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Congratulations!

You’re doing it. You’re moving forward—and while we’re sure there have 
been challenges, you’ve made it. And now you’re looking to grow and 
scale your business. If you haven’t checked out our handbook on starting 
your business, give it a look before you dig into the Entrepreneur’s 
Growth Guide Series. The handbook might have some valuable tips  
and ideas you haven’t considered yet.

To help you move even further, we’ve created this collection of four 
growth guides. (There was too much good advice to be contained in just 
one.) While we included some of the same material at the beginning of 
each guide in the series, this one—the expansion guide—is focused on 
walking you through the different ways you can expand your business 
and helping you figure out how you might use them to meet your 
business goals. So if this isn’t the first of the growth guides you’ve read, 
skip on ahead to page 10 to dive into expansion-related advice.

No guide for entrepreneurs can contain every last piece of useful 
information—things change too quickly in your world for that—but we’re  

Dear Albertan 
entrepreneur,

https://www.atb.com/business/good-advice/start-up-business/the-atb-entrepreneurs-guide-to-starting-a-business/
https://www.atb.com/business/good-advice/start-up-business/the-atb-entrepreneurs-guide-to-starting-a-business/
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confident that this guide will help you start thinking about which form  
of expansion is right for your business. 

Throughout each guide you’ll find thoughts from leading ATB experts,  
as well as “had I only known” advice from your fellow entrepreneurs 
(plus some great practices that did work for them). We know you’ll 
be inspired. There are also hand-picked resources at the end of each 
section, so if you want to dive deeper into a topic you can easily get 
started. The best entrepreneurs are the ones who never stop learning 
and see the chance to learn everywhere.

Our goal is to make banking work for people—people just like you.  
We celebrate your courage and enthusiasm. And we want you to know 
you’re not alone. If you have ideas, concerns, or questions about your 
business or this guide, we’re always here to listen. Our dedicated team 
for helping entrepreneurs can be reached at atbbusiness@atb.com.

- Your friends at ATB

mailto:mailto:amplifybusiness%40atb.com?subject=
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Expansion
Okay let’s get started talking about: 

When we’re talking expansion, this could mean a few 
things for your business:
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Are you ready to grow 
your business?
When Anton Bellot—senior manager of entrepreneurship at ATB—isn’t visiting a 
client’s business, monitoring his portfolio or working on loan deals, he’s brainstorming 
ways to take his clients to the next level. Through creative ideas and a strong 
understanding of the banking system, he helps Albertan businesses expand 
and scale. Here are the top things he looks for when deciding if a client is ready to grow:

1. Current financial state
What do your business financials currently look 
like? Having a few years of positive cash flow under 
your belt is a great place to start.

2. Type of growth
What type of growth are you thinking about and 
why? Opening a second location is what most 
people say they want to do, but there are many 
different ways to grow. Some of these ways 
include: diversifying product or service offering, 
increasing staff, expanding your current location, 
launching or expanding e-commerce.

3. Sales cycle & cash flow
Do you have the cash flow to sustain your  
planned expansion? For example, if you want  
to grow your sales team, it’s important to know 
that you have enough cash to pay for their salaries, 
commissions, bonuses, benefits, onboarding, 
training and other expenses you will incur to 

4. Market demand
Where is your need for expansion coming from? 
If it’s ego, check that at the door. A better placeto 
start is with your clients. Are they telling you 
that they shop elsewhere because you don’t 
carry certain products, or because your current 
location is too far away? Or maybe they need more 
customer support from your sales team. This kind 
of feedback is a key indicator of lost revenue and 
this is when growth might make sense. Take Sears 
or Blockbuster, for example. Both companies might 
still be around today if they had only listened to 
their customers and expanded to include more 
digital offerings. 

attract top talent. While budgeting for your staff 
increase—or any other type of expansion—you 
need to determine whether or not the expenses 
and payments you will incur will negatively affect 
your cash flow and current financials. If your 
operational costs are already tight as it is, bringing 
new team members on board will most likely be 
unsustainable for your business. 
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The downside of opening a second (or third or fourth) location is that 
if one folds, your banker becomes immediately concerned about your 
other locations. Do those other locations have the same business model 
as the  business that closed? Or have you looked to make changes in 
the business model? Anton would treat one closure as a potential red 
flag about the rest of your business and would sit down with you at your 
location to discuss strategies to grow and pivot to stay relevant in your 
industry. Maintaining your banker’s confidence is an important factor  
to consider when you’re looking at how you want to grow and scale. 

If, after reading this, you think  you’re ready to look at growth options 
(and the financing to make your dreams reality), reach out to your 
manager of entrepreneurship or email the digital business banking  
team at atbbusiness@atb.com. They would love to help you out. 

If you’ve applied for a loan before, the process will be quite similar.  
Your banker will want to see all your financials, find out who’s involved  
in the running of your business, and take a look at how you plan to pay 
the loan back. 

5. Flexibility
You might already have your heart set on one 
specific business expansion method. And while it’s 
important to conduct research to narrow down the 
most viable expansion options for your business, 
it’s equally important to remain open minded. 

Advisors, lenders, mentors and investors want to 
see—more so than you being correct—that you 
want to do the right thing for your business, which 
will demonstrate that you’re invested in its success.

mailto:amplifybusiness@atb.com
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Getting started: do 
less, not more
When you’re growing a business, it can seem like there are so many 
things you should be doing. In the flurry of all the latest business trends 
and hacks it can be hard to see how your efforts are getting you closer 
to where you want to go. Not to mention the endless Google searches 
that turn up generic information lacking practical advice and tools. It’s no 
surprise if you’re left feeling overwhelmed. So, where do you begin?

Knowing how to prioritize is the key to beating burnout
According to Neville Chamberlain—business 
coach, founder of entrepreneurial how-to website 
Britewrx—entrepreneurs could actually  
be doing less, not more, to grow their business.

“Overwhelm is the result of entrepreneurs trying  
to do too many things at once and not doing  
any of them particularly well.”  (Don’t we all  
know that feeling!)

This is where the Tornado Method comes in. It’s  
a framework to build and grow a business that any 
entrepreneur can use at any stage. How do you 

know if it’s right for you? Well, unless you have  
a complete management team responsible for 
each area of your business, then you can probably 
make your life easier with this framework. 

“The underlying principle is that if you have  
a hundred balls in the air like most entrepreneurs, 
knowing which issue to address, and when, is key. 
You also need to know how each piece affects the 
other. The Tornado Method is like a set of buckets 
to put those balls in and it helps you prioritize and 
decide what to focus on now.” 

https://britewrx.com/
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The building blocks of your 
business
The middle layer of the Tornado Method helps you 
distinguish between what you need to do every 
day (like taking care of your Revenue Engine) and 
the fundamental building blocks that support 
your business. These include your business model 
(where you can use other tools like the Lean 
Canvas), your brand and your product ladder. 

It’s all about revenue, revenue, 
revenue
The top layer of the Tornado Method framework is 
called the Revenue Engine—essentially it’s how you 
make money. It also helps you distinguish between 
different stages of your customers’ buying cycle. 

While many entrepreneurs get caught up in 
thinking that just doing “more marketing will 
solve their problems”, the Tornado Method 
demonstrates  that you need to do well in all five 
areas of positioning your product—marketing, lead 
nurturing,sales, delivery and follow up—in order  
to have sustainable revenue in your business. 

Lead NurturingMarketing Sales Delivery Follow-up

Admin & Money Management

Am I generating 
enough of the right 

kind of leads?

Are enough of 
them expressing an 

interest?

Do enough of them 
eventually buy?

Am I delivering 
flawlessly every time?

Are they delighted, 
and do they come 

back for more?

Do I know where my money is, and is my admin up to date?

Business Model Brand Product Ladder

Corporate & Legal

Do I consistently present a kick-ass 
brand to the world?

Is it easy to buy the first time, build 
trust and come back for more?

Is my business model clearly 
defined and validated?

Do I have the right structure for where I am and where I want to go?

Team, Culture, and Personal Effectiveness
Am I (and my team) getting the right stuff done without 

losing what makes life worth living?

The Tornado Method Framework by Britewrx

https://www.atb.com/business/good-advice/business-resources/
https://www.atb.com/business/good-advice/business-resources/


9 Introduction

Getting stuff done
You can make the best strategies and plans, but 
your strength comes from how you execute with 
your team. That’s where the bottom layer of Team, 
Culture and Personal Effectiveness comes in.

“This is one area that interestingly enough I see 
most entrepreneurs struggle with. This is where  
the overwhelm manifests itself.” — Chamberlain

The key to dealing with that feeling of being 
overwhelmed is to communicate and work 
effectively with your people. Whether you have  
one business partner or a whole staff, learning  
to delegate to, rely on, support and receive  
support from your team is a huge part of  
running a successful business.

Wait, what about my business 
plan?
If you have a business plan that covers some of 
those categories, could that be a substitute?

While a business plan tells you what you aim 
to do, and your goals, it’s not a model for actually 
running your business. The Tornado Method 
gives you a system for building and growing your 
business. For example, if you want to double 
your revenue in the next year, you need to figure 
out what that means for your marketing, lead 
nurturing, sales, etc. Because the Tornado  
Method is visual it gives an overview of where  
the bottlenecks are now and what you need to 
improve to get where you want to go.

You want to revisit your business plan every couple 
of years or so, but the Tornado Method is a tool 
you can use regularly to track your business. Neville 
recommends reviewing your Revenue Engine on a 
weekly basis at least and the foundational Building 
Blocks once a month. Simply ask yourself the key 
question in each box of the framework to see 
what’s working and what needs work. 

The guide includes worksheets that you can fill in 
and walks you through an initial assessment of the 
roadblocks within your business and what to do 
about them.

Resources

Beginner’s Guide to the Tornado 
Method

https://britewrx.com/tornado-method/
https://britewrx.com/tornado-method/
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Jacqueline 
Jacek

Spotlight on Success:

I started JACEK Chocolate Couture from a small 150-square-foot kitchen 
in my basement, always with the intention of opening a commercial 
studio and eventually more locations. Being risk-averse (not all 
entrepreneurs embrace risk!), I wanted to test the market for my 
collection of chocolates before committing to commercial space and 
leaving the security of full-time employment.
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“A year and a half later, we were squeezed in the basement kitchen and 
our sales were increasing, so I had a decision to make: either we stall or 
we grow. Naturally, growth was the only option, but all of the unknowns 
were still very scary.

In an effort to feel comfortable about expansion, I spoke with other 
business owners to get an understanding of their growth strategies and 
learned about a very interesting ratio: your rent cost should not exceed 
10 per cent of your revenue. Interesting. This provided me with the 
budget for commercial space, and I went from there.

Fast forward another year and a half and we are opening a second retail 
location in one of my personal favourite areas of Edmonton, the 104th 
Street Promenade. Having signed a commercial lease once before, 
opening another location didn’t seem quite as scary. However, the 
challenge this time was the investment required for high-traffic retail 
space.

I made the decision to expand purely by running the numbers to 
understand our break-even point, and I used the 10 per cent rule  to 
determine the revenue required to make the expansion feasible long-
term. Once I was comfortable with the financial forecast for the new 
location, I went over it with my banker to get feedback, which proved to 
be invaluable.

In business, there are never any guarantees, but I feel like if I surround 
myself with advisors who believe in me and my vision for the company, 
this makes growth and risk seem a lot less overwhelming. Arlene 
Dickenson says it best in her book All In: “You need to get comfortable 
with the idea of being uncomfortable.”
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1

2

As the owner of a business, you probably do a lot of things without even thinking 
about them simply because they need to get done. But when you expand, someone 
else needs to be in place to do those things. For example, maybe you go shopping 
every week and pick up toilet paper for your business. But if you’re expanding into 
multiple studios and you’re no longer there to shop, then who is buying all the toilet 
paper? If you don’t delegate responsibility, there are going to be a handful of items 
that just don’t get taken care of and those are the little things (like toilet paper!) that 
could hurt the quality of your customers’ and employees’ experience.

Document everything you do.

Market research is key.
Look at the market and identify locations where your business could potentially thrive 
or where there aren’t any businesses like yours. Figure out why there aren’t any similar 
businesses there—if it’s just because no one has taken the leap, then it might make 
sense for you to be the one to do it! Or maybe there are good reasons why a particular 
location isn’t hospitable to businesses like yours. The more research, the better.

Once you’ve identified your expansion market location, dive deeper and answer 
questions like:

7 tips for expanding to 
a new location

• Would this city make sense for our business?

• Would the customers be receptive?

• What is the customer base like?

• What is the market like compared to our current location?

Understanding new potential markets is incredibly important. For example, maybe 
everyone in a certain suburb loves pizza, so you think a second pizza shop will do 
really well. But what you don’t realize is that everyone goes to the same pizza shop 
because they love the owner. It’s important to take into account potential community 
and cultural factors like this.
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3

4
5
6
7

If you’re moving to a new location, partnering with someone who is native to your 
new location and who has more expertise than you do, can help you navigate the 
new area. This will also help to prevent you from spreading yourself too thin between 
launching your new location and managing your original location. 

Even if you aren’t interested in finding a business partner, it can be extremely helpful 
to reach out to others in the industry who are willing to share their knowledge and 
findings. Similar to how Jacqueline Jacek of JACEK Chocolate was able to learn about 
norms for rental costs (the 10 per cent rule) in her industry, you may be able to 
discover some new insider tips for success by speaking with other business owners. 
While the rental ratio Jacqueline learned was very helpful to her own situation, it’s not 
a hard and fast or universal rule. We recommend speaking to experienced business 
owners in your own industry to learn more about what to expect when expanding.

Seek out great business partners.

Listening to your staff and customers is key in order to  nip weaknesses in the bud. 
It gives you the opportunity to fix problems while they’re still manageable and put 
controls in place so that the business can continue to grow at the rate you want.

Be risk-averse.

Make sure you’re thinking of the whole business as you’re expanding. You don’t want 
to lose your trademark quality or commitment to customer experience as you grow 
and open new locations. 

Listen

The biggest mistake people make in the retail/service sector is that they outgrow 
themselves—not in a financial capacity, but in management capacity. There are 
countless examples of  businesses that have grown to 10 stores or more, but  
have decreased the quality of the product they are offering to clients by maybe  
50 or 70 per cent.

Be as certain as you can be of your success.

There will always be a moment when you second guess yourself, but don’t move forward 
on a project or investment idea until you are as sure as you can be that it will work.

Don’t outgrow yourself.
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Expanding your business by opening a new storefront (like JACEK 
Chocolate did) may be the first thing that comes to mind when 
you think about expanding to a new location. However, you 
should also consider the possibility of expanding to a new digital 
location. If you don’t currently offer your products and services 
through an e-commerce channel, you could be missing out on 
many potential customers who conduct their shopping primarily 
online. E-commerce sites are a must for most businesses today, 
as digital natives (Millennial and Gen Z consumers) possess a large 
share of the purchasing power in the market. 

Ways to grow
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E-commerce
Expanding into an e-commerce store is a great idea if you’re looking to avoid too much 
overhead. Platforms like Shopify make it super easy to set up your store, help you 
manage payments and give you access to many other handy features. Even though 
it’s easy to DIY, there are a few things you’ll want to consider before jumping in:

1. Are you currently selling your products 
wholesale? You’ll want to make sure that your 
wholesale clients know you’re starting an online 
store. And make sure you don’t offer your 
products below the price that they’re selling 
them for. One way to deal with this clearly is to 
put a minimum advertised price (MAP) policy in 
place. This prevents sellers (including you and 
your wholesale clients) from undercutting other 
sellers in price. 

2. Are you going to take care of the shipping in-
house? Packing and shipping can take up a lot 
of time. Some companies choose to work with 
a fulfillment centre, but keep in mind that this 
will affect your bottom line. If you do decide 
to work with a fulfillment centre, make sure 

it’s one whose policies and practices around 
employee treatment, customer satisfaction and 
environmental sustainability align with those of 
your business.

3. Stay on top of your SEO (Search Engine 
Optimization) because trends (and your 
customers) are changing faster than ever. You 
want your online store to be prominent when 
people are Googling. For more information on 
SEO check out page 22.

4. You want to make sure that by going online 
you’re attracting a new customer that you 
aren’t currently targeting. If your current clients 
stop coming into your physical store because 
the online store is easier, you may not be 
supporting your business growth.

https://www.shopify.ca/
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Expand your 
business online: 
A step-by-step 
guide
Opening an e-commerce store is an exciting step in creating or 
expanding your business. With an online storefront, you will have many 
opportunities to increase your revenue and target new customers. 
Implementing these helpful tips will put you well on your way to 
becoming an e-commerce success story.
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1. Identify your target audience 
When building your e-commerce site, your first 
consideration should be whom you are aiming  
to target. If you already have a brick and mortar 
store, your primary online visitors will likely be 
those who are already interacting with your 
product—or at least already know about it. This 
existing customer base is a huge bonus, because 
your online presence will already have an audience 
that is loyal to your brand.

If you’re creating an e-commerce storefront 
from scratch, you’ll need to engage in careful 
consideration and research to determine your 
target audience. Utilizing basic SEO can drive traffic 
to your website; however, this general audience 
might not always contain a high proportion of new 
customers. A basic understanding of what, how 
and when your customer wants to interact with 
your product can provide you with a persona which 
you can use to inform your site’s design. 

To start, try browsing Reddit. It can be a useful 
tool when you’re trying to identify your potential 
customers’ pain points and promote your offering 
to particular demographics. Be careful about 
posting advertisements on this site, as some 
subreddits (forums) will not allow these types  
of posts. Blog posts, Instagram posts, and tweets 
have been other proven methods of directing 
potential customers to your website. Since you 
will be unable to interact with your customers 
during every single transaction, developing an 
understanding of who you are targeting will  
help you cater your messaging to the  
needs, demographics and shopping habits  
of your customers. 

2. Choose your platform
Choosing a platform for your e-commerce store  
to live on may seem like a daunting task. The 
platform you choose will become the backbone 
of your online retail operations and will include 
a payment and bookkeeping system as well as 
a method for restocking and keeping track of  
inventory. It will also determine the look of your 
store. While there’s a lot riding on your choice 
of platform, you’re probably not dealing with 
totally unknown territory—these are the same 
considerations that go into the creation of  
a brick and mortar store. 

The first decision you’ll need to make is between  
a software as a service (SaaS)/hosted platform or  
a self-hosted platform. 

SaaS/hosted platform

As a small business owner, you may be inclined to 
select a hosted platform. Benefits associated with 
this type of platform include: relatively inexpensive 
month-to-month subscriptions, PCI (payment card 
industry) and other built-in security features, and 
a more streamlined implementation process. The 
main drawback of a hosted platform is its limited 
flexibility in design elements and the appearance  
of your site. 

If a hosted platform fits your needs, here are  
some questions you should consider when 
choosing your provider:

• What do your onboarding processes look like for 
new clients?

• Can the platform be scaled to continue 
supporting your business as you grow?
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Self-hosted platform

If you want full control over the functionality 
and appearance of your site, a self-hosted or 
on-premise platform may be a better fit for your 
e-commerce needs. The drawback of self-hosted 
platforms is the need for you (or your hired help) 
to employ a higher level of  technical knowledge 
and expertise during development. If you do not 
have the necessary skills, you’ll have to swallow the 
additional costs associated with hiring a developer 
to help in the creation and maintenance of your 
store—which will likely be more expensive (at least 
up-front) than using a hosted platform.

For a more thorough analysis of the provider,  
here are some additional questions to consider 
in your selection process. Some of these 
considerations (such as whether a platform is 
compatible with your current POS system) may 
only be applicable if you have an existing brick  
and mortar store. Only ask the questions that  
are applicable to your business.

If you are wondering where to start in researching 
platforms, here are a few to consider.

• What does your support process look like? 
Where is your support team located? Are they 
available over the phone? Is there an additional 
cost to use this service?

• Can the platform be integrated with your 
existing business procedures, such as your 
current shipping, accounting and POS systems?

•  Can you migrate your historical data onto this 
platform?

• Does it come with built-in security such as PCI 
compliance? Does that cost extra?

3. Select initial products to 
place online
The level of difficulty you might face when deciding 
which products to sell online will differ vastly from 
business to business. 

If you are a brand new business and your 
e-commerce site will be your first sales platform, 
you’ll have to go through some initial trial and error 
to determine which products will perform best. 
You might be surprised by which products become 
your most popular offerings, so don’t be shy when 
testing the market to find out what will sell. 

On the opposite side of the spectrum, businesses 
that currently offer hundreds of products should 
narrow down their product offerings to about 
100 of their best selling items. When making this 
decision, keep in mind that large, bulky products 
could be difficult and costly to ship.

4. Learn what the competition 
is doing
It’s important to understand who is trying to market 
to the same people that you are. A competitive 
analysis shows how your business compares to 
your competitors’. You can begin to formulate how 
to differentiate your company after evaluating the 
strengths and weaknesses of your competition. On 
the next page is a template you can use to track 
your competitors and stay organized as you do 
your competitive research.

https://www.bigcommerce.com/blog/ecommerce-platforms/#things-to-consider-when-choosing-an-ecommerce-platform
https://www.bigcommerce.com/blog/wp-content/uploads/post-pdfs/BigCommerce-ecommerce-platforms.pdf
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After completing your competitive analysis, it’s 
helpful to conduct a detailed analysis of your top 
two competitors. Research the following questions 
for each competitor:

• What types of media do they use for marketing?

• How frequently do they use each type of media?

• How much of their marketing do they pay for 
(for example, online ads)? How much do they get 
for free (for example, customers tweeting about 
a good experience)?

Competitor What do they 
offer?

What is their 
market share? Strengths Weaknesses

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.
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5. Take pictures of your 
inventory
It’s essential to post high-quality images of your 
inventory. Buyers want to see attractive, accurate, 
and informative pictures of products to help them 
decide whether or not they should buy from you. 
With the amount of competition online and the 
recent increase in the number of e-commerce sites, 
posting low-quality images is just not an option if 
you want to be successful in a digital space. 

Taking good photos can seem mysterious and 
expensive, but it doesn’t have to be. You don’t have 
to purchase a fancy camera for the perfect product 
shot—some of the latest smartphones have the 
capability to take high-quality images. Beyond 
your camera, pay attention to the lighting and 
background. The simplest choice is natural lighting; 
try to take photos at the same time of day so the 
lighting remains consistent. It’s also important to 
have a consistent photo setup. To achieve a simple 
and professional look, shoot products in front of a 
continuous background, using plain white or grey 
paper backdrops for a classic effect and acrylic for 
a sleeker look. Finally, remember to take product 
shots from all angles. Your customers want to see 
every side of the product before they make an 
online purchase. The online experience should—as 
close as possible—mimic the in-store experience, 
where customers can turn the product over in their 
hand and examine it before they purchase it. 

6. Deliver the “WOW”

For e-commerce businesses, the shipped package 
represents the most direct touch point and 
connection with a customer. It also happens 
to be one of the most underused marketing 
opportunities. The presentation of the package 
should reflect your brand and the selection  
of shipping and packaging materials should be 
well thought out. What colours, textures and 
shapes represent your brand? What kinds of 
materials are you using? Is the packaging simple 
or fancy? Having a presentable and memorable 
unboxing experience can set you apart from your 
competitors, but keeping in mind shipping costs 
and ecological concerns about excessive (especially 
plastic and mixed-material) packaging is important 
too. Depending on your business and product line, 
you may want to consider including the following  
in your packages:

Packaging and marketing

• Stickers

• Promotional material or business card 

• Packaging slip

• Custom note (make it handwritten if you can) 

• Sample or gift 

• Discount code for future purchase

Ultimately, you want to deliver a package that 
makes your customers say “WOW!” Customers love 
to share positive experiences on their social media.
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7. Choose your payment 
methods 
When choosing the right payment solution for 
your business, you will want to keep a few key 
considerations in mind. 

The most popular online payment methods are 
credit and debit cards. However, there are many 
other common payment methods, including 
PayPal, digital wallets (Apple, Google and Samsung) 
and Interac Online. It will be important to choose a 
system that will allow your customers to pay using 
their preferred method of payment. The best way 
to do this is by choosing a provider that accepts 
a wide variety of payment methods. Also, ensure 
the provider you select accepts payments in all the 
countries you would like to sell to. 

Does the payment system accept the 
payment methods my customer will be 
using?

Security is top of mind when it comes to online 
transactions. In order to prevent fraud and 
facilitate your customers’ peace of mind, select 
a payment system that is both  secure and 
transparent. This will ultimately protect your 
organization’s reputation.

Is the payment system secure? 

Make sure you know how much the system will cost 
before you dive in head first. Some systems charge 
monthly fees while others charge transaction fees. 

Can I afford the system?

9. Drive traffic with SEO
SEO is a process of organizing a webpage to 
drive free and organic traffic from search engines 
such as Google, Bing and Yahoo to your site. 
Although optimizing your content involves many 
considerations, here are some initial guidelines to 
get you started.

8. Take care of your security 
and tax details
Just like any brick and mortar store, e-commerce 
stores must be tax compliant. There are software 
providers that can help to ensure that your 
operations are tax compliant (examples of 
programs your business can use to facilitate this 
process can be found here).

You will also need to protect your customers’ 
data in case of data breaches. Getting your SSL 
Certification will allow you to secure the sensitive 
information your customers provide when they 
visit your site and make purchases online. Having 
an SSL Certification will also help boost your 
e-commerce site’s ranking on Google. 

Don’t skip out on reading the terms and conditions 
for each system, as this will be key in avoiding 
hidden costs. 

To get you started, we recommend chatting with 
ATB’s Merchant Services team.

https://www.bigcommerce.com/apps/accounting-tax/
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To drive the most and highest quality traffic to your 
e-commerce site, “MOZ blog” has provided these 
guidelines for creating your URLs:

Select an SEO-friendly URL

1. Since accessibility is important to search 
engines, your URL should be easy to read and 
interpret for your customers.

2. Include your carefully selected keywords in 
your URL. Your URL should also match the title 
of your webpage.

3. Lengthy URLs do not rank as well as URLs 
below 50 characters.

4. Avoid using words such as ‘a’, ‘the’ and ‘and’. 
These are considered “stop words” and will 
reduce your ranking on the results page.

If you have an existing brick and mortar store, you 
have a couple options when selecting a domain 
name for your accompanying e-commerce store. 
One option is using your current business name, 
with the rationale that your customers already 
recognize and feel loyal to this existing brand. 
However, a second alternative is to select an  
SEO-friendly domain that will rank highly in the 
search results. This means you will be starting  
your brand recognition from scratch, but you will 
be able to explore the resulting potential to drive 
new traffic to your site. You may also decide on a 
new name. Doing this will give you the opportunity 
to rebrand your existing business or differentiate 
your e-commerce storefront from your brick  
and mortar store.

Choosing a domain name 10. Create pages that rank

When trying to determine which keywords you 
are using, Google is a great place to start. You 
know how, when you’re typing a question into the 
main search bar, similar questions asked will pop 
up? Before hitting search, make a note of these 
questions. Then scroll to the bottom of your search 
results page, here you’ll find related searches. 
These two easily accessible sources will provide 
a good starting point for selecting keywords to 
use on your e-commerce page. If this method is 
providing you with limited suggestions, another 
free resource is Google Keyword Planner.

Once you have identified which keywords you want 
to use, make sure to incorporate them into three 
key areas of your webpage:

Select the right keywords

1. Your title tag and meta description

2. Your URL

3. Alt-Text for images

Most importantly, remember to be natural in 
your use of keywords and avoid keyword stuffing. 
“Keyword stuffing” is the term used for adding 
keywords wherever and whenever you can and 
repeating these terms as often as possible. 
Avoiding this practice makes your website look 
more authentic to your customers and will 
improve your credibility to search engines. While 
the practice of inserting keywords can be similar 
when search engine optimizing content-heavy blog 
posts, there is one key difference when adding 
keywords in order to improve your ranking as an 

https://moz.com/blog
https://ads.google.com/intl/en_ca/home/tools/keyword-planner/
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Your product descriptions should be long enough 
and provide enough description that a search 
engine can accurately rank your content. More 
description and reviews give a search engine more 
information to base its ranking off of and a better 
opportunity for your business to use its keywords. 
If your e-commerce store includes many products, 
it can be a lengthy process to write a detailed 
description for each item. If this is what you’re 
facing, consider including more information for 
your best-selling products. This will result in high 
rankings of these products, which will then drive 
traffic to the rest of your e-commerce store.

Help Google rank your pages

e-commerce website. Search engines care most 
about commercial keywords that exhibit buying 
intent. Using these words will help your site to  
rank in the “shop” section at the top of the search 
engine results page (SERP).

While you continue to add more information  
to your product descriptions, a temporary solution 
can be to create a CSV file with all of your products’ 
names and the categories they fall into.  
For example, if you are running a clothing store 
these categories might be: tops, bottoms and 
accessories.The categorization of your products 
can then be used in the meta description.

There is no guarantee that your SEO strategy  
will work perfectly on your first try. To continue 
to improve the performance of your e-commerce 
store, try Google Search Console—an excellent  
tool to help you identify areas of improvement  
and maximize your site’s traffic.

https://search.google.com/search-console/about
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Local 
Laundry

Inteview with  
Dustin and Connor of
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Connor: “I started Local Laundry in 2015, while studying for an MBA in Sweden and traveling 
around Europe. I wanted to create something that represented Calgary. I Google searched 
“how to build a t shirt company,” then Youtubed it. I had never designed a website before; I 
didn’t know anything about e-commerce, nothing about t-shirts or design. But right from the 
get-go, I was interested in building community and connecting people over profits. (That’s why 
10% of Local Laundry’s profits go back to the customer’s charity of choice.) When I eventually 
moved back to Calgary, where I met Dustin, that’s when things started to grow.”

ATB: Tell me about Local Laundry: how you started, why, where, and when.

Dustin: “At the time, I was doing screen printing for a promotional company that used a 
third-party fulfilment company in Los Angeles. Connor was looking for something more 
local, but that kind of fulfilment solution wasn’t available in Canada. I really liked the concept 
of promoting and supporting local. We started with hats, maybe 20 or 25. I took care of 
production and shipping. Everything was made to order: Shopify would link to Printful and 
the design would print. Now all of our community designs are still made to order, but digitally 
printed in Toronto.”

Connor: “It’s open 24/7, available to people around the world, and it’s a great way to test the 
market, see what sells and doesn’t sell. For instance, we thought that Calgary community 
shirts were the way to go; YYC was an afterthought. But YYC was what took off! If we’d been a 
traditional business, I would have invested too much in inventory for the wrong thing. People 
research something to death, and they don’t want to launch unless their product is perfect. 
But if you have an idea, just launch and learn! You’ll get paralysis by analysis. Your first product 
will never be perfect, you just need to get it out there.”

ATB: Why did you choose to primarily focus on being an e-commerce business?

Dustin: “It seemed like a great opportunity to get our feet wet. We were in school/newly 
graduated, but we didn’t need a lot of money to get started in e-commerce; it was about 
growing and building and expanding as we went. We can sell from anywhere to anywhere—
Connor launched a Calgary business in Sweden!”

Dustin: “Get across that you are legitimate. You’re asking people for their money; make  
sure to show them that it’s worth it. With Shopify and Printful, their templates and tools  
made us look legit.”

ATB: What were some things you needed to have ready before you created your website?

Connor: “You need to understand how your supply chain will work, get products from A to B.”

Connor: “It’s the little things that count. Get a real email!! None of this Gmail stuff! I put it off 
for so long, but it’s not that technical or hard.”
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Connor: “We’re keeping it updated, keeping it fresh. Don’t talk about Christmas stuff in May! 
People see that. We now update themes once per year; we paid for a theme last year so our 
website stands out.” 

Dustin: “We got professional photos—it’s an important piece to show people that you’re legit. 
We’ve invested in the analytics side, Lucky Orange reporting. You can track someone’s entire  
journey on your website, use consumer data to see how you need to change the site and improve.

We subscribe to the Tim Ferris method (the 4 hour workweek). We ask ourselves, where can 
we automate? Is there a small investment we can make? We did our own shipping for a year, 
but once we got busy we found a partner to do fulfilment and we got an extra 10 hours.”

Dustin: “Plus, it’s affordable, and adding new products is super easy.”

Connor: “We chose to use Shopify to build our website, because they had a Youtube video 
showing us how to do it. Find the website builder that’s easy for you to use (they’re all kind of 
the same). Just pick one and run with it.”

ATB: How did you guys build your website? Did you use a do-it-yourself platform, or did you pay a 
developer? And why? 

ATB: Have you changed your website since you’ve launched?

Connor: “Mostly checking out analytics, checking to make sure links are working, checking 
social media, checking abandoned cart rate.”

ATB: What kind of day-to-day maintenance or monitoring does your website require?

Dustin: “Sometimes people try to buy with a stolen credit card. We shut down our site for 
two weeks in the US because of fraud.“

Connor: “You need to find ways to stand out. How do we differentiate ourselves and 
stay engaged with our audience? Our big thing is community, so we share stories about 
collaborating with other entrepreneurs and focus on 100% made-in-Canada clothing—this is 
appealing to our audience. You have to think of yourself as a media company.”

ATB: What’s been the biggest challenge in running a website for your business?

Dustin: “We’re selling t-shirts, but we’re here to tell stories. Hone in on the story.”

Connor: “Our goal now is to donate over a million dollars to charities across Canada. Now 
more than ever, it’s easy to start an e-commerce business. Now’s the time.”
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If you’ve read this far into the guide, we think it’s fair to assume that you 
want more people buying into your business. We get it—who doesn’t 
want more customers? But one of the dangers of trying to serve more 
people is that you can get caught up in the idea of expansion and lose 
sight of the loyal followers who’ve been with you since day one.

So what’s an entrepreneur to do? We have good news—it’s possible 
for you to bring more people to your business without driving away 
everyone who’s already there. Here are four tips that can help you strike 
that balance while expanding to a new market.

How to avoid 
alienating your 
current audience 
while targeting a 
new market
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Personas are richly detailed, research-informed 
fictional characters that you create to represent 
a group of people who’d buy your products or 
services. Even though these characters aren’t  
real, they’re based on real information about  
your customers.

Details you can use to create your  
personas include:

1. Create (and use) in-depth personas

1. Name

2. Age

3. Profession

4. Income

5. Education

6. Family

7. Hobbies

8. Passions & 
interests

9. Habits & daily 
routines

10. Existing brands 
they’re loyal to

11. One thing they 
can’t live without

12. Goals and 
challenges

13. Motivations

14. Key needs

15. Marketing message 
to this persona

16. Elevator pitch to 
this persona

Whatever you decide is the right platform for 
you, talking with your customers is the best way 
to understand them and create a persona that 
accurately represents them. 

However, there may be some things you won’t 
be able to ask your customers directly. Do some 
digging into your company’s followers on social 
media and see what they’re talking about, sharing 
and posting. Doing so can help you fill in the gaps. 
Ultimately, you may have to make a few educated 
guesses—just know that you may have to adjust as 
new information comes in along the way.

Having different personas for different markets 
allows you to deeply understand and connect with 
your target markets. This way, you can customize 
your brand experience and messaging based on 
their needs and wants.

When National Geographic first printed their 
vibrant photos of distant lands, cultures and 
animals in 1914, the yellow-bound magazine 
became a staple in households across the world. 
But come the 1990s, readership took a massive 
downturn when the new generation dismissed  
it as their grandparents’ magazine.

Instead of waiting for the print publication to go 
extinct, the magazine’s CEO led a transformation 
of the Nat Geo brand across all media platforms. 
In 2001, they launched the National Geographic 
Channel, and the rise of visual social media 
platforms has given the company space to interact 
with their audience digitally and effectively 
showcase their jaw-dropping photography—all 
while continuing to produce the magazine for  
the customers who still prefer print.

2. Focus on how you meet their needs  
(and wants)

Collect as much information as you can from your 
customers (while still keeping it ethical!). You could:

• gather contact information when they sign up 
for your email list 

• ask them to fill out a survey 

• do a poll

• ask a question through your Instagram story  

• chat face to face 
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Remember when cult-favourite Lululemon used to 
only serve yoga enthusiasts? That was the intent 
when the company started in Vancouver. But over 
the years, the brand’s popularity and an influx 
of demand from all kinds of athletes caused the 
company to expand their offerings. 

They introduced running apparel and campaigns, 
using taglines like “Breathe it in. Run it out.” and 
“Running: Making it meditation” to appeal to 
the mindful runner. The Lululemon-sponsored 
SeaWheeze half marathon is one of the most 
popular races in the country, and their 10km race 
circuit through Canada sold out almost instantly. 

3. Use customized messaging

Say “thank you” to your customers who come back 
again and again to support your business.

Makeup superstore Sephora gets top honours 
for their loyalty system. Customers can become 
“Beauty Insiders” to collect points to put towards 
their purchases, and receive exclusive discounts, 
samples and even birthday gifts. Plus, once you’ve 
reached a certain number of dollars spent, you 
become a VIB, unlocking even more rewards for 
your shopping.

You could follow in Sephora’s footsteps in your 
physical stores and online. Give your loyal 
customers and email subscribers exclusive access 
to new products, shopping events, or special 
discounts, along with any other rewards that align 
with your customer demographic or your industry.

4. Reward loyalty

Resources

HubSpot’s Persona Template and Guide

Forbes’ article on innivative loyalty programs

Meet your new audience where they’re at, whether 
that’s through glossy magazine pages or on 
Instagram. Like National Geographic, you can 
diversify your offerings or mediums to meet the 
wants and preferences of new audiences so they 
feel seen and understood. That’s the groundwork 
for a successful business-customer relationship.

Their tailored messaging never leaves runners 
wondering if Lululemon has products for  
them, while the yoga crowd still knows it  
hasn’t been forgotten.

https://blog.hubspot.com/marketing/buyer-persona-research
https://blog.hubspot.com/marketing/buyer-persona-research
https://www.forbes.com/sites/tinamulqueen/2018/08/01/beyond-points-companies-are-using-innovative-rewards-programs-to-draw-in-customers/#12cfe680732d
https://www.forbes.com/sites/tinamulqueen/2018/08/01/beyond-points-companies-are-using-innovative-rewards-programs-to-draw-in-customers/#12cfe680732d
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Catching the eye  
of a retail partner
By Rob Horricks, Blush Lane & SPUD.ca

• Local

• Natural food

• Unique dietary offerings (gluten free for 
example)

• Environmentally conscious

• Trends in California & Australia

We get a lot of businesses approaching us. It can be overwhelming—my team will get 
hundreds of emails a day with people pitching their new product. This is definitely not the 
most effective way  to get our attention! 

No matter what you’re selling, chances are you want to be in some kind of retail setting so that 
you’re able to efficiently market your product and get a deeper understanding of who your 
customer is. I’ve learned lots of tips and tricks over the years—and a lot of the same advice 
applies whether your retailer is a brick and mortar location or online-based.

The very first thing you need to do is create a finalized version of your product. You only 
have one chance to make a first impression, so put in the work and come to the table with a 
polished product that’s been market tested and is shelf-ready. 

Next, you need to realize that each retail location is unique and looking for different things. 
Visiting their physical and digital locations will give you an idea of what’s important to them, 
what their values are and what type of products they stock. Once you have this information, 
you then can line it up against your company and products and see if there’s a fit. For example, 
at Blush Lane we look for:
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1. Minimize the potential downside of your risks.

2. Love what you do so it doesn’t seem like work.

3. Be obsessive.

4. Manage your cash flow and do some forecasting to make sure you can survive  
the ebbs and flows.

5. Learn to deal with people. When you hire, you should be able to set clear expectations,  
then empower and engage your staff so you don’t have to micromanage.

Working with a broker is key. They can use their connections to get in and show a retailer 
multiple new products at once, which is much more time efficient. A broker’s job is to know  
the market and the people who service that market, so they will use their contact list to get  
you in front of different buyers. They’ll also know what’s on trend and where there are  
gaps to fill. They will help to vet new businesses to make sure that you have a budget for 
advertising, free fills, demos, etc. If they successfully get you listed, they will manage your 
retailer-vendor relationship. 

Once you get in a store and you’re on the shelves, that’s a huge success. It’s significantly harder 
to get listed than get delisted, since retailers aren’t constantly re-analyzing the decision—
especially if it’s a local product. Once you’re on the shelves, you have some time to get your 
product moving. Make the most of that time by promoting your retail presence on social 
media and even attracting the attention of media outlets by playing the local business card. 

It’s also a good idea to come into the store to meet your potential customers and give out 
samples. People like to try before they buy! So wow the customers, make sales, and then  
you’ll wow the retailer (me). 

When you’re a new business or product, be prepared to provide some free product to test in 
the store and see if it moves. Once we see movement, we’ll order—but we want to make sure 
that our customers like it first. You’ll also want to make sure you’re well prepared on the business 
side—you’ll need enough cash flow to sustain you while we test the product in-store and for 
the terms of our first order if we decide to order. You’ll also need a good invoicing system. 

Despite all that I’ve said, rules are meant to be broken and we all love seeing something  
a little different. 

If you have a unique product with an interesting story, all my advice might go out the window!

My top tips for growth:



32A new market

Getting your 
product into stores
You’ve put in the work to create a product you’re proud of. You’re 
making sales, but you know that you can take things to the next level—
you envision your product popping up at your favorite grocery store. 
The only problem is that you have no clue where to start. 

Trust us, you’re not alone. When Mike and Jamie of Calgary Heritage 
Roasting Co. (craft coffee roasters fueled by a love of the outdoors) were 
looking into retail sales, they had no clue either. But since launching 
in 2015, they’ve had a ton of practice approaching and working with 
retailers to get their coffee in-store, and Mike is here to share what 
they’ve learned along the way.
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The CHRC sales journey
Mike and Jamie started selling beans in November 
2015 through their e-commerce website. “It’s pretty 
much impossible to start a cafe—a physical brick 
and mortar location—when you have no track 
record of sales and no idea what you’re doing,” 
Mike laughs. So e-commerce was the best way for 
CHRC to get started and build credibility. With the 
help of their first mentor, they got their site up and 
running in a month—and started selling to friends, 
family and “anyone who’d throw in their credit  
card details.”

But what launched CHRC into the retail 
marketplace was getting out from behind the 
screens and into events. The duo picked up their 
first retailer—Meraki Supply Co—when they were a 
vendor at Market Collective, a venue Mike describes 
as a “curated, cooler farmers market featuring local 
handmade goods.” Attending events like these has 
been key for spreading the word about CHRC.  
Now their beans are sold by over 40 retailers  
across Canada.

Here’s Mike’s advice on getting your 
product out of your warehouse and 
onto the store shelf:

1. When you’re looking to get into a specific 
store, call ahead and make sure the owner 
or category manager for your product is in 
the store. For big stores, they’ll probably have 
one person per category; for smaller stores, 
the person you want to talk to is the store 
manager. Nothing will happen unless you  
can speak directly to the right person.

2. Try to set up a meeting with the person  
you need to talk to. This may not happen 
as these people are busy, but don’t let this 
discourage you.

3. Get a name and contact information for the 
category manager or owner, and then follow 

How do I approach a retailer? 
up, follow up, and follow up! The number of 
times I’ve been turned away is unreal. One of 
our retailers listed us a year after we first talked 
with them. We just kept following up, and finally 
they listed. You always want to be in the back 
of their mind, but continually improving your 
process and product in that in-between period.

4. When you finally get that meeting, you’ll need 
your sell sheet and your product (sample or 
full size) for them to take and try. Your sell 
sheet should explain who you are and your 
differentiating factors, and include products 
shots, SKUs, units and prices. In other words, 
make it easy for the buyer.
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What do I need to know before 
meeting with a retailer?
Know your numbers. What does it cost you to make 
your product? What are your margins? What do you 
want your profit to be? What is your competition 
selling at? Make sure you ask about all of the added 
costs associated with a particular retailer (this is 
an important part of knowing what your margin 
is). Just because you sold $1,000 worth of product 
doesn’t mean you actually made that in profit—we 
had to learn that quick.

Know your differentiating factor. People will  
ask, “Why would I spend $X to buy your product 

when I could get something similar for cheaper,  
or from this other brand?” Know how to answer 
that question.

Realize that the retail environment is a partnership. 
Know your worth and what you come to the table 
with, and know how the retailer can help you 
help them. Build a positive relationship with your 
retailers—meet them halfway. We don’t think 
we’re too good or too big, and we never act like 
we’re the smartest—we’re always asking questions 
about how we can do better. We do demos and 
samplings regularly in-store. Hopefully we’re in the 
store enough that people remember our faces and 
associate it with our coffee.

The realities of getting your product in a retail space
Initially, for CHRC, the process of getting into a retail space was brutal. Every retailer is 
different, every category is different—there’s no silver bullet to this. Some retailers were easy 
to get into, others still haven’t let us in.

Honestly, it’s all about timing. You just do your best to prepare yourself and don’t ever give 
up. There are so many factors at play when getting into the retail space. Different product 
categories are treated differently, differing customer demographics determine which stores 
make the most sense to sell at even within the same category, and product cycles are different 
for each product type and store.

The competition is so fierce. Your product needs to be revolutionary, or you need to sell your 
story. You need to find your way to stand out. 
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Pros and cons of selling your product through a retailer

Pros:

There’s no cooler feeling than walking into a 
store and seeing your product on the shelf. It’s so 
fulfilling, especially if that’s what you’ve wanted to 
accomplish from the start. 

And I love that we’re always learning something  
new. Our job is changing all the time.

Cons:

Well, I’d say that the process is both difficult and 
discouraging, but to me that isn’t really a con!  
When stuff gets uncomfortable, lean in. If it was 
easy, everyone would do it. We have so much 
varying competition in our product category, but it’s 
cool to see everyone’s niches and how we’ve made 
our own by pushing through.

Mike’s final three pieces of retail advice 
1. Blindly lead with passion. Figure out who you are and what you want to do.

2. Get a mentor who has experience in the field to challenge you and refine who you are.

3. Pull the trigger. Just go for it, and keep going for it.
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Expanding by 
creating a new 
product 

Creating a new product is often one of the most effective ways you 
can grow your company and should  be a key component of your 
business’s growth strategy. Your existing customers will be excited when 
you change up your offerings, and you will be excited when you start 
attracting customers and revenue from new and different markets.

However, before you begin experimenting with what your new product 
might look like, it’s important to do proper planning, budgeting and 
research to ensure that your endeavor is feasible and that pursuing it is 
in the current best interests of your company. Already have an idea in 
mind? Here’s our advice to help your product development plan succeed.
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Who is on your product creation team?
As a small business owner, you are probably the team leader in this 
new and exciting project! But if you do select someone else, this 
person will be the key point of contact for you and your product 
creation team throughout the development and marketing of this 
product. In addition to an inspiring product leader, you’ll need an 
equally visionary team to help make this dream a reality. Regardless 
of who you decide to put on your team, it’s crucial to remember 
that when you’re doing things right, new product development can 
be time consuming. Make sure your chosen team leader is able 
to manage this project along with the existing work on their plate 
(especially if that team leader is you!) .

What are your budget constraints?
A good budget will not only help you identify the financial 
commitment needed to see the project through to completion, but 
also help you estimate the hours required of your dedicated team 
members. It may not be feasible to fund a full team of employees to 
work on product development, but you may also discover that some 
of your people only need to be involved at certain stages of the 
process. When creating your budget, consider dividing it into stages 
of product creation, including:  brainstorming and research, design 
and testing, and eventually production and marketing. 

When drawing up your budget, take a look at your business’s big 
picture and keep in mind exactly what you can afford to spend. 
Figure out if it’s a good idea to take on an additional product right 
now. If your resources will be less constrained a couple months 
down the road, there’s no harm in waiting. In fact, you might be 
doing yourself a favour by not disrupting your current business 
model and day-to-day activities.
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Do your research and identify  
product need
When deciding what kind of product you should be adding to your inventory, 
consider these questions:

• What gaps need to be filled in the marketplace you operate in?

• Does the product you’re trying to create meet a need within this market? 

• Does this product exist? Does a similar product exist?

• If a similar product does exist, can your business’s branding be considered 
enough of a competitive advantage to make you successful?

• Will your existing product fill this need? If so, will the creation of a new 
product hurt the sales of your existing product or will it enhance your 
current offering?

• Is your product a seasonal product? 

Although there are many, many more factors to consider, these questions 
can provide you with a good basis to get started.

Consider your customer every step of the 
way
It can be valuable to identify who your target market is and then further 
explore what an “ideal” customer is through the creation of a persona. (For 
a more in-depth discussion of personas, see “How to avoid alienating your 
current audience while targeting a new market”.) By doing some exploration 
into who your customer might be, you’ll be able to better understand how 
you can meet their needs or solve their problems with your new product.

Once you’ve settled on the product you will be developing, set up a system 
that will allow you to get feedback from your target customers as early as you 
can. Even if this means your product isn’t fully developed before it’s tested, 
accurate feedback will save your team both time and money and help you 
make your product better, faster. Creating an MVP (minimum viable product) 
and getting feedback through focus groups early on is essential to ensuring 
your efforts are worth their while.
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Make a plan to manage additional inventory
While developing new products is exciting, it means you’ll soon have more 
products to manage. Maybe you have a manual tracking system that can 
handle your expanding inventory. Maybe you’re considering implementing 
an automated system as your business grows. Regardless, it’s key to start 
thinking about inventory management early. You want to make sure your 
customers will be able to easily purchase both your new and existing 
products and avoid seeing empty shelves or continual stockouts, which can 
be discouraging and inhibit new customers from trying your product. 

Document your development process
While your initial budget may change along the way, adapting and 
documenting these changes will help you to streamline and refine the 
process for your next product iteration. Comparing stages in your budget 
and understanding where your product sits in the product life cycle, will give 
you a greater awareness of the pain points in your current process. Closely 
monitor the sales of your new product to determine if it is hurting your other 
product or there is a customer need in another area.
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When considering ways to grow your business, becoming a franchisor 
and empowering others to duplicate what you’ve already done is a great 
option. Franchising could be a fit for you if you already have three to five 
locations that are thriving and a lot of your customers are requesting 
that you open in different cities or provinces.

If you think franchising might work well for your business, here are 
seven things you’ll need to get started:

Franchising your 
business
By Brittany Yarham, Manager of franchising, ATB Financial
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1. Franchise disclosure document (FDD)

Each franchise has to have an FDD that states 
everything about the business and be licensed 
in each province they plan on operating their 
franchise in. A lawyer can help you draw up an 
FDD. Your business industry, how many provinces 
you plan on entering, and how many current 
locations you have will determine how much this 
will cost (anywhere from $5,000 to $50,000).

2. Franchise agreement

This document is mandatory—this is what your 
franchisees will be signing. Keep in mind that your 
franchise agreement should be drafted by a lawyer.

3. Operating manual 

Your operating manual will also need to be created 
and reviewed by a lawyer. It should include your 
rules, regulations and guidelines on how to run a 
franchise location of your business.

Resources

The Canadian Franchise Association

4. Accounting firm

You’ll need the services of an accounting firm 
that understands the income streams involved 
in franchising (such as the franchise fees, royalty 
fees and advertising fees that come from your 
franchisees). You may also be looking at owning 
corporate stores, if they’re located in several 
provinces then your accountant may need to 
adhere to different tax laws.

5. Marketing

How are you going to brand your business? What 
social media platforms are you going to use? Will 
you have someone in-house monitoring social 
media or will you contract this work? (When you 
have fewer than 30 stores, I would recommend 
outsourcing your social media. Once you have 
grown over that threshold, reevaluate if it makes 
sense hiring someone for this role.) I would 
recommend joining the Canadian Franchise 
Association.

6. Merchant services & POS systems

More than likely, your business will need a 
merchant terminal to accept credit and debit—your 
bank should be able to help you with that. You may 
also need a user-friendly POS system. Your bank 
should be able to provide assistance here as well, 
or at least point you in the right direction.

7. Financial institution

Partnering with your bank will be key in moving your 
franchise forward. They’ll help you structure deals for 
franchisees, fund your own locations, and provide 
help with expansion, accounts, loans, operating 
capital and more. They’ll also be able to give advice, 
connect you with appropriate vendors and provide 
other support to help operate your business.

ATB Franchise Solutions

https://www.cfa.ca/
https://www.cfa.ca/
https://www.cfa.ca/
https://atb.com/business/experts/Pages/franchise-solutions.aspx?utm_source=vanity&utm_medium=redirect
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Entrepreneurial 
advice from 
Alberta’s  
own Gord  
Bamford
26-time CCMA award winner and three-time JUNO nominee Gord 
Bamford sets a great example for fellow Albertan musicians—and 
entrepreneurs. For those who aren’t country music fans (except during 
Stampede and K-Days season—amiright?), Gord is an Alberta-raised 
country music artist with hits including the immortal “Dive Bar” and 
“Breakfast Beer.” Although Bamford enjoys success now, it took nearly 
20 years of hard work and an active search for growth opportunities to 
achieve his status. 

Intrigued by his entrepreneurial story, we interviewed Gord to get his 
take on building a career in the music industry and maintaining Alberta 
as a home base over the course of his exciting journey.

https://www.ccma.org/
https://junoawards.ca/
https://gordbamford.com/
https://gordbamford.com/
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In Gord’s opinion, it’s simple: you shouldn’t change 
who you are just to sell products (or concert tickets).

Rather, he advises, “believe in what you do and 
stay the course of what you are good at.” Gord 
is big on atmosphere and often chooses to play 
more intimate shows over big arena shows as it 
allows him to connect with his fans. This authentic 
demeanor ties him strongly to his Albertan roots 
and shows his fans that he’s he’s committed to 
their experience.

Success in the music industry (and in business, for 
that matter) is not something you arrive at via a 
clear or defined path. For Gord, the best thing to 
do is simply “believe in your vision and your path 
and stick to a plan.” In his experience, only staying 
true to yourself will make it possible to achieve a 
“fanbase that loves what you do and a hard ticket 
fanbase that will support you forever.”

Stay true to yourself

As an artist or business owner, you will face lots 
of uncertainty throughout your career. But rather 
than over-planning or making sure conditions are 
perfect before you get your feet wet, Bamford 
suggests that the “best way to get good at business 
is to go after it and learn along the way.” Although 
this might sound scary, you’ll be surprised at 

Surround yourself with the 
right people

the mentors that show up to provide help and 
guidance at the crucial moments—or help you get 
back on your feet when things go awry.

By allowing the people around him to feel like  
they are a part of his journey, Gord has been able 
to build a strong team around him who, along with 
careful planning, risk taking and some killer music, 
have been able to draw a continual stream of new 
fans and inspire small business owners alike.  
This has been key to his longevity in the industry 
and he would advise all entrepreneurs to make 
sure they have the right people surrounding  
them and their business.

Being an entrepreneur means that Gord has  
a lot on his plate—his own music, developing other 
artists, the Gord Bamford Foundation, and all of  
his public appearances and events. It’s key to 
develop long and short term priorities that allow 
you to determine where to spend your time.  
Gord recognizes that giving back to the community 
is a huge priority; but, his own passion lies in  
music. So, in order to manage this conflict, he  
has built a strong team that he trusts with the  
day-to-day management.

Determine your priorities

https://gordbamfordfoundation.com/
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As you’re growing your business, you will be looking 
for help from different people—including financing 
partners. Sometimes they won’t believe in your 
vision or give you terms that you agree with and so 
you will have to check in with your gut and see if 
you are doing the right thing. If you think you are, 
you might just have to go all in on yourself. This is 
what Gord did 25 years ago. Instead of signing  
with a major record label, his parents helped  
him secure a $25,000 line of credit from ATB.  
With the help of ATB and his own desire to achieve 
his dream, Gord was able to build his music empire 
into what it is today.

Trust your gut
While giving back to the community is an important 
priority for Gord, he prefers to spend time focusing 
on his primary passion, which ultimately lies in 
the music. In order to successfully balance these 
high priority tasks throughout his career, he has 
entrusted a strong team to handle the day-to-day 
management of the Gord Bamford Foundation.

His foundation has been hugely successful, raising 
over $3.6 million over the course of his career. 
However, Gord assures us that there will be more 
to come in the future, singing that “We’re just 
getting started!”

With the foundation, Gord chooses to support a 
multitude of youth programs across Canada.

Give back to the community

Resources

Gord Bamford Foundation

https://gordbamfordfoundation.com/
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Crossing 
provincial borders
By Glenn Willis, CPA, CA, CPA, CMA, Partner, Tax Services, MNP LLP
Glenn.Willis@mnp.ca

Your business has grown to the point where you’re now considering 
expanding out of the province. While doing so can create exciting 
business opportunities, it can also make things complicated from  
a tax perspective. Business knows no borders, but the taxman does,  
and every jurisdiction has its own quirks.

To successfully navigate  differing provincial environments, it’s crucial 
to develop tax minimization strategies that effectively meet your filing 
obligations, while identifying opportunities for claiming benefits  
you’re entitled to.

mailto:Glenn.Willis%40mnp.ca?subject=
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• Income tax

• Sales tax

• Property tax

• Other

Provincial taxes

Canada has 10 provinces and three territories, 
each with its own set of rules, and cross-border 
nuances that are often not clear. However, there 
are four common tax buckets that apply to most 
jurisdictions:

Alberta and Quebec are the only two provinces that 
have separate federal and provincial income tax 
returns. However, that is only from a compliance 
perspective and each province has it’s own income 
tax legislation that is administered by the federal 
government. And while Alberta enjoys the unique 
privilege of charging no provincial sales tax, it is 
subject—like all other Canadian jurisdictions—to 
the federal Goods and Services Tax (GST).

The consequences of an error in sales-based taxes 
are significant and can add up. As a business 
owner, you are aware that income tax is usually  
a higher rate than your sales-based tax, based  
on net numbers. But if you are dealing in another 
province and aren’t collecting the proper amount  
of sales tax, that uncollected money is a percentage 
of your revenue. Not minding the details can get 
very costly, very quickly.

New province, new office?

Now that your out-of-province sales are up, it might 
seem like a good idea to open another office where 
the action is. It’s easy to overlook the additional tax 
considerations when looking at the cost to expand. 
Do some due diligence. As long as you’re only 
Alberta-based, you might be able to sell into B.C. 
without having an overly complex tax structure. 
But once you open an office in B.C., things change 
dramatically.

For example, if your sales into Vancouver, B.C. 
are strong, you might want to open an office in 
Chilliwack, B.C., where the sales revenue is less  
but so is the rent. Since the revenue from the office 
is not that high, you might think “meh, this won’t 
affect my taxes.” 

Actually it may change the character of all of the 
other sales you are making in B.C. Once you open 
that Chilliwack office, the $10,000,000 you sell into 
Vancouver may now be subject to a B.C. provincial 
sales analysis even if the product still is coming 
from Alberta and the tax on the net income from 
those sales may be subject to BC sales tax.
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Property and land transfer tax

People don’t look at property tax the same way 
they look at other taxes, and that’s unfortunate 
because it’s still cost. And while you can be 
proactive with other taxes and file accordingly, 
property taxes are set by the municipality. 

Unlike other jurisdictions, Alberta has land transfer 
registration and mortgage registration fees but 
no land transfer tax. Buying a property in another 
province can add a chunk to your expansion costs. 
If you buy property in Toronto, for example, you 
need to add four per cent to your budget. 

On the flip side, some jurisdictions may offer 
rebates on land transfer taxes. Knowing which 
tax applies where and keeping track of the 
opportunities for refunds or tax credits can have a 
significant impact on your overall expansion plan. 

MNP is one of the largest national accounting and consulting firms in Canada, providing 
client-focused accounting, taxation and consulting advice. National in scope and local in focus, 
MNP has proudly served individuals and public and private companies for 60 years. Through 
the development of strong relationships, MNP provides personalized strategies and a local 
perspective to help them succeed

Details add up

Hiring people in another province also will impact 
your business. Ontario has an employer health 
tax, for example. Differences in payroll taxes, in 
addition to standard federal programs like EI and 
CPP, add up. And now there is the new Carbon Tax!

In summary, it’s dangerous to not fully understand 
the tax environment when you step outside of 
your home base. The average business owner 
might recognize that going to the United States is 
complex but think transacting with Saskatchewan 
must not be. That’s a big mistake.

The big picture is the same, whatever border 
you cross—any expansion strategy needs to 
incorporate a fully developed tax plan to mitigate 
the business risk.

For more information, visit MNP.ca or contact your 
trusted MNP Advisor.
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1 Export Development Canada. 2013-2017 Corporate Plan. 
2 Government of Canada. Key Small Business Statistics – June 2016.

Given Canada’s limited domestic demand and resource-rich land, our 
country is well known for its export economy. Exporters employ twice as 
many people, spend six times more on research and development, and 
have revenues of more than twice their domestic equivalents.1

As you can see, there’s good reason to export. But for a country highly 
dependent on trade for its economic prosperity, only 38 per cent of 
Canadian manufacturers are exporting today.2 This is Canada’s export 
challenge and it’s apparent across the provinces. The manufacturing 
industry in Alberta is affluent, but operating in a single market is only a 
short-term strategy.

An exporter’s ability to withstand the boom and bust cycle of a particular 
industry is substantial. The bright side for Albertans is that our province 
has many organizations committed to supporting entrepreneurs in their 
exporting journey. A few of the primary organizations offering a broad 
range of supports include:

Exporting to new 
markets
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Alberta Government, Economic 
Development and Trade

Economic Development and Trade (EDT) provides 
numerous services to Alberta entrepreneurs 
including: market intelligence, networking events 
and programs, promoting Alberta investment 
opportunities, accessing foreign markets and 
leading trade negotiations. With trade offices 
all over the world, EDT is well equipped to help 
entrepreneurs pursue international business 
opportunities.

Export Development Canada

EDC is Canada’s export credit agency, offering trade 
finance, export credit insurance, bonding services, 
and foreign market expertise. Various products 
such as EDC’s guarantees, bonds, accounts 
receivable insurance, working capital financing, 
buyer financing, direct lending and many others 
have helped us at ATB deliver out-of-the-box 
financing solutions to support entrepreneurs as 
they grow their businesses.

Global Affairs Canada

Global Affairs Canada (GAC) promotes Canada’s 
international trade. They help entrepreneurs 
 reach export markets, provide on-the-ground 
assistance, and help expand businesses 
abroad and in Canada. GAC is able to connect 
entrepreneurs with qualified international  
contacts for R&D partnering, commercialization,  
and technology sourcing. 

ATBNexus

ATBNexus is a digital platform we designed 
for manufacturers to elevate the visibility of all 
Albertan-made products and bring global buyers 
to work with Abertan manufacturers. This platform 
offers manufacturers the much needed visibility 
and credibility needed to secure foreign contracts, 
with no strings attached.

Top tip: Dealing with other countries most often 
means also dealing in other currencies. It is typical 
to use a common currency, like US Dollars or 
Euros, to facilitate payments. Using these common 
currencies may make it easier to transact, but it can 
also pose some significant risk to your business 
with the fluctuations in their value. Be aware that it 
is becoming a trend where foreign companies will 
offer to pay or invoice in Canadian Dollars. While 
this may look attractive, many times, the value is 

significantly discounted because it is the vendor 
taking the foreign exchange risk. We have seen 
invoice prices upwards of over 10% in Canadian 
Dollars versus their US Dollar equivalent.

Plan ahead of time and speak with your banker to 
ensure the currency you are doing business in is 
available, but more so, advisable.

Consider staying up to date with our daily 
commentary on market and economic news.

https://www.alberta.ca/ministry-economic-development-trade.aspx
https://www.edc.ca/
https://www.international.gc.ca/gac-amc/index.aspx?lang=eng
https://nexus.atb.com/
https://atb.com/business/cfs/financial-markets/Pages/subscribe-to-market-updates.aspx
https://atb.com/business/cfs/financial-markets/Pages/subscribe-to-market-updates.aspx
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While exporting your product can be both profitable and exciting 
(someone in another country is enjoying the fruits of your labour!), 
the exportation process is a minefield of possible errors and mishaps 
resulting from incomplete information or an exporter’s lack of  attention. 

Life, for an entrepreneur, is often in a constant cycle of making mistakes 
and then learning and pivoting. Some of these mistakes are small and 
hardly worth writing about, but sometimes they’re huge and costly.  To 
help you avoid the latter, we’ve compiled a list of things to keep in mind 
if you want to expand your business by exporting to the US.

Exporting 
products  
to the USA
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The first thing you need to do is apply for an export 
number. If you already have your business number, 
this is super easy—you just need to fill in this form 
with Revenue Canada. You’ll need to include your 
GST number, full legal company name and address, 
estimated monetary volume, type of goods and 
country the goods are being shipped to (in this 
case, the US).  

Essentials for exporting to the 
US 

Export number

Next, fill out your bill of lading (BOL) or waybill, 
which is a document issued by the carrier to 
acknowledge receipt of the goods for shipment. On 
the BOL you will outline the origin of your product, 
destination of your product, what and how much 
is being shipped, the value of the shipment and 
whether it’s prepaid or collect (in other words, 
has it been paid for yet or not). You, your shipping 
company and the receiving company will all sign 
the document as it passes through your respective 
hands to verify that the shipment was shipped  
and received in good order. 

Bill of lading

A brokerage company will facilitate your shipment 
moving across the border. You submit your 
commercial invoice and bill of lading to them  
and then they make sure that your shipment is 
okay to export, file all the paperwork with the 
Canadian Border Services Agency (CBSA) and finally 
facilitate the actual exportation. You don’t have to 
use a broker, but they will help you navigate your 
way through the process and, in the long run, save 

Brokerage

you money on fees and penalties. The amount  
they charge you—a very small fee—is well worth 
it in terms of reducing the number of headaches 
you’ll get trying to figure this all out. There are so 
many small rules and regulations when you’re 
dealing with the CBSA, brokers specialize in 
knowing them all.

Fill in the value of your shipment (the amount the 
buyer is charged) on the commercial invoice. If the 
US consignee’s (buyer’s) tax ID number isn’t on file 
with US Customs and Border Protection and the 
shipment is valued over $2,500 USD or subject 
to FDA reporting, the consignee has to fill out a 
form 5106. This form takes all of the consignee’s 
personal information and basically lets the border 
know who’s accepting the goods. If you don’t get 
your buyer to fill this out in advance, your shipment 
will get stuck at the border until you get the 
completed form to border control. Not only is this a 
waste of time, but you can also be charged holding 
fees. It’s good practice to get the form 5106 filled 
out ahead of time and submit it to the brokerage 
along with the BOL and commercial invoice. That 
way, they have everything they need and you 
know your shipment will make it across the border 
without any issues.

Commercial invoice

Make sure you do your research on all materials 
used in your products, as certain materials might 
have import/export restrictions or extra paperwork 
needed. For example, if your product is made  
of wood, you’ll have to fill out a Lacey Act form, 
which is for plants and plant-based products. 
Although you might not make the connection 
between your product and a category of restricted 
materials immediately, you will want to educate 

When in doubt, declare it

https://www.canada.ca/en/revenue-agency/services/tax/businesses/topics/registering-your-business/business-registration-online-overview.html
https://www.cbp.gov/document/forms/form-5106-importer-id-input-record
https://www.aphis.usda.gov/plant_health/lacey_act/downloads/declarationform.pdf
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If your business participates in a number of 
trade shows across North America, you might be 
accustomed to preparing several shipments that 
include random items (items you didn’t produce) 
for your booth display. Regardless of the item and 
whether you manufactured it or not, you need 
to know every product’s country of origin. For 
example, if you want to send a TV to Las Vegas 
for a trade show, get on the phone with the TV 
manufacturer to figure out the TV’s country of 
origin so that you can fill out the proper forms. 
You need to do this for every item you’re shipping, 
whether it’s a television or an extension cord.

Shipping items you didn’t produce

Because of the paperwork (and fees or tariffs) 
involved in shipping anything across the border, 
plan strategically to keep those crossings back 
and forth to a minimum. If the goods aren’t being 
sold and are only exported on a temporary basis, 
you’re better off keeping them in the US as long 
as possible. For example, if you’re attending  a 
whole batch of US trade shows, you might have 
your booth shipment to travel from Calgary to Las 
Vegas, to Atlanta, to New York, to Pittsburgh, and 
then back to Calgary. This way it only had to cross 
the border twice (the same as it would for just one 
trade show), saving you the headache and the 
border fees. 

Going back and forth across the border

If they find out that you’ve made a mistake, the 
CBSA is able to update your past entries and charge 
you any resulting additional duties and fees.  
A broker can handle this type of situation for you, 
as they should have all of your previous entries  
and can easily update or catch any mistakes.

Costly mistakes

Paying duties is a part of doing business 
internationally and you should build it into your 
pricing so that you don’t ruin your margins when 
you get a duty bill. It’s challenging to really figure 
out how much duty is going to be upfront, but a 
good rule of thumb is to allocate five per cent of 
your product value for duties. Then, account for 
this amount in your cost of goods sold. One way 
to bridge the gap when duties are involved is to 
keep your pricing exactly the same in Canada and 
the US (rather than adjusting it to account for 
the exchange rate and all the while forgetting to 
account for duties).

Duties

Another way to save on trade show shipments is 
to bring items across the border on a temporary 

Temporary import bond

yourself as thoroughly as possible on different 
tariffs and regulations, because ignorance isn’t  
an excuse with the CBSA.

import bond. Using a temporary import bond 
means that you don’t pay duties on the import, but 
you also can’t sell anything that you bring across. 
However, you still need a commercial invoice 
that lists everything you’re bringing and will need 
to fill in a second one to import the goods back 
afterwards. All of your items need to be accounted 
for on both documents and show proof of export, 
which will allow you to save money on duties.

You can drive your goods across the border 
yourself, but you still need the commercial invoice, 
the BOL and all other documentation. Whoever is 
driving hands the documents to CBSA for them to 

Hand-carried goods shipment

https://www.cbp.gov/document/forms/form-3173-application-extension-bond-temporary-importation
https://www.cbp.gov/document/forms/form-3173-application-extension-bond-temporary-importation
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As you might imagine, importing is super similar 
to exporting, the process is just flipped. When you 
import products, you’re the one filling out the form 

Importing

1. Find out if your products are NAFTA (North 
American Free Trade Agreement) eligible. If 
your goods are manufactured in North America 
there’s a good chance they are eligible, but 
it’s always a smart idea to double check with 
your brokerage company. If your products are 
NAFTA eligible, fill out the B232 - Certificate of 
Origin and file it before you ship your products 
and you’ll save a lot in duties.

2. Put a continuous transaction bond in place. 
Every time you ship across the US border you 
have to pay a $50 single entry bond, which 
can quickly add up if you’re sending packages 

Our top three exporting tips

Resources

Fedex Commercial Invoice Customs Regulations by Country

review and then you’re good to go. If you have a 
hand-carried goods shipment, make sure that you 
go through the commercial line up and not the 
residential one. If you try to go through the wrong 
line up they’ll probably pull you into a little room 
for questioning—and who wants that? 

5106, since you’re the one accepting the goods.  
The manufacturer submits the BOL and the 
commercial invoice, then facilitates the shipment. 

When you’re importing as a person and not a 
business, you don’t have to fill out the form 5106; 
instead, you just have to provide your SIN number. 
This is also the case for exporting. If you’re  
shipping to an end consumer and not a business 
you will need the customer’s SIN instead of their 
tax ID number.

frequently. But if you put a continuous 
transaction bond in place, it’s there for the 
whole year; although you have to pay $500 up 
front, it ends up being more cost-efficient in the 
long run. To get started on the bond process, 
talk to your brokerage. Or if you’re doing it 
yourself, fill out this form. 

3. Classify your goods properly. Before shipping 
anything, talk to a brokerage and confirm that 
your goods are classified properly. All of the 
different components in your product will affect 
the way they’re classified. 

https://www.cbsa-asfc.gc.ca/publications/forms-formulaires/b232-16-eng.pdf
https://www.cbsa-asfc.gc.ca/publications/forms-formulaires/b232-16-eng.pdf
http://images.fedex.com/images/canada/services/international/customsforms/documents/Commercial_Invoice_Customs_Regulatory_Compliance.pdf
https://www.cbp.gov/sites/default/files/assets/documents/2018-Jan/CBP%20Form%20301.pdf
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Jeff Harrison, CPA, CMA, Partner, Indirect Tax, MNP LLP 
Jeff.Harrison@mnp.ca

Melinda Nguyen-Raybould, MBA, Partner, Transfer Pricing, MNP LLP 
Melinda.Nguyen-Raybould@mnp.ca

Import/export: 
what you need 
to know about 
indirect taxes and 
transfer pricing

mailto:Jeff.Harrison%40mnp.ca?subject=
mailto:Melinda.Nguyen-Raybould%40mnp.ca?subject=
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As your business grows, you might be expanding into new markets. Whether you’re 
already selling into other Canadian provinces or are considering cross-border trade in 
the United States or elsewhere, being tax compliant is critical to your bottom line. 

While customs and duties play major roles in import/export considerations, indirect 
tax and transfer pricing also affect every transaction that takes place.

The Canada Revenue Agency (CRA) demands clarity 
on a multitude of items when determining its 
portion of each import and export transaction. To 
mitigate your tax exposure as an importer/exporter 
(over and above customs and duties), it will be 
important to have strategies in place for:

• Canadian federal and provincial tax compliance

• Foreign and/or U.S. tax planning and compliance 

• Transfer pricing 

• Indirect tax planning

Here are four important considerations to keep in mind:

To know what is taxable under the Goods and 
Services Tax/Harmonized Sales Tax (GST/HST), a 
business needs to determine the type of supply, 
where the supply was made and who buys the 
supply for each transaction. Each aspect has 
different components, and not understanding them 
could result in you overpaying, not recovering the 
tax paid due to your business, or being penalized 
for non-compliance.

For example, your business sells goods to a 
customer in another province. Does it make a 
difference if the customer picks up the goods and 
removes them from the province or if you (the 
supplier) ship the goods to the customer? 

More than five per cent It does. The “place of supply” rules apply to the sale 
and can trigger not only HST but also Provincial 
Sales Tax (PST) on the same supply. 

On the import side, you might buy a vehicle in the 
US to sell in Canada to a Canadian customer and 
hire another company to import the vehicle on 
your behalf. Who can claim the GST paid at the 
border? Is it the importer who does not actually 
own the vehicle? Maybe…maybe not. It all  
depends on the details and how the legislation  
can be applied.

Exporting to the US holds another 50-some 
layers of tax complexity, as each state has its own 
legislation on top of federal rules. Knowing all the 
nuances before the transaction takes place could 
reduce your business costs and your risk.
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When import and export transactions—purchases 
or sales of goods—take place between non-arm’s-
length parties in two different countries, transfer 
pricing comes into play. 

The price charged between non-arm’s length 
parties (typically entities within the same  
corporate group or which share common 
ownership) in a purchase/sale transaction will  
have an impact on each entity’s profitability. 
Transfer pricing rules allow each jurisdiction  
to tax its fair share of any profits through 
prescribed methodologies that govern how you, 
the buyer/seller, can set those prices.

Having a transfer pricing strategy in place ahead 
of sales is key to avoiding the risk of costly transfer 
pricing adjustments and penalties.  

Transfer pricing

Transfer pricing is not necessarily a straightforward 
calculation, as in “If I sell this pencil to an arm’s-
length party for five cents, then selling to my 
subsidiary distributor in the US for the same 
amount should be fine.” There are a number of 
economic, industry, and other factors that come 
into play in determining an arm’s-length price.  

Not a simple calculation
An up-to-date tax strategy will help manage your 
business’s risk as you expand across provincial 
or international borders by having solutions in 
place before problems happen. Working with a 
knowledgeable advisor, you can avoid penalties as 
well as over-paying taxes, plus add to your bottom 
line by knowing how to recover tax paid.

For more information, visit MNP.ca or contact your 
trusted MNP Advisor.

Tax strategies to minimize risk

Most importantly, the functions undertaken, 
assets employed, and risks borne by the seller and 
purchaser have a direct impact on the appropriate 
transfer pricing methodology and price for a good. 
For example, if you sell a pencil to a retailer in New 
York for a “delivered” price, they would likely pay 
a different price than a wholesaler in Alberta who 
picks it up at your warehouse because they are in 
different geographic areas and undertake different 
functions.

Sometimes it’s not apparent which method is the 
most appropriate in a given circumstance, but an 
experienced tax advisor can help you navigate 
these complexities to come up with an appropriate 
transfer pricing strategy.

MNP is one of the largest national accounting and consulting firms in Canada, providing 
client-focused accounting, taxation and consulting advice. National in scope and local in focus, 
MNP has proudly served individuals and public and private companies for 60 years. Through 
the development of strong relationships, MNP provides personalized strategies and a local 
perspective to help them succeed

https://www.mnp.ca/en
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When considering the growth plan of your current business, you should consider acqui- 
ring your competition or a business that complements your current operation. Doing 
either of these things will allow you to quickly expand your sales and revenue while 
facing a relatively low level of risk. However, as with any business expansion strategy, 
there are various factors to take into consideration before making any major decisions. 

Expand by increasing 
your market share

Before starting the deliberation phase of your 
purchase journey, you will need to find businesses 
that are for sale. A common way to grow and 
increase market share is by simply buying up your 
competitors. Make sure to stay on the lookout 
for opportunities to acquire businesses that are 
a natural match for your own. Not sure where to 
find businesses that are for sale? They are often 
advertised online as well as in print media. Keep 
in mind, though, that it’s never a bad idea to 
connect with your network to get the word out that 
you’re looking to buy. Once you’ve identified the 
businesses available on the market, you can start 
to evaluate your options. 

Where can I find businesses 
that are for sale?

You won’t need to decide which business to acquire 
right away, but you should narrow it down to a 

Which business should I 
purchase? 

Often times, businesses acquire their competitors 
to gain something that they don’t already have. 

Branding decisions

small pool of candidates that you would like to 
evaluate in greater depth. While creating this pool 
of candidates, you should be keeping competitors 
that have synergy with your own business at the 
top of your mind. Acquiring a logical match for your 
own business will result in added value for both 
businesses and greater success for you. 

Once you have decided on your top candidates, 
you will need to perform due diligence. This isn’t 
just a step to skim over; it will ultimately determine 
whether or not you should continue with the 
acquisition at hand. You’ll want to thoroughly 
evaluate each of the candidates’ financial standing, 
assets and liabilities, goodwill and commercial 
potential, as well as the strength of its current 
contracts. Painting the fullest possible picture 
of each business will help you to avoid future 
roadblocks and challenges. You will not regret 
performing this step thoroughly.
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After conducting all the required research, you 
will probably be eager to make your purchase. But 
before taking action, ensure that you’re paying 
a fair price for the business. You know that old 
saying, “If it’s too good to be true, it probably is?” 
That definitely applies to asking prices when buying 
a business. At the same time, you definitely don’t 
want to overpay. When negotiating how much you 
will pay, keep your budget as well as the value of 
the business in mind. When valuing the business, 
take into account its current financial standing, 
assets and liabilities as well as its reputation and 
overall performance. But you don’t have to do this 
alone! It’s always a good idea to consider having  
a proper valuation done by an objective third party 
in order to confirm that you are paying a fair price 
for the business. 

Make sure you pay a fair price 
for the business

Maybe the business you would like to acquire 
has great branding. In this situation, you should 
consider which brand is stronger and has more 
followers—your own or the one you’re acquiring. 
This analysis will be essential in deciding whether 
or not to rebrand after the acquisition. If the 
business you acquire has a stronger brand than 
your own, you could leverage that brand to add its 
existing customer base to your own. 

Once you make the purchase, you’ll need to 
determine how to account for assets for income 
tax purposes. Basically, the price you pay for the 
business will be broken down into categories: a 
price for each asset, a price for the inventory and 
a price for goodwill. If it isn’t set out this way by 
the vendor, you will have to determine the value 
of each asset based on its fair market value as 
well as the value of your inventory. “Goodwill” can 
be calculated as the difference between the total 
price you paid and the amount you determined for 
assets and inventory. Once you know the value of 
your assets, you can sort them by class in order to 
claim the capital cost allowance.

Accounting for assets 

When you purchase a business, if you “acquire all 
or substantially all (at least 90%) of the property 
that can reasonably be regarded as necessary to 
carry on the business,” you and the vendor can 
agree to sign form GST44 in order to avoid GST 
payable on the sale. However, this election is 
subject to a few conditions and you will need to 
make sure that it will work in your case.  

You may also transfer ownership of a business 
through the purchase of shares. If you choose to go 
this route instead, the cost base of the assets will not 
change and the sale may not be subject to GST/HST.

GST/HST on the purchase

Resources

6 Tips for Expanding Your Business 
—Regardless of the Economy

Government of Canada  —Buying an 
existing business

Government of Canada —Buying a 
business

Key Factors to Consider Before Buying 
Out a Competitor

https://www.canada.ca/en/revenue-agency/services/forms-publications/forms/gst44.html
https://www.foxbusiness.com/features/6-tips-for-expanding-your-business-regardless-of-the-economy
https://www.foxbusiness.com/features/6-tips-for-expanding-your-business-regardless-of-the-economy
https://www.canada.ca/en/revenue-agency/services/tax/businesses/small-businesses-self-employed-income/setting-your-business/bringing-assets-into-a-business/buying-existing-business.html
https://www.canada.ca/en/revenue-agency/services/tax/businesses/small-businesses-self-employed-income/setting-your-business/bringing-assets-into-a-business/buying-existing-business.html
https://www.bdc.ca/en/articles-tools/start-buy-business/buy-business/pages/default.aspx?it=starting/before-starting-your-business/buy-a-business-or-start-your-own/buying-a-business/
https://www.bdc.ca/en/articles-tools/start-buy-business/buy-business/pages/default.aspx?it=starting/before-starting-your-business/buy-a-business-or-start-your-own/buying-a-business/
https://www.forbes.com/sites/theyec/2018/09/11/key-factors-to-consider-before-buying-out-a-competitor/#446fa17e3926
https://www.forbes.com/sites/theyec/2018/09/11/key-factors-to-consider-before-buying-out-a-competitor/#446fa17e3926


59 A new business

When considering expansion through merging with or acquiring another 
business you need to make sure it’s the right growth strategy for your 
business. The first place to start is checking in with your intentions. 

Expand by 
growing your 
market share
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Do you think acquisition is a good plan because 
you have a very specific growth strategy in mind, 
such as expanding your geographic reach, attaining 
new technologies that you can’t develop internally, 
or growing the talent within your team? These are 
all good reasons to acquire another small business, 
as they bring something to your own business 
that you could not achieve otherwise. If you 
could achieve the same results without acquiring 
a competitor, you’re probably better off taking 
another route. 

Finding a business to acquire can be a painstaking 
process, because it’s essential to find the right 
onethat is a great match for your business.  
If executed properly, the search will be thorough 
and time consuming; but, it should result in  
a larger organization whose whole is greater  
than the sum of the parts, allowing you to truly 
grow your market share.

Which business should I 
acquire? 
While purchasing a business that’s already for  
sale is an option, you won’t want to limit your 
search to only those businesses up for sale.  
There could be several reasons an owner is selling 
their business; but, in many cases it’s because the 
business was no longer performing and will require 
a significant amount of effort from the new owner 
to turn around.

Remember that the purpose of acquiring a new 
business is to quickly gain something that you don’t 
already have. This would be an unlikely situation if 
you were to purchase an underperforming business.   

On the other hand, some business owners are 
selling their high performing business because they 
are ready to retire, or for a variety of other reasons. 
For this reason, you shouldn’t rule out businesses 
that are up for sale—instead, make sure you put 
in the research to determine the health of each 
business that you consider purchasing. 

Your search should include all small businesses, 
especially competitors or synergistic companies, 
whether they are for sale or not. 

If you’re able to find a business that checks off all 
your criteria for expansion, you can approach the 
owner and start poking at the idea of an acquisition. 
Or, you can communicate your intentions to buy 
more directly if the business is already up for sale. 
Either way, you need to perform various steps 
before purchasing a business.

Performing due diligence
Once you have performed research and narrowed 
the pool down to your top candidates, you will 
need to perform due diligence. This isn’t just a step 
to skim over; it will ultimately determine whether 
or not you should continue with the acquisition 
at hand. You’ll want to thoroughly evaluate each 
of the candidates’ financial standing, assets and 
liabilities, goodwill and commercial potential, 
as well as the strength of its current contracts. 
Painting the fullest possible picture of each 
business will help you to avoid future roadblocks 
and challenges. You will not regret performing this 
step thoroughly.
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After conducting all your research and due 
diligence, if you’re still excited about the potential 
acquisition at hand, you will probably be eager to 
make an offer. But before taking action, ensure 
that you’re offering a fair price for both parties 
involved. You know that old saying, “If it’s too good 
to be true, it probably is?” That definitely applies to 
asking prices when buying a business. At the same 
time, you definitely don’t want to overpay. When 
negotiating how much you will pay, keep your 
budget as well as the value of the business in mind. 

When valuing the business, take into account its 
current financial standing, assets and liabilities as 
well as its reputation and overall performance. 
But you don’t have to do this alone! It’s always a 
good idea to have a proper valuation conducted 
by an objective third party to confirm that you are 
offering a fair price for the business.

Making an offer
Once you make the purchase, you’ll need to 
determine how to account for assets for income 
tax purposes. Basically, the price you pay for the 
business will be broken down into categories: a 
price for each asset, a price for the inventory and 
a price for goodwill. If it isn’t set out this way by 
the vendor, you will have to determine the value 
of each asset based on its fair market value as 
well as the value of your inventory. “Goodwill” can 
be calculated as the difference between the total 
price you paid and the amount you determined for 
assets and inventory. Once you know the value of 
your assets, you can sort them by class in order to 
claim the capital cost allowance.

Accounting for assets

For more information on the differences between 
asset and share purchases, head to this resource 
for a professional legal summary. 

GST/HST on the purchase

http://rplawyers.ca/business-law-asset-purchase-vs-share-purchase/
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Congrats, you’ve made it to the end of the guide—and the beginning of 
your growth planning journey. We hope this guide has given you some 
tangible advice that can help you get on your way.

But our support doesn’t end just because you’ve finished reading. So we 
figured we’d go the extra mile. Here’s a list of resources to help you find 
solutions to any challenges that may come up as your business grows.

We’re always here to help: 

- If you need advice on your growth journey, please book an 
appointment with one of our ATB Entrepreneur Strategists. We 
have physical strategists in Calgary, Edmonton, Lethbridge and 
Grande Prairie as well as digital strategists, who can all be found at 
atbentrepreneurcentre.com. 

- If you’re looking to accelerate your growth we have more formal growth 
programming offered through ATB X. Find out more at atb.com/atbx. 

- Finally, if you have banking questions or concerns email  
atbbusiness@atb.com.

Here’s to your success! We’re with you every step of the way.

- Your friends at ATB

Conclusion

https://atbentrepreneurcentre.com/
https://atb.com/business/experts/Pages/ATB-X-Accelerator.aspx?utm_source=redirect&utm_campaign=Biz-2016-ATBX&utm_medium=redirect
mailto:atbbusiness%40atb.com?subject=ATB%20Entrepreneurs%20Guide%20to%20Growing%20and%20Scaling%20a%20Business%20%E2%80%93%20Expansion
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