies. The 

home owners and families who bought the land from the developers rarely speak of their experiences 

                                                           
15

 A Legacy of Quality: JM Schneider Inc. A Centennial Celebration. (JM Schneider: Kitchener, 1989) 112. 
16

 Raymond Stanton. Visionary Thinking: The Story of Canada’s Electrohome. (Canadian Corporate Histories: 
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19

 Susan Mavor. Westmount: The tie that binds the Twin Cities (University of Waterloo Library: Waterloo, 2011) 69. 
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living in Kitchener-Waterloo. The opinions of voters who determined city council are rarely included in 

analysis on local decision making. The history of Kitchener-Waterloo needs to include a broader, more 

diverse set of experiences. 

A second major theme of the Kitchener-Waterloo narrative is the active role played by the 

provincial and federal governments. The federal government in particular has an ambiguous role. It was 

seen as a provider of some forms of prosperity – generous contracts and social benefits – yet also a 

limiter, whose regulation and intervention into the economy also hindered and held back some local’s 

visions and dreamers.  

The ambiguous role of the active state can be seen in the story of Electrohome. Visionary 

Thinking points out that as a consumer electronics manufacturer, Electrohome received a great many 

government contracts during the war which sent profits and investment to record levels. The company 

had full order books and employment rosters.20 Yet at the same time the state also controlled prices and 

regulated what could and could not be made.21 Government trade policies could change seemingly on a 

whim, exposing Electrohome to new competitors and closing off potential markets.22 

Further, government regulation created problems for Electrohome’s owner, Carl Pollock. 

Government radio and television regulations prevented Carl from owning a own radio station till 1949.23 

The book tells of the repeated and heavy lobbying Carl and his investors had to do gain a TV station 

license from the CBC.24 Even after the license was granted, the government caused difficulties - the book 

reads “as late as 1965, colour TV transmission by Canadian stations had not been approved by the 

                                                           
20

 Raymond Stanton. Visionary Thinking: The Story of Canada’s Electrohome. (Canadian Corporate Histories: 
Kitchener, 1997) 57. 
21

 Raymond Stanton. Visionary Thinking: The Story of Canada’s Electrohome. (Canadian Corporate Histories: 
Kitchener, 1997) 62. 
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 Raymond Stanton. Visionary Thinking: The Story of Canada’s Electrohome. (Canadian Corporate Histories: 
Kitchener, 1997) 65. 
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 Raymond Stanton. Visionary Thinking: The Story of Canada’s Electrohome. (Canadian Corporate Histories: 
Kitchener, 1997) 61. 
24

 Raymond Stanton. Visionary Thinking: The Story of Canada’s Electrohome. (Canadian Corporate Histories: 
Kitchener, 1997) 75. 
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government, even though a large percentage of the population could watch programs in colour from 

stations across the US boarder”25 The text also points that “CA [Carl Pollock] was critical of the 

government’s tardiness.”26 The state’s active role is not always popular or positive in the local narrative. 

The 1950s are universally seen locally as an era of prosperity and growth. Ken McLaughlin in 

Waterloo: An Illustrated History writes “the years of World War II were a watershed in Canadian life, and 

the prosperity that followed the war created much of the unparalleled economic growth that marked 

Waterloo. Its legacy has been described in the words ‘affluence’ and ‘population boom.’ ”27  In 

Westmount, Mavor writes “the end of the war saw the end of one era of development in Westmount, 

and a new type of advancement was now occurring: prosperous times coupled with a new breed of far-

seeing entrepreneurial and professional men”28 All the authors write glowingly of the 1950s in 

Kitchener-Waterloo.  

The national and local historical narratives suffer from both poor perspective and exclusiveness. 

Both are the stories of the powerful, at the peak of their social control. This paper adds nuance to the 

narrative by studying the thinking of middle managers and small business owners, such as Ross Dixon. 

         What were the actual perceptions of business managers in this era? What did these people 

think discuss and argue nationally and locally? This paper identifies three themes in business 

management thinking during the 1950s in Kitchener-Waterloo. The first theme is a focus on 

professionalization. The second theme is a focus on strategic and critical thinking. The final theme is a 

focus on the role of the government.  

                                                           
25

 Raymond Stanton. Visionary Thinking: The Story of Canada’s Electrohome. (Canadian Corporate Histories: 
Kitchener, 1997) 97. 
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Kitchener, 1997) 97. 
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 Susan Mavor. Westmount: The tie that binds the Twin Cities (University of Waterloo Library: Waterloo, 2011) 87. 
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This paper uses a range of local and national media and education material to study managerial 

thinking during the 1950s. In particular however this paper works from the archive of Ross Dixon, a local 

business leader. Dixon worked from 1947-1960 as the Industrial Relations manager for Dominion 

Rubber, a major employer in Kitchener. He later moved to Montreal to work at Dominion Rubber’s head 

office as Manager of Industrial Relations for the whole organization.29 He returned to Kitchener in the 

1970s, developing land and starting his own investment advice firm. He passed away in 2009 and his 

personal and professional papers were donated to the University of Waterloo Doris Lewis Rare Book 

room. Dixon was very representative of his era. He worked for large, multi-national, multi-divisional 

industrial firms for most of his career, he was heavily involved in business community groups, and he 

regularly expressed ideas sympatric to the ethos of corporate management; the idea that large 

organizations, if set up effectively, could be the most efficient means of production.   

The first theme of the 1950s is the focus on professionalization. After World War Two managers, 

faced the challenge of running large multinational multidivisional corporations and government 

bureaucracies, worked to transform management from an art into a science with regulated skills, rules, 

facts and evidence.  Managed perceived that administration could and should be systematized in a 

manner similar to engineering. Management was to be repeatable, and standardized across firms, 

industries and size. 

One of the best examples of this process of professionalization is the 4th edition of the textbook 

Business Organization and Management. Printed in 1958, it states “the purpose of this book is to 

present a definitive exposition on of the fundamental principles of business organization and 

management.”30 In its chapter on the ‘Basic elements in Organization and Management’ the authors 

argue that management is “fast acquiring the character of a profession. And this means that its 

                                                           
29

 Ross Dixon, A Biographical Sketch. Circa 1965. File 5. Ross Dixon Archive, GA 207. University of Waterloo Archive.  
30

 Elmore Petersen, E Grosvenor Plowman. Business Organization and Management. (Richard Irwin Inc: 
Homewood Illinois, 1958) v.  
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principles can be increasingly discovered, stated, verified and taught systematically. They can be learned 

and they can applied.”31 The authors argue “professional executives are better educated in order that 

they may have greater facility in the comprehension of their responsibilities.”32 Notably they stress the 

scientific element: “there is the scientific approach to business problems. Decisions based on rule of 

thumb methods, custom, or mere expediency has to be minimized or avoided altogether.”33 The book 

includes organization pyramids, flow charts, and organization charts that are meant to illustrate the 

correct business organization. The book stressed the hierarchical, structural elements of organizations 

and institutions. This text book is an example of the 1950s attempt to systematize and universal 

business.  

A 1946 textbook, Small Business as a Career, also stresses the importance of professionalization. 

The text places importance on planning “any enterprise, to be successful, must be well-planned before it 

is set in operation.”34 There are chapters on book keeping, training employees and even writing letters. 

The letter writing information is very detailed and practical, stressing advice such as “all general 

correspondence should be written on letterhead of good quality and with an attractive heading” and “all 

business letters should be typed.”35 Included are quotes from a ‘prominent business’ complaining about 

the quality of the average business letter.36 Respectability and proper appearance are stressed.  

          Canadian Business, the mouthpiece of the Canadian Chamber of Commerce at the time, also 

stressed the importance of training and professionalization. For example, in the March 1954 edition, it 

ran numerous articles on training. One, “Teach Young retailers how to sell” discusses how 

manufacturers were paying to train retail sales staff  "paint power clubs" sponsored by the Canadian 
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 Elmore Petersen, E Grosvenor Plowman. Business Organization and Management. (Richard Irwin Inc: 
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 O. Richard Wessels. Small Business as a Career. (Syracuse University Press: Syracuse  NY, 1946) 14. 
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 O. Richard Wessels. Small Business as a Career. (Syracuse University Press: Syracuse NY, 1946) 175. 
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Paint, Varnish & Lacquer Association provide a successful series of courses to encourage the intelligent 

retailing of paint."37 The article highlights that "the Shoe Institute of Canada runs a course of 12 weekly 

lessons by mail followed by a diploma for successful students.”38 The article states "praiseworthy efforts 

are made by many manufacturers to train salespeople on how to sell.”39 The manufacturers were paying 

to increase the quality, and reliability of their marketing – to increase its professional quality. 

Another example of professionalization comes from an ad in a May 1949 edition of Canadian 

Business. Picturing a sloppy looking man beside a very well dressed man, the ad read “which one would 

you choose to represent your firm?”40 The subtitle of the ad continues with “your letterhead represents 

your firm too and in producing letterhead there is no substitute for a high grade rag paper.”41 While a 

small example this ad is important for what it represents. This ad would not have been run if business 

owners, the readers of the publication, were not concerned about the image and level of 

professionalism of their business. 

In Waterloo Region, the development of the now Wilfrid Laurier Business School was a product 

of this push for increased professionalization. Harold Overgaard, a founding faculty member of the 

business school, spoke in 1950 about the then Waterloo College business program. He stated “This is 

one of the up and coming courses because the business community is now demanding that the men of 

executive timber have proper university training.”42 The speech stresses the relationship with local 

industry and in particular the insurance sector.43 Overgaard’s emphasis on industry demonstrates not 

only the similar themes of increased education and professionalization, but that those ideas were 
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present in Kitchener-Waterloo in 1950. Kitchener-Waterloo was part of a broader trend across North 

America - an increased sense that business needed a more rigorous, formal approach. Another example 

of this comes from the course description of a course Overgaard taught in the early 1950s. The 

description reads “the men who are giving the lectures are top executives from the Insurance industry 

and each person is a specialist in his own particular field of insurance. The aim of this course is to give 

the layman an understanding of the principles and fundamentals of the insurance, estates and trust 

fields.”44 In the 1950s, it was felt that there were principles and fundamentals of business that could be 

identified, learned and studied. 

Several documents in the Dixon archive demonstrate the ideas around professionalization that 

were circulating in the Kitchener-Waterloo community. One example is a booklet titled “Blueprint for 

personnel-industrial relations” The booklet states it is "a statement prepared by IR Staff services for a 

large, multi-divisional company with essentially a 'decentralized' organization structure.”45 The booklet 

goes onto express ideas such as "each location or operation of the company should have a formally 

constituted Personnel/Industrial relations function" responsibilities include: labour relations - grievance 

policies, disciplinary policies and procedure training, recreation and social program.”46 The booklet is an 

example of an attempt to find a universal, repeatable form of formal human relations 

management.  Other documents that present these same themes are handbills that are “training tips” or 

“Planning tips” produced by Dominion Rubber.47 Dixon’s documents show that the idea of universal 

management rules existed in Kitchener-Waterloo, at one of its largest firms.  

The movement of professionalization was an attempt to systemize management. It was an 

attempt to make management repeatable and universal. It focused also on appearance and process. 
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These ideas stress how business was to be done – how organizations were to be structured, how 

speeches were to be delivered, how secretaries were to dress.  

           The theme of professionalization merges often the second theme - the need to think critically 

and strategically about business and business management. Business managers thought they needed to 

question themselves and their assumptions – they needed to be self-analytical. This advice dealt with 

the ‘why’ of business – why run a business in a certain manner?  

           One of the best examples of the idea of critically analysing a business is the textbook Small 

Business as a Career by O. Richard Wessels. The book’s core thesis is that any small or new business 

owner needs to question their assumptions and analyse their operations.  The book opens with the 

argument that the small business owner must be ever vigilant: 

The owner of a small business must be able to discipline himself and direct the work of persons. 
He must be alert to see things that need to be done and also see the mistakes that should not 
be repeated. He must be able to hold himself his task and direct his employees in activities that 
are helpful to the business. He must face reality and be willing to accept every challenge that his 
business presents.48 

Self-analysis is a core theme in the textbook. Wessels writes “in connection with self-analysis, it is often 

helpful to ask yourself searching questions and to give honest, frank answers, for it only when you 

realize deficiencies that you lay the basis for improvement.”49 Wessels continues with “just as you 

analyze your balance sheet and your monthly sales record, so you should analyze your personal 

reactions to business situations as they develop capitalize on your good points and correct your weak 

points. Develop and maintain a good business personality.”50 All aspects of a business must be studied 

and analysed. The business owner should assume nothing.   

Small Business as a Career stresses the need to study all aspects of a business – even location 

“make a thorough analysis of the community before you decide to locate in it.”51  Sales in particular 

                                                           
48
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should be subject to rigorous analysis.  Wessels argues “the best procedure is to study arrangements 

carefully and the reactions of customers; then determine the line of action accordingly”52[90]  Critical 

review and the need to test new ideas is  stressed:  “new possibilities should be explored; new ideas 

tried.”53 In both these quotes, the core lesson is that all aspects of marketing should be studied or 

“considered”.  The author argues that “the owner should be on the alert for possible improvement in 

arrangement.”54 Statistics in particular are called for “what percent of the ‘lookers’ came into the store? 

Keep a sales record of the merchandize that you display and compare that record with sales of the same 

mechanise over a like period when it was not display”55 Business owners are urged to test their 

assumptions and use hard data to determine truths. 

A March 1954 article from Canadian Business is another example of the calls for improved 

strategic thinking. The story tells the reader about one of the few thriving Canadian textile firms at the 

time. The crux of the article is the owners’ success lies in their ability to interrogate their data and 

market. The author writes "to create sales, the Brucks constantly study the market. They find out what 

customers want, even what they think they want - and make it.”56 The article praises the Brucks for their 

rigorous self-analysis of their business. This example is important because of the amount of social 

endorsement created inherently by such an article. As the mouthpiece of the Canadian Chamber of 

Commerce, Canadian Business represented the values and priorities of the business elite. To be held up 

as an example in its pages is to be idealized by those in charge of Canadian business.   

Managers were also told repeatedly to improve their human resources management skills. A 

Financial Post piece from March 1959, titled “Don’t cry wolf in your office” gave communication advice 

to executives. It advises executives be aware of their audience, stating “when setting up any 
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communications method keep in mind the person on the other end.”57 The article recommends 

executives think about the medium they use and if it’s the right one for the exact message they want to 

express - to think about the right time and place to express their ideas.58 Another Financial Post article 

from March 1957 titled “He ‘eavesdropped’ on your private secretary”, argues that executives need to 

be more aware of their secretaries to ensure a successful relationship.59 The article calls on executives to 

pay secretaries more, be aware of how work is given, and that their own personal inefficiencies will 

result in an inefficient secretary. These human resource examples are important because they stress the 

need for the manager to think critically about all aspects of their job.  

Ross Dixon provides strong examples that these ideas existed in Kitchener-Waterloo. There are 

three examples from his archive. Each stresses in its own way the calls for critical analysis. First is an 

internal Dominion Rubber document titled “Planning tips.” The document delineated the steps to find 

the right decision. It advised managers to ask questions, with each step based around a question. 

Managers were told to ask “what specific part of the problem should be solved first? Who are the 

people qualified to discuss the problem? What do these people need to know or do ahead of the 

meeting?”60 Managers were advised to think critically about problem solving and how to best achieve it.  

A second example is also based around problem solving. In an internal document titled “straight thinking 

– or how to come to the right decisions” told managers to “make precise observations” and “analyse the 

facts”.61 Further they are to “keep an open mind to new evidence on any side”62 Data driven decision 

making, with an honest interrogation of the facts was seen as key to successful management. These 
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documents show clearly that the national ideas of critical analysis existed at the center of Kitchener-

Waterloo enterprise.  

The final example is a hand written document from March 1957. It has a list stating "supervisory 

development; Self-improvement, study+reading; Realise how important your job is; Learn how to get 

along with people ;Keep an open mind, try a fresh approach.”63 More than showing the ideas that exist 

in the region, this note in Dixon’s handwriting shows clearly that he expressed a desire to improvement 

management. This note shows that Dixon himself believed that “trying a fresh approach” was the right 

way.  

The last core theme that dominates management thinking is the role of the community. 

Thoroughly debated, and highly contentious through the entire time period, there were a few points of 

general agreement. First, government was seen to serve the role of ‘promoter’ - raising the profile of the 

community, attracting trade and ensuring industries develop. Second, local businesses and the broader 

business community saw a need to support each other.  

There many examples throughout this period of the idea that government should be a 

‘promoter’ of business. Nationally, there are several Financial Post articles that highlight this belief. In 

March 1956 and 1957, The Industrial Development branch of the Department of Commerce published a 

list of patents in the Post it considered having potential for development. In 1956 products included 

barrel refrigeration, paper machine silencers, and pharmaceutical products.64 In 1957 the list included 

products such as a cash recorder, and an early form of a mass spectrometer.65 By publishing these ideas, 

the government was taking on the role of commercializer and developer of Canadian ideas and 

innovation. In November 1957 similar ideas were expressed by Ira G Needles, the head of BF Goodrich 

Canada and a founder of the University of Waterloo. The Financial Post quotes Needles as calling for a 
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federal small business division.66 The article claims ““the small business owner in Canada needs 

help.”67   In March 1959 another Financial Post promotes the idea of the federal government as a 

promoter of Canadian industry. The article discusses the Canadian Commercial Corp “the sole agency 

through which the Pentagon deals with Canadian companies.”68 The Canadian Commercial Corp’s role 

was to be a promoter and deal maker for Canadian enterprise. The article continues with advice on how 

to work with the crown corporation and lists is benefits quote. Nationally the idea that the federal 

government should be a promoter and enabler of Canadian enterprise was widespread.  

Harold Overgaard offers another example of the local perspective which saw the state as an  

enabler of business. In his speech “Canada Strikes it Rich” he states “Our governments’ encourage the 

investing of capital. To help you build a home and make it easier for you, we have the Government 

Central Mortgage and Housing Corporation which will advance the substantial cost. To help businesses 

buy new equipment or to provide loans banks may not wish to risk, we have the industrial development 

bank.”69 State intervention in some cases was seen positively. The government was to advance the 

economic interests of Canadians and Canadian businesses. Another example is a letter Ross Dixon wrote 

to then Finance Minister Donald Fleming in August 1957. Dixon writes "what I think the Canadian people 

are looking for at the moment is leadership and information as to what is planned in order to arrest this 

declining trend in many phases of our economy.”70 In Kitchener-Waterloo the state was to foster 

enterprise.  

However, Overgaard and Dixon were not the only members of the Kitchener-Waterloo 

community who thought the state, in particular local government, should be a developer of enterprise. 

The pages of the Kitchener-Waterloo Record, the major daily in Waterloo throughout the 1950s, are rife 
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with articles calling and supporting the idea of community support for enterprise. For example in 

October 1954 the editorial board published an opinion piece calling for subsidies for Canada’s merchant 

fleet.71 In November 1953 there is an article celebrating the success of the Planning Minister of Ontario, 

a Mr Warrender, in attracting investment to Ontario from the UK and Germany. The article mentions 

that “an Ontario government office will probably be opened in Dusseldorf during the next two years to 

handle inquiries of German firms interested in establishing Ontario branches.”72 The implicit assumption 

made by such an office is that the state should help attract industry to Ontario.  

One of the best examples of the role of local government as a promoter can be seen in a series 

of ads taken out by the town of Walkerton in November 1953 when National Carbon announced it was 

developing a plant in the town. The Walkerton ad states “Walkerton welcomes its newest industry” and 

the text celebrates Walkerton’s schools, churches, shopping district, and multiple railway and highway 

connections.73 The town’s slogan at the bottom reads “Walkerton  - a good place to work in – a good 

place to live in.”74 The ad is signed by both the mayor and the Chairman of Publicity and Industry. 

Furthermore, around the town’s ad are a series of ads by contractors from Walkerton who helped build 

the National Carbon plant. The Walkerton ads, the co-promotion by the town and local industry 

demonstrates clearly the role the local community was to play in industrial development. Towns were to 

work with local industry to attract investment and opportunities.  

Community does not just mean the role of the state. In this time period it was expected that the 

business community would support itself. For example, Canadian Business was published by the 

Canadian Chamber of Commerce to allow for a national spread of ideas around business. In the Ross 

Dixon archive there are numerous publications by industry associations such as the Canadian 

Manufacturers Association. There are speeches from conferences – such as the Annual conference of 
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American Society for Personnel Administration. Furthermore, Dixon himself delivered speeches to 

groups such as the Rotary Club and audiences of personnel managers where he educated his audience 

on effective workplace safety and human resource techniques. Dixon’s efforts are reflected the business 

community helping itself – sharing the best practices and latest ideas.    

           Dixon’s career exemplified the quantity and diversity of participation in the business 

community. In 1959 Dixon was the President of the Industrial Accident Prevention Association (IAPA). In 

1962 he was editor in chief of the Dominion Magazine, ran the 25 year Banquet, (a Dominion Rubber 

alumni organization), and even the company Golf Tournament. In 1965 Dixon is a member of the 

Canadian Manufacturers association (CMA) and on several committees and sub committees. That year 

he was also a member of the Ontario and Quebec branches of the IAPA, he was on the public relations 

committee of the Rubber Association of Canada, and was a member of the Canadian Public Relations 

Society.75 Dixon’s high level of engagement not only shows his own personal drive but that there was a 

large and diversity community with which to engage. Business members and leaders met in a wide range 

of organizations and institutions to network, discuss their mutual problems and advice their mutual 

interests. 

Some 60 years later, what is most striking about Ross Dixon and his contemporaries is that their 

ideas are still percolating in the business community today. Today’s business leaders are told to think 

strategically about their business, to question their assumptions, to constantly study themselves for 

mistakes and errors. Today local businesses still expect that their community will support them. It 

particular the ideas of the ‘Lean start-up movement’ and the demands for community support that exist 

today have long histories.   

The ‘Lean’ start-up movement (created by the current internet boom) is a set of principles and 

conceptions about how to start and run a business. Articulated best by the book, the Lean Startup, this 
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philosophy provides a template on how to implement a business idea.  The philosophy’s core 

assumption is that any business, any commercial project or idea, any product is an assumption in itself.76 

Each product is an assumption about what people want, like and willing to pay for. For example, 

McDonald's rests on the assumption that people want cheap food fast. Blackberry assumes people want 

cellphones with highly capable email functionality.  The Lean movement argues that good management 

knows the assumption a business makes and is continually testing all aspects of it. 

The movement is built on four principles. The first is ‘entrepreneurs are everywhere” – it is the 

idea the entrepreneurship is not separate from management.77 All managers, leaders and responsibility 

holders must critically study their assumptions. The second principle is validated learning.78 Businesses 

must test their assumptions and learn from those tests. All assumptions are to be tested in a rigorous, 

demanding manner. The third principle is innovative accounting.79 Businesses should create metrics that 

measure their real success or failure. The last principle is the build-measure-learn cycle.80 A start-up 

should build something, test it and learn from the result of that test. All decisions should be part of this 

cycle. Lean argues that business creation is ultimately nothing more than the constant repetition of the 

build-measure-learn cycle. 

The Lean movement is widely influential in the global and local Kitchener-Waterloo start-up 

community. Entrepreneurs around the world meet to discuss and help each other apply the principles.81 

The Lean group in Toronto, Lean Coffee Toronto, has over 1,000 members.82 In particular it has appeal 

to web start-ups. Web start-ups in Kitchener-Waterloo are often founded by first time entrepreneurs 

with very little capital. The movement offers a tangible model to follow that focuses on the most 

                                                           
76

 Eric Ries. The Lean Startup. (Crown Business: New York, 2011) 8.  
77

 Eric Ries. The Lean Startup. (Crown Business: New York, 2011) 8. 
78

 Eric Ries. The Lean Startup. (Crown Business: New York, 2011) 8. 
79

 Eric Ries. The Lean Startup. (Crown Business: New York, 2011) 8. 
80

 Eric Ries. The Lean Startup. (Crown Business: New York, 2011) 8. 
81

 “Meetups” The Lean Startup Circle. The Lean Startup Circle Wiki Accessed April 15
th

, 2013. 
http://leanstartup.pbworks.com/w/page/15765228/Meetups 
82

 Lean Coffee Toronto. Accessed April 15
th

, 2013.  http://www.leancoffeeto.com/ 

http://leanstartup.pbworks.com/w/page/15765228/Meetups
http://www.leancoffeeto.com/


20 
 

efficient use of capital. In comparison with the 1946 textbook, Small Business as a Career, and Ross 

Dixon, the similarities are clear.  

When Small Business as a Career tells readers to check “Keep a sales record of the merchandize 

that you display and compare that record with sales of the same mechanise over a like period when it 

was not display”83  The book recommends the reader perform similar tasks as asked in The Lean Start-

up. The above quote encapsulates several of the Lean principles: it is creative accounting – an innovative 

ratio to actually test the assumption; it is build- measure-learn - testing a product and assumption; and it 

is validated learning. The same core assumption made by the lean movement – that business 

assumptions need to be tested is expressed in this once piece of advice. 

The Ross Dixon fonds have similar links.  Dixon’s “Straight thinking or how to come to the right 

decision”, includes several elements of the Lean movement. Its focus on precise data, on analysis, of 

questioning the problem, is all very Lean. Its final piece of advice, that an executive should “keep the 

mind open to new evidence on any side”84 is also current. 

Another similarity is the demand that management be more scientific. Just as Business 

Organization and Management told its reader that “there’s is the scientific approach to business 

problems. Decisions based on rule of thumb methods, custom, or mere expediency have to be 

minimized or avoided altogether.”85 Lean Start-up tells readers “in other words, we need the scientific 

method. In The Lean Start-up model, ever product, every feature, every marketing campaign – 

everything a start-up does – is understood to be an experiment designed to achieve validated 

learning.”86 Since the 1950s business leaders have searched for a way to make enterprise scientific.  
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In addition to the Lean movement, the entrepreneurial community today assumes the necessity 

of community support. This support can come in many firms – grants, loans, meetings, networking, even 

a spare couch. In particular community support comes in the form of state subsidy and NGOs made up 

of entrepreneur themselves.  Implicit in this logic in all of these support mechanisms is that 

entrepreneurship and technical innovation require community support to successful. 

A wide range of subsidies and grants exist from all levels of government. For example, the 

University of Waterloo’s Velocity Incubator offers a $20,000 seed grant every four months to aspiring 

entrepreneurships with an idea and a plan.87 Provincially, Ontario offers programs such as the South-

Western Ontario Development Fund and the Innovation Demonstration Fund, which offer millions to 

entrepreneurs.88 Federally, the Kitchener-based Federal Economic Development Agency for Southern 

Ontario (FedDev Ontario) provides millions through programs such as the Prosperity Initiative.89 

Notably, a large amount of the state funding available is offered as grants, or grant-like agreements.  A 

few programs offer loans, or the insuring of loans. Almost none of government programs take equity. 

The money provided by the state is thus very low cost capital. The government has taken the role of 

providing high risk, low cost capital and its taking that role is seen as necessary. The large sums involved 

demonstrate the assumption that the state needs to be active in commercialization and early business 

development. 

Entrepreneurs further assume that the start-up community itself should and needs to 

collaborate, connect and share best practices. For example, all of the many incubators in Canada 

promote themselves heavily on the network that they have access to. One Montreal based incubator, 
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Founderfuel, in its mentor section states “We’ve put together a roster of some of the most influential 

industry veterans we know. Dedicated entrepreneurs, accomplished execs, and influential VCs and 

Angels, they’ll provide the feedback and advice you’re looking for to bring you “go-to-market” 

success.”90 Mentorship and networking are seen as integral to success. 

 Another example of this ‘community’ need is the University of Waterloo Entrepreneur Society, 

a group decided to connecting and helping entrepreneurs on campus.  As recent as March 2013 they ran 

an event titled “Founders connect” who described it has a point to help founders. Its event description 

included the line “Have you ever wondered about starting a business? You have this killer idea but can't 

find people to work with? Even if you don't have an idea yourself, but would still like to get involved in a 

start-up project? Well if you answered yes to any of these questions, we want YOU!!!”91 Again the core 

assumption in Waterloo itself is that founders need to meet each other - they need help from the 

broader community. 

While Ross Dixon may not have been part of any student entrepreneurship society, he active in 

a highly engaged business community. Dixon spoke to numerous groups and was a leadership in several 

business community organizations. In his archive there are numerous certificates and awards he won 

from business community organizations. For example in 1956 Dixon received a certificate “in recognition 

of service to the humanitarian cause of industrial accident prevention as  class chairman, Leather Rubber 

and Tanners Section, 1954-56.”92 from the Industrial Accident Prevention Association of Ontario. 

Another example of vibrancy of the business community is the sheer number of publications, handbills, 

pamphlets and speeches published and sent to Dixon from across North America. For example, in the 

archive are publications by the Canadian Chamber of Commerce, Canadian Manufacturer Association, 
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Industrial Psychology Association, Automotive and Aviation Parts Manufactures Association, and the 

International Foreman Institute.  

The national and local narrative of the 1950s is that it was a time for big business and big 

governments. Bureaucrats and office managers held sway over large, complicated, multinational and 

multi divisional operations. Excluded from this narrative is what the middle managers thought and how 

they practically, tangibly though they could improve the running of their enterprise. This paper works to 

fill that gap by studying the values and focus of middle managers in Kitchener-Waterloo from 1946-

1960. The core issues of the age were professionalization, strategic thinking and the role of the state. As 

can be seen from numerous textbooks, and business media such as the Financial Post and Canadian 

Business, there was a national discussion and focus on how to improve business management.  Locally 

these ideas existed as well. People such as Harold Overgaard spoke extensively on how to improve 

Canadian business management. Ross Dixon in particular represents the three core issues of the day. His 

focus on improving workplace professionalism, his focus on improved management thinking, his focus 

on the business community are all reflective of the values and issues of his age.  

Current business leaders and start-up founders often lack historical context and a sense of 

previous business experiences. They are familiar only with the narrative of their industry and their firm. 

This lack of historical awareness hinders their analysis and problem solving capacity. It is important to 

know that the current ideas of the Kitchener-Waterloo entrepreneurial community are similar to Ross 

Dixon’s because it allows decision makers to gain perspective. That perspective allows decision makers 

to see alternative solutions, ones unfamiliar to their industry specific narrative. The University of 

Waterloo Entrepreneurship Society was founded in 2011 yet its origins, ideas and solutions stretch back 

60 years.93  While posters from the 1950s didn’t tell business leaders how to sell their business to 
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Google, the Kitchener Chamber of Commerce poster’s told readers how to lower costs, hire better 

people, make higher profits.94  

                                                           
94

 Builders and Boosters: Kitchener Chamber of Commerce 100
th

 Anniversary 1886-1986. (Kitchener Chamber of 
Commerce, Kitchener, 1986) 73.  



 
 

Bibliography 

A Legacy of Quality: JM Schneider Inc. A Centennial Celebration. JM Schneider: Kitchener, 1989. 

About Us. University of Waterloo Entrepreneurship Society. Accessed April 15th, 2013. 

http://www.uwesociety.com/about-us.html 

Bliss, Michael. Northern Enterprise, Toronto: McClelland and Stewart, 1987. 

Builders and Boosters: Kitchener Chamber of Commerce 100th Anniversary 1886-1986. Kitchener 

Chamber of Commerce, Kitchener, 1986.  

Canadian Government Funding Supports Innovation in Waterloo Region. Mentor Works. Accessed April 
15th, 2013. http://www.mentorworks.ca/blog/government-funding/canadian-government-funding-
supports-innovation-in-waterloo-region/?utm_source=Mentor+Works+E-
Newsletter&utm_campaign=53f00d 

 
Fair, Ernst. “Don’t Cry Wolf in your Office” Financial Post. March 28, 1959. 

Fair, Ernst. “He ‘Eavesdropped’ on your Private Sectary” Financial Post, March 16 1957 

Howard Smith Paper Mills, “Which one would you choose to represent your firm” Canadian Business. 

May 1949. Vol 22 No 5. 71. 

Innovation Demonstration Fund. Ministry of Research and Innovation. Accessed April 15th, 2013. 

http://www.mri.gov.on.ca/english/programs/idf/guidelines.asp. 

Kitchener-Waterloo Editorial Board. “Merchant Fleet in Dire Straits” Kitchener-Waterloo Record. Nov 21, 

1953.  

Knott, Leonard L. “Salesmanship + new Products: a formula for textiles?” Canadian Business. March 

1954, Vol 27, No3. 34.   

Lean Coffee Toronto. Accessed April 15th, 2013.  http://www.leancoffeeto.com/. 

Love, John L. “Teaching young retailers how to sell” Canadian Business. March 1954, Vol 27 No 3. 26. 

Mavor, Susan. Westmount: The tie that binds the Twin Cities. University of Waterloo Library: Waterloo, 

2011. 

http://www.uwesociety.com/about-us.html
http://www.mentorworks.ca/blog/government-funding/canadian-government-funding-supports-innovation-in-waterloo-region/?utm_source=Mentor+Works+E-Newsletter&utm_campaign=53f00d
http://www.mentorworks.ca/blog/government-funding/canadian-government-funding-supports-innovation-in-waterloo-region/?utm_source=Mentor+Works+E-Newsletter&utm_campaign=53f00d
http://www.mentorworks.ca/blog/government-funding/canadian-government-funding-supports-innovation-in-waterloo-region/?utm_source=Mentor+Works+E-Newsletter&utm_campaign=53f00d
http://www.mri.gov.on.ca/english/programs/idf/guidelines.asp
http://www.leancoffeeto.com/


 
 

McLaughlin, Kenneth, Sharon Jaeger. Waterloo: An Illustrated History. Friesens Corporation: Altona 

Man, 2007.  

“Meetups” The Lean Startup Circle. The Lean Startup Circle Wiki Accessed April 15th, 2013. 

http://leanstartup.pbworks.com/w/page/15765228/Meetups 

Mentors. FounderFuel. Accessed April 15th, 2013. http://founderfuel.com/mentors/entrepreneurs/ 

“More Help for Small Business?” Financial Post. Nov 16 1957.  

“New Ideas for Manufacturing ” Financial Post. March 16 1957 

“Ontario gets 100 British, German firms” Kitchener-Waterloo Record.  Nov 15 1953.  

Petersen, Elmore, E Grosvenor Plowman. Business Organization and Management. Richard Irwin Inc: 

Homewood Illinois, 1958. 

“Profitable Ideas for Your Business Here?” Financial Post. March 3 1956.  

Ries, Eric. The Lean Startup. Crown Business: New York, 2011. 

Stanton, Raymond. Visionary Thinking: The Story of Canada’s Electrohome. Canadian Corporate 

Histories: Kitchener, 1997. 

Taylor, Graham, and Peter Baskerville, A Concise History of Business in Canada, Toronto: Oxford 

University Press, 1994. 

“The Town of Walkerton” Kitchener-Waterloo Record. Nov 14 1953. 

University of Waterloo Archive. Ross Dixon Archive, GA 207. Files 5, 58, 122, 137a/b.  

VeloCity Venture Fund. VeloCity. Accessed April 15th, 2013. http://velocity.uwaterloo.ca/tag/velocity-

venture-fund. 

“Want US Contracts? Learn Art of Prowling” Financial Post March 14 1959.  

Wessels, O. Richard. Small Business as a Career. Syracuse University Press: Syracuse NY, 1946. 

Wilfrid Laurier University Archive  Harold Overgaard Fonds. U250. File 1.3.7. 

http://leanstartup.pbworks.com/w/page/15765228/Meetups
http://founderfuel.com/mentors/entrepreneurs/
http://velocity.uwaterloo.ca/tag/velocity-venture-fund
http://velocity.uwaterloo.ca/tag/velocity-venture-fund

