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Small Business is Big Business in BC, 2008

The small business sector continues to play a
fundamental role as a key instrument of job
creation and economic growth in British Co-
lumbia. It is the primary provider of private
sector jobs in the province, reflecting an impor-
tant and ongoing trend toward economic diver-
sification within the provincial economy. Small
Business is also a vital source of innovation. For
example, nearly all (approximately 96 per cent
in 2008) of high technology businesses in British
Columbia are small businesses.

A business is defined as a small business

if it is either:
e A business with fewer than 50
employees

e A business operated by a self-
employed person with no paid
help

Small business contributes to the provincial
economy in a number of ways. It creates and
maintains employment, it is a source of innova-
tion and it meets payrolls that support families
and stimulate new economic activity. Among
the provinces, the importance of small business
is most acute in British Columbia. In 2008, ap-
proximately 34% of the province’s Gross Do-
mestic Product (GDP) was generated by the
small business sector. This was the highest rate
of contribution of any province and well above
the national rate of 29%.

BC ranked first among the provinces in
terms of proportion of GDP generated by

small business
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Small Business Continues to Thrive

A total of 391,300 businesses were operating in
British Columbia in 2008. Of those, 384,300, or
98 per cent, were small businesses. More than
half (55 per cent) of all businesses in the prov-
ince were run by self-employed individuals
with no paid help. The total number of small
businesses operating in the province inched
down 0.1 per cent between 2007 and 2008. The
slight decline was entirely due to a drop in the
number of self-employed unincorporated small
businesses with no paid help (-1.4 per cent),
which offset increases in businesses with em-
ployees (+1.5 per cent). This coincides with the
markedly low unemployment rates in both
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those years (4.2 per cent in 2007 to 4.6 per cent
in 2008) and could be an indication that some
workers shifted to paid employment in more
stable economic times. In the thick of the labour
shortage, it is possible that some self-employed
workers were enticed into the employee work-
force as business operators began offering bet-
ter compensation and/or benefits in hopes of
luring more workers.

Small business is bigger in the West

Small businesses are more prevalent in the
western part of the country, at least in terms of
businesses per capita. British Columbia held on
to its ranking of first among the provinces in
2008, boasting 87.7 small businesses per 1,000
people. Saskatchewan (87.5 small businesses
per 1,000 people) was right on its heels, fol-
lowed by Alberta (78.0). At 77.1, Prince Edward
Island was the only other province to exceed
the Canadian average of 70.3 small businesses
per 1,000 people.

Western Canada generally has more small
businesses per capita

Small business per 1,000 population, 2008
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Almost half of working people in BC
work in small business

There is a wide variety of activities in which
small businesses in British Columbia are en-
gaged, ranging from family-operated corner
stores, to self-employed computer program-
mers, to small industrial operations. Almost
three-quarters of all businesses in the province
are in the service sector, with small businesses
just as likely to be providing a service as large
businesses.

This diverse small business sector employs al-
most half of all working British Columbians.
There were approximately 1,058,100 jobs in
small businesses in British Columbia in 2008,
representing close to half (46 per cent) of the
province’s 2,314,200 jobs. This share was un-
changed from 2007 and has remained relatively
stable in recent years.

Nearly half of all jobs in BC were in small
business, 2008
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Source: BC Stats using data supplied by Statistics Canada

In 2008, 1,892,800 people in British Columbia
were employed by the private sector (including
both small and large businesses). Of this total,
56 per cent were in small business, a ratio that
has remained essentially unchanged over the
past decade. In 2008, British Columbia ranked
second in the country in terms of the share of
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private sector jobs derived from small business,
at almost 56 per cent, marginally behind Prince
Edward Island (just over 56 per cent). At 55 per
cent, Saskatchewan was third, followed by
Newfoundland and Labrador (52 per cent). On-
tario (45 per cent) reported the least reliance on
small business for private sector employment,
while nationally, the average hovered around
49 per cent.

Small business employment in British Colum-
bia expanded 1.0 per cent from 2007 to 2008,
slightly above the growth rate for Canada as a
whole (+0.8 per cent). Despite the overall rise at
the provincial and national level, growth eased
in 2008 compared to 2007, when the national
average stood at 2.4 per cent. In 2008, the larg-
est increase was recorded in Alberta (1.7 per
cent). British Columbia was among just four
other provinces, including Ontario (+1.1 per
cent), PEI and Saskatchewan (both +1.0 per
cent) with growth rates exceeding that of the
nation as a whole. The construction boom that
began in British Columbia in 2005 possibly con-
tinued to play a role in the growth in small
business employment last year. However,
building intentions for both housing and other
projects eased in the latter half of 2008, which
likely tempered overall growth. The global eco-
nomic downturn that began mid-way through
2008 likely influenced the demand for construc-
tion activities and probably affected employ-
ment growth in other sectors as well. The reces-
sion will likely continue to dampen new em-
ployment opportunities in 2009.

The Cariboo region leads the province in
small business growth

Despite significant declines in other areas, three
of British Columbia’s seven regions! recorded
growth in the number of small businesses be-
tween 2007 and 2008, such that the province

1 Although there are eight development regions in the province,
due to small numbers, the North Coast and Nechako regions have
been combined.

recorded an average loss of just 0.1 per cent (or
around 500 businesses). The Cariboo region,
where forestry and agriculture are among the
principal industries, led the province in the
year-over-year increase in small businesses.
This region recorded an impressive 8.2 per cent
growth in 2008, translating to an approximate
increase of 1,100 businesses. Vancouver Is-
land/Coast (+1.6 per cent) was second in
growth, also adding close to 1,100 net new
small businesses in that year. In terms of actual
numbers, Mainland/Southwest (+1.1 per cent)
added the most new businesses to the province,
with an addition of about 2,400 establishments.

Four regions experienced declines in the num-
ber of small businesses between 2007 and 2008.
Losses were most notable in Kootenay (-15.1
per cent), while North Coast/Nechako (-13.0
per cent) and Northeast (-8.0 per cent) also re-
corded substantial decreases. The Thomp-
son/Okanagan region experienced a compara-
tively slower rate of decline of 0.5 per cent.

As with total small business development, the
Cariboo is also the leader in self-employment
growth. Between 2003 and 2008, this region re-
corded a 25.4 per cent surge in the number of
self-employed, slightly ahead of the 21.5 per
cent rise recorded in second-ranked Northeast.
With the exception of North Coast and Ne-
chako, which saw 222 per cent fewer self-
employed over the last five years, all other re-
gions of the province also saw positive growth
in entrepreneurs. Vancouver Island/Coast
(+10.6 per cent), Thompson/Okanagan (+13.6
per cent) and Mainland/Southwest (+15.8 per
cent) saw double-digit increases, while the
Kootenay region (+5.9 per cent) recorded a
more moderate climb.
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The Cariboo region recorded the biggest
increase in entrepreneurs last year
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Overall provincial self-employment has
grown

Recent changes in the provincial, national and
global economic landscape have already im-
pacted the overall trend of self-employment in
British Columbia. In the beginning of the year,
British Columbia was still feeling the effect of a
labour crunch, which is likely to have had at
least some influence on self-employment levels
in the province. In particular, a tight economy
and labour shortages can potentially draw self-
employed workers into the employee work-
force. Conversely, the economic downturn in
the latter part of 2008 is likely to have had its
own impact on individuals’ tendencies to
choose self-employment. This becomes more
apparent when one refers to the monthly
breakdown of self-employment last year.

In 2008, self-employment reached a low early in
the year (approximately 403,300 self-employed,
province-wide), while its highest level was re-
corded in September (454,100). This highlights a
stark monthly variation in numbers of self-

employed last year, which could imply that in
such unsure economic times, some people
turned to self-employment in the face of layoffs
or lack of job security.

There was marked monthly variation in
self-employment over the course of the
year, 2008
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The self-employed have a different profile
than employees

On average, self-employed people tend to be
older, are more often men, work longer hours
and are less likely to be Aboriginal peoples
compared to workers who are employees.

Well over half (56 per cent) of British Colum-
bia’s self-employed are between the ages of 35
and 54, compared to just 46 per cent of employ-
ees. Similarly, while 40 per cent of employees
are under the age of 35, only 17 per cent of self-
employed business owners fit this profile. At
the other end of the scale, more than a quarter
(27 per cent) of entrepreneurs are aged 55 and
over, compared to merely 14 per cent of em-
ployees.
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Self employed workers in BC tend to be
older on average, 2008
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While workers who are employees are equally
likely to be men or women, those who are self-
employed are more often male. Indeed, almost
two-thirds (65 per cent) of the self-employed
were men in British Columbia last year. Despite
their lower prevalence among the self-
employed, women entrepreneurs in British Co-
lumbia, as in other provinces, have made some
important strides for business in the province.
In 2008, 34.3 per cent of all business owners in
British Columbia were women. This was on par
with the national average of 34.4 per cent and
the fourth highest rate among the provinces.

Women make up a substantial proportion
of self-employed workers, 2008
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On average, the self-employed have much
longer work days compared to employees.
While most employees in British Columbia (65
per cent) work between 35 and 40 hours per
week, only 30 per cent of the self-employed fit
this category. Nearly a third (30 per cent) of
self-employed work 50 or more hours per week,
compared to just four per cent of employees.
The average work week for self-employed
workers in 2008 was 39.2 hours, compared to
35.1 hours for employees.

Aboriginal peoples living off-reserve continue
to be significantly less likely to be self-
employed than non-aboriginals. In the period
from April 2008 to March 2009, 15.1 per cent of
Aboriginal peoples in British Columbia were
self-employed, compared to 18.6 per cent of
non-Aboriginals who worked for themselves.
Those Aboriginal peoples that defined them-
selves as Métis were more likely to be self-
employed (17.1 per cent) than those who were
self-identified as North American Indian (13.9
per cent).
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The “self-employed” - individuals who spend
most of their working hours running their own
businesses - have remained a sizeable part of
British Columbia’s work force over the past five
years. Last year, self-employment accounted for
18.5 per cent of total employment, relatively
unchanged from 2007 (18.8 per cent). The prov-
ince’s share of self-employed workers was the
highest in the country and remained well above
that for Canada as a whole (15.4 per cent) in
2008.

With BC at or near the top rank among the
provinces in categories such as small business
employment (including self-employment),
growth of small businesses and output gener-
ated by the small business sector (GDP), it is
clear that small businesses are a vital compo-
nent of the province’s economy.
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