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Perspectives on small business in 
Canada 
CFIB/HP/Intel poll finds Canadians value and respect 
entrepreneurship; small business is driving growth 
through IT investment 

Nicole Troster, Research Analyst 

The majority of Canadians highly respect small business. As for small 
businesses, they too are proud of what they do and share valuable insight 
into how they started and where they’re headed. Technology is an important 
factor that helps businesses to get there. 
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Earlier this year, the federal government 
appointed 2011 as the Year of the 
Entrepreneur (YOE). To celebrate the YOE and 
its 40th

This report is divided into three sections: the 
public opinion poll results, results from a poll 

of small businesses and specific questions to 
small business on technology. 

 anniversary, the Canadian Federation of 
Independent Business (CFIB), in partnership 
with Hewlett-Packard (Canada) Co. and Intel of 
Canada, Ltd. commissioned a set of two 
opinion polls through the Angus Reid Forum 
to better understand the public’s opinions 
about small business, entrepreneurship and 
what it will take to ensure that we maintain a 
vibrant small business sector going forward.  

Highlights from the polls include: 

Results from public opinion poll: 

 94 per cent of Canadians admire 
entrepreneurs; 

 92 per cent of Canadians would approve of 
an immediate family member starting a 
business; 

 Close to 60 per cent of Canadians indicate 
that lack of money prevents them from 
going into business for themselves; 
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Results from small business poll: 

 Close to half of small business employees 
work for small businesses because they 
believe in what the business is doing;  

 The main challenges that businesses face 
are regulation and paper burden, 
competition from other businesses and 
total tax burden; 

 

Results from questions on technology: 

 In terms of technology adoption, 
approximately 90 per cent of businesses 
have at the very least a computer and an 
internet connection; and 

 More than 80 percent of businesses feel 
that their investments in technology met 
or exceeded their expectations. 

The general public on small business

Canadians place a great deal of importance on 
small businesses and their contributions to  
the community, and to the economy overall. In 
fact, Canadians place small business as the 
second most respected institution behind 
farmers. Both institutions received high scores, 
small business with a mean of 8.2 out of 10, 
and farmers, most of which are small 
businesses, scored 8.7 out of 10 (see Figure 1). 
Government and labour unions in comparison 
scored 5.3 and 5.1 out of 10 respectively. 

Figure 1 

How much respect do you have for 
each of the following in Canada? 
(mean, scale of 0 to 10 where 10 is 
the highest level of respect) 

 
Source: Angus Reid Forum poll (2,028 responses) 

What’s even more telling is that 92 per cent of 
Canadians would approve (41 per cent) or 
strongly approve (51 per cent) of their child or 
immediate family member starting their own 
business (see Figure 2). The fact that the 
majority of Canadians would approve of their 
loved ones taking the entrepreneurial route is 
a clear sign that small business is highly 
respected. The results from this poll are 
similar to those found by CFIB’s American 
counterpart, the National Federation of 

Independent Business, whose results state that 
89 per cent of Americans approved of their 
son or daughter starting a business. (NFIB, 
2004) 

Figure 2 

To what extent would you approve 
of your child or a member of your 
immediate family starting their 
own business? (% response) 

 
Source: Angus Reid Forum poll (2,028 responses) 

Linked to the high approval rating is the value 
that the public associates with the specialized 
and personalized service that they receive 
from small businesses. An overwhelming 52 
per cent of Canadians strongly agreed and 43 
per cent agreed that they value the products, 
services and personal attention they get from a 
small business (see Figure 3). 
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Figure 3 

I value the products, services and 
personal attention I get from a small 
business (% response) 

 
Source: Angus Reid Forum poll (2,028 responses) 

Intuitively, Canadians know that being an 
entrepreneur can be hard. Over half of 
Canadians strongly disagreed that starting and 
operating a business is easy and 34 per cent 
disagreed with the same statement (see Figure 
4). 

Figure 4 

Starting and operating a business is 
easy (% response) 

 

Source: Angus Reid Forum poll (2,028 responses) 

Overall, Canadians admire entrepreneurs 
because they know that starting a business 
takes a lot of courage and perseverance, 
especially when you consider the many 
challenges that entrepreneurs face. When 
Canadians were asked if they admire 
entrepreneurs, 94 per cent agreed (55 per cent 
strongly agreed and 39 agreed) (see Figure 5). 

Figure 5 

I admire entrepreneurs (% response) 

 
Source: Angus Reid Forum poll (2,028 responses) 

Most Canadians agreed that small business is 
vital to their community (59 per cent strongly 
agreed and 35 per cent agreed) (see Figure 6). 
These poll results parallel CFIB members’ 
views which indicate that 85 per cent of 
members give back to their communities (see 
CFIB, Secrets of entrepreneurial success, April 
2011). 

Figure 6 

Small business is vital to my 
community (% response) 

  
Source: Angus Reid Forum poll (2,028 responses) 

In particular, businesses contribute to their 
communities through employing people locally 
(84 per cent), meeting the community’s unique 
needs through the tailoring of products and 
services (63 per cent), donating goods and 
services (50 per cent) and acting as strong role 
models in the community (46 per cent) (see 
Figure 7). 
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Figure 7 

How do small businesses contribute 
to your community? (% response) 

 
Source: Angus Reid Forum poll (2,028 responses) 

Not only is small business vital to the 
community but it is vital to the economy, with 
close to 80 per cent of Canadians indicating 
that the economy is powered by entrepreneurs 
(30 per cent strongly agreed and 49 per cent 
agree) (see Figure 8). 

Figure 8 

The economy is powered by 
entrepreneurs (% response) 

 
Source: Angus Reid Forum poll (2,028 responses) 

When it comes to entrepreneurship in schools, 
business owners are on par with the public1

                                                 
 
1 Entrepreneurs have no regrets, a CFIB report in the 
‘Insight on Entrepreneurship’ series draws attention 
to the fact that 56 per cent of business owners do 
not feel that there is enough of an emphasis on 
entrepreneurship as a career option in schools. 

;  
25 per cent of the public strongly disagreed 
and 46 disagreed that there is a strong enough 

emphasis on entrepreneurship as a career 
option in schools. 

Figure 9 

The school system puts a strong 
enough emphasis on 
entrepreneurship as a career option 
(% response) 

 
Source: Angus Reid Forum poll (2,028 responses) 

Eighty-three per cent of Canadians feel that 
governments undervalue the contribution of 
entrepreneurs and small business (see Figure 
10). Given the level of respect by the public, 
governments should dedicate more efforts to 
creating a better environment for small 
business to thrive in, e.g. reducing regulatory 
burden, providing tax relief and so on. 

Figure 10 

Governments undervalue the 
contribution of entrepreneurs and 
small business in Canada (% 
response) 

  
Source: Angus Reid Forum poll (2,028 responses) 
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Figure 11). Over 70 per cent of respondents 
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indicated that small business was very 
important, and 27 per cent indicated that 
small business was somewhat important to 
Canada’s future. 

Figure 11 

How important is small business to 
Canada’s future? (% response) 

 
Source: Angus Reid Forum poll (2,028 responses) 

According to the poll, one in five (20 per cent) 
of Canadians currently own or have owned a 
small business and close to half have given 
some thought to running their own business 
(see Figure 12). 

Figure 12 

What are your thoughts on the idea 
of starting a business? (% response) 

 
Source: Angus Reid Forum poll (2,028 responses) 

The question remains then, why aren’t more 
Canadians going into business for themselves? 
The answer is that there is much at stake in 
terms of financing and risk. The biggest 
barrier to business ownership was the lack of 
money (57 per cent) (see Figure 13). The 

public’s views are very much in line with 
findings from CFIB’s Banking Matters report, 
which shows that 61 per cent of business 
owners had trouble securing term financing or 
a loan from their bank. (CFIB, 2007) 

Figure 13 

What prevents you from going into 
business for yourself? (% response) 

 
Source: Angus Reid Forum poll (2,028 responses) 

The next biggest barriers are the amount of 
risk involved (40 per cent) and uncertainty 
about the success of the business (36 per 
cent). 

Starting a business can be difficult because 
there are so many unknown factors which can 
challenge the viability of a business. In part, 
this is why governments need to ensure that 
entrepreneurs are not hindered in their ability 
to continue to be a vital part in the economy. 
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Small business on small business

To get a better perspective, small businesses 
were asked about their views on various 
aspects of their business. When asked why 
entrepreneurs started their own business, 60 
per cent indicated that they wanted to be their 
own boss and make their own decisions (see 
Figure 14). Others saw business ownership as 
an opportunity to make better use of their 
skills and knowledge (37 per cent), while yet 
others did it to create more flexibility in their 
schedule (30 per cent) or for a financial 
opportunity (30 per cent). 

Figure 14 

Why did you become a business 
owner? (% response)  

 
Source: Angus Reid Forum poll (1,160 responses) 

Close to half of the employees in small 
businesses who took the poll indicated that 
they wanted to work for the business mostly 
because they believe in what the business is 
doing (45 per cent) (see Figure 15). The other 
two top reasons for working for small business 
included having a more flexible schedule (36 
per cent) and having the opportunity to 
contribute to the business (35 per cent). This 
relates to why people admire small businesses 
and why they would approve of their family 
members starting a small business. 

 

 

 

 

Figure 15 

Why did you choose to work for a 
small business? (% response) 

Source: Angus Reid Forum poll (786 responses) 

Competition as well as regulation and paper 
burden tied for first place as the greatest 
operating challenges (39 per cent). Total tax 
burden followed closely at 33 per cent (see 
Figure 16). These are the areas in which small 
business needs governments to reduce barriers 
so that businesses can continue to flourish, 
create jobs, support families and give back to 
communities. 

Figure 16 

What are the main challenges you 
face in running your business? (% 
response)   

Source: Angus Reid Forum poll (1,160 responses) 
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operations (see Figure 17). 
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Figure 17 

Which of the following describes 
your overall business goal for the 
next 3 years? (% response)  

 
Source: Angus Reid Forum poll (1,160 responses) 

Close to 70 per cent of less established small 
businesses (those operating 10 years or less) 
were looking to increase their operations while 
only 54 per cent of more established 
businesses (11 or more years) had the same 
intent (see Figure 18). This can be explained by 
looking at the businesses’ life cycle and the 
fact that more established businesses are 
probably looking to exit through succession 
planning, while less established businesses are 
looking to expand their operations. 

Figure 18 

Which of the following describes 
your overall business goal for the 
next 3 years? (% response, less 
established businesses (10 years or 
less) vs. more established businesses 
(11 years or more))  

 
Source: Angus Reid Forum poll (1,160 responses) 
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Small business on technology

The poll asked small businesses about their 
use of technology and what role technology 
plays in the future of the business. 
Approximately 60 per cent of businesses 
believe they use technology to the same degree 
as their competitors (see Figure 19). Eighteen 
per cent of businesses felt that they used 
technology to a greater extent and 18 per cent 
to a lesser extent than their competitors. 

Figure 19 

Compared to your competitors, how 
much does your business use 
technology? (% response)  

 
Source: Angus Reid Forum poll (1,160 responses) 

Businesses were split on whether increased 
investment in technology would help them to 
achieve their overall business goals (see Figure 
17). Over 40 per cent of businesses indicated 
that increased investments in technology 
would help them achieve their goals, while 37 
per cent said that it wouldn’t and 20 per cent 
didn’t know (see Figure 20). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 20 

Would increased investment in 
technology help your business 
achieve its overall goals? (% 
response)  

 

Source: Angus Reid Forum poll (1,160 responses) 

When asked about how increased investment 
in technology would help businesses achieve 
their goals, 67 per cent of businesses indicated 
that it would help them save time and money 
(see Figure 21). Other benefits from increased 
technology included improved access to 
information (64 per cent), helping to remain 
competitive (58 per cent) and promoting 
innovation (48 per cent). 

Figure 21 

How would increased investment in 
technology help you achieve your 
overall business goal? (% response)  

  
Source: Angus Reid Forum poll (501 responses) 
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In general, around 90 per cent of businesses 
indicated that they had at the very least a 
computer and an internet connection (see 
Figure 22). Over half of businesses use 
networking devices such as routers (61 per 
cent), productivity software such as office 
suites with email, word processing and 
spreadsheet programs (60 per cent) as well as 
HR, accounting and financial software (56 per 
cent). Also, businesses used smart phones or 
other handheld devices (52 per cent), customer 
database systems (47 per cent), security 
software and hardware (47 per cent) and data 
storage and server infrastructure (44 per cent). 

Figure 22 

Which types of technology are used 
by your business? (% response) 

 Source: Angus Reid Forum poll (1,160 responses)  

Close to half of small businesses on a whole 
believe they adopt technology at the same time 
as their competitors (see Figure 23). Whereas, 
approximately 20 per cent adopt technologies 
before their competitors and 30 per cent adopt 
technologies after. 

 

 

 

Figure 23 

Generally, how quickly does your 
business adopt the latest 
technologies compared to your 
competitors? (% response) 

 
Source: Angus Reid Forum poll (1,160 responses) 
 
Business identified cost as the primary barrier 
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not being tailored specifically to the 
company’s needs (28 per cent), available 
technology was not expected to pay off (20 per 
cent) or that businesses are simply not aware 
of tools that will help them improve their 
operations (18 per cent). 

Figure 24 

Why does your business adopt the 
latest technologies after your 
competitors? (% response)  

 
Source: Angus Reid Forum poll (352 responses) 
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the 2006 CFIB survey Building Business Success 
(80 per cent) and they suggest that business 
owners see the value in adopting technology to 
improve their operations, saving them time 
and money as well as helping them to remain 
competitive and innovative. 

Figure 25 

How have the results from your 
investments in technology met your 
expectations? (% response)  

 
Source: Angus Reid Forum poll (1,160 responses) 
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Conclusion

These polls allowed us to understand the 
opinions of Canadians on small business and 
entrepreneurship as well as small business 
perspectives on their firms and technology. 
Overall, entrepreneurs are truly respected and 
admired by Canadians. Poll results show a high 
level of support and interest from the public, 
whereas the public sees a lack of support from 
governments and the school system for 
entrepreneurship. 

Close to half of Canadians have thought about 
starting a business, but recognize that it is not 
easy as there are many challenges. 

Many employees work for small businesses 
because they believe in what the business is 
doing and find satisfaction in being able to 
contribute to the business. 

Small businesses actively use technology to 
improve their operations, saving them time 
and money, as well as helping them to remain 
competitive and innovative. 

The poll results certainly reinforce the 
importance of small business in Canadian 
economy and society.

Sources

CFIB, 2007. Banking Matters. 
www.cfib.ca/research/reports/rr3044.pdf. 
Accessed 13 June 2011. 

National Federation of Independent Business, 
2004. The Public Reviews Small Business. 
www.nfib.com/Portals/0/PDF/AllUsers/researc
h/The%20Public%20Reviews%20Small%20Busin
ess.pdf, Accessed 13 June 2011. 

 

 

 

 

 

Methodology 
 
From April 26th to April 27th 2011 an online survey was 
conducted among 2,028 randomly selected Canadian 
adults who are Angus Reid Forum panelists. The margin of 
error—which measures sampling variability—is +/- 2.06%, 
19 times out of 20. The results have been statistically 
weighted according to the most current education, age, 
gender and region Census data to ensure a sample 
representative of the entire adult population of Canada. 
Discrepancies in or between totals are due to rounding.  

From May 2nd to May 9th, 2011, an online survey was 
conducted among a sample of 1,160 Canadians who are 
business owners/senior employees in small businesses and 
who are Angus Reid Forum panel members. The margin of 
error on the full base — which measures sampling 
variability — is +/- 2.79%. Discrepancies in or between 
totals are due to rounding. 
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