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Foreword
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CONNECTIONS: AN IMMIGRANT’S GUIDE TO STARTING A
BUSINESS IN ALBERTA
Welcome to Connections: An introduction to starting a business in Alberta for immigrants.
This guidebook will walk you through the process of getting started with your own business and provide
you with resources to learn more. It will help you understand Alberta business culture. You will also learn
how your cultural background can help you to succeed as an Alberta business owner.
Be sure to follow the instructions and do your research as suggested. Although this guidebook gives
you what you need to start as an Alberta business owner, it does not have all the details. Each business
has its own unique characteristics. You will need to adapt what you learn in this guidebook to your own
speciﬁc circumstances.

Introduction: how to use this guide
The recommended way to use this guidebook is to allow at least one day to work through each section.
Complete the activities for each section before you move on to the next one. The lessons are created in a
speciﬁc order. You may miss important concepts if you complete the lessons out of order.
Once you have completed this guidebook, you will be more conﬁdent about starting your business in
Alberta. You will also have this guidebook as your reference to come back to as needed.
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SECTION 1: YOU AS A UNIQUE ENTREPRENEUR
To get started as an entrepreneur you must ﬁrst take a look at yourself and your skills. This section will
help you discover your unique position as an immigrant starting an Alberta business and the challenges
you may face. This section will cover:
1.

Case study: Tao Zhang, Language Boosts Consulting Edmonton

2.

Your immigration status and starting a business in Canada

3.

Your language skills

4.

Establishing a good credit history

5.

Funding for start up businesses

6.

Your skills and talents

7.

Other considerations

Case study: Tao Zhang, Language Boosts Consulting Edmonton
Tao came to Canada as a non-business immigrant from mainland China with his wife and daughter.
Even though Tao had written several books about teaching English in China and his written English was
excellent, he had trouble ﬁnding a job as a teacher or editor. It took
a couple of years to have his teaching credentials recognized and another
couple of years as a substitute teacher to ﬁnd employment with a school
system. After several short-term jobs and another Master’s degree in
second language teaching from the University of Alberta, Tao decided to
launch a tutoring business to help Chinese students improve their English.
Credential recognition as a professional educator in Alberta helped Tao to
be more conﬁdent as an entrepreneur. Since he was a recognized Alberta
teacher with a professional certiﬁcate, he had more status as a tutor and
he has been successfully running his business using WeChat to reach his
target audience.
“To run a successful business takes perseverance. When I first started, I
had to go to people’s homes or the public library to teach with a low fee,
but now, people have to be on the waiting list to get my service and pay
a higher fee.” - Tao Zang
About Tao’s business:
Tao has trained immigrants from 33 different countries and regions to pass English proﬁciency tests
such as TOEFL, IELTS, CAEL and CELPIP and meet professional certiﬁcation and university admission
requirements. His services have expanded to teaching school children English skills in reading and
writing.

Your immigration status and starting a business in Canada
You may be wondering if your immigration status has anything to do with starting a business. It certainly
does! The different categories of immigration affect what you need to do to start a business in Canada.
Read the following to see if you are eligible to start a business as an immigrant.
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Category A: Not yet in Canada
• If you have not yet immigrated to Canada, you are not a Canadian citizen, landed immigrant,
you do not have permanent resident status, you can start a company in Canada by setting up
a partnership or a corporation with one or more Canadian citizens or landed immigrants.
It is important to seek legal and professional advice on starting a business in Canada as a foreign
shareholder, as it may have an impact on taxes, especially if non-Canadian citizens/residents take
control of the business.
• There are two ways you can come to Canada as a business immigrant. You can apply for business
immigrant status or you can apply for a start up visa. If you already have a business, you can apply
to immigrate as a self-employed person.
• If you are not yet in Canada and wish to start a business as an immigrant, the ﬁrst step is to register
with Immigration, Refugees and Citizenship Canada.

Category B: In Canada
• To legally start a business in Canada as an individual if you have already immigrated here, you must be
a Canadian citizen or a permanent resident or have an open visa.
• Please see the resources of this section for information on speciﬁc immigration contexts and
starting a business in Canada. If you are unsure about your eligibility to start a business, consult an
immigration lawyer.

Your language skills
In Canada, there are two official languages, French and English. Living in Alberta means you will need
to speak English most of the time because most Albertans work and communicate in English. If English
is not your ﬁrst language, improving your English is a requirement for both ﬁnding work and starting
a business.
There are Canadian Language Benchmark (CLB) levels and, to be comfortable doing business in Alberta,
it is recommended that you have a Canadian Language Benchmark (CLB) level of 7.
Here is a list of CLB level 7 speaking skills. Check this list to see if you are close to the required CLB level:
• I can participate in a small group discussion and express my opinions, feelings, and reservations about
a topic.
• I can express and respond to gratitude, appreciation, complaint, disappointment, dissatisfaction,
satisfaction and hope.
• I can give clear instructions and directions related to moderately complex, familiar, technical and
non-technical tasks.
• I am comfortable speaking about almost any topic that comes up in normal conversation.
• I am comfortable speaking formally or informally, on topics involving problem solving or decisionmaking.
• I can make a detailed comparison.
• I can research, develop and deliver a 10-minute presentation.
• I can use a variety of sentence structures and idioms.
• I sound ﬂuent when I speak.
• When I know that people do not understand me, I can correct myself or rephrase what I said.
• I am comfortable talking on the phone about familiar and routine matters.
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• I can take a message for someone else and pass it on with speciﬁc details
• I use a number of strategies to keep the conversation going and I can change the topic.
If you are not yet at CLB level 7 in speaking, there are online, in-class and private English classes. You can
ﬁnd them in your city or town through immigrant serving or settlement agencies or at a college near you.
Find a class that suits your schedule and budget by searching online using keywords such as:
• English language classes near me
• Free/low cost English language classes in (name of town or city)

Establishing a good credit history
As a business owner you will need money to run your business. You will need money to purchase
inventory, lease or rent a space or vehicle, set up your phone and/or computer, cover your start up costs,
market and advertise your business, as well as for many other reasons. You may have some money in
savings, some money you will earn, and some money you may have to borrow. As you earn, spend, save,
and borrow money, the transactions are recorded by banks and credit bureaus. For every large purchase
you make, there will be a credit check to look at your payment history. Banks, ﬁnancial institutions, and
businesses that sell to businesses will pay credit bureaus to collect and report on how you borrow and
repay debts. If you have a low credit score, they may not lend or sell to you. If you have not borrowed
any money, you don’t have a credit history. You haven’t shown that you can pay back any loans.
Therefore, lenders will only loan to you at a high interest rate.
Start establishing a credit history as soon as you come to Canada by opening a bank account and
applying for a secured credit card. A secured credit card is a low risk way to build your credit rating.
Follow these steps to use a secured credit card to build your credit history:
• Deposit an amount of money, perhaps $500 or $1000, as a security to guarantee the secured credit
card. You can use the secured credit card for up to that amount. It works and looks just like any other
credit card. Every month you will receive a credit card statement showing how much you owe. Make
sure you pay that amount off each month.
• To establish a good credit rating, only spend what you know you can pay off at the end of each
month. After six months, you can apply for a second secured credit card. After one year you can
ask your ﬁnancial institution to release the money held in security. Then you use the credit card
as a regular credit card.
It is now possible for newcomers to get unsecured credit cards with a number of Canadian ﬁnancial
institutions through programs such as Royal Bank’s “Welcome to Canada”, BDC’s New Canadian Loan
and Scotia Bank’s “Start Right.” Whether or not you have a secured or unsecured card, the most
important part of your credit rating is to pay your card off monthly and on time. Paying other bills on
time is another way to build your credit rating. Having a phone plan that requires monthly payments is
better than a prepaid plan, since the ﬁrst option will increase your credit rating as you pay the monthly
bills.
Once you have established your ﬁrst card, you can apply for other credit cards. One of the cards can
be used speciﬁcally for your business expenses, another for general personal expenses, and a third for
emergencies.
Success Steps
Pay attention to these activities because they will affect your credit score:
• Paying bills by the due date
• Loan payments made on time
9

• Amount of money you owe
• How long your bank accounts have been open and the transactions that you make
• What types of credit you use (for example, credit cards)
• How often and how recently you applied for credit
• Collection notices issued and judgments delivered for non-payment of loans or bills
What do lenders look for?
• A record of responsible borrowing
• Stability—staying at the same job or address improves your credit score
• Debt to income ratio—are you spending more than you earn?
• Down payment amounts—larger down payments are preferred for large purchases
• Assets (things you can sell) to get cash
• On time payments of credit cards and loans
• Frequency of loan applications
• How much money you are sending back to your country versus how much you are using in Canada
If you have a bad credit score, it can be ﬁxed. First, decide with your bank to consolidate loans and bills
at a low repayment plan. Then pay the consolidated monthly amount regularly. Pay the minimum amount
on what you owe monthly and make sure you pay it on time. Remember that paying off all the debt at
once will not necessarily improve your credit score. Regular and consistent payments on time will. You
can also get into the habit of spending less and paying off your debt by setting up a secured credit card.
Success Steps
Make sure you check out the conditions and advantages of each type of credit card. To access the most
recent information, an online search for “Best secured credit cards in Canada in (year)” will get you to
your goal. Use this link to review a list of the top six secured credit cards in Canada with their ratings
explained: www.lifeoncredit.ca/top-6-secured-credit-cards-for-canadians/

Funding for start up businesses
The most common question new immigrant entrepreneurs have is how to access funding. When you ﬁrst
arrive, you have to establish a credit rating to be eligible for funding. (Establishing a good credit history
in this section.)
To get access to grants, loans, and other types of ﬁnancing for your business, you usually have to make
money in your business for two years to prove your business is proﬁtable. New entrepreneurs typically
use one of the following methods to access funds for their start up business before they are eligible for
bank loans, business grants or other ﬁnancing:
• Pre-existing savings
• Loans from family
• Loans from a cultural community bank (for those communities that have an informal system for
community member loans)
• Home equity loan or line of credit if they have a house with a mortgage
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• Vacation or vehicle purchase loan used for business
• Designated credit card, paid off monthly
• Putting aside an amount each month designated for the business and starting the business once the
necessary funds have been saved
There are some specialized funding programs that could be available to you, including:
• Alberta Women Entrepreneurs—For Alberta women with a market-ready start up, expansion or
business process, and who meet all the eligibility requirements, for example, 51% of the business
owned by women and a credit score of at least 650.
• Business Development Bank of Canada’s New Canadian Loan—For immigrants that have been in
Canada for less than three years who are Canadian Citizens or who have Permanent Resident Status.
This is for people with little or no credit rating, and who have a viable business plan.
• Futurpreneur’s Newcomer Loan—For immigrants between 18-39 years of age who are Canadian
citizens or permanent residents, have lived in Canada for fewer than 60 months from the application
processing date, and have limited or no established credit history in Canada.
Success Steps
Seek advice from a Business Link Business Advisor. Also check out Business Link’s business ﬁnancing
checklist and Understanding Financing in Alberta Guidebook.

Your skills and talents
When you ﬁrst come to Alberta and decide to start a business, it can feel overwhelming and
discouraging. You might think that everything you used to know doesn’t apply to this culture and that
your skills from your home country are no longer useful.
Nothing is farther from the truth! Everything you learned about how to connect with people in your own
culture can still be used here. Your education, skills, and experience have all helped you to develop into
the competent person that you are. The main difficulty is ﬁnding out how to transfer what you already
know to a new cultural context and how to add new information to your existing knowledge.

Your cultural knowledge
When you come to a new country, you suddenly become aware of what you know from your country
and what you don’t know about the culture in the new country. This awareness can help you build your
business. For example, many cultures know how to be warm and friendly with strangers. Other cultures
are very good at showing hospitality to guests. Some cultures are very good at ﬁnding mistakes and
letting people know how to ﬁx them. Other cultures are very good at being tactful and diplomatic. Most
cultures outside of North America are very good at doing more with less, saving money, and making cost
effective choices. We can all learn from each other’s cultures if we pay attention and reﬂect on what we
experience.
Success Steps
Describe a job you have done or a business you have owned in the past. What skills did you need to be
able to do the work?
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Next, read the example below and apply it to your situation using the worksheet on page 14.

Connecting to your home culture and your new culture
Here is an example of how to ﬁnd your cultural strengths and the cultural strengths of your new country,
and how to use them for your business.
An entrepreneur went to China to start a sister company. When she ﬁrst arrived in China, she found the
Chinese store employees rude and the Chinese customers unwilling to pay for things without bargaining.
The pushing and shoving in public places also offended the entrepreneur. But when she injured her
foot at a subway station, many strangers helped and stayed with her until she was safe and had found
medical help. What she realized was that the Chinese knew how to deal with emergencies, make cost
effective decisions, show kindness, and respond quickly to changes. She also realized that she was good
at ﬁnding systems to improve crowding and teaching others skills in customer service. Her business did
well in China and in Canada because she trained her staff in customer service, and because her Chinese
employees helped her ﬁnd ways to deal with emergencies and adapt quickly and cost effectively to
changes.
Success Steps
Make sure you are taking advantage of all the services that Business Link has to offer! Not sure where to
start? Check out the website for contact information and to see what services, resources, workshops and
networking opportunities are coming up: businesslink.ca/

Other considerations
Gendered experience of business stresses
Although business owners share many of the same skills and practices, there are some differences in the
way immigrant men and women experience business stress.
Many immigrant women entrepreneurs feel extreme stress from their multiple responsibilities in both
home and business, and due to entrenched gender roles, may not expect or ask for help from their
spouses. They do, however, use their strong network of cultural resources to build business supports.
According to recent research on women immigrant entrepreneur experience in Canada, women’s main
motivation to succeed is to establish a lifestyle that would give them more time with their children and
greater revenue to deal with family ﬁnancial needs.
Immigrant men entrepreneurs experience loss of status and feel that immigration affects the way they
see themselves as competent men. This sense of status loss can disrupt family relations. In a number
of cross country studies, lack of economic status for immigrant men is linked to increased domestic
violence. In an entrepreneurial setting however, a focus on creating ways to be a provider rather than
depending on the surrounding society to provide a job, and a desire to help other immigrants succeed,
fuels business building efforts and keeps male entrepreneurs focused on ﬁnding opportunities to reach
economic goals.
Both men and women immigrant entrepreneurs are affected by prejudice and discrimination, yet
they show great resilience and creativity in ﬁnding ways to make the businesses work, no matter the
obstacles.
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Several quotes from a study about Canadian immigrant entrepreneurs by Momani Bessma (2016) show
the resilient spirit and a willingness to take risks based on hunger of immigrant business:
“Immigrants are not more innovative and creative, but they are hungrier.”
“The spirit of immigration is an indication of a person to accept change and take risk.”
“The reason immigrants do very well is because...[we] don’t really have a choice so you’re fearless; we
don’t take anything for granted.”
“Figuring something out from nothing, that’s very much the immigrant way.”
“Where immigrants come from they don’t have the Rotmans and Schulichs [business schools]...they
take risks and they get into business.”
“An immigrant is willing to go further — they’re much more willing to endure hardship.”

Rural and small centre challenges and opportunities
Businesses in rural and small centres have opportunities and challenges that are different from
businesses in cities.
Challenges
• Distance makes it harder to meet clients in person and to transport goods and supplies.
• Gaps in telecommunications services, transportation networks, and banking services.
• Lack of social supports for immigrants.
• Smaller labour pool to ﬁnd employees who may also lack necessary skills.
• Monopoly of large major employers, particularly in agriculture and natural resources, restrict ability
of smaller businesses to enter the market.
• Limited economic diversity means small businesses close if the large businesses leave.
Opportunities
• Rural businesses capitalize on unique geography and culture to develop tourism such as tours,
accommodation, restaurants, and eco farming experiences.
• Increased tourism infrastructure offers opportunities for recreation opportunities and niche markets
(ﬁshing tours, retreats, skiing).
• Barriers to entry are usually small and new business initiatives are welcomed by the community.
• Online businesses can typically ﬂourish in any setting using third party fulﬁlment services outside the
business’ geographical area.
• Family members are likely to help with various aspects of the business and are part of the business
marketing.
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Section 1 action plan
Check off the categories you have completed. Set dates over the next six months to a year when you will
complete the remaining actions.


Your immigration status—make sure you are in a category that allows you to start or continue
a business.



Your language skills—get an English language assessment.



Credential recognition—start the process for credential recognition.



Establishing a good credit history—build your credit rating by getting a secured credit card.



Your skills and talents—complete Exercise #1 (below) to get clear on your strengths and
transferable skills for business.



Other considerations – Do business stresses and rural business opportunities and challenges affect
you?
Resources for Section 1: You as a unique entrepreneur are found at the end of this guide.

Exercise #1: Transferring your skills
Sometimes it can be hard to know how to ﬁnd your transferable skills and how to use what you ﬁnd for
your situation. These are the steps:
1.

Name your profession/trade/skill set.

2.

Do a Google search using the phrase: “what is (your profession/trade/skill set)?” and “What do
(your profession/trade/skill set) do?”

3.

Now Google “transferable skills for (your profession/trade/skill set).”

4.

Write down the skills that most apply to you.

5.

Ask yourself: What skills do I have that I can use to run a business, offer a service people would
want to hire me for, or develop a product they would buy?
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SECTION 2:
GETTING TO KNOW YOURSELF AND YOUR BUSINESS IDEA
In this section, you will focus on understanding your strengths and your challenges as an entrepreneur.
This section also covers the basic themes for choosing and validating your business idea. This section will
cover:
1.

Case study: Kasim Hassan, JumpBites

2.

Assessing your strengths and challenges

3.

Your business idea and your desired lifestyle

4.

What makes a business, a business?

5.

Characteristics of immigrant businesses in Canada

6.

Types of businesses

7.

Ways to make money in business

8.

Alberta business expectations: legal, administrative and social expectations

9.

Market research basics: your industry, your competition, and your customers

10.

Knowing your industry

11.

Your industry life cycle

Case study: Kasim Hassan, JumpBites
Kasim is from Somalia and came to Alberta in 2009, so he has developed
skills from both cultures. He has the Somalian capacity to connect easily
with people and make friends, and he has the Canadian capacity to think
of new ideas and market them to the wider community.
To start his business, Kasim went to convenience stores, Halal markets and
gas stations to demo his product. His ﬁrst customers came from the taste
testing demos he held in different stores. He then targeted larger grocery
stores and restaurants. He was successful in getting contracts from the
Italian Centre Shop and Remedy Cafe, who remain his biggest customers
to this day.
“My community thought I was crazy when I started my business.
I didn’t listen to them and created my snacks with nuts, pistachios
and dates. I knew I was right because I did the market research.”
- Kasim Hassan
About Kasim’s business:
Kasim got into business when the oil industry started to slow down.
After moving from Fort McMurray to Edmonton, he completed market research about what was popular
and trending in business. Research showed a strong trend in healthy eating, so he decided to create
date-based energy bars. His idea developed into a business called JumpBites, offering date-based
energy bars and snacks as an alternative to candy.
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Assessing your strengths and challenges
When you decide to start a business, you need some speciﬁc skills to be successful. The most important
is your entrepreneurial spirit. An entrepreneur is someone who loves challenges, is willing to take risks
to get to goals, motivates and leads, and has an attitude of overcoming obstacles. Entrepreneurs have
“grit.” When something goes wrong, they look for a way to ﬁx it or use it as learning to move
to a different step or path. You must be a problem solver, conﬁdent, creative, believe in your success
and be willing to learn. Practically, there are business, management, and administrative skills to learn.
Probably the most important entrepreneurial skill is the ability to sell and to market. Do a self-assessment
to see where your strengths and challenges are. Once you know your strengths, you can make them
stronger. Challenges can be overcome by creating a learning path, joining a business networking support
group, working with a business coach, and hiring people who complement your skills.
Success Steps
• To be successful in business you need to sell.
• To sell you need to know your customer.
• To sell to your customer you need to know what problem your product or service solves for the
customer.
• To know what problems you can solve, you need to know yourself!

Your business idea and your desired lifestyle
Many new business owners say they will work hard and long hours until they realize their dream. Then
several years later they ﬁnd that they are still working hard and long hours but they have not built
a lifestyle they want. They are tired, stressed, and not making the money they expected they would
make. Avoid this problem by ensuring your business idea has high potential.
A high potential idea has:
Feasibility
You have the knowledge and skills to do it, you know who your competition is and where your
strengths are, and you already have proof that your idea will work.
Example: You belong to a cycling group and everyone in the group asks you for advice. You help them
by ﬁxing their bikes. Several people have asked you, “Why aren’t you charging for this?” You already
have the skills, the knowledge, and a group of potential customers that are ready to buy.
Profitability
There is a clear path to make money, you know what related products and services you can offer,
people will come back for repeat sales and you can charge more than it costs you.
Example: You have a special spice blend for cooking that people are already buying from you. You
have offered cooking classes to show people what spices to add for different effects and tastes and
your ﬁrst class is already full. Customers who buy your spices have been asking for a recipe book.
Interest
People say they want your product/service or have already paid you for it. They want your
product/service now. They are telling other people to contact you to purchase it.
Example: You have a following on YouTube to show people how to speak Spanish. Your following
is growing quickly and consistently. YouTube is already paying you per click. When you offered
a subscription for a weekly video and exercise routine, you had 100 people put their names on the list
in one day.
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Efficiency
It is easy to offer your product/service. It won’t be more work than what you will make in proﬁt. You
know how much money you need to start and have some savings already set aside. You already have
a list of potential customers from your last couple of jobs.
Example: You were working for a hair salon and your customers have been very loyal. You decide
to set up your own salon. You found a great location that a past salon owner is willing to rent to you
for a really low price because she is retiring.
Your motivation
You are really excited about this idea. You love everything about it and would even do it if you didn’t
get paid for it! You tell everyone about the idea and they are excited to support you when you are
open for business.
Example: You have been providing personal training for older people at a gym. You made short videos
for the customers, which they loved. Now you want to offer a video channel and gym services in your
language to help older people in your community stay in shape and overcome health problems. There
are no trainers who specialize in older people and you know you have a perfect niche.
Table 2.i. Choosing your high potential business idea
Use the template below to rate your business idea. If you score “high” in three or more categories, it has
potential. If you have an idea that scores “high” in all ﬁve categories, you may have a winning business
idea!
Category to consider
Feasibility
• Proof that it will work
• Opportunities & obstacles
• Knowledge & skills
• Competition
Proﬁtability
• Clear money making path
• Number of customers
• Customer growth
• Time until ﬁrst sale
• Diversity of product/service
Interest
• People say they want it
• People want it now
• Communication with customers
Efficiency
• Ability to reach customers
• Connection to potential partners
• Connection to potential investors
• How much money to start
• How much effort to continue
• How much money to continue
Motivation
• Your excitement for the idea, even on bad days
• Your reasons behind doing it
• Your goals
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High

Medium

Low

What makes a business, a business?
Many business owners are confused about what a business really is. Let’s get clear about all your
possible options:
Business
The purpose of a business is to make money. You need to sell products or services and plan your
activities so that you are selling regularly. Business owners do not get a salary unless they sell. You
may not make a proﬁt when you ﬁrst start out, but if your business doesn’t make a proﬁt eventually,
then it will not qualify as a business.
Non-profit organization
The purpose of a non-proﬁt organization is to sustain itself to meet a need in society for individuals
or groups. Money to run a non-proﬁt comes from fundraising (for example, selling crafts or tickets
to an event) and applying for government and industry funding. The money made must go to the
intended cause. Part of this money will include staff salaries. A non-proﬁt organization does not
accumulate a proﬁt.
Hobby
A hobby is an interest that you have gained expertise in doing and from which you have a lot
enjoyment. For example, you might play the guitar or some other instrument for fun but if you decide
to use your hobby to make money it becomes a business.
Social enterprise
This is a business with a social goal, such as helping youth who were involved with crime to gain
employable skills. You might run a restaurant and all your employees are youth who need help. You
teach them the skills of customer service and cooking and you make money from the food you sell.
A social enterprise can be for-proﬁt, non-proﬁt, charity, or a cooperative.
Charity
You need to register with Canada Revenue Agency to be a charity and you will gain charitable status
if you have charitable purpose and activities. Many non-proﬁt organizations become charities over
time. The money you gather as a charity must be used for the target population or cause. Charitable
funds should be used only if a purpose is charitable according to the Income Tax Act. The Canada
Revenue Agency (CRA) decides if the funds are used for charitable purposes at their discretion.
Cooperative
Cooperatives are owned by a group of people or businesses that pool their resources to meet
a common need or goal. A cooperative offers democratic control as each member gets one vote.
Because the business is considered a legal entity, the business structure limits the liability of
a cooperative’s members. It also allows the organization to acquire assets, go into debt, enter into
contracts and make other transactions as a group.
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Characteristics of immigrant businesses in Canada
Statistics about immigrant businesses have only recently been collected, but recent ﬁndings show that
immigrants tend to have businesses in six main categories:
• Professional (for example, accounting or law)
• Scientiﬁc and technical services
• Retail trade
• Accommodation and food services
• Transportation and warehousing
• Construction
46% of business owners in 2010 were also employed outside of their businesses while 54% derived all
or most of their income from their businesses. Most immigrants start businesses for themselves. They
usually have no employees or two employees. Other than the above broad industry categories, areas
of business that have the largest concentration of immigrant owners are:
• Real estate
• Rental and leasing
• Administration and support
• Waste management
• Remediation services
• Health care and social services
On average, immigrants tend to be more entrepreneurial than native-born Canadians. Self-employed
immigrants formed 17% of the population in 2010 in comparison to 14.4% of the non-immigrant
population.
The percentage of business ownership among immigrants increases with age and amongst those with
10 years or more of living in Canada. The highest rate of business ownership is for men aged 45-54 years.
There are more immigrant business owners in the 45-54 age category than Canadian born business
owners. However, there are fewer immigrant business owners in the youngest age group of 25-29 years.
Non-immigrant entrepreneurship has been increasing four-fold over the years while young immigrant
entrepreneurship is only increasing three-fold.
Two-thirds of immigrant business owners are men. This percentage is similar to non-immigrant owned
businesses. Immigrant business owners are more likely than Canadian born business owners to have
one or more university degrees. Immigrants with university degrees are more likely to become business
owners than immigrants with high school or less education.
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Types of businesses
There are three main types of businesses and one combination type business:
Service
No physical product but offers assistance to solve problems, such as tech support, instructional, health
care assistance, law, online services, web site design and accounting.
Merchandising
Sells products that have been created by someone else, such as grocery stores or retail outlets.
Manufacturing
Raw materials, labour, factory overhead and design are used to create new products.
Hybrid (combination)
Offers a variety of products and services, for example, a restaurant that makes its own food, sells
manufactured products and has customer service.
Basic forms of business ownership:
• Sole proprietorship
• Partnership
• Corporation/Limited liability
• Cooperative
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Review Table 2.ii. to discover the advantages and disadvantages of each and ﬁnd the one that suits you.
Table 2.ii. Advantages and disadvantages of different types of business ownership
All Canadian businesses must register their names in the province where they are located along with the
owner’s legal name.
Business type

Advantages

Disadvantages

Sole
proprietorship

•
•
•
•

Partnership

• More people to consult on business
decisions
• Low start up costs because of shared
investments
• Greater borrowing capacity
• Opportunity for income splitting,
resulting in tax savings
• Partners’ business affairs are private
• Limited external regulation

• Liability of the partners for the debts of the
business is unlimited
• High risk of disagreements and friction
among partners and management
• Each partner is liable for actions by other
partners
• If partners join or leave, all the partnership
assets will likely need to be evaluated, which
can be costly

Corporation/
Limited liability

• Owners are not responsible for company
debts
• Easier to raise capital
• Is a requirement for doing business with
government and most large businesses
• Business income can be paid out in
salary or dividends
• Easier to work as a subcontractor for
other businesses
• Can beneﬁt from lifetime capital gains
tax exemption
• Can take advantage of small business
deductions not available to other
business ownership types

• More expensive to set up than other
business forms
• Has more paperwork
• Requires annual return and ﬁling
• Business changes must be reported to the
government annually

Cooperative

• Owned and controlled by members
• Limited liability
• Allows greater diversity of inputs for
more comprehensive decisions
• Has membership advantages

• Decision making can be slow
• High risk of conﬂict between members
• Proﬁt sharing and other decisions require
complex discussions and policies
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Owned by one person
Owner makes all the decisions
Owner receives all the business proﬁts
Tax reporting does not require corporate
tax return

• If owner is sued, owner is personally liable
• Personal assets can be seized to pay
business debt
• When owner dies, business becomes
defunct
• Hard to raise capital
• Difficult to sell

Ways to make money in business
Think about how you can make money in your business by considering one or several of these revenue
models:
Asset sale
Customers buy a physical (or digital) product from you, which they then own (for example, an online
course, online downloadable book, physical book, or book shelves for your books). Ecommerce and
online businesses, as well as Dropshipping, are all asset sale businesses.
Usage fee
Customers buy a service from you, and pay more the more they use it (for example, electrical and
heating bills, cell phone usage fees or consulting services).
Subscription fee
Customers buy on going access to a service for a monthly or yearly fee (for example, gym
membership, newspaper subscription, Netﬂix, or video storage sites like Vimeo).
Lending/Renting/Leasing
Customers buy the right to use something for a period of time (for example, renting an apartment or
suite in a home, leasing a car, renting office equipment or a commercial kitchen).
Licensing
Customers buy the right to use someone else’s intellectual property (IP) for a period of time (for
example, assessment platforms where you can resell assessments to your clients for a higher fee or as
part of another service you offer).
Brokerage fee
Customers buy services that help connect them to someone else (for example, real estate agents
match home buyers with home sellers, credit card companies facilitate a way for people to buy
anything, or insurance brokers ﬁnd insurance companies that meet the needs of different kinds of
businesses).
Advertising
Customers buy the opportunity to advertise their products/services through another person’s business
(for example, newspapers, Chamber of Commerce websites, TV stations, sports arenas, or YouTube
ads affiliated with certain types of YouTube searches).

Alberta business expectations: Legal, administrative and social expectations
In many places in the world, businesses are run on trust between two people who have a verbal
agreement or who make an agreement in the presence of community witnesses. This is called a
relationship-based business approach. However, in Canada, and speciﬁcally in Alberta, businesses are run
on an informational, transactional and legal basis.
That doesn’t mean that you don’t need relationships to build business in Alberta – quite the opposite. All
businesses are built on relationships. But when it comes to formal agreements and exchanges of money,
everything in business in Canada requires speciﬁc paperwork to protect both parties. Make sure you
know and follow all requirements to avoid problems later.
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Legal requirements
If you start a business, you must register the business with the government of the province. You must
also have a city or county business permit. There may be other permits required depending on the type
of business. For example, if you have a social work business you will need to operate under the Social
Workers Profession Regulations. You will also probably need an up to date police check to show you are
safe to work with vulnerable populations. Operating a business without proper registration and without
the necessary permits and licences is illegal and is punishable by law.
You must have a contract to hire an employee and you will need to register any employees, pay the
necessary taxes and follow the required labour laws of Alberta Labour. It is also a legal requirement to
pay your employees monthly according to their contract. You must pay them by cheque with a cheque
stub explaining the deductions and the amount paid. You cannot pay employees cash “under the table;”
your business can be shut down and subject to heavy ﬁnes if you do.

Administrative requirements
It is expected that, as an Alberta business owner, you will keep records of all your business activities. You
must organize your ﬁnances, usually with the help of a bookkeeper and accountant, and you must ensure
that personal, employee and corporate information are kept private. Privacy of clients must be respected
and privacy laws obeyed. Business agreements require a contract. Potential service offers require
a quote. All business transactions with other businesses require invoices. All exchanges of money require
receipts. Examples of contracts can be found online, modiﬁed to your business circumstances and then
submitted to a lawyer to ensure they are compliant with Alberta laws. See examples of a receipt, invoice,
and a quote below.
Image 2.i Sample receipt
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Image 2.ii Sample invoice
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Image 2.iii Sample quotation

Social expectations
Alberta business owners are expected to treat their employees fairly, to offer respectful and friendly
customer service, and to keep their businesses organized, clean, and professional looking. A physical
business that looks messy with a hand-painted sign is considered unprofessional. You may think these
things do not matter, but they very much matter to your potential customers. It is also important that
your fellow business owners see you as being a good business neighbour.
A business without an online presence or website is considered out-dated and behind the times.
Websites should be professionally created even if they are simple, with high deﬁnition photos and clear
text. All online or printed information should have correct spelling and grammar. Websites also need to
be protected against Internet security issues.
Part of the “social contract” of businesses in Alberta is that regular hours are listed and maintained. If you
are part of a business complex or mall, you will be required to maintain the same hours as all of the other
businesses in the complex or mall.
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You should also look for and become a member of local business associations, chambers of commerce,
networking organizations and business support organizations. Being involved with these organizations
provides you with the opportunities to meet and learn about other businesses and to ﬁnd potential
partners and clients.

Market research basics: your industry, your competition and your customers
When entrepreneurs ﬁrst get the idea to start a business, they often confuse their love of their own idea
with the ability of their idea to make money. Once you have evaluated your idea to make sure it has “high
potential” – in other words, it is feasible, likely to be proﬁtable, has interest from potential customers,
is efficient, and you are motivated to work on it – the next step is to ﬁnd out about the available market.
There may be a billion people who could buy your natural dish soap, for example, but the likely market
will consist of local grocery store owners who will sell it to their customers. Your actual market would
be the handful of small and medium grocery store owners who are willing to try your product. The
large grocery chains would be more proﬁtable but will take longer to access and are more likely to be
convinced if you have good sales with the smaller stores.
If you do your research well, you can sell more quickly with fewer problems. Follow these four steps
to get started:
1.

Find your industry. What are you in the “business of”? Are you in the business of food services,
grocery, IT services, computer hardware, hair salon or agricultural products? You will ﬁnd this out
by searching online for “What is the NAICS code for (name of your type of business)?” For example,
a hair salon’s NAICS code is: NAICS Code 812112 — Beauty Salons.

2.

Use the NAICS code to ﬁnd information about your industry and to target the right customers. You
will ﬁnd the percentage of businesses in your industry and what they specialize in. You can see what
needs are not being met. Then you can identify the area you can specialize in. You may also ﬁnd
a very speciﬁc niche that can allow you to quickly start the business with little competition.

3.

Once you have an idea of the industry in Canada and in Alberta, and have an idea of who your
target audience is you will want to research speciﬁcs using primary research. That means talking
to people, doing surveys, phoning, and looking online to ﬁnd out what people in your target market
tend to buy and what their buying behaviours are.

4.

Secondary research means looking up statistics that can help you decide what to do. In our case
study, Kasim found out from his secondary research that food trends were highest in the healthy
eating category.

Knowing your industry
You want to learn about the big, medium, small and local businesses that are offering similar products or
services to what you want to offer. This research will give you insight into your competition.
In a location based business like a hair salon, for example, you will want to use Google Maps to ﬁnd out
where the most salons are located and where there are areas with few salons. You also need to examine
how much traffic is in the area. If you are in an area where there is good traffic and you are the only
salon, you will have more business than if you are close to four other salons.
Once you have enough information about your competitors you can do a SWOT analysis to compare
your strengths and theirs. To do the SWOT analysis:
• List your strengths and your weaknesses — these are things you control and are internal to you.
• List your threats and opportunities — these are out of your control and are external to you.
For example, one strength could be that you have a unique product that your competitors don’t have,
and one weakness could be that you are new and people will not know how to ﬁnd you. A threat could
be that your competitors will be big enough to push you out of business, and an opportunity would
be that your competitor might want to buy your product and include it in what they offer.
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Remember, that to succeed in business, you don’t want to sell everything to everyone. You want to sell
your speciﬁc product or service to the “right” person who needs and wants it. Start with a product
or service that you know is needed and that you are likely to be able to sell. This is called “niche”
marketing.
Use Table 2.iii. to identify your strengths, weaknesses, threats, and opportunities. Review Table 2.iv. to see
an example of comparisons between two competitors.
Table 2.iii. SWOT analysis

Table 2.iv. SWOT analysis between two businesses
Success Steps
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Remember, “The riches are in the niches.” Keep your ﬁrst product/service idea simple and your niche
narrow. If you sell ﬁve varieties of bulk rice, at a lower price than your competitors, and you offer home
delivery service, you will make more money than if you try to open a small store and offer a lot of
products that don’t sell or that expire before you sell them.

Your industry life cycle
Industries have life cycles like people. People are born, get older, and then eventually pass away.
Industries do the same thing. When you are in the market research phase of your business, it is important
to know what stage your industry is in.
Find out from your industry research where your industry life cycle stage is located. It could be in:
• Start up
• Consolidation
• Maturity
• Decline
For example, cell phones are in the maturity phase as an industry because the life of cell phones is longer
and they are able to sustain software updates better. Some models are depreciating more and the price
of cell phones is steadily rising.
You will ﬁnd out more if you search “cell phone industry trends for (year)”. Market research on cell
phones shows that artiﬁcial intelligence, security issues, privacy, coverage, wearable technology,
location based technology, syncing, integration and augmented reality are all on the rise. How does this
information affect you if you want to start a business related to cell phones?
If you don’t do your research about your industry, you won’t know what is happening in the industry
or how to target your business and customers. Remember that Business Link has market research
services for you at no charge, so make sure you use their services!

Section 2 action plan
This action plan will take you some time. Go through the list and do each item one at a time to make sure
your business idea is solid and based on market information.


Assess your leadership and entrepreneurial characteristics using the leadership assessment in this
section and online links provided.



Choose your highest potential business idea using table 2.i.



Choose your business type and register your business.



Identify two ways to make money with your business.



Find your NAICS code, the statistics, and the characteristics of your industry.



Create a competitor SWOT analysis.



Create your own business SWOT analysis.



Find out the life cycle stage of your industry.

Resources for Section 2: Getting to know yourself and your business idea are found
at the end of this guide.
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SECTION 3: USING CULTURE INTENTIONALLY IN BUSINESS
In this section the focus is on understanding your strengths and your challenges as an entrepreneur and
the basic themes for choosing and validating your business idea. This section will cover:
1.

Case study: Matilda Kamara, MatyKay Events and Catering

2.

Cultural considerations for your business

3.

Comparing cultural values in business

4.

Business communications across cultures

5.

Business negotiations across cultures

6.

Finding your cultural preferences and advantages

7.

Your target market: From your culture, other cultures or both?

8.

Checking your own biases

9.

Dealing with customer fears of doing business with immigrants

10.

Getting clear about your ideal customer and the role of culture in purchasing

Case study: Matilda Kamara, MatyKay Events and Catering
Matilda has always loved to cook and she inherited a strong entrepreneurial heritage of West African
businesswomen from her mother who owned and operated a batik factory when Matilda was young.
While her mother was busy with her business, Matilda took care of the cooking and family organization
for her large extended family. She developed the skills to create tasty meals for large numbers of people,
which gave roots to her catering and events business idea later.
“Pay attention to relationships. That is the foundation of your business.” - Matilda Kamara
About Matilda’s business:
A few years into her stay in Canada, Matilda started her business, “MatyKay Events and Catering.” She
was fortunate to notice an events business on Kijiji selling supplies for up to 200 tables in multiple colour
combinations for only $300. She purchased the supplies in a snap, and launched her business with
ﬂair. She provides not only a Sierra Leone and Canadian menu to potential clients but also offers venue
decoration using her artistic skills for centrepieces and a “wow factor.” Around that time, Matilda also
enrolled in an entrepreneurship course at Business Link and has not stopped learning about business
in Alberta since.
When asked what cultures her clients come from, Matilda says without hesitation, “Every culture!”
Because Matilda is so friendly and cooperative, her list of clients is very diverse and continues to grow
by referrals in multiple corporate, nonproﬁt and community cultural groups.

Cultural considerations for your business
Culture is the behaviours and norms that arise naturally when any group spends time together. We are
usually unaware of our cultural traits until people speak or behave in a way that feels “wrong” to us. Since
we are all culturally biased in favour of our own cultures, it then becomes a problem to try to negotiate
across difference as it feels like a personal insult to be treated differently than we are used to from our
own cultural experience.
It is easier to see if you consider Image 3.i. The cultural “iceberg” pyramid. The things we see about
culture that do not necessarily make us feel insulted and which we are likely to enjoy are above the
water, at the top of the iceberg. The things that are more likely to feel hurtful are underneath the water,
at the bottom of the iceberg. Another way to look at this is to remember that the biggest inﬂuence of
our behaviour is the common experience we all have as human beings. The second inﬂuence is culture,
the third is temperament (the talents and personality traits we were born with), and, ﬁnally, there is our
personality that we are conscious of – what we gained from education, our experiences and our efforts.
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So most of our sense of who we are is unconscious and it takes a bit of reﬂection and learning to
know where those unconscious pieces are. This REALLY matters in business as cultural mistakes,
misunderstandings and conﬂicts can get in the way of business success. Let’s look at some tools to be
able to see our own cultural preferences and those of others.
Image 3.i. Cultural “iceberg” pyramid

Comparing cultural values in business
According to Geert Hofstede, the father of cultural values research, there are nine broad categories of
cultural values that affect how different cultures see the world. They are:
Power Distance, high or low
High power distance is the belief that you cannot access people who have higher status than you. Low
power distance is the belief that everyone should be able to access anyone in a hierarchy.
Individualism vs Collectivism
Individualism is a focus on your own success and efforts that determine who you are. Collectivism is a
focus on the strengths your group brings to everyone’s success and identity based on whom and how
you are related to others.
Masculine vs Feminine
Masculine cultural values are goal focus, competition and hierarchy; feminine cultural values are
relationship focus, equality and cooperation.
Uncertainty Avoidance, high or low
If you are uncomfortable acting in situations where you do not know the rules and relationships, you
have high uncertainty avoidance. If you are comfortable taking risks in situations where you do not
know the rules, relationships or outcomes, you have low uncertainty avoidance.
Longer vs Shorter Term
People with long-term orientation save for the future, consider the effects of their actions and invest
for the next generation. People with short-term orientation look for immediate results and short-term
outcomes and then move to the next short term action.
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Indulgence vs Restraint
High indulgence means an orientation towards seeking immediate pleasure. Restraint oriented cultures
practice discipline and denial in pursuit of a greater goal.
Direct vs Indirect
Direct cultures speak directly and bluntly and focus on what people say. Indirect cultures use stories
and focus on how people communicate more than on what they say.
Being vs Doing
A being orientation is centered in a belief that you were born into a certain group with certain skills
and you are who you are with little likelihood of change. The doing orientation is a focus on learning,
training and development to achieve hidden potential with a strong emphasis on changing to be
better.
Humane Orientation, high or low
Low humane orientation is emphasis on self and pleasure with little concern for vulnerable individuals
or groups, or little concern about the effects of discrimination and oppression. High humane
orientation is an emphasis on supporting children and the elderly, eliminating injustices and working
towards a society where all can prosper with equal opportunities.
We can’t help being inﬂuenced by our cultural orientations because we grew up with them. If we grew up
in multiple cultural groups, we will have multiple and more individualized cultural values. Try putting what
you think your own cultural values are on the nine Hofstede continuums which follow and see where your
focus is likely to be.
Image 3.ii. Hofstede cultural dimensions
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Success Steps
Choose where you think you are in each category of Geert Hofstede’s cultural values continuum
by circling the number that is closest to who you think you are.
5 is “most like me”, 1 is “least like me”, 0 is neutral or not sure.
When you have ﬁnished, reﬂect on your choices and what they say about your own cultural orientations.

Power Distance, high or low
High power distance is the belief that you cannot access people who have higher status than you.
Low power distance is the belief that everyone should be able to access anyone in a hierarchy.
High Power Distance
5

4

3

Low Power Distance
2

1

0

1

2

3

4

5

Individualism vs Collectivism
Individualism is a focus on your own success and efforts that determine who you are. Collectivism
is a focus on the strengths your group brings to everyone’s success and identity based on whom
and how you are related to others.
Individualism
5

4

Collectivism
3

2

1

0

1

2

3

4

5

Masculine vs Feminine
Masculine cultural values are goal focus, competition and hierarchy; feminine cultural values are
relationship focus, equality and cooperation.
Masculine
5

4

Feminine
3

2

1

0

1

2

3

4

5

Uncertainty Avoidance, high or low
If you are uncomfortable acting in situations where you do not know the rules and relationships, you have
high uncertainty avoidance. If you are comfortable taking risks in situations where you do not know the
rules, relationships or outcomes, you have low uncertainty avoidance.
High uncertainty avoidance
5

4

3

2

Low uncertainty avoidance
1

0

1

2

3

4

5

Longer vs Shorter Term
People with long-term orientation save for the future, consider the effects of their actions and invest
for the next generation. People with short-term orientation look for immediate results and short-term
outcomes and then move to the next short term action.
Long term orientation
5

4

3

2

Short term orientation
1

0

1

2

3

4

5

Indulgence vs Restraint
High indulgence means an orientation towards seeking immediate pleasure. Restraint oriented cultures
practice discipline and denial in pursuit of a greater goal.
Indulgent
5
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4

Restrained
3

2

1

0

1

2

3

4

5

Direct vs Indirect
Direct cultures speak directly and bluntly and focus on what people say. Indirect cultures use stories
and focus on how people communicate more than on what they say.
Direct
5

Indirect
4

3

2

1

0

1

2

3

4

5

Being vs Doing
A being orientation is centered in a belief that you were born into a certain group with certain skills and
you are who you are with little likelihood of change. The doing orientation is a focus on learning, training
and development to achieve hidden potential with a strong emphasis on changing to be better.
Being orientation
5

4

3

Doing orientation
2

1

0

1

2

3

4

5

Humane Orientation, high or low
Low humane orientation is emphasis on self and pleasure with little concern for vulnerable individuals
or groups, or little concern about the effects of discrimination and oppression. High humane orientation
is an emphasis on supporting children and the elderly, eliminating injustices and working towards
a society where all can prosper with equal opportunities.
High humane orientation
5

4

3

2

Low humane orientation
1

0

1

2

3

4

5

Reﬂection question: What did you learn about your cultural preferences from this exercise?

Business communications across cultures
All cultures communicate differently and in business the communications are based on the expectations
for various situations. Here are a few key cultural communication areas that could result
in misunderstanding:
• Smiling at people you know or don’t know
• How much and what kind of emotions you should show in public
• Workplace greetings
• Interview, resume and hiring expectations
• Greetings with people you just met, know at work or know well
• What a good/bad manager does
• What a good/bad employee does
• Expectations of promotion and reward
• Expectations of favours based on relationship
• Behaviours around work breaks, coffee, lunch and dinner meetings
• Speaking up or remaining quiet during meetings
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• How to interrupt and when to interrupt
• Promotion based on seniority, status, age, skill, education or some combination
• What constitutes a workplace mistake
• If and how often you should ask questions when you don’t know how to do a task or job
With all these potential areas for misunderstanding what can you do to communicate across cultures?
Fortunately, there is a way to get started.
Success Steps
To build your cross-cultural communication skills, practice asking questions like:
• “In the last place I worked, how did (interviews, meetings, etc.) work?”
• “From my experience, what does a (good manager, good employee, team member) do when
(incident) happens?”
These questions will get you closer to the cultural values of the other person and give you an
opportunity to say what yours are without falling into a stereotype. Most cross-cultural communication
can be improved by using a question method. This method gives both sides a better idea about what the
other person is expecting.

Business negotiations across cultures
It is impossible to know all the negotiation styles and protocols across cultures. Some humorous
examples can be found on YouTube by typing the keywords “negotiating across cultures” into the
YouTube search bar. In one example, a North American man doing business in China doesn’t realize that
if he ﬁnishes all his food, the decision makers will feel obligated to order him more. It makes a very funny
video to see his face each time the restaurant staff brings bigger and bigger bowls of food. Although the
video is funny, when you are in that situation it can be very confusing.
To prepare culturally for an upcoming business event, ask someone you trust about the other culture.
Some questions you might need to ask are:
• “During a business meeting in a restaurant, what are the expectations, manners and customs I should
be aware of?”
• “If I go out for coffee with a client, who normally pays?”
It is also important to watch for clues about spending money, purchasing and sales negotiations. To learn
how people spend money and make sales in different cultures, go to a few stores and restaurants, public
places, or public events and observe how people make purchases and business transactions. A great
place to see this is at a trade show where there are people at different booths. Observe the behaviours
of people interacting with the booth staff to see what is happening. Typically you will want to “mirror”
the behaviour and tone of the other person, without copying what they say.
For example, if someone says to you, “Why should I be interested in buying this?” in a loud tone of voice,
you can also say in a loud tone of voice, “Isn’t it crowded in here today? I don’t think I have seen it this
crowded before!” Match soft with soft, slow with slow, fast with fast, then you will have their attention
when you pitch your product.
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Some people prefer doing business with their own cultures. They will be suspicious of anyone who isn’t
from their country, doesn’t speak their language or isn’t from their religion, tribe or region. Others will
purchase more often from people who are not from their cultures and treat their own countrymen with
suspicion and mistrust. There may also be a history of bad experiences between certain cultural groups
that stop trusting relationships from developing.
This section was created to provide you with some tools for working with different cultures. Ultimately,
to succeed in a multicultural setting, remember Matilda Kamara’s advice, “Pay attention to relationships.
That is the foundation of your business.”

Finding your cultural preferences and advantages
The values you ﬁnd to be most like you are what will attract your potential customers looking for the
same thing. Over time you will ﬁnd you have several sets of cultural values and skills to use in your
business.
Matilda Kamara fused elements of both cultures into her business. She has the warmth, relationship skills
and relaxed attitude of the Sierra Leonean people along with an entrepreneurial spirit from generations
of West African businesswomen. From Canada, she credits her punctuality, increased productivity,
efficiency and ability to communicate with people from different cultures.
Success Steps
Another way to get to know your cultural values and your individual strengths is to use an exercise
developed by Pat Flynn, a popular business podcast host, from his book about market research, Will it
ﬂy?
Write a few sentences about the ﬁrst ﬁve jobs you had that you were either paid for or responsible
to complete. In a few words, describe what you liked about each and disliked about each. Then record
what you learned from each job.
Next, look for themes. You may notice that you have always been good at solving technical problems
or that you know how to organize, motivate others, or get something to move from place A to place B.
These are the themes of your entrepreneurial strength. Some will be cultural, some individual and some
will be both.

Your target market: from your culture, other cultures or both?
You may wonder if your target audience is in your culture or outside of your culture. Sometimes
it is an obvious answer. If you are a Filipino who sells frozen ﬁsh and meat for Filipino dishes, your target
audience is certainly within your culture. Other times the answer is the opposite. If you are a Filipino with
an office cleaning business, you may want to target all the business owners in an office building rather
than just the Filipino business owners. The questions to ask are:
• “Who is my ideal client in my target audience?”
• “How do I ﬁnd them so that I know I am talking to the people most likely to buy?”
Success comes from correctly targeting your audience and knowing whom your real customer is!
Success Steps
Who is your customer? Ask yourself these questions to ﬁnd out:
• What kind of person would buy my product/service?
• What problem does my product/service solve for them?
• Do I know where this kind of person makes purchases like my product/service? How will I ﬁnd them?
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• Who do I know who is already selling something to my ideal customer? What questions could I ask
them to ﬁnd out more about my ideal customer’s behaviours and tastes?
• Is the person I found the buyer, the end user or both?

Checking your own biases
We all see the world through our own eyes and our own experiences. Sometimes the way we
experienced the world has created biases for or against certain groups of people. A bias is a preference
for something or a preference against something.
If you ﬁnd you have a lot of negative opinions about a speciﬁc group of
people but you can’t think of anything positive to say about them, you have
a negative bias against them. On the other hand, if you ﬁnd you have a lot of
positive opinions about a certain group of people but can’t think of much you
don’t like about them, you have a positive bias towards them. Both positive
and negative biases affect your capacity to do business with people.
One of the best ways to overcome biases is to make a conscious effort to
get to know people who are not from your culture, language group, religion,
profession, trade or tribe. Together we can better understand how to create
healthy and productive businesses that bring value to our customers.

Dealing with customer fears of doing business
with immigrants

Image 3.iii. Looking at the
world through our biases

One thing we can all learn from Matilda Kamara’s success is her ability to address her customer’s
objections. Ask yourself questions such as, “Why wouldn’t a customer from another culture buy from
me?” Then prepare your answers so that you engage your target customer more effectively.
Matilda knows that her target customer might worry that she will set up the decorations or bring the
food for an event late because most African events start hours after they were advertised to begin.
Since she listens to her customers and asks them questions, she knows this is a typical objection. She
addresses that objection with new customers in the beginning by assuring them that she always sets
up hours in advance and has never been late with serving the food. She also has testimonials from
customers about how organized and on time she is. Because Matilda can openly address the hidden
reason why her new clients might not purchase her services, Matilda has been able
to expand her customer base to a variety of cultures.
Success Steps
Make a list of all the reasons people might NOT buy from you. Then answer the questions the way
Matilda did for her potential customers.

38

Getting clear about your ideal customer and the role of culture
in purchasing
This section has been about ﬁnding your cultural and personal strengths, learning how to communicate
and negotiate across cultures, and learning how to target your ideal customers whether they are from
your culture or from other cultures. You will ﬁnd that your insights about your cultural self will be most
helpful in building your business. Your insights will also allow you to create a foundation of business
relationships that keeps your business strong for years.
Keep asking yourself questions about who your ideal customers are and what their behaviours, likes,
dislikes and desires are. In that way, you will always be providing the right message to the people who
will most beneﬁt from hearing it. When you use your cultural knowledge in the right places and at the
right time, you can create and keep a customer.

Section 3 action plan


Use the Geert Hofstede cultural values continuum to ﬁnd your cultural values preferences.



To build your cross-cultural communication skills, practice asking questions like: “In the last place
I worked, how did (interviews, meetings etc) work?” or “From my experience, what does a (good
manager, good employee, team member) do when (incident) happens?”



To prepare culturally for an upcoming business event ask questions from a trusted person to help
understand the expected norms.



Finding your strengths: Write a few sentences about the ﬁrst ﬁve jobs you had that you were either
paid for or responsible to complete. In a few words, describe what you liked about each and disliked
about each and what you learned from each job. Then look for themes. Some will be cultural, some
individual and some will be both.



Ask yourself if your ideal customer is in your culture or outside your culture or both.



To ﬁnd your ideal customer use these questions:



•

What kind of person would buy my product/service?

•

What problem does my product/service solve for them?

•

Do I know where this kind of person makes purchases like my product/service? How will I ﬁnd
them?

•

Who do I know who is already selling something to my ideal customer? What questions could
I ask them to ﬁnd out more about my ideal customer’s behaviours and tastes?

•

Is the person I found the buyer, the end user or both?

Make a list of all the reasons people might NOT buy from you. Then answer the questions the way
Matilda did for her potential customers.
Resources for Section 3: Using culture intentionally in business are found at the end
of this guidebook.
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SECTION 4: ALBERTA’S BUSINESS CULTURE
In this section the focus is on the typical expectations and norms for doing business in Alberta.
We will cover:
1.

Case study: Doyin Omatara, Adonnia Beauty

2.

Business relationships in Alberta

3.

Typical Canadian business expectations across industries

4.

Business card, email, and phone protocols in Alberta

5.

Meetings and presentations

6.

Business coffee and lunch meetings

7.

When and how to pitch your business

8.

Business sales expectations, and receipt, invoice and quote templates

9.

Understanding cultural negotiation differences across cultures

10.

Dealing with your own cultural discomfort during negotiations

11.

Building your professional network and using live and virtual networking events

Case study: Doyin Omatara, Adonnia Beauty
Engineering by day and makeup and beauty on the weekends was Doyin’s life until she chose to work
entirely on what brought her the most joy and sense of purpose—helping other women look and feel
beautiful. She is now the successful owner of Adonnia Beauty in Calgary, a store that sells her own brand
of lipstick and foundation for women of all skin colours and types.
To help other women get out of the cycle of abuse and poverty, she has
affiliated her business with Gems for Gem Canada and donates $1 from
every lipstick sale to this cause. She also volunteers her time to help the
organization.
“First your business should help you fulfill your purpose and be
meaningful to you. Then build it on knowledge, research and unique
products and services that people will return to you again and again
to buy.” - Doyin Omatara
About Doyin’s business:
Her best sales idea has been to offer two-hour one-on-one makeup
lessons for $200. Her customers are so excited about the results and the
fact that they can create the effects themselves that she typically sells
a lot of products right after the makeup lesson. From this experiential
event, she gets referrals, repeat sales and even teens coming in with
their mothers who are willing to pay for quality, natural products for their
daughters. Her professional clients keep coming back, and bring in
their older friends and relatives. Her clients’ beauty stories and pictures
are featured in her Instagram and Facebook accounts with huge success.
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Business relationships in Alberta
In Alberta, personal business relationships start with greetings and handshakes. Introduce yourself for
the ﬁrst time with a handshake that is ﬁrm but not hard enough to hurt the other person. Both men and
women shake hands. When people know each other, they typically do not shake hands but may hug
lightly or simply wave hello or goodbye. The other time a handshake is used is when you are conﬁrming
a new or continuing business deal or relationship.
Both men and women look at each other when speaking, but the gaze is not longer than one or two
seconds. Canadians think that if you don’t make eye contact you are hiding something, but staring
is considered rude.
Following are some guidelines to help you interact successfully in the Canadian business culture:
• At the ﬁrst meeting you can use a professional person’s title. Once you have met someone,
it is common to use their ﬁrst names, not their titles. Continuing to use a title is considered too formal.
The exception to this is for doctors whom you usually address as Dr. (last name).
• Punctuality is expected. Arriving ﬁve minutes early is the best policy. If you are going to be late,
you should always call, email or text. If you are going to be later than 15 minutes, you may need
to reschedule.
• It is considered rude to speak at length in a language other than English if someone in the group
doesn’t understand the language. The workplace language is English. Speaking to your colleagues
in your language is acceptable during breaks but if someone who doesn’t speak your language joins
you, then switch to English. However in some ways this is changing. A number of businesses are hiring
people who can serve customers in their own language.
• You should take off your sunglasses and hat when you speak to someone and when you enter
a building. Remove your coat when you are in a meeting.
• It is not acceptable to take phone calls during an appointment or to interrupt a meeting by accepting
a phone call unless it is an emergency. In that case you should excuse yourself to take the call
in private and not keep your colleagues waiting.
• Keep your cell phone on silent when you are in a meeting or on another line.
Success Steps
Canadian culture considers formal titles to be too formal for the average business culture. Remember
these pointers whenever you address a business associate, partner, or potential client or customer.
In Canada, we use Mr. when addressing a man and Ms. when addressing a woman.
It is unusual to use “Mrs.” for married women or “Miss” for unmarried women in a business context.
It is also not common to address people as “sir” or “ma’am,” although this is common in the United
States.
After meeting someone for the ﬁrst time, do not call them by their title. Using their title is considered
too formal in the Canadian business culture.
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Typical Canadian business expectations across industries
Learn the following expectations to increase your success in the Canadian business culture:


In the Canadian workplace culture, people do not want to smell anything either pleasant
or unpleasant. Many workplaces ban perfume and aftershave due to allergies. You should not smell
like any kind of food and you should use deodorant so as not to have underarm odor. The expected
norm is to be freshly showered, clean and odorless.



Dress for the profession. That means that if you are in an office, you would wear business suits and
dresses, but if you are in a construction site you would wear coveralls and steel toed boots.



Use direct eye contact and smile, but don’t stare or smile too much. The norm is friendly and
professional. Make eye contact with men and women in the same way, keeping your gaze on the
face. Never look at a woman’s or man’s body in a way that can be seen as sexual interest.



It is appropriate to show pleasant emotions in public but not negative emotions. Getting angry
in public is considered rude. Although people are sometimes angry or rude, immigrants are judged
more harshly if they lose their tempers in public.



You should stand about one arms’ length apart from whoever you are speaking with.



Try to avoid pointing and, if you do point, use only your index ﬁnger.



Be courteous and polite, holding doors for others, smiling and responding to greetings and
questions positively. Albertans use “please,” “thank you” and “excuse me” regularly with everyone.



There is no difference in the way you should treat women and men. Canadians value equality
of the genders although the ideal is not always practiced as much as Canadians believe. You should
also treat people from different social classes in the same way. Being disrespectful to clerks and
janitors while treating politicians and high-ranking professions with extra reverence is considered
inappropriate.



In addition to the general business expectations, each industry has its own behaviours and norms
that you will discover only by observing over time and asking questions.

Business card, email, and phone protocols in Alberta
Every country has its own business card, email, and phone protocols. To be successful in any country, you
need to learn that country’s protocols for communicating. The follow pointers are to help you understand
the expectations we have in Alberta around communication:


In Canada, a business card should have your ﬁrst and last name. If you have a designation like
Masters or PhD, that comes after your last name. Do NOT use Miss, Mr. or Mrs. on your business
card. If you are a prince, lady or queen, do NOT use that title on your business card.



Always carry business cards with you!



Make sure your business card has the correct contact information.



Choose an email that has your name and/or your business name in it. For example, an email that
is jamal@techsupport.com is better than nypd59@hotmail.com.



Hand your business card to another person if you are meeting them at an event and ask for their
card in return. Spend some time looking at the card and make a polite comment to show respect.
Sometimes people ask for “something to remember you by,” which they write on the back
of your card. This is an acceptable practice. It is also common to ask people, “May I connect with
you on LinkedIn?” after meeting them. During meetings it is common for people who have just met
to give everyone a business card by passing them around or across the table.

43



When starting an email, always begin with a salutation. Deliver a polite message that is clear and
direct. Have a short subject line and keep the message speciﬁc. End an email with a salutation and
your name. See the checklists at the end of this section for more details and speciﬁc phrases.



When answering the phone make sure you say “Hello” and show interest in the other person.
It is considered rude to speak with suspicion or to show no emotion even with someone you don’t
know. The other person should feel like you are glad to speak with them.



To start a phone call or leave a phone message, say your name slowly and clearly. It is frustrating
to ask someone to repeat their name several times because they didn’t say it slowly enough. When
leaving a phone message leave your number. Do not expect the other person to remember your
phone number, want to take the time to look it up, or have call display functions. Your number
should display your name and not say “private” or “no caller id”.



Record a phone message that is polite and clear for people to leave a message if you are
unavailable. Return calls within 48 hours or explain why you cannot do this if that is not possible.

Meetings and presentations
Meetings usually start on time, and it is appropriate to arrive a few minutes early. The person who called
the meeting is the chair and that person starts the meeting. If it is a regular board that meets, the chair
will have been elected.
It is expected that meetings will have an agenda. If there is no agenda, there are still decisions and action
items to show what was accomplished during the meeting. Regular meetings usually are recorded
by a secretary and minutes sent by email to participants and to anyone who missed the meeting.
Business meetings start with “small talk” and then go directly into the business to be discussed.
Negotiations for a contract take longer and require more trust building between parties. They may
exchange experiences or tell stories that demonstrate their knowledge and ability to solve the customer’s
problem.

Business coffee and lunch meetings
It is common for people to discuss business during coffee and lunch meetings. These meetings are
usually held in a location that is convenient for the person who has been invited. Whoever made the
invitation should pay for the coffee or lunch. If you are asking for advice from a colleague, it is considered
appropriate to pay for the colleague’s coffee or lunch.
Regular meetings are usually paid for in turn by each participant, or everyone pays for their own.
It is considered “cheap” to meet someone for coffee and not purchase a beverage or snack. If you
are meeting someone for lunch, choose something simple, easy to eat and inexpensive so you can
concentrate on the meeting. Business usually starts before the meal and then continues after everyone
has eaten.

When and how to pitch your business
If you are meeting someone for the ﬁrst time, it is expected that you will ask him or her questions
to ﬁnd out about him or her ﬁrst. Then later you say something about yourself. Spending too much time
talking about yourself or your business goes against the Canadian value of humility. Once you see
an opportunity to explain something about your business that would help the other person, feel free
to mention something that will meet a need or attract their interest. Once you have a willing audience,
tell a bit more.
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If you are meeting speciﬁcally to discuss a business opportunity or a sale, start with a statement about
the other person that shows you know something about them and their business and/or need. Ask
questions and then show how your business meets the needs they have been describing. You can ask for
a sale at that point, or there may be other decision makers that have to be consulted before
the sale is made. Some negotiations take place only after several meetings. If you have had three
meetings without a sale however, it is best to put your effort elsewhere.
When purchasing from another business, don’t try to get them to sell you their product or service for
less. Accepting their offer of a special deal or promotion is ﬁne, but trying to get them to lower their
price is not appropriate in Alberta business transactions.

Business sales expectations, and receipt, invoice and quote templates
Once someone has agreed to purchase your product or service, you will need to clarify that they have
actually made the decision to buy. For example, you can ask, “So you have decided to purchase a
monthly subscription then?”. Follow this with conﬁrming how it will be paid. Small purchases would be
made in cash, debit or credit and should have a receipt provided to the purchaser. Larger purchases
usually require a contract and/or an invoice. Contracts should be explained to the purchaser and
signatures collected.
It is not legal to make a sale without a receipt, to negotiate a deal without a contract or to have a verbal
agreement without a written agreement. Do not allow another business to make a transaction with you
if they are not going to provide the necessary paperwork. This is how many business owners develop
ﬁnancial problems and are exploited by people who are trying to take advantage of newcomers.
Success Steps
If you require a contract, search “Business contract template Alberta” to ﬁnd a provincally speciﬁc
example. After adding your necessary information, take the draft to a lawyer to ﬁnalise it and make sure
it is a proper legal document.

Understanding cultural negotiation differences across cultures
When negotiating business with a culture that is not familiar to you, it can be helpful to use a tool like
Country Navigator to learn about the cultural navigation styles and expectations.
You should also use your own powers of observation to ﬁnd clues to these aspects of intercultural
negotiating:
• How slow or fast does the other person speak? How long are the pauses? When does the other
person interrupt?
• How much relationship building is at the beginning or at the end of the conversation? When
is business discussed during the conversation or event? Observe and, if you can’t ﬁgure it out ask,
“How have you made decisions to purchase (product, service like yours) in the past?”
• How will you know if you have an agreement? What questions can you ask to ﬁnd out? For example,
“So you feel that…,” “So you agree to…,” “So what I hear you saying is….”
• What is the orientation towards spending? Does the other person understand the value you provide
and feel its beneﬁt, or are they shutting down at the thought of spending money that feels like a loss
to them? Help the other person imagine, feel and see the beneﬁt of your product or service to get
them past hesitancy to purchase.
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Dealing with cultural misunderstandings and your own cultural discomfort
during negotiations
No matter how much you learn about business and about intercultural communication, there will
be times when you feel confused or resentful about having to adapt to someone else’s cultural norms.
That is a natural human reaction and perfectly understandable!
To get past that feeling and not lose the sale, follow Doyin’s example for selling her beauty products:
Doyin always imagines her customer as being radiantly happy and conﬁdent by using her products.
She tries to make the customer feel heard, valued and acknowledged. As she focuses on serving the
customer and helping each person in her store solve their beauty problems, she ﬁnds a way into their
hearts by solving a speciﬁc problem. Then she ﬁnalizes the heart to heart experience by letting the
customer know that by purchasing at her store, a percentage of the proﬁt goes to help other women.
Success Steps
Whether you are selling beauty products or heavy-duty machinery, the sale always goes to the person
who responds best to the interests of the customer and makes the customer feel that her or his problem
is solved. You can get past your own discomfort by focusing on the question, “What problem can I solve
for my customer?”

Building your professional network and using live and virtual
networking events


It is important to keep building your list of contacts for your business. This involves three kinds
of networking:



Talking to people you already know to see who they could connect you to.



Talking to people you don’t know either informally or at a formal networking event.



Having a virtual/online conversation via social media apps such as Facebook, LinkedIn or Twitter.

The most important rules for networking (in person or online) are:


Smile and make eye contact.



Use “small talk” to make the other person feel more comfortable with you.



Pay attention to others and to your environment.



To get over your nerves, remember it is always about “them” not “you.” Ask questions to get people
to talk about themselves.



Look for common interests.



Listen a lot and talk less.



Always have business cards with you.



Set a goal so you don’t feel overwhelmed. The goal can be as simple as speaking to ﬁve people
to ﬁnd out what they do.

As you meet people, keep a record of who they are and their contact information. Follow up with emails
and phone calls to let them know you are interested in them. Don’t try to sell people at every interaction;
it feels uncomfortable to others.
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Success Steps
Using networking to get to results. Remember to close every conversation with the potential for follow
up:


Ask for a referral, “Do you know someone who…?” or,



Ask for a phone meeting, “Can I call you Thursday this week?” or,



Ask for a connection, “Could you introduce me to that person who…?”

Then follow up with three emails and a phone call. If after three emails you don’t have a response, stop
the follow up, but keep up with the relationship over time.
Business Link has seminars, webinars, expert advisors and networking opportunities. Find the upcoming
networking opportunities at: businesslink.ca/events

Section 4 action plan


Use the templates and checklists below to complete each of the action items. When you have
completed them, you are ready for any business negotiation, transaction or networking opportunity!
•

Action Item #1: Phone etiquette

•

Action Item #2: Phone message

•

Action Item #3: Email etiquette

•

Action Item #4: Social groupings

•

Action Item #5: Register for a networking event

•

Action Item #6: Elevator speech

Resources for Section 4: Alberta’s business culture are found at the end of this guidebook.
Checklist 4.i. Phone etiquette


When the phone rings, pick it up before the third ring.



Answer “Hello this is (your name)” then wait for the other person to do the same.



Listen to what the other person has to say with interest.



Sound friendly and interested but professional and cool.



Ask questions about anything you don’t understand.



Make sure you have the full name of the person you are speaking with and ask them to spell it out
for you.



Get their phone number and email to contact them.



Conﬁrm what they asked you to do. For example, if they said “Come to the XYZ building tomorrow
morning at 8:15,” you could repeat that back and ask where you should park, what entrance
to come into and for whom you should ask when you arrive at the front desk or where you should
go. Don’t assume you understood or that you have everything you need for the next step.
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You can also ask, “Is there anything else I need to know?” or “Is there anything I should be aware
of that I might not have asked about?”



Always thank the person for their time.

ACTION ITEM #1: Circle all the items on the phone etiquette checklist that you are already doing
and highlight the ones you want to start using.
Checklist 4.ii. Phone message scripts
Message on your phone:

Message you leave for another person on their phone:

ACTION ITEM #2: Your turn! Write down and record a professional phone message for your phone right
now. You will be glad you did!

Checklist 4.iii. Email etiquette
Your email URL


Should have your name in it.



Should be professional.



It looks less professional to use Yahoo or Hotmail for work. Use Gmail or get an email account that is
your domain. For example, if your name is Emil Gervais, your email could be emil@emilgervais.com.



Don’t have a string of numbers in your email.



Make sure your email ends with either .com or .ca. If it ends with the letters that show it is from
another country it is less credible.
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Greetings


Hello (ﬁrst name).



Hello (Full name and title, for example, Mr. John Jones).



It is less and less common to start with “Dear” in an email greeting.



Do NOT use Mrs. in an email greeting.



If you have had several email interactions you can start with “Hi (ﬁrst name)”.



Do NOT say “Hey” in an email or start without a greeting.



If you don’t know the person’s name you can say, “Dear sir or madame” but don’t say “To whom it
may concern,” This phrase is only used for people writing a reference letter and is considered
impersonal and out-dated.

First line


I am contacting you about…



I heard about _______ and I am contacting you to ask about….



I am inquiring about…

Email body


I have experience in these three key areas…



Your posting stated that you are looking for… I am qualiﬁed in…



As you will notice in my attached resume and cover letter…



I wanted to bring your attention to one aspect of my attached cover letter…



Please ﬁnd attached…



My resume and cover letter are attached.

Polite phrases


I very much appreciate…



I realize your time is valuable so…

Ending salutations


Thank you in advance for replying to my request.



I appreciate your attention to my request and look forward to your response.



Looking forward to receiving your response.



Thanking you in advance for your time and attention to my request.

Your signature and contact information


Use your full name the ﬁrst time you email.



Use only your ﬁrst name in other emails after the ﬁrst one.



Always add your phone number and email under your name.
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ACTION ITEM #3: Circle all the items on the email etiquette checklist that you are already doing and
highlight the ones you need to start doing.
Success Steps

Social groupings and how to use them in networking
People tend to be in the following kinds of social groups:
• Alone looking for someone to talk to or on their phone because they are too shy to interact
• Talking with another person but looking around the room
• Talking intently to another person and standing fairly close to that person
• Standing in a closed circle
• Standing in a semi-circle or a V shape
• Standing in an open circle that has spaces in it
• Standing in a group looking towards a speaker, screen or other attraction
The easiest way for a shy person to make contact is by looking for another person who is alone and
talking to him or her. Sometimes people looking at their phone don’t want to be interrupted, and you
will probably pick up on that. But they may just be terriﬁed and relieved that someone came up to them.
Once you are talking, others are more likely to join you as well. If you see two people talking but one
or both are looking around the room, they are also open to being joined. Semi circles or V shapes are
open and you can join them. Just walk up and stand in part of the shape next to someone who looks
approachable and start listening. People will start to include you or you will ﬁnd a place you can add
a comment or a question.
Small social cues to watch
If people move back when talking to you, it is possible you are standing too close, you have bad breath,
your perfume is too strong, or you have body odor. Hopefully you don’t have body odor as you should
be fresh and professional for the event!
If the person you are talking to turns away without an explanation, it is rude. If they are momentarily
interrupted by someone and turn away, you can restart the conversation by saying, “You were saying…?”
Too much smiling is usually a sign of embarrassment, shyness or discomfort. Try to think of small talk
to put that person at ease. A rigid stiff face is also usually a sign of embarrassment, shyness or
discomfort. Engage the person in something about a profession they are likely able to say something
about and it will help loosen things up.
Some cultures are more expressive and louder when they speak. It does not mean they are angry
or trying to intimidate you. Other cultures are not expressive and seem unemotional. It does not mean
they have no feelings. Watch the behaviour of the other person without judging for a while to see what
you can pick up. Consider that something that does not make sense to you could be cultural.
ACTION ITEM #4: Before attending a networking event, choose one social grouping clue to watch
for that you can try.
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Success Steps

Introduction starter phrases for networking


What brings you to this event today?



Have you tried the appetizer table yet? Can you make a recommendation?



Pleased to meet you; can you tell me a little about yourself?



Have you been to this event before?



How long have you been with your company?



I see from your nametag that you have a _________ name. Does it have a special meaning?



What do you like about the business you are in/company you are with/your current position?



Have you travelled much with this job?



What kinds of things are people in your company talking about these days?



I was just over at the _________ table/booth. Did you know that (interesting fact)? What booths
did you like so far?



How’s the (conference/event/meeting) been for you so far?



Did you like what the keynote/speaker/presenter had to say about_________?



What do you think about _________?



It looks like we both have the same taste in (drinks/food/clothes/shoes)! I wonder what other things
we might have in common?



Are you ﬁnding this a bit on the noisy side? Can you see a quieter place to talk?

ACTION ITEM #5: Find a networking event you can attend this week or next and register! See the
resources list for section 4 to ﬁnd an event near you.
Success Steps

Crafting your “elevator pitch”
Step 1. Begin with an ACTION PHRASE (“I am an X”), don’t use a “label.” Be general.
For example, “I am a workforce learning and improvement specialist.”
Step 2. Add a statement about what you DO (“I do Y”). What do you help people or businesses?
For example, “I help companies achieve their potential by people powering their workforce
through training and performance improvement.”
Step 3. Give a statement of the SPECIFIC IMPACT (“People who utilize my process ﬁnd Z”). List one or
two things from the perspective of your potential employer.
For example, “One of our clients was able to attribute a 40% increase in productivity, accident
rate of 0%, and delivery of product on time and on budget as a result of our training.”
Step 4. End with a CALL TO ACTION. (“I am looking to be introduced to A”). Be speciﬁc! If you ask for
something non-speciﬁc you are likely to get it. What good is that?
For example, “I’m looking for industry people with middle managers who could beneﬁt from
training and performance improvement. Do you know anyone like that?”
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ACTION ITEM #6: Write your own elevator speech using Template 4.i. below:
Template 4.i. Elevator speech
I am a

This is what I do

A speciﬁc result I can explain is

I’m looking for
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SECTION 5: STARTING YOUR BUSINESS IN ALBERTA
In this section the focus is on completing your business registration and plan, and starting to track your
revenue and expenses. This section will cover:
1.

Case study: Mike and Yvonne Labrado, MYK Cleaning Services

2.

Business name and registration, and BN and GST registration

3.

Business location

4.

Websites and alternatives

5.

Regulatory considerations and permits

6.

Simple business plan: One page lean canvas to get started

7.

Financial management basics: Tracking expenses and revenue

8.

Marketing and sales fundamentals

9.

Measuring your results and benchmarking

Case study: Mike and Yvonne Labrado, MYK Cleaning Services
Mike learned about other Alberta businesses from people in the Filipino community. As soon as he
received his permanent residency, he started a cleaning business on the side. Yvonne helped with the
contracts, books, invoices and payroll. They worked at their cleaning business evenings and weekends
while they worked other jobs. As the business picked up, they made the decision for Mike to work full
time on the business and Yvonne to cut back to part time.
Mike and Yvonne now have time for their families and can enjoy a much better lifestyle then when they
were both employees struggling to build their business evenings and weekends. Photos in google drive
“Don’t be afraid to try your idea. You might fail—I failed lots of
times—but you just keep at it until you find a way to succeed. What looks
like failures at first are just building blocks for your success.”
- Mike and Yvonne Labrado
About Mike and Yvonne’s business:
Mike asked everyone he met for ideas and answers to complete his
market research, he used Business Link website for tips, and he checked
the competitors’ websites to copy their success. They found their two
employees from the Edmonton Pinoy Community Facebook page as well
as asking friends to make recommendations.
Their ﬁrst contract came from a large cleaning company who helped
them learn industry speciﬁcs and subcontracted their company. Mike has
a systematic quality assurance method in place ensuring consistently
excellent cleaning. They provide three months of free window cleaning
in the summer and two carpet cleaning services per year for customers
that sign a year long contract with their company.

Business name and registration, and Business Number registration
In Section 2: Getting to know yourself and your business idea, you learned about the types of business
structures—sole proprietorship, partnership, corporation and cooperative. Now it is time to put that
information to work for your business.

54

Once you have chosen your business structure, the next step is to register your business and choose
a business name. The registries office will do a NUANS search to see if your name is already used by
another business. Then you will register your name and business structure at the same time.
You should prepare yourself and your documentation ﬁrst by looking at an Alberta registry site or going
to a registries office to ﬁnd out what you need. There is a fee for these services and you will need proof
of identiﬁcation.
When you register your business, you will get a proof of registration for a sole proprietorship or
a partnership, or a certiﬁcate of incorporation and a Corporate Access Number for a corporation. You
may need to register for a business number with Canada Revenue Agency (CRA). You need a business
number if you incorporate or need a CRA program account like GST, Payroll deductions, or Importexport.
All businesses that earn over $30,000 a year need a GST number (although some businesses are
exempt). You obtain a GST number from the Canada Revenue Agency (CRA). Even though you may not
need a GST number at ﬁrst, it is a good idea to register for it for two reasons:
You get the GST that you spent for your business back which you can reinvest in your business.
You are more credible to customers who are often suspicious if you don’t charge GST.
Once you have your GST number, make sure it is on all your invoices and receipts. Samples of invoices
and receipts can be found in Section 4: Alberta’s business culture.

Business location
You need to consider the advantages and disadvantages of each type of business location, and ask
yourself whether purchasing or leasing is best for your business.
Businesses can be:
• Home based
• A packaged office
• In a shopping mall
• A physical store
• Online

Home-based business
• Check your city bylaws to make sure it is legal to have your business in your home.
• If your business brings a lot of traffic onto your street, neighbours may complain. Complaints could
result in ﬁnes or your having to move the business.
• If your business creates bad smells or toxic materials, a home-based location will not work.
• Home based businesses are best for mail order businesses, online businesses and consultants.

A packaged office
• Rental of a fully furnished office with a work station and office equipment.
• Sometimes you may also be able to share a receptionist with other people in the centre.
• Saves time and money, and a lease can usually be ended with 60 or 90 days’ notice.
• If you only need to see clients occasionally for meetings, this is a good option for your business.
• Your paperwork will be kept in your home.
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In a shopping mall
• Larger stores bring people to the mall.
• Leases are usually complex and require a lawyer to negotiate. You may have to give the landlord some
of your proﬁts.
• You must be open during the same hours as the mall.
• Shopping mall store leases are expensive, but will vary from mall to mall. You may ﬁnd a lower lease
price mall but that likely will not have as much foot traffic or might not attract your target market.
• Shopping mall stores are best for selling physical products and some services that are in high demand
like clothes, electronics and food, or from the service side, massage or aesthetic services.

A physical store (brick & mortar)
• Major streets are good if you need lots of walk-by and/or drive-by traffic, but costs more money
to lease. Choose high traffic areas if it is important to have drive-by traffic to your store and for
window advertising.
• Secondary streets are cheaper and may have bigger spaces. Choose lower traffic areas if your
customers are more likely to be from the same area.
• Industrial locations are much cheaper and are usually close to transportation access (e.g., water, air,
rail, freeway). Choose industrial areas if you are doing research and development, distribution or do
not need to have customers close by.
• Highways are good for businesses who serve travelling customers. Choose if you have a gas station,
small restaurant, motel, etc.
• Be careful about signing a lease or making a purchase of a brick and mortar store. Make sure you get
good legal and accounting advice before signing contracts.

Online
• Almost everything can be sold online and your store may be entirely “in the cloud” with no physical
location other than access via laptop or device. Your location expenses will only consist of your
website and online expenses, but there are other costs for online businesses.
• There are different types of online stores:
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•

eCommerce
If you have a product to sell such as jewelry, coffee, or hand made toys, it can be advertised
online and people will pay through your online store. You can either do the shipping yourself,
or you can contract a fulﬁlment company to do the shipping for you. Amazon is an example
of an eCommerce store.

•

Dropshipping
If you want to sell other people’s products you can do a “dropshipping” business where you
advertise other people’s products through your website. When someone who is using your
website makes a purchase, you receive a percentage of the sale. You do not have to have any
stock or do any shipping yourself, but you make less money on each sale.

•

Learning platforms
If you have knowledge that other people want to pay you to learn, you can run an online
learning business. For example, you can create an online course to teach video shooting and
editing. You put the course up on an online learning platform and then drive online traffic
to the course using webinars, podcasts, presentations or social media advertising. There
are also many sites that will advertise your course for you and serve as platform host and
store. Shopify and Bootkik are popular examples.

Entrepreneur location/platform examples
From our entrepreneur case studies you can see that different businesses require different kinds
of locations or online arrangements. Consider these business examples to help you choose what will
be best for you:
• Kasim, with JumpBites, needs to rent a commercial kitchen and to deliver using a service like Uber
Eats.
• Doyin, with Adonnia Beauty, started online but it was more proﬁtable for her to use a physical brick
and mortar store location in Calgary.
• Tao, with Language Boosts Consulting, has a home based business for his English tutoring but Therese
Djob, who also owns a language business, French et Voila, leases a space in the Leduc Chamber
of Commerce for her students and tutors.
• Mike and Yvonne, with MYK Cleaning Services, have a home-based business with rented storage
space for their cleaning equipment. They recently started selling other companies’ commercial
cleaning products using dropshipping with Oberlo.

Websites and alternatives
There are two essential things you need to be a credible and proﬁtable entrepreneur in Alberta:
1.

Willingness to meet and talk to people to get sales

2.

An online presence

Why you MUST have an online presence
We have already talked about the ﬁrst criteria in previous sections but we have not yet explained the
importance of having an online presence.
In 2017, 80% of ALL Canadians of all ages went online FIRST before they purchased any product
or service and to ﬁnd the location of a business. That means that most of your potential customers look
for you online. If you aren’t searchable, you are losing business.
The ﬁrst thing to do for online presence is to check what comes up when you do a Google search of your
name. If you have any social media accounts you don’t want customers to see, or if you want aspects
of your personal live to be private, make sure any online accounts have privacy settings adjusted and
checked regularly.

Purchasing domain names
Once you have a business name you will need it to be searchable. Purchase one or many domain names
that people can use to ﬁnd your business.
Purchase a domain that includes your business name and the extensions .com, .ca, .net, and .org. For
example, if your business name is Superior Accounting, purchase a domain name like
superioraccounting.com, or superaccounting.com. People often purchase extra domain names with
typical spelling mistakes so that if the name is misspelled you can point the incorrect spelling search to
your actual domain and not lose any potential traffic.
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Websites
It is possible for you to create your own website. There are many different website platforms, but
it is a time-consuming task and likely won’t look as good as a professionally designed site. The other
problem is that Internet security is a bigger and bigger problem. You need specialized services to make
sure your site is secure.
There are more and more bundled services to take care of this cheaply for small business owners. One
popular site is WIX, which allows you to set up a webpage quickly and then keeps it secure. You can also
purchase your domain name on WIX so it is a “one stop shop” for business websites, particularly for the
do it yourself website type of entrepreneur. See the resources for this section for the link to access WIX.
As an alternative to a web page, you can pay for a cloud service that has the ability to create landing
pages, checkout pages and links to an eCommerce store and payment portal. Services like this allow
you to quickly create a page that sends traffic to one product or service without a website. Kartra is one
example of this kind of integrated service. See the resources for this section for the link to access Kartra.

Don’t want a website? Start with social media!
Another alternative to a website is to start a business social media site and develop a following ﬁrst.
Many new businesses start by setting up a Facebook page and an Instagram account. They invite a few
friends and then target their speciﬁc market. (More about that in Business Link’s Marketing Effectively
in Alberta.)
An example of a business that gets customers with a Facebook page is Pamela Funk Ordaz’s massage
business, “Elevation Massage.” She posts about the beneﬁts of massage and has her hours, location and
business information on the Facebook page. Clients can use the “book now” button, which is linked
to a calendar booking and payment system. Happy clients are directed to “recommend Elevation
Massage,” Her Facebook page operates at no cost unless she sets up Facebook Ads. She tells all
potential clients to go to her Facebook page to ﬁnd out about her services. See the resources for Section
5 for the link to her Facebook page.

Regulatory considerations and permits
In addition to registering your business, you might need municipal, provincial and federal business
licenses and permits. You also have to adhere to any government regulations that apply for your
business. First, talk to all the municipalities you will be operating in to ﬁnd out what regulations apply
to you. Then, check provincial and federal regulations. You may want to get advice from a professional
(business advisor, lawyer or accountant) to make sure you have everything covered.

Municipal licences and permits
Almost all businesses will require some kind of municipal license or permit. Make sure you get all the
licenses and permits you need for every municipality you operate in.
Find the municipal licenses and permits that apply to you:
• BizPaL: This online tool lists municipal licenses and permits for many Alberta municipalities. However,
not all municipalities participate in BizPaL, and not all requirements are listed. Contact your local
municipal government to make sure you have everything covered.
• Your local government: If your municipality isn›t included in BizPaL, see Alberta Municipal Affairs for
your government’s contact information.
• Each city also requires that business owners purchase a business permit speciﬁc to the city and
type of business. This permit must be renewed each year. To ﬁnd your city or town business permit
information, search “City/town of (name) business permit.”
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Provincial licences, permits, and regulations
Many industries will also require provincial licenses and permits. Find the provincial licenses and permits
that apply to you.
• Alberta Queen’s Printer: This online catalogue offers Alberta legislation (acts, regulations, codes) and
legislative publications that may be relevant to your business.
• BizPaL: This online tool has information and application forms for all the provincial licenses and
permits that apply to your business.
• Industry-speciﬁc provincial licensing and registration information: The Government of Alberta
maintains a list of licenses, permits, and registrations speciﬁc to certain industries.
• Provincial regulations and legislation: See this complete list of provincial Acts for additional
regulations that may apply to your business.

Federal regulations
Some businesses will also have to adhere to federal regulations. Find federal regulations that may apply
to your business.

Industry-specific regulatory bodies
Some professions and trades, such as accounting, law and electricial, also have professional regulatory
bodies. If you want to start a business in these industries, you will need to adhere to their requirements
and regulations.

Simple business plan: one page lean canvas to get started
When you ﬁrst start a business, it is important to create a business plan so you have an idea where you
want to go with the business. This helps limit costly and unnecessary mistakes. The problem with most
business plans is that they are too complex for new business owners to use as a regular document. They
take a very long time to create, often ending up on a shelf unused.
If you apply for a business loan, which generally requires proof of two years of business revenue, you will
need to complete a full business plan. At that point, many ﬁnancial institutions have online business plan
templates and guides to help you.
Leading up to the creation of a full business plan can start more simply by answering basic business
questions and making adjustments as you go. The most popular of these quick business plans is called
a Lean Canvas. To complete the canvas you ﬁrst need to ask yourself key questions. Each question has
been applied to the MYK Cleaning Services business example to show you how this could work for you.
What business am I in?
Our case study for this section is Mike and Yvonne’s MYK Cleaning Company. They are in the business
of commercial cleaning.
How will your business make money?
MYK makes money by cleaning tire companies, offices and industrial offices. Clients sign a one-year
contract. Some clients sign shorter contracts but they pay a higher fee when they do. Key activities
to make money are ﬁnding new business customers by looking for their websites, phoning them
and setting up appointments. Internal key activities involve tracking all the client requests, training
employees and checking that the work is at the standard of excellence to keep the customer.
What does your business need to get off the ground?
MYK needed cleaning supplies, vacuums and the ability to rent carpet cleaning machines. They also
needed employees who could drive. Calculate the costs of what your business will need including the
costs of all your permits and start up expenses including salaries.
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How much money will you need to operate your business monthly?
MYK needed salaries for the owners and their two employees, as well as phone and email accounts,
a continuous supply of cleaning supplies, a vehicle, vehicle maintenance and gas.
Who are your customers?
You may have several customer categories. MYK’s target customers are tire-store owners who have the
freedom to hire locally, and industrial offices that are in locations accessible to where their employees
live.
What problem do you solve for each of your customer categories (also called your value proposition)?
MYK’s customers have a local company with a real person to talk to about their cleaning needs and
they have the ability to have a cleaner show up quickly since the cleaners live in the area. MYK solves
the problem of ﬁnding consistently high quality cleaning and of having to look for different companies
for window and carpet cleaning needs.
How will you reach them?
What channels will you use? MYK has used word of mouth, website searches, phoning and going
to in-person appointments. They are now setting up a website and a Facebook page.
What sets you apart from your competition?
MYK has quality assurance systems. They offer free window cleaning three times in the summer
and free carpet cleaning twice per year. This customer service sets them apart from their competition
and MYK considers this service as their marketing strategy.
How will you keep customers coming back and how will you get them to refer you?
Quality assurance and requests for referrals bring customers back to MYK. Calling the customers
quarterly to ask how things are and to set up the window and carpet cleaning builds customer
relationships.
What key partners or affiliates would help you advance your business goals?
Alliance Cleaning is a large cleaning company that subcontracts smaller companies. They are a key
partner for MYK.
What are your strengths and weakness?
MYK has a good system for cleaning, ﬁnding and training new employees and keeping customers loyal.
Their weaknesses are being new to the industry, being new to doing business in Alberta, ﬁnding time
to set up their online channels and attending events where they could promote the business.
What challenges do you face?
MYK faces the challenge of a saturated market and lots of competition. Mike is a key resource because
he brings in all the new business. If anything happened to him, the business would suffer.
How will you measure your success?
MYK measures success by how many clients they have on a yearly contract, how much money they
earn in comparison to their expenses, and an increase in the quality of life, measured by the ability
to take time off to enjoy their family in the evenings and on weekends.
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Now you have all the information you need to ﬁll out the one page lean canvas template, which you can
use daily to make sure you are on track with your business goals.
Image 5.i. Lean Canvas Business Plan

Key Partners

Key Activities

Value Propositions

Customer
Relationships

Customers
Segments

Partner 1
Partner 2
Partner 3

Activity 1
Activity 2
Activity 3

Proposition 1
Proposition 2
Proposition 3

Relationship 1
Relationship 2
Relationship 3

Segments 1
Segments 2
Segments 3

Key Resources

Channels

Resource 1
Resource 2
Resource 3

Channel 1
Channel 2
Channel 3

Cost Structure

Revenue Streams

Cost 1
Cost 2
Cost 3

Revenue 1
Revenue 2
Revenue 3

Financial management basics: Tracking expenses and revenue
Since your business is about money coming in and money going out, you need to track both. Two
absolutely essential spread sheets to start using are:
1.

Monthly tracking revenue and expenses

2.

Yearly tracking for trends and benchmarking

Once you have an idea what you are earning and spending over a few months, you can more realistically
set a budget and do a ﬁnancial projection. It is very difficult to do this before you start the business
because so many things come as a surprise in the beginning stages, no matter how organized you are.
Look online for a cash ﬂow Excel spread sheet to track monthly expenses and revenue over a 12-month
period.

Marketing and sales fundamentals
Marketing is focused on understanding the customer’s needs, then speaking to the customer in a way
that makes your product or service be the answer to the problem the customer has. For example, if you
sell lessons on how to make great videos, you need to know what problems customers have when they
want to make videos. Then you speak to them in a way that shows you understand their needs and offer
the perfect solution—your video-making course.
Selling is the last stage in the marketing process. Once the customer believes that your product or
service will meet the customer’s need, you show the value of your product or service in a way that the
price is something the customer is willing to pay.
Marketing involves listening to, showing, educating and evoking feelings. It has to do with telling your
customer’s story so that the customer feels like you know them. Selling involves getting the customer
comfortable with parting with his or her money to get the need ﬁlled. Marketing is covering in detail
in the Marketing Effectively in Alberta Guidebook.

61

Measuring your results and benchmarking
Your results are measured in visible ways. Ask the following questions to measure your progress:
• How much money did you make this month?
• How many costs were you able to cut?
• How many new customers did you get?
• How many returning customers purchased?
• What new products/services have you developed?
• What was your proﬁt/loss ratio?
• How many people attended your event?
• How many leads turned into customers from your trade show booth?
• How much business do you get from your webinars?
Once you have a few measurements, you can compare them over time. Consistently reaching a certain
level of revenue for three months or having a product sell consistently well can be considered
a benchmark. These are opportunities to celebrate. Taking the time to be happy about your successes
is just as important as doing the work to get there!

Section 5 action plan


Choose a business name.



Register your business.



Apply for a GST number.



Choose a business location – physical or virtual.



Choose either a website, an all in one business platform, or a social media site for your business
visibility to make sure your business is searchable.



Check the regulatory considerations and permits you need and add up the costs.



Answer the key business questions to ﬁll out your own lean canvas business plan.



Open an Excel spread sheet for tracking your revenue and expenses monthly and over the next
12 months.



Talk to potential customers to ﬁnd out their needs so you can start your marketing and sales
planning.



Think about how you will measure your results and celebrate your benchmark moments.
Resources for Section 5: Starting a business in Alberta are located at the end of this guidebook.
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SECTION 6:
FINANCES, ACCOUNTING, LEGAL AND EMPLOYMENT BASICS
In this section, the ﬁrst part focuses on managing your business ﬁnances from a taxation and ﬁnancial
reporting perspective. This includes employees and payroll, as well as alternatives to employees in terms
of subcontracting and the “gig” economy. The second part shows you how to get started with hiring and
keeping your employees. This section will cover:
1.

Case study: Therese Djob, French et Voila!

2.

Managing your business ﬁnances

3.

Taxation and ﬁnancial reporting

4.

Payroll

5.

Alternatives to employees

6.

Resources for your business: Accountants and bookkeepers, lawyers, business coaches, advisory
boards

7.

IT and internet security

8.

Banks and sources of ﬁnancing

9.

Finding and getting started with your ﬁrst employee

Case study: Therese Djob, French et Voila!
Therese is a Francophone Math and Technology teacher from Cameroon who started a tutoring business
to work around her young family’s schedule. As a teacher in Nova Scotia and recently in Leduc, Alberta,
she observed that parents frequently asked about locating tutors, so, a tutoring business seemed like a
logical transition. After ﬁnding no Math and French tutors in Leduc, she decided to focus on Math and
French. Therese knew she was onto a good idea. She focused on attracting parents of French Immersion
and Francophone students. Another audience turned out to be adults who needed French for their work.
Always looking for new knowledge and insights, Therese attended business talks and classes and was
able to start attracting customers by targeting local schools and business organizations. Therese found
that others were ready to help if she simply asked them. Her own determination and skill combined with
a willingness to ask others for counsel has started her business off right. After only a few months, she has
already hired an employee and is thinking of new ways to scale her services. Photo in google docs
“Have good people around you to guide and counsel you.” - Therese Djob
About Therese’s business:
Therese is a great example of how to seek and use the right expertise around you to build your business.
She contacted Business Link for advice and networking, joined the local Leduc Chamber of Commerce
and talked to people about ways to solve marketing problems. One of those discussions with the
Chamber became an offer of a rental location for her tutoring business.

Managing your business finances
A key to managing your business ﬁnances is to diversify and not rely on only one revenue stream. Think
of different ways you can make money for your business. A manufacturing company that also creates
a power generator supply for customers in remote sites and has a procurement site to help multiple
customers ﬁnd suppliers for their various manufacturing needs is an example of multiple streams
of revenue. See Section 2: Getting to know yourself and your business idea for examples of revenue
streams.

64

Think about how your customers will pay you
If you have several ways to pay, you make it easier for the customer to purchase. If it is difficult for the
customer to pay you, business will be lost. Select at least two from this list:
• Cash
• Debit
• Credit
• Online eTransfer, PayPal, Stripe
• Contract

Expenses
Will your business be cost driven or value driven?
• Cost driven businesses try to sell the highest volume of product for the lowest price.
• Value driven businesses sell the highest value for a competitive price.
Walmart is a cost driven business. Many people purchase large volumes of product because the prices
are low. The advantage is that most people can afford your product. The disadvantage is that the quality
is lower and there is a higher rate of returned and deﬁcient product.
Holt Renfrew is a value driven business. Fewer people pay high prices and buy fewer products. The
advantage is that you don’t have to sell much to make a proﬁt. The disadvantage is that less people have
the income to purchase your product or service.

What are your fixed costs and variable costs?
Fixed costs don’t change month to month or year to year. An example could be salary. Variable costs
increase or decrease with usage. An example is your electrical or phone bill.

What is your profit?
Revenue that comes in minus your costs leaves a proﬁt. If your costs are low, your proﬁt margin is high.
If your costs are high, your proﬁt margin is low.

Pricing your products/services
To be able to price your product correctly, consider all the costs involved in creating, marketing and
selling your products and services.
Let’s take the example of a sewing and fashion design business which is value driven. It will take
8 hours to sew a custom dress, plus the time for ﬁttings and adjustments. If you want to be compensated
for your time at $100 an hour, few customers will pay the price of $800 for one dress. But if you offer
customers only one of three custom designs you will cut down the amount of hours it takes for one
dress. Then if you hire two low cost part time assistants to do the cutting and piecework, at $15 per hour
for a total of four hours while you add your own two high level hours between the three of you, then
three dresses can be completed in six hours.
If you consider the time and production involved when you price your products, and you ﬁnd ways to
keep costs low, your proﬁt margin increases. If it normally costs you $50 to make a product and you sell
it for $100, then you have a mark-up of 50%. Many new business owners don’t estimate their costs
or charge a high enough mark-up. When that happens they are working all the time, but not getting paid
enough to make it worthwhile.
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Success Steps
How can you make more money with your business?

Increase your customers
• Find ways to bring more customers to your store or service
• Expand your target market, solve a new problem, offer deals

Sell more on each transaction
• Find ways to sell additional products to your customers (‘Up sell’, for example, “Would you like a drink
with your meal?”)
• Bundle products together, offer extras, have levels of service

Increase the number of transactions per customer
• Find ways for customers to buy more often from you
• Give coupons for use for a limited time, offer frequency discounts

Increase your prices
• Increase your mark-up
• Many businesses have a set price increase schedule

Taxation and financial reporting
As a business owner you have three types of taxes to pay. They are:
Personal income tax
This is calculated based on individual net income, business related income and sales income. It also
includes pension income, income from rental properties and capital gains.
Corporate income tax
This tax is corporate tax based on the corporation’s net income.
Sales tax (GST)
This is a tax on the selling price of goods and services. These taxes can be recovered as input tax
credits.
Tax returns must be ﬁled (reported) by midnight on April 30 for the previous year. Your corporate taxes
are due at the end of your business tax year. Taxes can be paid in instalments but must be paid. Late
payments are charged as a penalty. An accountant can help with the managing of your taxes, especially
if you have a corporation.
Success Steps
Get the right tax forms for your business type
• Sole Proprietorship or Partnership
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•

T1 Return – Personal Income Tax

•

T2125 – Statement of Business or Professional Activities

• Incorporated Company
•

T2 Return – File 6 months after your business’s ﬁscal year end

You can get the forms online at www.cra-arc.gc.ca

Payroll
Even if you don’t have employees, you are your company’s employee. If you pay yourself a salary, you will
have to pay taxes. This means you will also pay source deductions like Employment Insurance (EI) and
Canada Pension Plan (CPP). Just as any other employee, you will be entitled to receive EI in the event
that you are not employed with your company should the company fail or change ownership.
Employees require a contract and must ﬁll out a TD1 form with the CRA. You collect personal information
to ensure they and their taxes can be paid.
Employees have to be paid at least monthly. At the end of the year, you need to provide your employees
with T4 slips and you need to ﬁle the T4 Summaries with the CRA. When an employee is no longer
employed with you, you will need to ﬁle a Record of Employment (ROE) with Service Canada, which
is a separate entity than CRA.
Table 6.i. Payroll for employee life cycle
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Alternatives to employees
Other than paying yourself as an employee, you can consider paying people who work for you
as contractors or look for low cost projects to be completed in what people call the “gig” economy.
The difference between an employee and a subcontractor is:
Employees have regular hours and work in your business building or on site. Employees should be
there for designated hours at a speciﬁc place regularly. They have insurance, vacation pay, may collect
beneﬁts, and you pay taxes for them. They have employment contracts and a letter of employment.
Subcontractors agree to work a certain amount of hours to get a particular job done but they can
do it in various locations, including their own home. You do not set their hours or require them to be
in your place of business. They are covered under your general insurance policy (if they live in Canada),
do not receive vacation pay or any beneﬁts, and you do not pay taxes for them. They pay their own
taxes separate from your business. They have subcontractor contracts. You might subcontract a web
designer or a virtual assistant for example.
Gig economy consists of projects, or speciﬁc jobs within a speciﬁc skill level. For example, you might
want to have your business logo designed or a series of comics created for your business brand.
You can go to Fivrr or Freelancer and post the “gig” for freelancers to pitch a price or a solution
to you. You choose the one you like best and award the “gig”. There is usually a payment required
upfront or in increments until the gig is completed to your satisfaction. You pay online and there are
no obligations or expectations after the gig is completed.

Resources for your business: Accountants and bookkeepers, lawyers,
business coaches, mentors, advisory boards
A business is an ecosystem. You depend on other people with certain skills to help you with various parts
of your business. To ﬁnd human resources, consult Business Link’s advisors and attend their expert guest
sessions. Below is a list of human resources and the services they provide:
Bookkeepers
tally, record, categorize and classify your transactions, both expenses and income. They cost less than
accountants and provide you services on a monthly or quarterly basis.
Accountants
put the entire set of bookkeeping records together to determine what taxes you pay, and ﬁle your tax
returns for you. They are more expensive than bookkeepers but you don’t need their services more
than once a year.
Lawyers
ensure your contracts and business deals are legal and that your business is protected. They ensure
that any considerations of privacy or intellectual property are in place. They can help you with clients
who try to sue you, assist you if you have been robbed or vandalized and provide legal counsel so you
don’t make business mistakes that might compromise your business.
Business coaches
help you sort through your marketing, mindset, personal growth, money management and other
things you need to learn to grow yourself and your business.
Advisory Boards
are a group of trusted individuals with various skills who you meet with several times a year (usually
four) and give you advice and feedback on your progress.
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Success Steps
Remember to check Business Link’s calendar of upcoming events to hear expert presenters. Book an
appointment with an advisor at Business Link for help in locating professional resources like lawyers and
accountants.

IT and Internet security
With increased Internet comes increased risk. Hackers target small businesses because they have more
digital assets than a large enterprise, but less security. Seek professional help from an IT (information
technology) security expert for details related to the online security of your business.
To protect yourself and your business, you need antivirus software. You should back up your data online
and on multiple drives. You can use encryption software for sensitive client data and you should use
two-step authentication and password security software for internal programs.
It is important to keep your software up to date and to educate your employees on the importance of IT
security. Hiring an IT security company or consultant may be an option. Continue to educate yourself and
your employees on potential IT security risks and protections.

Banks and sources of financing
When looking for a bank for your business, you will want to consider all the options and pick a ﬁnancial
institution that is right for you and your business.
Search terms such as, “best business banks in Alberta” or “compare banks for business in Alberta,” will
get you this information.
The most versatile funding tool in Canada is Fundica. It has won awards for its business funding services.
It matches businesses with sources of funding and opportunities to meet funders in every major city.

Finding and getting started with your first employee
Before your business needs employees, you should get familiar with the Alberta Labour Laws and
employer obligations. Once your business requires employees, you will want to think about the following
themes:
1.

Decide what employee position would help bring in more revenue to your business and hire
someone for that role OR

2.

Consider what tasks are stopping you from bringing revenue into the business and hire someone to
do those tasks so you can get back to your key role.

The next step is to deﬁne the employee role by listing all the tasks you would like the new person to
perform. Categorize the tasks into priorities so you have a list of “must have” tasks and a list of “nice to
have” tasks.
Think about where people with those types of skills could be found. Many business owners ﬁnd
employees from their client base or from referrals of friends they trust. You can also post a job on a job
board like Glassdoor, Indeed, Canada Jobs, Facebook Jobs, Twitter, and LinkedIn. Employers looking for
specialized skills often look for a recruiting company that will scout high potential employees for them.
Fees for this service vary and recruiting agencies tend to specialize in certain industries so make sure you
ﬁnd one that is a match with your industry.
Prepare to interview your applicants by doing a search on “best interview questions to ask a candidate.”
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You want to hire someone with a good attitude, a willingness to learn, and who has the technical and
people skills you need for the job.
After selecting the person you want to hire, you should call that person and offer the individual the job.
If your offer is accepted, then you will need a letter of employment and a contract. For more information
about hiring an employee, the payroll rules to follow, vacation time, holidays, and overtime check
Business Link and Alberta Employment Standards.

Section 6 action plan


Think about all the ways your business could make money.



Plan to set aside the necessary funds to pay your business, personal taxes and GST.



You are your ﬁrst employee—set up your own payroll.



Consider alternatives to employees for jobs that could be outsourced.



Attend a Business Link expert presentation to ﬁnd the resources for your business: Accountants
and bookkeepers, lawyers, business coaches, and advisory boards.



Stay informed about IT and Internet security.



Find a funding source that matches your needs with Fundica.



Get familiar with the Alberta labour laws before you need to hire.
Resources for Section 6: Finances, legal, accounting, and employment basics are located
at the end of this guidebook.
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Featured entrepreneurs and resources
Featured entrepreneurs
The entrepreneurs are listed in the order they appear in this guidebook.
• Tao Zhang, Language Boosts Consulting Edmonton
•

WeChat ID: Languages Training

• Kasim Hassan, JumpBites
•

jumpcandy.com

•

www.twipu.com/jumpbites

•

www.instagram.com/jumpbites

• Matilda Kamara, MatyKay Events and Catering
•

matykay@hotmail.com

• Doyin Omatara, Adonnia Beauty
•

adoniaa.com

•

www.facebook.com/adoniaaworld/

•

www.instagram.com/adoniaabeauty

• Mike and Yvonnie Labrado, MKY Cleaning Services
•

mykmeatandﬁsh@gmail.com

• Therese Djob, French et Voila!
•

frenchetvoila.com

Resources for Section 1: You as a unique entrepreneur
• Alberta-speciﬁc regulated professions list
•

work.alberta.ca/documents/professional-regulatory-organizations-using-iqas.pdf

• Categories of immigration
•

www.canada.ca/en/immigration-refugees-citizenship/services/immigrate-canada.html

• In-person assessment at Alberta language assessment centres
•

www.language.ca/resourcesexpertise/for-language-learners/#1473771803983-0f2b7a24-0d0f

• International Qualiﬁcations Assessment Service (IQAS)
•

work.alberta.ca/immigration/international-qualiﬁcations-assessment-service.html

• Investing in Canada as a foreign investor
•

www.international.gc.ca/investors-investisseurs/index.aspx?lang=eng

• More speciﬁcs for professions
•

www.alberta.ca/regulated-occupations-trades.aspx

• Online English assessment for free
•

clb-osa.ca
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• Secured credit cards: Use this link to review a list of the top six secured credit cards in Canada with
their ratings explained
•

www.lifeoncredit.ca/top-6-secured-credit-cards-for-canadians

• Speciﬁc context FAQs for starting a business in Canada
•

www.cic.gc.ca/english/helpcentre/answer.asp?qnum=169&top=17

• Trade-speciﬁc information
•

www.alberta.ca/regulated-occupations-trades.aspx

• Institute for Latino Studies, University of Notre Dame. (Fall, 2009). Women, men and the changing
role of gender in immigration. 3:3.
•

latinostudies.nd.edu/assets/95245/original/3.3_gender_migration.pdf

• Nkrumah, Amos. (October 20, 2016) Ghanaian Female Immigrant Entrepreneurs in Canada:
Experiences, Challenges, and Coping Strategies. Open Journal of Social Sciences, 2016, 4, 59-78
•

www.scirp.org/journal/jss

•

ﬁle.scirp.org/pdf/JSS_2016102011563355.pdf

• Momani, Bessma. (2016) 6 Degrees Citizen Space CIGI. New Canadian entrepreneurs:
An underappreciated contribution to Canadian prosperity?
•

www.cigionline.org/sites/default/ﬁles/6degrees_working_paper_web.pdf

Resources for Section 2: Getting to know yourself and your business idea
• Immigration, business ownership and employment in Canada, retrieved from
•

www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/pub/11f0019m/11f0019m2016375-eng.htm

• Alberta Business Tip: Find out how to register your business online
•

www.servicealberta.ca/business-name-how-to-apply.cfm

• Alberta Business Tip: Find out what permits your business needs to operate
•

www.qp.alberta.ca/Laws_Online.cfm

• BDC entrepreneur quiz: Excellent quiz to describe your strengths as an entrepreneur in relation to
typical entrepreneurs in Canada
•

www.bdc.ca/en/articles-tools/entrepreneur-toolkit/business-assessments/pages/
entrepreneurial-potential-self-assessment.aspx

• Business idea generator #1: You can change the answers several times and see what you come up
with. It matches potential businesses with your tendencies and lifestyle choices
•

www.businessnewsdaily.com/3253-business-idea-generator.html

• Business idea generator #2: This business idea generator has another approach. See which one gets
you closer to your desired business and lifestyle
•

www.proprofs.com/quiz-school/story.php?title=right-business-you-to-start

• IBISWORLD Canada: A good place to ﬁnd industry information
•

www.ibisworld.ca

• Locating competitors: Use Google Maps do locate your competitors in your area, across the region,
across the country, or around the world
•
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www.google.com/maps

• Market Research: Use this site as a ﬁrst stop for your market research
•

canadabusiness.ca/business-planning/market-research-and-statistics/conducting-marketresearch/guide-to-market-research-and-analysis/#toc0

Resources for Section 3: Using culture intentionally in business
• Hofstede Cultural Dimensions, retrieved from
•

cultureplusconsulting.com/2015/06/23/nine-cultural-value-differences-you-need-to-know

• To learn more about cultural differences and similarities and how you can apply them to your business,
try some of these phone/tablet apps:
•

Best apps for avoiding cross cultural business faux pas:
mashable.com/2010/12/06/iphone-apps-business-travel

•

Cross cultural communication:
www.mindtools.com/CommSkll/Cross-Cultural-communication.htm

•

CultureMee: A cross cultural information travel app
culturemee.com

•

Culture compass on Apple
itunes.apple.com/ca/app/culturecompass

•

Culture compass on Google Play
play.google.com/store/apps/details?id=zoomtouch.culturecompass.com&hl=en

•

Gestunary
gestunary.com

•

Gestunary for Apple
itunes.apple.com/us/app/gestunary-global-gestures-dictionary

•

Using the Chinese WeChat app
www.fastcompany.com/40540342/chinas-wechat-isnt-just-an-app-its-a-cross-culturaleducation

Resources for Section 4: Alberta business culture
• Elevator speech
•

Adapted from
theundercoverrecruiter.com/how-create-your-memorable-elevator-pitch-four-simple-steps/

• Alberta Chambers of Commerce Events
•

www.abchamber.ca/events

• Business Networking International BNI Alberta North
•

bnialberta.ca/en-CA/index

• Business Networking International BNI Alberta South
•

bnisalberta.ca/en-CA/index

• List of Alberta Chambers of Commerce
•

www.abchamber.ca/list/category/chambers-in-alberta-2
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Resources for Section 5: Starting your business in Alberta
• Some text was adapted from Business Link’s website
•

businesslink.ca/starting-a-business/licenses-permits-regulations/

• AMA
•

ama.ab.ca/2013/12/19/how-to-register-a-business-name-in-alberta

• Domain name sites
•

CanSpace
www.canspace.ca/domains.html

•

Domains Canada
www.domainscanada.ca/

•

CanSpace
www.canspace.ca/domains.html

•

WIX domain name, website templates and hosting
www.wix.com

•

Kartra: All-in-one business platform
home.kartra.com

• Popular website builders
•

www.thebest10websitebuilders.com

• Entrepreneur example for use of Facebook for booking appointments:
•

Elevation Massage:
www.facebook.com/massatherapy/

• Registering your business and GST number:
•

Finding a business registry
www.servicealberta.gov.ab.ca/ﬁnd-a-business-registry.cfm

• Service Alberta
•

To register your business name and choose a business structure
www.servicealberta.ca/register-a-business-name.cfm

•

Register for your GST number
www.canada.ca/en/revenue-agency/services/tax/businesses/topics/gst-hstbusinesses/register-a-gst-hst-account.html

• Guide for leasing a business in Alberta:
•

centrewest.albertacf.com/sites/default/ﬁles/centrewest.albertacf.com/a_guide_to_leases.pdf

Resources for Section 6: Finances, accounting, legal, and employment basics
• Alberta Labour Laws:
•

Make sure you know the employment rules and Alberta Labour Laws before hiring!
www.alberta.ca/employment-standards.aspx

• Business security advice from Canada Business
•
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canadabusiness.ca/managing-your-business/e-business-security-privacy-and-legalrequirements/

• Compare banks for business services and fees
•

www.thebalancesmb.com/small-business-banking-the-best-business-bank-accounts-2947916

• Fundica
•

Look for a variety of business funding opportunities
www.fundica.com/

• Employee rules about payroll
•

www.canada.ca/en/revenue-agency/services/tax/businesses/topics/payroll/payroll- works.
html

• Find the right tax forms for your business
•
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www.cra-arc.gc.ca

