
Beyond Technology: Why One 
Canadian Company Chooses to 
Innovate the Old Fashioned Way 
Innovation isn’t always about the 
technology bells and whistles. 
Sometimes it’s about learning from 
experience and building on what you 
have. 

By doing just that,  
McCloskey International has evolved 
into a successful global market 
player. Founded in 1985 as a custom 
fabrication and design house in  
Ajax, Ontario, the company invested in 
extensive research and development 
to launch a trommel line to a North 
American market base in the  
mid-1990s. 

Used for more than a century for separating materials such as stone or waste, trommels 
are a mainstay for industries such as by-product recycling, mining and landscaping. The 
company’s innovation answered a market demand for more rugged, flexible and user-
friendly systems. 

“Mr. McCloskey took an existing product that has been around 150 years and brought some 
modern thinking to its design,” says John O’Neill, vice-president of sales, based in  
Des Moines, Iowa. “He introduced a different way of approaching an established product.”

By 2000, sales were taking off like a proverbial rocket, he adds. “And with the experience 
we gained developing the trommel and getting the line going, we established a lot of 
principles on how to make a product work best for specific markets.”

Given its market was industrial and materials processing operations, O’Neill says innovation 
was never about looking for hip products. “There was no ‘Aha!’ moment. To us, innovation 
was about working inside of our core competencies and building on the skills and 
experience we had.”

McCloskey has since added vibrating screens and crushers to its offerings. The newest 
product in its ever-growing lineup is a horizontal directional drill used for tunneling. “In 
that case we knew we couldn’t develop it on our own, so we bought an existing company to 
bring that knowledge and take us to the next level.”

It now has two large production facilities in Keene (near Peterborough, Ontario) and  
Northern Ireland (acquired in 2004), and sales offices in the United States, Europe, Asia,  
the Middle East, South America and Africa. Currently, 55% of its products are sold to 
markets outside of Canada and the U.S. 

Moving into global markets may have taken them out of their comfort zone and into more 
competitive markets, but it also opened the doors to new ways of thinking, O’Neill says. 

John O’Neill, vice-president of sales, left, and Paschal 
McCloskey, president and CEO of McCloskey International.
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“Competition forced us to do things better. We constantly listen to customers from around 
the world, because what might work in Ontario may work in Texas but not in Chile. It’s their 
input that provides the inspiration for new ideas.”

Growth through innovation isn’t always about radical change or huge breakthrough 
moments, notes Karen Forward, director with PricewaterhouseCoopers in Toronto. “It can 
be incremental in which you don’t necessarily make big changes, but naturally evolve by 
adapting products and making new ones.” 

Innovation seems to be an integral part of the Canadian DNA, she adds. A recent PwC 
global innovation survey shows that most innovative companies are predicting growth of 
62.2% over the next five years, compared to a global average of 35.4%.

The key to achieving that growth is building a self-sustaining innovation culture, Forward 
explains. “That means finding the right talent and investing time and money into R&D. It’s 
about developing the right ecosystem of external partners and suppliers as you grow, and 
putting the support models in place to drive innovation.” 

To that end, businesses need to establish a framework with longer-term goals in mind, she 
advises. “It’s not a short-term or departmental thing. The right innovation framework is one 
that puts a whole company’s brain to work.”

O’Neill would agree. “We’ve learned from experience that innovation can’t stand in 
isolation.”

CIBC Tips: Taking a More Traditional Approach to Building 
Innovation
Innovation is a term that is often used synonymously with breakthroughs, game-changers, 
and blue skies; however, not all innovation comes in the form of cutting edge technology. 
For a more traditional business model, your key to success may not be found in the “next 
big thing” but instead, by creating an environment that supports innovation within your 
core competencies.  

1. Targeted Approach  Concentrate your R&D efforts on what you do best. Instead of net 
new developments, focus on what you know. Look to your products, customers and 
processes, and take them to the next level by modernizing, updating, or changing them 
or adapting them in ways previously unthought of or for new purposes. 

2. People Matter  Harness the expertise within your network. The first step is to ensure 
that you are attracting and retaining talent that will contribute to this expertise. 
Consider people with transferable skills from different industries or countries who may 
bring a fresh perspective and new ideas. A closed loop feedback process with suppliers 
and other influencers in your industry can also provide valuable insight. 

3. Sustained Investment  Allocate adequate resources in short term working capital to 
support continual investment in research and development. The amount that you carve 
out of the budget sets the internal priority level for innovation.

For more Small Business tips from CIBC, visit cibc.com/businessadvice
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