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INTRODUCTION 

Compared with many other countries, Canada is an excellent place to launch a business. 

Its relatively low start-up and labour costs, strong public policy, and accessibility of 

initial funding earned Canada a place among the top five G20 countries in which to 

start a business, in the EY G20 Entrepreneurship Barometer 2013 ranking.
1
 But, while 

entrepreneurs drive Canada’s economy, the Canadian environment for youth 

entrepreneurship is mixed: not everyone sees it as a viable career option; skills training 

and access to resources vary; and people do not consistently pursue opportunities for 

market growth. To capitalize on Canada’s entrepreneurial potential, we must promote, 

inspire, and expand young enterprise.  

In 2014, the Canada Youth Business Foundation (CYBF) will host its first annual 

roundtable discussions across Canada culminating in a national summit in May. This 

initiative, Action Entrepreneurship: Growing Young Enterprise will bring Canada’s 

best and brightest young entrepreneurs together with business, policy, education, non-

profit, and other leaders to share experiences and insights and agree on actions to foster 

youth entrepreneurship across Canada. 

This document is intended as a discussion starter for the CYBF roundtables, not a 

comprehensive solution. Synthesizing research and interviews, the following pages 

highlight the most pressing challenges facing young entrepreneurs and share 

perspectives on some of the responses suggested to date.   
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BACKGROUND 

Entrepreneurship is the engine that drives Canada’s economy. Entrepreneurs created the 

small and medium-size enterprises (SMEs) that account for 98 percent of Canadian 

businesses, 30 percent of GDP, and 48 percent of private sector jobs.
2
 Entrepreneurs 

also built many of the large enterprises that create the majority of Canadian jobs. Youth 

entrepreneurshipi  benefits the country as well as young entrepreneurs, by: 

 Reducing Canada’s youth unemployment rate, which has persistently been more 

than double the rate for older age groups.
3
 

EXHIBIT 1 

 

 Creating high-value jobs for others. As Exhibit 1 shows, young entrepreneurs’ 

businesses enjoy higher growth rates than their older peers’ businesses (in part 

because they are starting from smaller bases than established and larger 

businesses). Their relatively greater focus on fast-growing knowledge-based 

industries such as information and communications technology is also a factor.
4
 

Young entrepreneurs are also quick to adopt new technologies. In an Accenture 

global survey for the Young Entrepreneurs’ Alliance Summit 2013, 85 percent of 

                                              

i Youth or young entrepreneurship covers the 18-to-39-year-old age group, unless otherwise specified. 
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young entrepreneurs surveyed indicated that new technologies are critical or 

important enablers of their business processes.
5
  

 Taking the place of older small business owners. According to CIBC Economics, 

over 50 percent of small business owners will retire over the next decade, and 

most have no succession plan.
6
 

 Satisfying increasing demand for self-determination. In a recent national survey 

from Intuit Canada, 16 percent of 18-to-33-year-olds said that they intend to fulfill 

their entrepreneurial dreams within a year – double the percentage among other 

age groups – and that they were almost five times more likely to be motivated by 

the allure of charting their own course and following a passion than by money or 

status. 
7,8

 

Despite these signs of growing interest in entrepreneurship, young entrepreneurs lead 

only about 12 percent of Canada’s SMEs, intention to become an entrepreneur does not 

always translate into action and almost half of all start-ups fail within five years.
 9

 This 

raises the question: how can we expand the number of youth entrepreneurs and improve 

their business success rate?  

To begin answering this question, we reviewed research and interviewed 35 young 

entrepreneurs, business leaders, policy-makers, academics, and leaders of non-profit 

organizations like CYBF that support young entrepreneurs.ii This effort suggested four 

drivers for entrepreneurial success: 

 Mindset: “I know that entrepreneurship is a career option for me.” 

 Skills: “I have the knowledge and tools to identify and leverage a market 

opportunity.” 

 Resources: “I have the support and financing required to exploit this 

opportunity.” 

 Markets: “I can access new customers and grow my business.” 

The following pages provide an overview of the challenges associated with each of 

these drivers and suggest some ways the challenges have been addressed or could be 

overcome. While reading each section, we ask that roundtable participants consider 

several questions and look forward to discussing them. 

 Have we identified the key challenges to expanding young entrepreneurship in 

Canada and the reasons these challenges exist?  

 Which challenges are the most important to address?   

 What are the highest-potential opportunities for action to address the most 

important challenges and who should own and act on these opportunities? 

                                              

ii CYBF is indebted to a small team of volunteers who helped conduct the literature review and 

interviews and synthesize the results: Faisal Ahmad, Hemanth Challapally, Hannah Ellix, Salim Kassam, 

Terence Kwan, Alexey Pazukha, and Reid Wuntke. 
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FOSTERING AN ENTREPRENEURIAL MINDSET 

Fostering an entrepreneurial mindset is essential. Youth cannot become entrepreneurs 

unless they know that entrepreneurship is an option for them and understand what it 

entails. The required mindset combines creativity, innovativeness, willingness to take 

(acceptable) risks, perception of failure as an opportunity to learn and persevere, and 

willingness to work outside one’s comfort zone. 

Most of the young entrepreneurs and others interviewed see growing interest in 

entrepreneurship in Canada, as evidenced among other things by the fact that 98 

percent of higher education institutions in Canada offer at least one course in 

entrepreneurship.
10

 But the interviewees also see four key mindset-related challenges 

holding young Canadians back from starting businesses:  

 Lack of early awareness of entrepreneurship  

 Neutral or negative community reception to entrepreneurship 

 Fear of failure 

 Lack of highly visible Canadian success stories 

Key challenges 

Lack of early awareness. Many interviewees said that Canadian youth are not made 

aware of entrepreneurship and its possibilities for them at an early enough age. Most 

entrepreneurial programs are at the post-secondary level, but students start considering 

careers and choose their major in high school. This is starting to change as provinces 

like Alberta begin teaching entrepreneurship earlier, as discussed in the Building Skills 

section, below.  

Neutral or negative community reception. The EY G20 Entrepreneurship Barometer 

2013 ranked Canada as having the third most positive entrepreneurship culture, after 

the US and South Korea. But Barometer survey respondents also viewed Canada’s 

reception and promotion of new businesses as being neutral (~65 percent) or even 

negative (~13 percent), as shown in Exhibit 2.
11

 

Research, such as the work of entrepreneurship expert Daniel Isenberg, has shown the 

importance of community level support and that supportive communities have strong 

‘entrepreneurship ecosystems.’
12

 According to Isenberg, each entrepreneurship 

ecosystem is unique and, not surprisingly, community receptiveness to new businesses 

varies across Canada.  

Waterloo is often noted for its exceptional encouragement of young entrepreneurs, as 

are the strong entrepreneurial ecosystems in Saskatoon, Calgary, Vancouver and parts 

of Toronto. The capacity to support young entrepreneurs in rural and northern 

communities is often diminished due to their remoteness, a phenomenon common to 

many countries. In Accenture’s global survey of young technology entrepreneurs, for 

example, 57 percent wanted to work in a local technology cluster but said that 

distance and relocation costs were major barriers.
13

 Initiatives like Startup Canada’s 
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‘Startup Communities,’ which is currently underway in 15 pilot communities, will 

hopefully provide a better understanding of how to help other Canadian provinces and 

communities become more receptive to and supportive of entrepreneurship.
 14

 

EXHIBIT 2 

 

Fear of failure. Many of those we interviewed suggested that Canada’s receptiveness 

to entrepreneurship will improve if we worry less about failure. Canadians are 30 

percent more likely than Americans to view failure as a “barrier to future success,” 

rather than a “learning opportunity.”
15

  As described by renowned American youth 

entrepreneur Gurbaksh Chahal, “going from failure to failure without losing your 

enthusiasm (is) the only pathway to eventual success.”
16

 

Lack of highly visible success stories. The wealth of American role models and 

celebrations of their successes helped put the US at the top of EY’s G20 

Entrepreneurship Barometer 2013. Whether it’s winning on Dragon’s Den, securing 

significant financing, launching a business, making a lucrative exit, or recovering from 

a business failure, Canada also has many success stories to tell.  

We seem to be getting better at telling our stories, as asserted in the headline of a recent 

Globe & Mail article: “Canadian start-ups shed their cloak of inferiority.”
17

 But most of 

the interviewees believe we can do better. Scott Walton, a CYBF entrepreneur and 

delegate to the 2013 G20 Youth Entrepreneurship Alliance Summit, was one of many 

who suggested that promoting Canadian successes will lead to expanded youth 
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entrepreneurship: “The more that we can do to campaign and profile [successful] 

entrepreneurs the better.” 

Turning challenges into opportunities  

The following ideas could help overcome all four of the Mindset challenges, as would 

some of the ideas for creating awareness of entrepreneurship in younger age groups that 

are in the next section on Building Skills. 

 Showcase success stories of entrepreneurs to inspire youth from primary through 

post-secondary levels to become the next generation of innovators. Promoting 

success stories will also improve community receptiveness to entrepreneurship. 

Young entrepreneurs, the media, governments, and the education system all have 

roles to play in making this happen. 

 

 CYBF, and other non-profits that support young entrepreneurs, should partner 

more closely with others to help build social acceptability of entrepreneurship. 

Potential partners include innovation centres, governments at all levels, agencies 

that support small business such as Ontario’s Small Business Enterprise Centres, 

chambers of commerce and other progressive local organizations, and educational 

institutions. 

 

 Leverage the entrepreneurial mindset of newcomers. Immigrants to Canada are 

often very entrepreneurial and, as noted in the Business Development Bank of 

Canada’s BDC Index, show consistently higher levels of entrepreneurial activity 

than individuals born in Canada.
18

 Newcomers have taken a risk in beginning a new 

life here, and many come from countries where starting a business is more common 

than it is in Canada. Newcomers figure prominently in lists of accomplished 

Canadian entrepreneurs, and we should celebrate them as role models. We should 

also help more achieve entrepreneurial success, ensuring access to start-up 

resources and the language and soft skills training they need to launch successful 

businesses in Canada.  

BUILDING SKILLS  

Acquiring the knowledge and skills needed to identify and leverage market 

opportunities can’t be accomplished in any one course or degree program. As one 

interviewee said: “What other business career requires you to learn how to do 

everything?” Not surprisingly, over 84 percent of the young entrepreneurs surveyed for 

the EY G20 Entrepreneurship Barometer 2013 agreed on the need for tailored 

training.
19

 They saw two broad types of skills required to start and run successful 

businesses: 
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 Hard or cognitive skills like market understanding, business planning, financial 

management, sales and marketing, capital raising, deal making, and talent 

recruitment; and 

 Soft or non-cognitive skills like risk-taking, self-motivation, cold calling and 

networking, managing people, pro-activeness, persistence, and creativity. 

A young person can acquire these skills and knowledge through formal education, 

mentorship, and self-study. This section focuses on formal education. The Resources 

section below discusses mentorship and self-study.  

While there is some debate about whether entrepreneurship can be taught, the general 

consensus seems to be that formal education plays an important role and that its timing 

and delivery are important. Research suggests that: 

 Starting early builds student interest and educational achievement.
20

 Even young 

children (6-8) can learn cognitive entrepreneurial skills, and slightly older children 

(9-11) can learn critical non-cognitive skills like the ability to make useful social 

connections, belief in oneself, and perseverance.
21,22

  

 Teaching entrepreneurship using hands-on approaches, rather than the lecture 

approach used to teach traditional academic subjects, has the highest impact. 

Practical training and learning by doing are particularly effective. 

The EY G20 Entrepreneurship Barometer 2013 scored Canada below average on 

entrepreneurial education because “too few education and training-related efforts focus 

specifically on the needs of entrepreneurs.” 
23

 Interviewees identified three challenges 

that contribute to this: 

 Lack of or weak financial literacy skills 

 Lack of entrepreneurship education in elementary and high schools 

 Limited student access to post-secondary entrepreneurial courses 

Key challenges   

Lack of or weak financial literacy skills. Many of the people we interviewed believe 

that Canada’s young entrepreneurs are weak in the financial literacy skills that are 

critical to entrepreneurial success. Why these skills are important for young 

entrepreneurs is made obvious by the Organization for Economic Co-operation and 

Development’s (OECD) definition of financial literacy: “the combination of 

consumers’ and investors’ understanding of financial products and concepts and their 

ability and confidence to appreciate financial risks and opportunities, to make informed 

choices, to know where to go for help, and to take other effective actions to improve 

their well-being.”
24

 

Financial literacy skills are closely connected with numeracy. While Canadian 15 year-

olds ranked better than average for math skills in the OECD’s 2012 Programme for 

International Student Assessment survey, Canada’s overall ranking has been moving 
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downwards for some time, from 6
th

 in 2003 to 9
th

 in 2009 to 13
th

 in 2012. The 2012 

survey also showed marked variations across provinces. Only students in Quebec 

performed above the Canadian average. Students in British Columbia, Alberta and 

Ontario performed at the Canadian average, while those in the remaining provinces 

were ranked well below it.
25

 

Lack of entrepreneurship education in elementary and high schools. Despite the 

benefits associated with early education in entrepreneurship, the topic is not in the core 

curriculum of many Canadian elementary or high schools. This is changing as a number 

of provinces revise education systems to incorporate 21
st
-century learning models, 

some of which focus on innovation or entrepreneurship, but policies and approaches 

vary widely. A recent Action Canada Task Force found little formal implementation of 

most new curriculum policies and substantial discrepancies between policy mandates 

and classroom realities.
26

 

Limited student access to post-secondary entrepreneurial courses. While many post-

secondary institutions have courses in entrepreneurship, only 28 percent offer courses 

across multiple disciplines, according to a recent Industry Canada survey.
27

 Instead, 

entrepreneurship is usually positioned as a specialized discipline, often housed in 

business schools, and thus inaccessible even to those studying innovation-focused 

disciplines like science and engineering. Increasing access to entrepreneurship courses 

and fostering the cross-faculty collaboration likely to develop innovative ideas and 

offerings may be limited by the fact that institutions are often structured and funded by 

faculty or department. 

Turning challenges into opportunities 

Improving financial literacy skills 

 Federal and provincial governments are very aware of the importance of 

financial literacy and should continue to act on recommendations to improve it. 
Recent recommendations include the Canada’s (Federal) Task Force on Financial 

Literacy proposal that financial literacy be included in curricula in schools across 

the country.
28

 Provinces should continue their drive to improve mathematics 

education; efforts underway in many provinces include enhancing mathematics 

curricula and focusing on effective instructional practices.
29,30

 

Overcoming the lack of early entrepreneurship education  

 Ensure high-quality entrepreneurship education in elementary and secondary 

schools in all provinces. The 2013 Action Canada Task Force has made two 

relevant recommendations to provincial governments:
31

 

– Establish a 21st-century learning centre at the Council of Ministers of 

Education to enable inter-provincial coordination of policy and identification 

and sharing of best practices. 

– Prioritize teacher education and professional development for teaching 

entrepreneurship to achieve positive outcomes in the classroom. 
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 Offer high-school courses teaching life skills such as creating and managing a 

budget, communicating with peers and others, and finding mentors who can 

provide career advice. While not aimed strictly at fostering entrepreneurship, 

these courses would also build skills required for entrepreneurial success. 

 Give students opportunities to test their entrepreneurial ideas and inclinations 

in summer programs. For example, Ontario’s Summer Company program 

provides start-up money, advice, and mentoring to start a summer business. 

Making post-secondary entrepreneurial courses more accessible 

 Deliver cross-disciplinary entrepreneurship courses and programs in post-

secondary institutions, including opportunities for students studying different 

disciplines to work together on ideas for new ventures. This might require 

provincial action to help overcome systemic barriers to cross-faculty 

collaboration. In addition, as several people interviewed suggested, every 

discipline could offer entrepreneurship courses.  

 Provinces should consider increasing funding for entrepreneurial education 

and making longer-term funding commitments to expand opportunities for 

students. These could include greater access to incubators and more opportunities 

for experiential learning, possibly offered in partnership with businesses and other 

organizations. 

ACQUIRING THE RESOURCES TO EXPLOIT OPPORTUNITIES 

Whether building a main-street business or a high-tech venture, and whether working in 

start-up or growth mode, almost all young entrepreneurs reported challenges in 

securing the necessary resources, including: 

 Accessing financing 

 Finding and connecting with the right mentors 

 Identifying and navigating the many materials, programs and services available to 

support young entrepreneurs, both on and offline. 

As they develop their businesses, young entrepreneurs also need help filling gaps in 

knowledge and negotiating tax and regulatory requirements (in addition to finding the 

time and money to comply with them, challenges that have been well described by the 

Canadian Federation for Independent Business).
32

 Most have unstoppable drive, but 

inadequate resources will limit even the most passionate entrepreneurs’ potential and 

significantly reduce their chances of success. 

Key challenges  

Accessing financing. Most young entrepreneurs start with their own savings and help 

from family and friends but eventually need outside funding to sustain and grow their 

businesses. Most of those interviewed believe that money is available from the get-go if 
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you “have a good idea, know where to go, and are willing to take on debt,” but that 

securing funding for growth and expansion is more difficult, especially for businesses 

with higher capital demands. They said that young entrepreneurs face three key 

financing challenges: fear of borrowing money; difficulty securing bank loans; and 

gaps in early-stage and growth funding. 

 Young entrepreneurs fear debt. More than 60 percent of entrepreneurs surveyed in a 

2010 BDC study called current financial obstacles, such as fear of going into debt 

or losing regular income, their main challenge in creating or taking over a business. 

A further 35 percent cited future financial obstacles.
33

 This aversion to debt is 

understandable. Few young Canadians are financially secure, and many are saddled 

with student debt.  

  

 Young entrepreneurs have difficulty securing bank loans. Banks make loans on the 

basis of credit history, financial track record, and assets or guarantees. Few young 

entrepreneurs have these things. Industry Canada reports that young entrepreneurs 

are more likely to be rejected than older entrepreneurs or, if accepted, to receive 

smaller loans at higher interest rates.
34

 Getting traditional bank financing is even 

more difficult for innovative start-ups with business models that are hard to explain. 

As one interviewee said: “Banks are formula lenders, and many entrepreneurs’ 

needs don’t fit in a box.”  

 

 High-growth and high-tech businesses in Canada face a gap in early-stage and 

growth funding. While 45 percent of young Canadian entrepreneurs in the EY G20 

Entrepreneurship Barometer 2013 survey said that access to venture capital has 

improved, securing venture capital or angel investment remains challenging 

because: 

– The venture capital pool is small. Canada ranks fourth in the G20 in access to 

funding but far behind the US.
35

 One reason may be lower Canadian venture 

capital returns: 10-year returns of -3.1 percent a year compared with +4.4 

percent in the US (Exhibit 3). The difference is reportedly the result of relative 

lack of experience and international connections.
36

 This differential may get 

bigger due to a drop in fundraising and disbursements as Canadian funds 

retrench to less risky, later-stage companies and leave a financing gap for angel 

investors to fill. 
37

 

– The angel investor pool is small and inefficient. Canada has a number of angel 

networks, some with significant investors like National Angels and the G10, 

but many complain that it is very time-consuming to apply for funds and often 

difficult to qualify. While angel investors exist outside of networks, they are 

even harder to find. This not only makes financing difficult but also limits 

access to the mentorship and connections that angel investors can provide.
 38
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Exhibit 3 

 

Finding and connecting with the right mentors. Research suggests that 88 percent of 

entrepreneurs who have mentors survive in business, compared with only 50 percent of 

those who do not.
39

 In part, this is because mentoring increases confidence and risk-

taking capacity.
40

 CYBF experience confirms the importance of mentoring: more than 

3,000 volunteer mentors have successfully guided over 5600 young CYBF 

entrepreneurs through their first two years.   

Young entrepreneurs value advice from mentors in developing the skills they require 

much more highly than formal training, but finding the right mentors can be hard. All 

the entrepreneurs interviewed said that it was difficult to find mentors they trust, ones 

who will add value because of their start-up experience, skills, and industry-specific 

knowledge and contacts, and who will provide guidance for several years.  

Being more resourceful than most, young entrepreneurs who have difficulty finding the 

ideal mentor report using multiple mentors, including paid advisors, to secure access to 

the skills or knowledge they need. Others fill the mentoring gap by getting advice from 

peers at conferences and meetings and joining informal networks and clubs
41

 (although 

young entrepreneurs in main-street, non-technology businesses spoke of challenges 

finding networks of people in businesses similar to theirs). 

Business accelerators and incubators can make connections to mentors and financing, 

and many young entrepreneurs call them important to the long-term growth of 

entrepreneurship.
42

 These resources are expanding in markets like Vancouver, parts of 

Toronto, and New Brunswick but do not exist in many others. In addition, many of 
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the people we interviewed flagged the need for accelerators and incubators to serve 

sectors other than technology, or to serve multiple sectors.  

Identifying and navigating the many materials, programs and services available to 

support young entrepreneurs. From self-learning tools to business plan templates to 

tips on preparing a pitch, many resources are available to entrepreneurs – some of them 

tailored to young entrepreneurs - but many young entrepreneurs have trouble figuring 

out what help they need. Several said: “We don’t always know what we don’t know.”  

Even once they know what help they need, finding the most appropriate resources can 

be tricky. Programs and materials are fragmented, and locating those most relevant to 

an entrepreneur’s specific geography, industry or business situation can be difficult. As 

one young start-up CEO noted: “You almost need a guide to navigate the complex web 

of programs and initiatives that are there to help. They are all great, but the challenge is 

for those in need to know about what’s available.”  

Comprehensive online portals like the Canada Business Network, an Industry Canada 

initiative, and Fundica, a free online funding portal, provide one-stop sources for many 

useful materials but do not always come to the attention of young entrepreneurs when 

needed.  

Turning challenges into opportunities 

Improving access to financing  

 Help young entrepreneurs leverage government and non-profit support to 

secure financing from traditional lenders.  Young entrepreneurs with financing, 

mentoring and other government or non-profit supports present lower risk and 

should be more attractive to traditional lenders. Financial institutions might also 

consider specialized services for young and new entrepreneurs as part of their 

small business offering.  

 Promote availability of non-traditional financing. Recognizing the difficulty 

young entrepreneurs face in accessing bank loans, CYBF, BDC and various local 

agencies offer financing that does not require collateral. These sources should be 

publicized more. In addition, new financing approaches like crowd-funding could 

be explored by young entrepreneurs in partnership with non-profits that support 

them. 

 Increase financial rewards for students and graduates who show an aptitude for 

entrepreneurship like grants and scholarships. Provincial governments could 

consider forgiving student loans for young entrepreneurs or deferring repayment 

until their businesses achieve profitability.  

 Create tax incentives to encourage angel and venture capital investment in start-

ups, such as tax credits for investing in small start-ups and delayed capital gains 

tax on the sale of a business if the money is reinvested in a start-up. For example, 

BC has a small business venture capital tax credit that encourages investors to 

make equity investments in BC small businesses in order to give them access to 
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early-stage venture capital to help them develop and grow.
43

This type of tax credit 

could be offered by other provinces or nationally. 

Finding and connecting with the right mentors 

 CYBF and its partner organizations like the Fondation de L’entrepreneurship, 

which provide mentoring support to young entrepreneurs, should collaborate 

with others to increase accessibility of high quality mentorship. Collaboration 

could involve: promoting the importance of mentorship to encourage young 

entrepreneurs to secure mentors and potential mentors to volunteer their services; 

sharing best practices on attracting and qualifying mentors, and matching mentors 

and young entrepreneurs; and exploring alternative approaches to mentorship such 

as virtual mentoring and mentoring ‘Boards’ that bring a mix of industry and 

functional expertise. 

 Governments could support established mentorship programs by encouraging 

experienced entrepreneurs to join them. The Certified General Accountants of 

Ontario suggested this in a 2010 report as a way to increase mentoring by 

successful entrepreneurs. Incentives could include tax credits or promotional 

support.
44

 

 Young entrepreneurs could collaborate more broadly and build an ecosystem to 

support each other in building their businesses. Networks of young 

entrepreneurs exist in some cities and some sectors. Those we interviewed who 

belong to them find them valuable, not only to discuss business challenges with 

others who have or are going through the same start-up experience, but also to 

share personal challenges in what can be a lonely role.  

 Support more accelerators and incubators. Non-profit incubators like 

Vancouver`s GrowLab, Waterloo`s Communitech, Toronto`s MaRS and 

Moncton`s Launch36 are providing fundraising support and start-up expertise and 

making Canada more recognized and competitive among North American 

incubators. Private sector investment could stimulate expansion and growth of 

important supports like these and make them available in multiple sectors, not just 

for high-tech businesses. 

Making it easier to identify and navigate available resources 

 Consolidate and promote online resources and self-learning tools in single 

access portals that can help entrepreneurs develop a business vision, collect data to 

assess opportunities, download a toolkit to build their plan, and find and join 

networks of like-minded individuals.  

 Market the federal, provincial and other information portals to reach more 

young entrepreneurs and make them aware of what resources are available.  
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MARKET ACCESS AND GROWTH 

Canadian entrepreneurship is relatively healthy.
 
The birth rate of new enterprises is 

high, and about half survive their first five years. But Canada generates a lower 

proportion of fast-growing companies than in other developed countries, and relatively 

few small companies trade or export.
 45,46

  Industry Canada recently reported that only 

18 percent of SMEs trade outside their home province, and only 10 percent export 

outside Canada.
47

 The reluctance of Canadian businesses to grow and trade is often 

attributed to risk aversion. Many other factors contribute, as seen in Exhibit 4.
48

 

EXHIBIT 4 

 

Overcoming these barriers to trade, both inside Canada and beyond, is critical to the 

nation’s competitiveness. Industry Canada’s report showed that internal traders are 

more innovative and more growth and export-oriented: 41.4 percent sell abroad 

compared to only 3.5 percent of non-internal traders.  It also found that propensity to 

trade increases with business age which indicates, not surprisingly, that younger 

entrepreneurs face greater challenges to growing and trading.
 49

  The interviews 

identified several challenges inhibiting young entrepreneurs from growing their 

businesses: 

 Fear of the unknown 

 Regulatory barriers to growth, trade, and investment 

 Lack of support from Canadian embassies and companies in target markets to help 

build knowledge and networks  
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Key challenges  

Fear of the unknown. The largest obstacles to growth for young entrepreneurs are their 

fear of the unknown and their perception that expanding into another region is much 

more difficult than growing locally. Exposing them to opportunities for expansion can 

help them start to overcome these obstacles. The Toronto-based MaRS Business 

Acceleration Program, for example, helps entrepreneurs source and manage market 

intelligence, while the G20 Youth Entrepreneurship Alliance program, which takes 

young entrepreneurs to cities around the world, has convinced many that international 

growth is not necessarily more difficult than domestic growth. 

Finding the first customer in a new market - domestic or international - is key. As the 

young CEO of a successful Canadian technology start-up said: “It was much easier to 

grow once I landed my first corporate client in the United States, but getting there was 

an upward battle.” Many young entrepreneurs let their relative inexperience suppress 

the aggressive edge needed to land that first customer. Despite growing support by 

Canadian embassies abroad and the strong image of Canadian business, many choose to 

stay local or expand only into more familiar markets like the US.  

Regulatory barriers to growth, trade, and investment. Expanding into a new 

geographic market often means dealing with yet another government’s regulatory, 

financial and administrative requirements. Within Canada, for example, inter-provincial 

trade barriers include labour mobility and government procurement practices as well as 

government regulation. Regulatory and other internal barriers reportedly cost 

businesses and consumers billions of dollars each year and reduce Canada’s 

competitiveness and productivity.
50

 Exporting to foreign markets adds another layer of 

complexity: the prospect of additional tax filings alone can seem unappealing to a 

Canadian company already preparing, computing, and paying taxes to three levels of 

government in Canada. 
51

 

Lack of support from Canadian embassies and Canadian companies in target 

markets. Embassies look for serious levels of commitment before providing assistance, 

which can be difficult for young entrepreneurs to demonstrate. Entrepreneurs are turned 

off by warnings about the difficulties of entering a new market instead of being 

encouraged with supports like a crash course on country-specific nuances and a list of 

resources available to support them.
52

 

The Canadian government is addressing this issue.  Trade Minister Ed Fast has set a 

new strategic direction for Canada's Foreign Service called “economic diplomacy,” a 

plan to put commerce at the heart of foreign policy. The goal is to improve Canada's 

lackluster trade and investment performance in emerging markets, which both the 

federal government and the Bank of Canada have called key to the country's future 

prosperity.
53

 

Companies seeking international growth can also benefit greatly from support from 

related companies in target markets. Some interviewees reported that Canadian 

businesses operating in foreign markets are not good at building supportive local 
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networks to help new Canadian entrants to their foreign markets – something that 

businesses from other countries, such as France, reportedly do well. 

Turning challenges into opportunities  

Overcoming fear of the unknown 

 Support for cross-border exposure and mentorship by non-profits that work with 

young entrepreneurs. Having mentors in a different region or country can help 

change the perception that expanding into another market is difficult as well as 

provide access to market data and connections. Internationally-networked 

organizations like CYBF could increasingly leverage their peers around the globe to 

identify mentors for young Canadian entrepreneurs. 

Reducing regulatory barriers to growth, trade, and investment 

 Offer industry-specific financing and grants. Governments could attract and 

inspire innovative entrepreneurs to focus on developing industry-specific solutions 

(e.g., oil and gas in Alberta, aerospace in Quebec).  

 Consider new tax and regulatory mechanisms to spur growth. Governments 

could use the taxation system to provide greater incentives for entrepreneurs to 

grow, such as implementing a step-up system with additional tax advantages for 

high-growth companies. 

 The federal government should continue to expand global trading arrangements 

and use affiliations like the G20 to make it easier to conduct business in other 

countries. This may include large-scale trade agreements as well as more focused 

efforts, such as Western Economic Diversification Canada, which connects western 

Canadian businesses with international markets. Other governments can play 

similar roles. For instance, during the 2010 Olympic and Paralympic Winter 

Games, the Vancouver Economic Commission`s Metro Vancouver Commerce 

(MVC) implemented the 2010 Partnership Investment Program to attract foreign 

investment. Within two months, MVC reported business deals of $60 million – well 

above its initial 18-month target. 

Increasing support from Canadian companies in target markets 

 Help expose young entrepreneurs to new markets. Canadian companies already 

operating in multiple markets are ideally positioned to introduce young Canadian 

entrepreneurs to these markets, including as subcontractors, so they can 

understand the business culture and overcome their fear of expanding into new 

regions. The benefits run both ways. In its recent report, Accenture noted that 

larger companies are increasingly collaborating with young entrepreneurs to 

access innovation, develop new markets and increase their products’ credibility.
54

 

 Bring young entrepreneurs into procurement processes. Whether through their 

own procurement processes or by participating in incubator showcases of start-up 

clients, more Canadian governments and companies can familiarize themselves 
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with the offerings of emerging entrepreneurs and facilitate their market entry. In our 

interviews, we heard of Canadian companies unable to secure Canadian customers 

until they’d proven themselves by securing a foreign client. 

 

 Improve coordination of support for growth. By sharing information and insights, 

the organizations that support market growth can better understand and meet the 

needs of young entrepreneurs. Ontario’s new Network of Excellence (ONE), for 

example, is a comprehensive innovation and commercialization network of 

government and non-profit organizations working to help Ontario’s innovation-

based businesses and entrepreneurs to be globally competitive. 

 
 Develop targeted programs to support young entrepreneurs. Industry associations 

like the Canadian Manufacturers & Exporters and the Canadian Federation of 

Independent Business should regularly review their offerings to ensure that they are 

responding to the specific needs of young entrepreneurs seeking to grow their 

businesses domestically or internationally.  

Increasing support from Canadian embassies  

 Increase awareness of market growth opportunities. National and provincial 

government programs supporting entrepreneurship, small business and international 

trade should be coordinated to provide entrepreneurs across Canada with the broad 

market insights and specific market information they need to inspire and inform 

their domestic and international expansion plans. Government agencies could also 

provide valuable sponsorship and advice to organizations and initiatives supporting 

export-oriented entrepreneurs, such as EDC recently did for Startup Canada’s 

National Tour.
55
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CONCLUSION 

As stated at the outset, this backgrounder is intended to provide an overview of the 

four drivers for entrepreneurial success – mindset, skills, resources and markets – and 

to suggest some of the opportunities to overcome the challenges associated with each. 

It is by no means exhaustive and we look to roundtable participants to contribute their 

ideas in response to the questions posed: 

 Have we identified the key challenges to expanding young entrepreneurship in 

Canada and the reasons these challenges exist?  

 Which challenges are the most important to address?   

 What are the highest-potential opportunities for action to address the most 

important challenges, and who should own and act on these opportunities?  
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