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ARLENE DICKINSON is disarmingly
self-deprecating.

Worth an estimated $80 million and rid-
ing a wave of celebrity thanks to her eight
years as a den mother-type judge on the CBC
business reality show Dragons’ Den, Dick-
inson might seem like someone who’s al-
ways had it all.

Instead, she grew up in a struggling fami-
ly and didn’t have a piece of new clothing un-
til she used money earned from babysitting
to buy a dress on sale for $13.

Later, she refused to go to university be-
cause she didn’t think she was smart
enough to pass.

On a speaking tour of the province to cele-
brate Entrepreneur Week (with a stop in
Hamilton to close the tour Friday, June 13)
Dickinson shares only one of her successes.

She’s invested in OMG’s, a Winnipeg can-
dy company that had zero sales 3½ years
ago, but as of last week had sold $19 million
worth of chocolate-covered graham wafers
and nuts.

Most of her hour-long talk with a Missis-
sauga audience is spent sharing teachable
moments, bad choices and turning points. 

ENTREPRENEUR WEEK

DICKINSON
THE DRAGON 
It’s almost a rags-to-riches tale for CBC panellist
who’ll build business-success template at seminar

The dragons of CBC’s Dragons’ Den, from left: Jim Treliving, Kevin O’Leary, who has since left, Arlene Dickinson, Bruce Croxon, David Chilton. Dickinson is stern yet soft-hearted.
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She shared the experience of being a stay-
at-home mom of four little kids.

She put her husband through teachers’
college by making collection calls for those
behind on their bills. 

“As I was making those calls, I was getting
those calls. We had our heat shut off more
times than I can tell you.”

Eventually her marriage fell apart and a
judge refused to grant her custody of her
kids until she could prove she could support
them. She cried for three weeks on
her dad’s couch before landing a
sales job at a local TV station. Even
the guy who hired her expected her
to fail.

But she did well, she said, largely
because “I was able to figure out
what people actually wanted ver-
sus what they were saying.”

A year later, she was downsized
out of a job but a former colleague
offered her a position at the startup
Venture Communications. She
could be a partner but they couldn’t pay her. 

The risk paid off. Venture Communica-
tions grew into a national powerhouse with
clients including Toyota, Subway and ener-
gy giant Cenovus. Within a decade she
bought out one remaining partner. She con-
tinued to grow the firm while getting plenty
of notice as an entrepreneur.

But she didn’t want to audition when the
CBC called about Dragons’ Den. She feared
making a fool of herself or not having any-
thing to say. Like a typical woman, she wor-
ried about her age and her weight. But her
kids said she had to go. So she did. 

The producers offered her the job. Again,
her kids convinced her.

She is often plagued by self-doubt, even
now, which is probably one of the reasons
she is so widely admired.

That, and the fact she frequently spars
with the cold-hearted capitalist Kevin O’Le-
ary, who, in turn, accuses Dickinson of being
too soft.

While she’s often taken in by a pitcher’s
story on Dragons’ Den, she can be stern
when she thinks they are unprepared or un-
realistic.

She launched Arlene Dickinson Enter-
prises in October 2012 to fund and target
Canada’s entrepreneurs. She’s also
launched YouInc.com, a social website for

entrepreneurs and written two books, Per-
suasion and All In.

Metroland Media Group has partnered
with Dickinson on two deals coming out of
Dragons’ Den, Dr. Joey’s Skinny Chews and
Flavor Fork. Dickinson offers the strategic
marketing vision while Metroland executes
media exposure, said Terry Kukle, vice-
president of business development. The
niche for Metroland is products with some
market share that need “velocity behind
what they’re doing.”

Metroland owns The Hamilton Spectator
among 100 daily and community
newspapers, trade shows, websites
such as save.ca, goldbook.ca, flyer-
land.ca, gottarent.com and local-
work.ca and, through its corporate
parent, a TV operation.

“People looking for marketing
and branding tend to focus on Ar-
lene so we can provide lots of syner-
gies,” he said.

Metroland has used print and
digital ads across its platform to
promote nutritional snack Skinny

Chews. The rollout on barbecue tool Flavor
Fork has yet to begin. 

There is another potential deal in the
works from Season 9 of Dragons’ Den but
both Dickinson and Metroland are doing
due diligence on it, said Kukle.

Her success and leadership has been rec-
ognized with multiple honours and awards
including: Canada’s Most Powerful Women
Top 100, Pinnacle Award for Entrepreneur-
ial Excellence, and PROFIT and Chate-
laine’s TOP 100 Women Business Owners.

She is a Queen Elizabeth II Diamond Jubi-
lee Medal recipient, honorary captain of the
Royal Canadian Navy and recipient of hon-
orary degrees from Mount Saint Vincent
and Saint Mary’s universities and Northern
Alberta Institute of Technology.
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NEED TO KNOW
Who: Arlene Dickinson
When: Friday, June 13, 7 to 9:30 a.m.
Where: Hamilton Convention Centre, 
Chedoke C
Tickets: $90 and available at metroland.com/
arlenedickinson or 905-526-3330

Persuasion: One of
Dickinson’s two
books.
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