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Opportunity ahead for Canadian 
small business owners
Beyond the balance sheet, Canadian small business 
owners are adapting and thriving during tough times, 
and they see great opportunity ahead.

Some of the most critical aspects of owning and operating a 
small business are the ones that don’t show up on the balance 
sheet. P&L statements don’t account for hustle. At Driven, we 
recognize that we can only do what we do for the business 
owners that rely on us — and support Canadian small business 
in the way it needs — if we take the time to understand 
what owners, their teams, and their families are really going 
through, and how they’re adapting, surviving, and thriving on 
their own terms.

Every day, in phone calls and support chats, we hear about 
the opportunities and challenges our clients face, but it can 
be hard to capture or quantify today’s unique economic 
conditions at a broader or macro level. Last month, we 
reached out to a select group of our customers to ask them 
directly what life looks for them right now, more than two 
years after the onset of a global pandemic, along with ongoing 
struggles over inflation, supply chain issues, war, and more. 

As we read through the honest and open responses of almost 
150 owners, we were energized by the stories they told us. It’s 
been a tough couple of years, and every owner needs things 
to change in their own way, but we see genuine cause for 
optimism where the smallest of Canadian businesses are 
concerned. These are the sorts of businesses often neglected 
by research and support, where the owner is either the sole 
operator or the leader of a small team, and where stepping 
away or bringing in backup support can 
sometimes prove impossible. Yet they 
always find ways to be innovative and 
keep an eye on future opportunities.

Owners told us that they need better 
support structures, better financial tools 
and better guidance in leadership at the 
micro level. With those things in place, 
Canadian small business owners are 
ready to do great things, right now.
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We surveyed 144 businesses, across 
a wide variety of industries.

30% of the respondents didn’t have a 
business that fit into a neat category, though 
some of their specializations included:

Contractors, construction, automotive, 
food, appliance repair, arborist, childcare, 
personal shopper, hobby gaming, 
emergency management, hovercraft 
manufacture.

73% of businesses serve consumers directly, 
59% serve business, 15% community and not-
for-profit, and 14% government.

The survey covered a spread of business 
maturity, with almost as many startups (less 
than a year old) as there were companies 
operating for more than 20 years.

3. How long have you been 
in business?

Who are we talking to?
1. What are the primary 

industries you would say 
your business operates in?

2. Who are your customers?
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Meet the micro-operator.

For the majority of our respondents, if they’re 
not running the business, they’re leaning on 
either a spouse or another family member 
to run things, or feel they don’t have anyone 
around that can do it.

77% of respondents were sole owners, 20% 
were in partnership, and only 3% had multiple 
investor shareholders.

When it comes to workforce size, 25% of 
respondents were sole operators, and a 
further 35% had 1–3 employees. Less than a 
quarter of respondents had more than 10 
employees.

4. What is your business’ 
ownership model?

5. How many employees 
does your business have?

100+
2%

51-100
2%

21-50
4%

11-20
8%

4-10
25%

Just me
25%

1-3
34%
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Micro-operator life can be lonely
The operators who run these microbusinesses 
tend to rely on family both for operational 
matters and advice and strategy. In the day to 
day, it can be tough to look further.

Mental health is critical, but 
allocating time and resources to it is 
a struggle

Most owners rated their mental health 
and their employees’ as either important 
or critical for their business. But they 
acknowledged that they often lacked the 
resources to support mental health properly, 
given the size of their business. Investing in it 
was seen as a luxury. 

“No one else understands the stress you go 
through.”

“It’s very lonely at the top. Even the staff (with the 
company for 30 years) do not understand what it 
takes to run a business, someone who can share 
the burden of daily issues.”

“My employees can take days off whenever 
they like. For any reason. Happy and healthy 
employees are vital to the company’s success so I 
treat them accordingly.”

“Business is too small to afford such items.”

 “I would like to! Would love to offer benefits, etc., 
but right now our business is so dependent upon 
the up and down trends of healthcare needs 
that we can only afford to hire people on a casual 
basis.”

“We talk a lot and plan a lot. We have a positive 
work environment.”

6. If there are times you 
are not around to run the 

business, who does it for you?

7. Who do you call when 
you need strategic help 

with your business?

It just isn’t possible for 
somebody else to run it

23%

Contractors, 
temporary hires

9%

Senior staff member
28%

Other
3%

Spouse
19%

Family 
member
18%
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How do you rate your work–life 
balance?

Owners overall saw that their lives skewed 
more towards work than home life. Many of 
them did not see this as an issue, but rather 
as part of the deal. Others were struggling 
to stay attached to their home lives as their 
business consumed their time and focus. 

“Work can wait. It will always be there. Family 
won’t always be with us. Family takes priority.”

“I am building and have many plans for my 
business. I am driven towards success too. My 
work is also my fun... while I feed my relationships 
and have decent WLB I WANT to be working 
because it’s fun!”

“Home life is a struggle because I need to put 
majority of my time and effort towards my 
business because the work income isn’t enough 
to pay the bills.”

“I can’t find ways to relax at home. I’m always 
anxious about the next steps and growth for the 
company.”

“The fact that I want to get to the point of being 
able to have someone else run the day to day of 
my business and simply prioritize and enjoy life, 
so I have to prioritize the work now. Also, I have 
to work a full-time position elsewhere to pay the 
bills so that I take very little from the business in 
way of any salary or dividend.”

“I wish this were not the case, but my business is 
so specialized, that I have to be hands on for the 
vast majority of the time. I would rather prioritize 
my home life.”

8. Are you happy with your 
life as it is?

9. How do you rate your 
work–life balance?
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How’s business changing?
We asked respondents to describe, in their own words, 
how their business has changed lately, and how they see it 
changing in the year ahead. Responses can be divided into 
those that were generally positive, those that were doing ok 
but were sensitive to some significant headwinds, and those 
who were struggling.

Generally positive

For those with a more positive outlook, many cited a 
successful embrace of ecommerce as one of the reasons. In 
some cases the pandemic was perceived as directly beneficial 
to their business (ie. health care). Others offered products and 
services that turned out to be in high demand during the 
pandemic. Many simply felt they were able to respond and 
adapt successfully. 

 “Steady and slowly increasing.”

 “After the covid downturn growth seems to be coming.”

 “Expanding to a new location, major post-pandemic growth.”

 “We opened during the peak of the 2nd wave of COVID and have had to pivot 
several times. This has helped us to be able to keep pivoting or extending our 
reach and to grow significantly. Recently we have become more self-reliant, 
not depending on invoice factoring to pay employees and have even been able 
to pay some dividends at the beginning of our 3rd fiscal year. We hope to add 
some other service type options over this fiscal year, and possibly expand to 
Ontario.”

 “I’m seeing growth every year. I would like to take a larger step next year.”

 “Growth in online sales has been increasing and will continue to grow into 
new markets and countries.”

 “Access to more opportunities due to the increase in ecommerce.”
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Doing ok but concerned about headwinds

Concerns cited included: labour costs and 
shortages; supply chain issues; general uncertainty; 
inflation, and cash flow; customer expectations. 

“Business is good. Expenses are very high. Cash flow is tight.”

“We’re very busy, but shortage of materials has made our work 
very challenging.”

“It’s looking pretty good for now but things can change on a 
dime. But my business is well established, so I don’t worry too 
much.”

“Where have all the talented staff gone? Wage increases are also 
a new challenge in ensuring staff are paid what they are worth 
while our services aren’t priced out of the client’s reach. Though 
we are a luxury service provider, even our clients have their 
financial limits. We are adjusting service prices and staffing levels 
to ensure we maintain our ability to thrive in these interesting 
times. I see this being the norm for the next 2-3 years.”

Struggling

Same concerns cited as above, reliable quality 
labour and payment terms especially. Also: a lack of 
business supports and access to financing. 

“Payments are slower, materials are harder to get, and good 
labour is hard to come by.”

“Supply chains have gotten bad, so have customer attitudes. So 
much so that I have lost the passion for my own business.”

“Today I am thinking of closing my business due to the high price 
in diesel, low rates on loads, and predatory brokers.”

“Labour shortage is hitting hard, while my expenses keep 
increasing.”
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Business isn’t always pretty right now, but it’s holding 
steady

We asked owners what was most impacting the future of their 
business right now. Key factors they identified included:

 ▶ being able to invest in growing the business

 ▶ lack of funding for equipment purchases

 ▶ government interference/policy

 ▶ rising costs

 ▶ general uncertainty and chance of recession 

“Not having enough income to meet my company needs.”

“Just lack of funding for equipment.”

“The cost of rent is going through the roof. Our competition is undercutting 
one another. This is not sustainable for the future of my industry. Costs of 
goods are skyrocketing.”

“The unknown—something that was never an issue prior to covid.”

“We’re busy right now but I fear a recession is coming.”

“Our numbers are beginning to look better than pre-pandemic.”

“Overall government interference in our market.”

“Our market is shifting and isn’t as rosy as it was. We do have a couple of 
interesting years ahead.”

“Payments are slower, materials are harder to get, and good labour is hard to 
come by”
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Regardless of the overall number of employees, 
owners reported numbers had held relatively 
steady in comparison to before the pandemic, with 
78% reporting either no substantial change or only 
a small change.

10. In comparison to before the pandemic, has this number of employees 
changed?

Where employee numbers had changed, the top 
ranking factor was change in customer demand, 
followed by cashflow.

11. How would you rank the following factors in terms of their influence on the 
change in employee numbers?
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The Importance of planning
Respondents were asked to assess how their 
appetite for taking on risk had changed since 
March 2020. For the majority of respondents, 
this risk appetite was essentially unchanged.

59% of respondents maintained a frequently 
updated business plan, and for those who 
do maintain one, they’ve had to revise it a lot 
over the pandemic.

12. Do you have a business 
plan that you update 

frequently?

13. How extensively have 
you had to revise this plan 
since the beginning of the 

pandemic?
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The highest stress overall was on relationships with 
suppliers, customers, and financial institutions. It was 
somewhat surprising to see that relationships with 
business partners, investors, and even landlords, rated 
significantly lower on the stress test.

Stress on key relationships

14. Rate the stress that you’ve felt on each of these key business 
relationships since the beginning of the pandemic

5.5 5.8
6.1

3.5
3.9

2.1
2.7

Suppliers Customers Financial
Institutions

Landlord Employees Business 
Partners

Investors

0 
(no stress)

10 
(extreme 

stress)
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If you were to receive a substantial investment in your 
business so that short-term cash flow was no longer a 
problem, what’s the first change you’d make? 

This question was intended to push aside day-to-day concerns 
to see what what owners might prioritize when it comes to 
taking their business to the next level. 

Investments in staffing led the way in responses, whether it’s 
being able to pay more to attract and retain talent, or hiring 
more managerial staff to help reduce some of their burden.  

Other investments:

 ▶ upgrade or add equipment

 ▶ add inventory

 ▶ renovations or acquire new/additional space

 ▶ pay down debt

 ▶ more promotion and marketing

 ▶ build a buffer to help weather next downturn 

“I would hire more staff, consolidate debt, and hire a new manager to assist 
with the day to day.”

“I would get another truck and hire three more employees as I am extremely 
busy right now.”

“I’d buy equipment, hire and secure a warehouse.”

“I would definitely obtain a store front.”

“Clear my loans and leases and purchase more manufacturing equipment.”

Looking ahead
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What do you think Canadian small business owners 
need most right now?

Overwhelmingly, owners point to access to capital and 
financial support as what small business owners need most 
right now. They are seeking this in the form of lines of credit, 
low-interest loans, tax relief, CERB forgiveness, or grants—but 
with fewer than the usual barriers. 

Also, some hope for a reduced regulatory burden or change in 
government and its policies. 

“Staff and access to flexible capital.”

“Easier access to funding without relying on the owner alone to provide credit 
history.”

“Funding and support to get back on track and get on their way to recovery.”

“Availability of low cost financial assistance.”
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What’s next?
Despite the disruptions of the past few years and our current 
economic uncertainty, the companies who spoke to us were 
mainly positive about the prospects for their business. For 
many, their appetite for risk remains unchanged from 
pre-pandemic times. They see avenues for growth either by 
expanding their offerings to new geographic markets (such 
as in other cities or provinces or going national), or through 
the adoption of new technologies and platforms.

Unfettered, Canadian small businesses continue to seek ways 
to grow and actively re-invest in their operations. A surprising 
number found that the pandemic presented them with 
opportunities that may not have been there before, or they 
were forced to rethink their businesses in ways that turned 
out for the better. 

That doesn’t mean struggles of the past few years haven’t 
left a more lasting cost, from rising inflation and interest 
rates that will make it harder for small business to secure 
financing, to supply issues and staffing challenges. (As we 
saw, relationships with financial institutions and suppliers are 
already critical stress points.) 

Then there are the longer term mental health effects of the 
pandemic on owners and employees alike, for which owners 
require better support from both government and other 
outlets to ensure that wellness can be as much a priority as 
the balance sheet.



What we’re here for
To make life better for Canadian 
small business owners

Since 2006, we’ve provided over $1B in 
financing to help more than 17,000 Canadian 
small and medium businesses navigate 
everything from minor cash flow challenges to 
major financial setbacks.

To make business finances as easy as 
they should be in the modern world

Through easy-to-access, all-digital financial 
tools and flexible, personalized support, we 
help Canadian businesses survive, thrive, and 
grow to their full potential.

To support Canadian businesses, not 
get in their way

We don’t impose any usage restrictions on 
our funds, and we let our customers know 
as soon as they sign up just how much they 
can borrow. Everything is on the terms of the 
people who know their challenges best: the 
owners.
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driven.ca


